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Abstract: Faculty and staff with disabilities are significantly underrepresented within academia and
experience alarming rates of discrimination, social exclusion and marginalization. This review aimed
to understand the experiences and impact of disability discrimination (ableism) among faculty and
staff. We conducted a systematic review while searching six international databases that identified
33 studies meeting our inclusion criteria. Of the 33 studies that were included in our review, they
involved 1996 participants across six countries, over a 25-year period. The studies highlighted faculty
and staff experiences of ableism in academia, which focused on disclosure (i.e., choosing to disclose or
not), accommodations (i.e., lack of workplace accommodations and the difficult process for obtaining
them) and negative attitudes (i.e., stigma, ableism and exclusion). Twenty-one studies explained
the impact of ableism in academia, including a negative effect on physical and mental health, and
career development. Coping mechanisms and strategies to address ableism in academia were also
described. There is a critical need for more research and attention to the lived experiences of ableism
among faculty and staff in academia and the impact that ableism has on their health and well-being.
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1. Introduction

Although people with disabilities are one of the world’s largest minority groups, they
are often overlooked [1,2]. Research indicates that over the past decade there has been an
increase in disability discrimination (i.e., ableism), which refers to unwanted, exploitative
or abusive conduct against people with disabilities that violates their dignity and security,
or creates intimidating or offensive environments [3]. Although legislation exists to help
affirm the rights of people with disabilities, they experience persistent ableism, social
exclusion, non-accommodating environments and a lack of opportunities [4-6].

Faculty, instructors and researchers with disabilities are among the groups that experi-
ence the highest levels of harassment, ableism and unfair treatment within post-secondary
institutions [7]. People with disabilities persistently encounter barriers in the workplace,
including inaccessible physical environments, lack of accommodations and modifications
to existing facilities and practices, inadequate supports and policies, stigma and ableism,
intentional exclusion, segregation and relegation to lesser services and opportunities [8-10].

Such persistent barriers encountered by people with disabilities likely contribute, in
part, to their significant underrepresentation amongst academic staff [11,12]. For example,
in Canada only 6.7% of university professors, instructors, teachers or researchers self-
identify as having a disability [13], compared to 20% of working-age Canadians [14]. In
the UK, only 2% of staff in universities has a declared health condition compared to 16%
among working-age adults [11]. Similarly, an estimated 1-6% of Australians declare having

Disabilities 2022, 2, 178-203. https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/ disabilities2020014

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/disabilities


https://doi.org/10.3390/disabilities2020014
https://doi.org/10.3390/disabilities2020014
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/disabilities
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5903-290X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3337-7299
https://doi.org/10.3390/disabilities2020014
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/disabilities
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/disabilities2020014?type=check_update&version=1

Disabilities 2022, 2

179

a disability within academia compared to 18% of the general population [15]. While we
recognize that the percentage of people with disabilities within academia may not be the
same as those within the general population, it is much lower than would be expected, and
is an indicator of a low representation of people with disabilities in this field and/or people
not feeling safe with disclosing their condition within these work environments.

Many researchers describe how academic workplaces can be challenging, anxiety-
producing and toxic work environments, especially for people with disabilities where
ableism is common [15-18]. For example, in Canada, 35% of university professors, instruc-
tors, teachers or researchers with a disability experienced ableism or unfair treatment and
47% encountered at least one form of harassment over the past year [7]. Ableism often
presents noticeable social and psychological privileges for people without disabilities and
often results in disadvantages for people with disabilities [19]. The continuing persistence
of ableism and prejudice towards people with disabilities denies their opportunity to com-
pete on an equal basis [10]. The United Nations Convention on Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (Article 8) [20] states that a change of perceptions is essential to improving
the situation of persons with disabilities where there is a need to combat stereotypes and
prejudices and to promote awareness of the capabilities of persons with disabilities. One of
the first steps in addressing this is to develop a better understanding of their experiences
and the impact that ableism has on them.

Many post-secondary institutions continue to follow an individualized medical model
of disability, which is reflected in their policies and practices that isolate and stigmatize
people with disabilities who require workplace accommodations [12,13,21]. The lack of
institutional supports and resources for staff and faculty in post-secondary institutions
could be due to ableist assumptions. In many institutions, disability support services that
are commonly available to students are not extended to staff and faculty [22,23]. Ableism is
typically normalized within post-secondary education whereby academics with disabilities
often internalize the stigma and discrimination they experience, making it difficult to
disclose their condition and request accommodations [11]. These trends could help to
explain, in part, why the rates of disclosure among faculty with disabilities are much lower
than those of students [11,18].

There is increasing attention on higher education institutions to ensure they reflect the
diversity of their communities [13,24]. As equity, diversity and inclusion (EDI) initiatives
have rapidly increased across academic institutions, they have been criticized for being
ineffective and motivated primarily by a concern for appearing inclusive rather than a
desire to implement real change [24]. Nonetheless, the push for greater EDI in higher
education reflects the growing formal recognition of the need to address barriers faced by
members of equity-deserving groups such as people with disabilities [13,24]. Disability has
arguably received much less attention compared to other equity-deserving groups within
EDI discussions [13,15].

Wolbring and Lillywhite [13] conducted a review of EDI within universities while
focusing on people with disabilities. They argue that more training on disability is needed
among university administrators to eliminate biases that are related to abilities and ability
privilege [13]. In order for EDI frameworks to build a culture of belonging for academics,
they must allow for self-understanding of one’s body [13]. In the EDI definitions they
reviewed, they found that people with disabilities were the only equity-deserving group
that was defined in a negative way, which can influence how and whether EDI is discussed
in relation to people with disabilities [13].

Purposively including people with disabilities and addressing their needs for work-
place accommodations could help enhance EDI while incorporating the diverse social
identities within the research community, which is crucial for the advancement of scientific
discovery [25]. To date, most of the EDI initiatives in academia have focused on student
recruitment and faculty hiring but have often ignored the accessibility and inclusion needs
of scientists and researchers at other levels (e.g., promotion, retention, workplace accom-
modations) [25]. Further, most previous research on ableism in academia has focused on
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students with disabilities, which is important; however, there has been a notable lack of
attention to faculty (i.e., professors, lecturers, instructors) and staff (i.e., non-faculty mem-
bers including research coordinators, managers, research assistants, teaching assistants,
research librarians, etc.) with disabilities. Our review aimed to understand the experiences
and impact of ableism among faculty and staff with disabilities in academia.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Search Strategy and Data Sources

Our search strategy was developed in consultation with a librarian with expertise in
disability. The following international databases were searched: Ovid Medline, Embase,
Psychlnfo, Healthstar, Proquest, Scopus (see Figure 1). Our search strategy included the
following keywords: discrimination, ableism, disablism, social stigma, exclusion, prejudice,
bullying, oppression, microaggression; academia, academic, academy, scientist, researcher,
faculty; disability, disabled person, chronic disease, chronic illness (see Supplemental Table
S1 for full search strategy). We also searched the reference lists of the articles that met our
inclusion criteria.

2.2. Article Selection

Our inclusion criteria involved the following: involving a sample of people with
disabilities (based on the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health),
referring to an umbrella term for impairments, activity limitations and participation re-
strictions [26], published in a peer-reviewed journal from 1995 to September 2021; an
empirical article with at least one finding focusing on ableism amongst faculty or staff
within academia (e.g., college, university, higher education). We included various method-
ological designs to help capture the experiences and also the impact of ableism. We were
inclusive of all languages. Any non-English articles that we found were translated.

Our exclusion criteria involved the following: non-peer reviewed, opinion, books,
book chapters, theses, reviews, non-empirical articles, commentaries, conference abstracts
and articles that did not focus on ableism or on staff or faculty. We did not focus on
students because much attention has already been given to them [27]. We excluded non-
peer reviewed literature because this is an important process that helps to ensure the quality,
relevance, integrity and risk of bias in the published information [28].

2.3. Article Screening

We conducted the search across six databases where we identified 2327 articles (see
Figure 1) after removing the duplicates. The first author and a research assistant each
independently applied the inclusion criteria to screen the titles and abstracts for relevance,
which left us with 125 potentially relevant full-text articles to screen. A further 92 articles
were excluded because they did not meet our inclusion criteria (see Figure 1 for reasons).
Any discrepancies between the screeners were discussed until consensus was reached. A
total of 33 articles met our inclusion criteria for this review. We kept a log of inclusion
decisions to provide an audit trail of our process.

2.4. Data Abstraction

The first author extracted and compiled the data from the 33 articles in the review
using a structured abstraction form (see Supplemental Table S1). Information about each
study (e.g., author, year, country, methods and findings) was abstracted. The second author
independently reviewed the articles and checked the table for accuracy. Any discrepancies
were discussed until consensus was reached. We also noted the limitations and risk of bias
for each study. We also followed the preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and
meta-analysis checklist (see Supplemental Table S2).
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Identification

Screening

Eligibility

Included

Embase Proquest Scopus PsychlInfo Medline Healthstar
(n=1826) (n=1028) (n="728) (n=688) (n=348) (n=1332)
A 4
Title and abstracts Excluded (duplicates)
(n=4950) >
(n=2623)
Title and abstract review ——r Exclusions (based on inclusion
(n = 2327) criteria)
(n=12202)

Full-text articles reviewed

(n=125)

Articles included in review

(n=33)

Excluded (n =92)

32 Not focused on staff / faculty
28 Not focused on ableism

18 Not empirical

11 Book / book chapter

3 Not peer reviewed

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram of the database search process.

2.5. Synthesis of the Findings

Both authors read all of the articles before extracting the data and summarizing them.
We drew on the guidelines for narrative synthesis for analysing our findings because a
meta-analysis was not practical given the diverse range of methodologies in our review [29].
A narrative synthesis involves organizing the content of the findings within and across
the included studies [29]. We first collated the study findings into categories around the
experiences of ableism in academia and the impact of ableism. Then, we analyzed the
findings within each category. Next, we synthesized the findings across the included
studies while highlighting key trends and considering how the studies varied by sample
characteristics, methodological design and quality [29].
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2.6. Quality Appraisal and Risk of Bias within Studies

We assessed the methodological quality of each study using the Standard Quality
Assessment criteria [30]. There are separate checklists for quantitative (14 items) and
qualitative studies (10 items) and each assesses the range of methodologies and risk of
bias [30]. Both authors independently assigned a score for each item along with a total score
for each study (see Supplemental Tables S3 and S4). Our inter-rater agreement was 95%
for the qualitative studies and 78% for the quantitative studies. Articles with discrepant
ratings were discussed and re-evaluated until consensus was reached.

Total scores ranged from 55% to 90% (mean 73%) for the qualitative studies and 62%
to 88% (mean 73.8%) for the quantitative studies (see Supplemental Tables S3 and S4).
Scores were considered good quality if they exceeded 70%. Areas where qualitative studies
scored lower included lack of a theoretical framework; inadequately described sampling
strategy, data collection or analysis description; lack of verification procedure and lack
of reflexivity of the account. Meanwhile, areas where quantitative studies scored lower
included methods and analysis sufficiently described, outcome well defined and results
reported in sufficient detail. We also considered the limitations and risk of bias within each
of the studies. Common limitations within the included studies involved small sample sizes,
selection bias, self-reporting and lack of standardized measures in the quantitative studies.

3. Results
3.1. Study and Participant Characteristics

Our review included 33 studies involving 1996 participants (i.e., faculty, non-faculty
academic staff, librarians) across six countries over a 25-year period. There were 14 studies
conducted in the US, nine in Canada, seven in the UK and one each in Australia, Chile
and South Africa (see Table 1). The types of disabilities of participants involved physical,
mental, sensory, learning and other invisible disabilities. There were 13 studies that
included various types of disabilities, while others focused on specific types such as
multiple sclerosis, physical disability, visual impairment, invisible disabilities, deaf and
hard of hearing, autism and mental illness.

Sample sizes ranged from 1 to 586. The majority of studies (n = 25) had a qualita-
tive design, including autobiographies, interviews, case studies and visual methods. The
remaining 8 studies were quantitative and involved surveys. There were 20 studies that
applied a theoretical or conceptual framework, including the following: critical disability
studies, ableist performativity, spaces of disability, social model of disability, functional
diversity, post-colonial framework, Lefebvrian approach, Goffman'’s frontstage and back-
stage, intersectionality, poststructuralist theory of neoliberalism, social practice theory,
Garland-Thomson'’s concepts of fit and misfit, neuroqueer approach, theory of personal
tragedy, Butler’s “framing the frame” and career theory.

3.2. Faculty and Staff Experiences of Ableism in Academia

The studies in this review described faculty and staff experiences of ableism in
academia, which focused on disclosure (i.e., choosing to disclose or not), accommoda-
tions (i.e., lack of accommodations and process for obtaining them) and negative attitudes
(i.e., stigma, ableism and exclusion).

3.2.1. Disclosure

Eighteen studies reported on how ableism within academia affected their decision
whether to disclose their condition or not. For example, some faculty with a mental illness
mentioned that disclosure is a personal and political issue and noted the importance of
disclosing upfront to help avoid stigma [22]. Meanwhile, in a survey of faculty with
mental illness, 62% disclosed to at least one person on campus, mostly colleagues or
department chairs [31]. In another survey of faculty and university staff with various types
of disabilities, researchers found that 77% of those with a disability revealed their condition
to their supervisor [32]. Among academic librarians who disclosed their condition, many
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felt supported and were able to build positive relationships with co-workers [33]. Similarly,
some instructors who were deaf expressed their comfort with disclosing [34]. These
findings highlight how inclusive work environments (e.g., supportive colleagues and a
lack of ableism) could help people with disabilities to disclose their condition.

In contrast, for some people with disabilities, disclosing their condition felt involuntary
or forced and as though they had no other option but to tell their employer about it [21]. For
example, self-managing a disability (e.g., medication management, self-accommodations)
could lead to others discovering their condition. In another study, some faculty with a
disability felt an expectation to disclose if they were working in the field of disability studies
and also felt that the disclosure process was difficult and invasive [35].

3.2.2. Non-Disclosure

Fourteen studies described how ableism influenced their decision to not disclose their
condition. For instance, in a survey of staff and faculty with various types of disabilities,
Kattari, Ingarfield, Hanna, McQueen and Ross [36] found that only 4% of faculty with a
disability felt it was a safe place to share their disability-related needs. Some academic
librarians with disabilities reported trying to pass as non-disabled rather than disclosing
their disability to others [37]. Meanwhile, in Burns and Green’s [33] study, a partici-
pant explained, “they can’t fire me because of a medical diagnosis, but my coworkers
sure can make my life hell if they only knew by their actions, assumptions, whispers,
snide remarks, etc.” (p. 649). In Dolan’s [17] study focusing on professors with invisi-
ble disabilities, they found it was difficult to disclose because of the hypercompetitive
academic culture. Pionke [23] similarly highlighted that disclosure could be difficult
within a toxic work environment, which is common in academia. Choosing not to dis-
close was often a result of a fear of stigma and ableism from co-workers and university
administration [12,33,38]. Brown and Ramlackhan [21] argue that non-disclosure of dis-
ability often occurs within academia because the neoliberalization of higher education can
create such high productivity expectations that contribute to the silencing of academics
with disabilities.

Some faculty and staff were concerned about their job security if they disclosed,
especially if they were contract staff or did not have tenure [16,17,39,40]. Additionally,
adjunct professors experienced a more hostile and toxic work environment than tenured
professors [17] and as a result, often chose not to disclose because they did not want to
hinder their job security or career development. Further, among academics who had either
a mental health condition or autism, they stated it was challenging to decide whether
to disclose or not because some people might feel uncomfortable with disclosing [41,42].
Additionally, in a case study of a faculty member with visual impairments, they did not
disclose for fear of asking for help and felt they needed to prove their competence to
others [43]. Similarly, Oesterheld and Fuente-Alba’s [40] study on professors with visual
impairments described the difficulty with disclosure and the pressure they felt to keep their
disability hidden to protect their job security.

One study found that the extent of disclosure was often related to the type of
disability [16]. Specifically, those with mental health conditions often chose to not disclose
at work, which could have resulted from the stigma associated with their condition [16].
Some people with disabilities did not disclose because they either did not need workplace
accommodations or were unfamiliar with the process of how to obtain it, which was the
case for 46% of academics with disabilities in the study by Shigaki et al. [32].

3.2.3. Accommodations

Twenty-one studies reported on workplace accommodations they received or lack
thereof, and the often lengthy and difficult process for obtaining them. Some faculty and
staff with disabilities requested and received accommodations. For example, among faculty
and university staff with various types of disabilities, 43% felt their job accommodation
would improve their job performance and 78% of those who requested workplace modi-
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fications received it [32]. Others described how receiving accommodations depended on
their ability to disclose their condition to others and also the availability of institutional
support [39].

3.2.4. Lack of Accommodations

Twelve studies focused on the lack of accommodations, difficulty finding institutional
supports, inaccessible buildings, campus, teaching rooms and/or workspaces, which was
the case among those with multiple sclerosis, invisible disabilities and other various types
of disabilities [12,23,34,39,40,44-50]. Some people with disabilities were unaware of the
university supports available to them. For example, Price et al. [31] found that 70% of
faculty with mental illness had no, or limited, familiarity with workplace accommodations.
Meanwhile, some academics with mobility or sensory disabilities explained challenges
with mobility and navigating inaccessible routes on campus to attend meetings and/or
to teach their classes [37]. For instance, one faculty member with a physical disability
explained how they were often assigned to a building and/or teaching room that was
difficult to access and how they experienced a lot of resistance, ableism and bullying
from university administration when they asked to have their class scheduled in a more
accessible space [46]. Even more concerning is that some faculty experienced a lack of
accessible health and safety workplace standards such as emergency exits and accessible
parking [46,47]. Additionally, four studies noted how travelling and attending conferences,
which are required to perform academic duties, were often physically inaccessible and/or
difficult for many people with disabilities [39,51-53].

3.2.5. Process for Obtaining Accommodations

Eight studies reported on the difficult process of obtaining accommodations and
especially the challenges with finding or navigating institutional resources [16,21,54], which
could have been due, in part, to universities often framing disability as an individual
medical problem [12,42]. A participant in Merchant’s [12] study shared,

“It’s so many different bits of the university, spread out everywhere, where no one—none
of these different factions seem to talk to each other. So, occupational health may talk
to HR by sending them the report, but how does that then feed back into your own
department? Estates? Parking? Facilities? All these different things”

(p. 282).

Other studies described how a great deal of time and effort was required to navigate the
accommodations process while also advocating for their needs and fighting resistance
and ableist attitudes from university administration [21]. For example, a case study of an
academic woman with arthritis explained how it took four years to receive the accommoda-
tions they requested [51]. This woman was also initially denied an accessible parking pass,
with it taking more than six months of advocating and overcoming institutional ableism to
receive one [51]. As Chouinard (p. 5) explained,

“There was no recognition that it might be possible to modify my job and/or work
environment in ways that would enable me to continue with at least some components of
my job; both my colleagues and the insurance carrier assumed you were either able-bodied
enough to do your job or you weren’t” [51].

Additionally, in Morrison’s [42] study focusing on a woman with autism, they described
how there was no formal policy or process to access workplace accommodations and that
the university often made it difficult to even qualify for an accommodation. Others simi-
larly found that going through the accommodation process was difficult, time consuming
and expensive to obtain medical documentation—suggesting this could be a result of
institutional ableism [23,49].
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3.2.6. Negative Attitudes, Stigma, Ableism, Exclusion

The majority of the studies (n = 21) in this review reported negative attitudes towards
people with disabilities, including stigma and ableism (i.e., microaggression, marginal-
ization, toxic work environments, bullying, aggressive retaliation, harassment) and social
exclusion (i.e., being othered, social isolation, dismissive attitudes) within academia from
university administrators, managers, chairs of departments, co-workers and sometimes
students. Such discriminatory environments were consistently reported across faculty
with the following disability types: multiple sclerosis [38,43], arthritis [50], physical dis-
abilities [46,50], deafness [34,47,53,54], invisible disabilities [17,23,45], mental illness [31],
autism [42,52] and other various types of disabilities [21,32,33,36,38,40,48,49]. For exam-
ple, in a survey of faculty and university staff with disabilities by Shigaki et al. [32], 26%
of respondents experienced job discrimination and 20% encountered disability-related
harassment. A faculty member with an invisible disability in Dolan’s [17] study explained,

“I've given up. I had fantasies of getting tenure. I used to be much more nervous about
revealing (my disability, so I) worked harder and covered it up. I was on the tenure track
and once let it slip to a member of my hiring committee that I was struggling with the
(side effects of my disability). Because the school was located in a remote area, they had
trouble to find decent hires. Her comment in response to my revelation was, ‘oh, you
know, we always get the damaged goods.” That was like a knife stabbing my heart”

(p. 11).

3.3. Impact of Ableism in Academia

Twenty-one studies highlighted the impact of academic ableism, which included a
negative effect on physical and mental health, and career development. Several studies
in the review noted how universities often frame disability as a medical problem and an
individual responsibility [12,38,42], which could lead to ableism. Lourens [43] highlighted
ableism at the institutional level, which involved disability being excluded within dis-
cussions about EDI in higher education. In particular, Olsen et al. [48] mentioned that
universities often institute policies that stigmatize scholars with disabilities, leading to
social isolation, exclusion, poor self-esteem, anxiety and depression.

Some studies focused on how the impact of institutional ableism led to physical
and/or psychological harm (i.e., stress, anxiety, depression) resulting from a lack of ac-
commodations [23,43,51]. For example, Inckle [46] highlighted that the unpaid labour of
navigating academics with a disability could have a negative impact on mental health
and career development in addition to violating principles of equality. Others similarly
commented on the additional work it took to obtain workplace accommodations, physical
access to workspaces and social inclusion [50]. In particular, for faculty members who used
a mobility device, it often took extra time to travel across campus, causing physical exhaus-
tion [43]. Additionally, a woman with autism explained how her constant efforts to appear
normal to others was “exhausting, alienating and traumatic” [42] (p. 707). A participant in
Williams and Mavin'’s [55] study shared, “I mean, one only wants the adjustments in order to be
able to do the job and what people don’t appreciate is that if you are struggling and in pain doing part
of your job it affects other things you’re doing as well, and you know, I found that really difficult”
(p. 132). Some studies, such as Bassler [45], described the pressure for people to compensate
for the stigma that is often associated with having a disability by over-achieving. Doing so,
however, can lead to physical exhaustion and stress.

Ableism within academia also influenced the professional lives and career develop-
ment of academics with disabilities [17]. Many people with disabilities mentioned that
it was not really an option to have a reduced workload or reduced hours as a professor
and expressed concerns that they would be unable to earn enough money to make a living
if they had reduced hours [17]. Several studies mentioned how the “one-size-fits-all” ap-
proach to performance metrics could negatively impact the career development and health
and well-being of academics with disabilities [42,43,46] who are judged by the normative,
ableist standards of productivity and efficiency of people without disabilities [38,51]. For
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example, many participants in Horton and Tucker’s [16] study highlighted how problems
such as anxiety and stress were exacerbated in teaching and conference settings, which
required public speaking and this often negatively impacted their academic performances.
Similarly, England [22] found that people with mental health issues often struggled with
their work productivity.

Other studies also noted how institutional ableism can create career-related barriers
for university staff with disabilities [12,53]. The impacts of ableism can affect career choices
and opportunities [45]. For example, the barriers in the physical environment and lack
of inclusive design can cause barriers to a collegial work environment, as O’Brien [47]
noted in their study with deaf academics. Such challenges and lack of access to workspaces
can lead to exclusion and alienation of academics [47]. Several studies highlighted the
negative career impacts resulting from an inability to network and travel to conferences,
which often have many barriers and physically inaccessible environments [51-53]. An
example from a participant, a geographer with a mental health condition from Horton and
Tucker’s [16] study, explained, “I am resigned to my condition holding me back in the future.
There seems to be an expectation that academics need to be superhuman and untouchable—anything
out-of-the-ordinary is seen as a weakness” (p. 85).

3.4. Coping and Strategies to Address Ableism

Seven studies described coping mechanisms and strategies to address ableism within
academia. For example, Bassler’s [45] study of music scholars with invisible disabilities
found that an opportunity to teach online or having their office relocated was helpful,
in addition to flexibility in scheduling and deadline extensions, especially for tenure. In
Brown and Sheidlower’s [37] study of academic librarians with various types of disabilities,
the librarians described that having allies, mentors and role models helped with their
quality of life. In another study, focusing on academic librarians, the authors found that
some people were able to build positive relationships and felt supported [33]. Meanwhile,
in an autobiography, a faculty member with mental illness revealed the following coping
strategies: becoming an expert, recognizing your symptoms early, engaging in your treat-
ment, developing a plan, finding a support, getting healthy and resting [22]. A study of
academics with a mental health condition by Green et al. [41] reported on the importance
of advocating for your needs. Further, in an autoethnography, a university lecturer with a
visual impairment highlighted the importance of creating an open and responsive attitude
among colleagues to help support those with a disability to become their true self [43].
Additionally, Pionke [23] noted that strategies for an academic librarian with a hidden
disability involved developing a culture of equity, using universal design, educating all em-
ployees and modelling appropriate behaviours, including improving academic experiences
of people with disabilities through networking opportunities and institutional changes.
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Table 1. Characteristics of included studies.

(é::ll:-::;) Sample Characteristics Objective (Theolr\::[teitcl:l)(li’zlr(;ithive) Findings *
. ) ] . Physically inaccessible environments
Babyak, 2020 :ﬁiﬁf?ﬂiﬁﬂ;ﬁgemm Toddescrg)e :he ﬁxgerlences of an Autobiography Social exclusion, microaggressions and discrimination
(US) [44] : 0logy Independent scholar (intersectionality) Ableist attitudes and academic guidelines
(multiple sclerosis, female) with a disability Lack of accommodations for faculty with disabilities
Difficulty finding institutional resources
Unhelpful disabilities offices
Uncooperative colleagues
Inappropriate invocations of fairness
Difficulty obtaining accommodations (especially for mental illness)
) ) Lack of funding
39 :;1“.1519 ég]idilmlﬁb §lc{1.olars Confusion of physical and mental disability
Bassler, 2008 VI; f mVIISI, Zel isad ! lt 1.es To explore the challenges faced by ~ Surveys and interviews Pl"essure to compensate by over-achieving
(US) [45] ( faculty” 21 students; scholars with invisible illness (theory: not used) Risks and costs of concealment
soc1o-demograph1c » Pressure toward undesirable disclosure
characteristics not specified) * Stigma, discrimination and lack of empathy from colleagues (especially for
younger scholars)
Strategies to address ableism:
Online teaching
Office relocation
Flexibility in scheduling and deadline extensions (especially for tenure)
o ) ) Challenges: mobility issues, winter weather, fatigue, trying to navigate a
5‘% aca.lc%e.mlc hbrz?r.lans with neurotypical world, visibility of the disability, social dynamics
Brown and d1sal;1hlt 16 (rr110b111ty, To explore the experiences of di . Requesting reasonable accommodations
Sheidlower psycrological, Sensory, academic librarians with a Survey and interviews Impact in the job market/career

2019 (US) [37]

cognitive, learning;
socio-demographic
characteristics not specified)

disability (theory: not used)

Passing as non-disabled
Having allies and mentors, role models helped with quality of life
Written communication can be helpful
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(é::ll:-::;) Sample Characteristics Objective (Theolr\::[teitcl:l)(li’zlr(;ithive) Findings *
Academics with disabilities felt marginalized and othered
Neoliberalization of higher education has created productivity expectations
. ) o . that contribute to the silencing of disabled academics’ perspectives and
Brown and 30 academics with disabilities; ~ To understand the experiences of Constructivist practice-based inquiry experiences resulting from constructions of normality and stigmatization
Ramlackhan, socio-demographic academics with disabilities in A lot of time and effort needed to self-advocate

2021 (UK) [21]

characteristics not specified

higher education

(critical disability studies)

Don’t always have a choice to disclose
Improving academic experiences of people with disabilities through
networking opportunities, institutional changes

To describe challenges that deaf

Stigma and exclusion, social isolation

Burke, 2013 1 deaf academic and - : Case study Challenge of interpreters needing specialized academic language
(US) [54] interpreter (female) academlc ar.1d 1nt3rpr§ter (co-constructing communication) Sense of vulnerability, intimacy and autonomy experienced
experience in academia Difficulty getting accommodations
. . . Stigma and discrimination influences disclosure of condition
549 librarian academics Burnout; toxic work environments and bullying from
Burns and (1§O tengred/ tenure-track) Tq determine if menta} ill.ness' ' co-workers and administrators
Green, 2019 Wlth various types of stigma a.affects academic librarians  Online survey Some people could disclose and build positive relationships
(US) [53] filsablhtleS. (56% had met}tal and the'lr . (theory: not used) and felt supported
illness; sqcp—demograghlc professional environments Having a disability makes them more empathetic and understanding
characteristics not specified) 40% said that people are understanding of their condition
Difficulties accessing accommodations (it took 4 years)
Viewed as an “other” academic
Marginalized and isolated, faced stigma and systemic discrimination
Lack of support staff
Dealing with pain at work
Lack of recognition that with the right modifications to the work and
; ; environment, continuing to work was possible
Chouinard, 1996 1 female with arthritis To explore issues of equity and Autobiography 8 P

(Canada) [51]

in academics

accommodation for disabilities in
an academic setting

(theory: not used)

Difficulty travelling to conferences; inaccessibility at conferences;
inaccessible teaching rooms and buildings

Denied an accessible parking pass (it took 6 months to finally get one)

Got a workload reduction

Impact: Stress, anxiety, depression, loneliness, marginalization, harassment
and hostile work environment

Performance evaluation based on ableist standards

University developed new standards for others for accommodations moving forward
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Dolan, 2021
(US) [17]

16 professors with invisible
disabilities (11 females)

To explore the experiences of
academics with
invisible disabilities

Online interviews
(ableist performativity)

Neoliberalism fosters ableism in higher education
Themes included:

- Ableism, disclosure and neoliberal realities

- Negative impact of disability on professional lives

- Most only disclose if absolutely necessary because it is a hypercompetitive
academic culture

- Seems more difficult to disclose for those that don’t have tenure; having
more job security and tenure allows for possibility to disclose

- Adjunct professors face even more hostile and toxic work environment

- Many try to conceal their disability

- Can’t make a living wage as a part-time professor and lose benefits

- Not really an option for a reduced workload or reduced hours as a professor

- Non-disclosure can lead to a lot of stress

England, 2016
(US) [22]

1 professor with bipolar
disorder; socio-demographic
characteristics not specified

To provide an autobiographical
reflection of the experiences of
mental illness and

disclosure in academia

Autobiography
(theory: not used)

- Disclosing a disability is a personal and political issue; disclosed upfront to
help avoid stigma

- Those with mental health issues often struggle with productivity

- Productivity is essential for success in academia, especially during certain
times of the year and certain career stages (e.g., probationary period of
tenure); these are especially difficult times for people with
mental health issues

- Coping strategies for navigating working in academia: become an expert,
recognize Early symptoms, engage in your treatment, develop a plan, find
support, get healthy and rest

Green et al.,
2020 (US) [41]

9 academics with mental
health diagnosis (5 females)

To explore how academics with
mental health diagnoses navigate
their condition in

an academic setting

Qualitative online discussion
(theory: not used)

- Deciding whether or not to disclose

- Affordances and struggles

- Many of them focus their research on their condition

- Advocacy and accommodations

- Accommodation arrangements in higher education institutions are more
difficult to obtain as a faculty member than as a student
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Horton and
Tucker, 2013
(UK) [16]

75 geographer academics with
a disability (gender not
specified for 84% of sample)

To explore how diverse disabilities
intersect with academic careers

Survey
(spaces of disability)

Among geographers who have disclosed, they are active and politicised in
relation to their disabilities and work to impact inclusionary change in their
institutional spaces

Those with mental health conditions often do not disclose at work
Struggles with getting accommodations

Disability had an adverse effect on their research, teaching and

career development

Extent of disclosure was related to type of condition

Most of those who did not disclose were early career

Inckle, 2018
(UK) [46]

1 female faculty with a
physical disability

To describe the experiences of
having a visible
disability in academia

Autobiography
(theory: not used)

Unpaid labour of navigating academics with a disability can have a negative
impact on mental health and career as well as violating principles of equality
Difficulty accessing teaching rooms, buildings, crossing through campus
(limited availability and resistance to being scheduled in wheelchair
accessible rooms); it takes a long time to get access

Stigma and ableism and disbelief that you can have a disability

and be an academic

Lack of accessibility health and safety standards (e.g., emergency exists)
Difficulty negotiating access to accessible parking

Resistance, discrimination and bullying from university administration
Impact: additional time of unpaid labor to negotiate accommodations,
emotionally draining, impact on career

Kattari et al.,
2020 (US) [36]

586 students, staff (n = 10) and
faculty (n = 24) with various
disabilities;
socio-demographic
characteristics not specified

To explore how students, staff and
faculty experience issues of access
and accommodations,
discrimination,

inclusion and community

Needs assessment survey
(theory: not used)

Half of faculty with a disability reported keeping universal design
principles in mind when designing their courses, while less than one-fifth of
faculty without reported doing so

Only 4% of faculty with a disability felt their department was a safe place to
share their disability-related needs

87% of faculty with a disability felt that disability awareness was not a
priority in their department

Stigma associated with having a disability

Ableist language and microaggression

Experiences of minimizing, dismissive and bullying, microaggression
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- A S
(Country) Sample Characteristics Objective (Theoretical Perspective) Findings
81 university members (16% - Difficulty getting accommodations
Long and faculty, 8% staff) * various To explore the experiences of Online survey (institutional - Physically inacces.sik.ﬂe wc.)rk. envirom.nent. L
Stabler, 2021 types of disabilities; people with disabilities; members model of diszﬁ)ilit ) - Lack of formal trainung within the university on disability awareness
(US) [56] socio-demographic of a university community Y - Importance _O.f building stronger community on campus for people
characteristics not specified with disabilities
Impact: negative psychological impact, extra time to use assistive devices, physical
exhaustion
- Importance of creating an open and responsive attitude among colleagues to
_ ) help support those with a disability to become their true self
Lourens, 2021 1 university female lecturer To .desc1"1be eXperiences ofa Autoethnography - Socially excluded in some academic environments, including conferences
(South university lecturer with a - You need to be independent and tone down disabled self to be respected

Africa) [43]

with a visual impairment . - -
visual impairment

(theory: not used)

- Didn’t ask for accommodations; fear of asking for help and needing to
prove competence

- Trying to fit within a system built for sighted bodies; fear of social exclusion

- Disability was not included within EDI discussions

- One-size-fits-all performance metrics for academic progression

McDermid,
2009
(Canada) [34]

18 deaf (11 females, 7 males
from 5 American sign
language programs; 4 deaf
studies programs); 16 hearing
instructors (9 females, 7 males)

To explore the challenges of deaf
college instructors

Interviews
(post-colonial framework)

- Some deaf faculty had a good experience in being able to teach a hearing
cohort of students

- Collectivist orientation in the deaf culture

- Diffuse perspective (comfortable disclosing)

- Some deaf faculty felt isolated and unsupported

- Politeness: deaf instructors had a conflict when providing feedback to
students who became defensive when given criticism; criticized for their
communication being too direct

- Deaf faculty experienced oppression (including from union members),
exclusion and a lack of supports; often had to operate in their second
language (ASL)

- Support staff were not required to work in ASL




Disabilities 2022, 2 192

Table 1. Cont.

Authors Methodology
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- Disability is viewed as a medical problem
- Staff with disabilities had to organize their own supports; extra time and
energy to navigate bureaucratic issues
11 university staff, various . . - Experienced exclusion, discrimination and intense isolation
disabilities (6 females, 5 To explore the experiences of staff  Interviews ) - Ableism creates barriers for staff with disabilities
males) with disabilities in UK universities  (social practice theory; ableism) - Non-disclosure and fear of discrimination
- Lack of sensitivity around disability
- Physically inaccessible work environment
- Attending conferences and meetings is challenging

Merchant et al.,
2020 (UK) [12]

- University has ableist values and practices (one-size-fits-all approach to
academic performance metrics)

- Academic accommodations frames disability as a medical problem

- Moral panic and academic ableism (university struggling to manage legal
requirements to accommodate disability at the same time to defend itself
against financial/legal threats while maintaining

. . . . . . . ableist competitive abilities)
Morrison, 2019 1 female with autism and To describe neurodivergence in Autobiography _ Capacity for student accommodations but not for faculty

(Canada) [42] ADHD in academia academic accommodations (neuro queer approach) - Double standards: can provide accommodations but expected to achieve the
same as everyone else
- Difficulties in deciding to disclose and obtaining accommodations (process
is designed to be humiliating and laborious)
- Trying to appear normal to others is exhausting, alienating and traumatic
- No formal policy or process to access eligible accommodations; university
seems to make it difficult to qualify for an accommodation

- Deaf academics face distinct barriers to their involvement in and access to
their work environment

- Lack of accessibility of higher education (perceived space); physically
inaccessible spaces; lack of health and safety features for deaf people
in the workplace

5 deaf academics; To explore how deaf academics Iking i . - Problems of university planning (conceived space)
socio-demographic navigate the physical Walking interviews - Barriers to a collegial work environment based on how the space was

characteristics not specified environments of their workplaces (Lefebvrian approach) designed (lack of inclusive design)
- Lack of communication and lack of access can lead to exclusion/alienation
of academics
- Lack of privacy in conversations for those who may also
know sign language
- Layout of the teaching rooms was often not compatible with deaf instructors

O’Brien, 2020
(UK) [47]
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Physical environmental barriers
Non-inclusive computer systems
) ) Faculty must use their own resources to make accommodations, which are
Oesterheld and 8 faculty with various

Fuente-Alba,
2021
(Chile) [40]

disabilities;
socio-demographic
characteristics not specified

To describe the experiences of
university professors with
visual disabilities

Interviews
(social model of disability/ functional
diversity; theory of personal tragedy)

often not considered and take a lot of time

Lack of considerations for accessible teaching assignments

Experience stigma discriminatory and ableist attitudes from students and
university administration

Difficult to disclose; felt pressure to keep their disability hidden

Riskier to disclose with insecure employment

Olsen et al.,
2020 (UK) [48]

4 academics with disabilities
(3 females)

To explore the experiences of
academics with disabilities in
higher education

Autobiographies
(theory: not used)

Physically inaccessible workspaces

Conferences are often not compatible with the needs of people

with disabilities

Targeted exclusion, rejection and structural inequality

Silencing disabled academics’ voices

Attitudinal barriers, discriminatory practices, exclusion,

marginalization, microaggressions

Everyday academic work tasks often take more time for disabled
researchers but they have the same metrics

Overworking is normalized in academics and it takes a toll on physical and
mental health

Accommodation needs often go unaddressed; difficulty

accessing accommodations

Non-disabled researchers in the field of disability studies do not always
value lived experiences of people with disabilities

Difficulty accessing physical and mobility-related accommodations
Impact: isolation and exclusion, poor self-esteem, anxiety and depression
Universities often institute policies that stigmatize scholars with disabilities
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Pionke, 2019
(US) [23]

1 academic librarian with a
hidden disability
(post-traumatic stress
disorder); socio-demographic
characteristics not specified

To describe the experience of
being an academic library
employee with a disability

Autobiography
(theory: not used)

Going through the accommodation process is difficult (time consuming and
expensive to obtain medical documentation)

Academic libraries have ableist views that limit the abilities and potential of
staff with disabilities

People with disabilities are undervalued and under-supported

Disability accommodations office is understaffed and underfunded
Inaccessible buildings, classrooms and discrimination

Disclosure and accommodation process can lead to stigma, discrimination
and ableism; disclosure is fraught with uncertainty; difficult to disclose in a
toxic work environment

Academic environment can heighten anxiety and trigger anxiety attacks
Experienced “cultural pushback” after seeking accommodation: resistance
and “aggressive retaliation” to requesting accommodations; lack of privacy,
confidentiality; was excluded and singled out

Hostile work environment; passive-aggressive behaviour from managers,
bullied and excluded by colleagues

Impact: poor physical and mental health during the long wait

for accommodations

Strategies: develop a culture of equity, use universal design, educate all
employees, model appropriate behaviours

Price et al., 2017
(US) [31]

267 faculty with mental illness
(66% were tenured or
tenure-track; 69% female)

To understand how often and to
whom faculty with mental illness
disclose their disability

Survey
(critical disability studies)

70% of faculty with mental illness had no or limited familiarity

with accommodations

62% disclosed to at least 1 person on campus (mostly colleagues or
department chairs)

75% felt supported by their spouse/significant others rather than their
colleagues (29%) and supervisors (25%)

Rinaldi, 2013
(Canada) [35]

1 female researcher with an
eating disorder and
obsessive-compulsive disorder

To consider the implications of
reflexivity in disability research

Autobiography (feminist methodologies)

Expectation to disclose when you are in disability studies

Disclosing is difficult and invasive

Can practice researcher reflexivity in disability studies without publicly
taking a position




Disabilities 2022, 2

195

Table 1. Cont.

Authors
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- A S
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Physically inaccessible environments (campus, buildings and rooms)
Disclosure, non-disclosure
9 teaching assistants with To understand the teaching ?tigr;la, ableiim dbv disabil
isabiliti — eaching evaluations were impacte isabilit
Saltes, 2020 disabilities, aged 26-38, experiences of graduate students Interviews, visual methods 8 L % Y

(Canada) [49]

6 females, 2 males, 1
non-binary; various
disabilities

(teaching assistants)
with disabilities

(social model of disability)

Difficulty accessing accommodations; disability resource centres in
universities are usually targeted toward students, not faculty or graduate
students in teaching roles

Ableist conceptions of what constitutes a “legitimate” academic discourages
teaching assistants from pursuing academic careers

Shigaki et al.,
2012 (US) [32]

167 faculty and university
staff (68% female; 17% faculty;
83% staff); various types

of disability

To identify employee perceptions
regarding disability-related
workplace issues in

higher education

Online survey
(minority group model)

26% of those with a disability experienced job discrimination; 20% had
disability-related harassment

77% of those with a disability revealed their disability to their supervisor
46% did not disclose because they didn’t need accommodations or did not
know how to go about it

43% felt their job accommodation would improve their job performance
78% of those who requested workplace modifications received it

Smagorinsky,
2011 (US) [52]

1 male professor (Asperger’s
and anxiety disorder)

To explore issues related to the
intersection of mental health
and education

Autoethnography
(theory: not used)

Questioning notions of normalcy—has been told by colleagues that they
find him difficult

Ability and disability: able to work long and intensive hours;

potential stigma

Typicality and atypicality—anxiety with travel, conferences and

public speaking

Neurodiverse faculty members deserve a more empathetic environment

Stone et al.,
2013
(Canada) [39]

35 Canadian academics with
multiple sclerosis (10 males,
25 females); 23 were in
tenure-track positions

To explore the experiences seeking
accommodations among
academics with multiple sclerosis

Interviews
(Goffman’s frontstage and backstage)

Seeking accommodations depends on disclosure to others and the
availability of institutional supports

Some didn’t feel that they needed accommodations; some did not seek
accommodations because they associated the process with stress

Some barriers in the physical environment

Stress can make symptoms worse

Women'’s disclosures were often met with less understanding than men’s
Concerned about stigma and job security if they disclosed (especially for
those untenured)

Many felt “othered” by university administrators
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Accessible spaces do not equate to justice or inclusion
Inaccessible washrooms (many of which have misleading signage indicating
accessibility) for people with disabilities
Titchkosky, . To describe the experiences of . . Physical barriers across campus; a lot of work to obtain access and inclusion
2008 1 female professor with a exclusion in a university Narrative case studies Disability is seen as a justifiable excludable type; lack of access is deemed

(Canada) [50]

physical disability

environment

(interpretive sociological approach)

“reasonable”, regardless of whether people see it as good or bad
Extraordinary exclusion (stigma, stereotyping, discrimination based on
assumption that people with disabilities are “rare” and don’t belong in
university setting)

Titchkosky,
2010
(Canada) [57]

1 female professor with
a disability

To explore meanings made of
disability in the bureaucratic
management of university life

Narrative/autobiography
(Butler’s “framing the frame”)

Access as a form of perception

Underrepresentation of faculty with disabilities at university

Despite introduction of provincial accessibility legislation, disability remains
low-priority in bureaucratic management of university life

Waterfield et al.,
2018
(Canada) [38]

5 female academics with
various types of disabilities

To explore the experiences of
faculty with disabilities

Qualitative (part of larger study)
(poststructuralist theory of neoliberalism;
Garland-Thomson’s concepts of

fit and misfit)

Disability is often viewed as an individual responsibility, leaving disabled
academics to navigate accommodations without institutional support
Disabled academics are compared to the normative standard of productivity
and efficiency; some positioned themselves as hard-working and some as
good enough

Some avoided disclosure for fear of discrimination/stigma; those who
disclosed did so selectively and strategically

Questioning belonging in academia and working above and beyond to
compensate for disability

Williams and
Mavin, 2015
(UK) [55]

8 academics (5 females) with
various types of disabilities

To explore the impairment effects
of career boundaries of academics

with disabilities

Interviews and narrative accounts
(career theory)

Impairment effects shape career choices and opportunities by being negated
or influencing expectations of employers to provide inclusive contexts that
acknowledge impairment effects as legitimate

For some, the flexible nature of academic work makes it conducive to
managing impairment effects; for others, however, efforts to manage
impairment effects in academia have been met with resistance
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- Access difficulties, negative attitudes and lack of knowledge lead to
difficulties finding employment, successful tenure and promotion
- Technology can help somewhat with communication but it has challenges
- Interpreters are relatively scarce and difficult to find/book; unqualified
interpreters can hinder the course material delivery; often lack knowledge of
) . the content terminology
Woodcock et al., 3 female academics who To describe the experiences of Case study - Deaf academics teach somewhat differently than a hearing academic; may
2007 academics who are deaf in

(Australia) [53]

are deaf . . e (theory: not used)
mainstream universities

be more difficult to get hired

Misperceptions about cost of accommodations of hiring a deaf academic
Barriers to collegiality: continuing concern over cost, negative attitudes and
discrimination, ostracism, which can impact career pathway

Challenges of attending academic conferences (difficulty

arranging accommodations)

Takes additional time for planning and preparation

* We report only on the findings related to our research question. We also recognize the difference in identity-first and people-first language and use the author’s original terms when

reporting their findings.
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4. Discussion

This systematic review explored the experiences and impact of ableism within academia
on faculty and staff. Focusing on this topic was important for enhancing the EDI of under-
represented groups. Our findings showed that faculty and staff often found the decision
to disclose was difficult, with many choosing not to disclose for fear of job insecurity and
discrimination. These results are consistent with other literature on disability disclosure
demonstrating that deciding to disclose a disability at work is a complex process [58].
A recent review of workplace disability disclosure processes showed that there are the
following types of disclosure strategies: concealment strategies, full voluntary disclosure
and selective disclosure [58]. Participants in the studies within our review mainly con-
cealed or had involuntary/forced disclosure and there were few that had full voluntary
disclosure. These findings suggest that participants in academia may feel uncomfortable
disclosing and there is likely significant institutional ableism that impacted their decision
to disclose. Fear of stigma and ableism is consistently one of the main reasons why people
choose not to disclose [58-61]. Our findings contrast other studies describing the potential
benefits to disclosing such as helping to create an atmosphere of acceptance, enhanced
social integration and improved company morale, retention and productivity [62,63]. It
appears that academia, which is often described as having a hypercompetitive and toxic
work environment, is likely influencing people’s decisions to conceal their condition and
not disclose. We recommend that universities and other academic research-based institu-
tions strive to create more inclusive and accessible environments for people with all types
of disabilities so they feel comfortable disclosing their condition, if they choose to do so.
Disability needs to be embedded in institutional discussions, policies and practices of EDI.

The results of this review highlight how faculty and staff with disabilities in academia
experience a lack of workplace accommodations, and encounter a difficult process for
obtaining them. Receiving workplace accommodations, such as modified tasks, accessible
environment, adaptive technology and flexible hours, can help to optimize the participation
of workers with disabilities and help extend working life while enhancing physical and
psychological health [61,64,65]. Although workplace accommodations have the potential
to improve work participation, they are largely underutilized, mostly because people are
concerned about having to disclose their condition to receive accommodations, or are
unaware of the process to obtain them [8,66]. It is evident that a more transparent and
efficient process is needed for obtaining workplace accommodations within academia.
Research shows that being knowledgeable about the available supports and effective
communication with employers can help facilitate disability disclosure [59]. Additionally,
workers with disabilities who have accommodations are less likely to leave [66].

The results of this review underscored the negative attitudes, including stigma, dis-
crimination, exclusion and microaggressions, that people with disabilities persistently
encounter within academia. Previous research indicates that workplace ableism often
results from a lack of knowledge and experience in working with people who have a
disability [67]. Other studies highlight that many people without disabilities are often
uncomfortable around those who have a disability, regardless of the type or severity of the
impairment [68]. Such discomfort can lead to discriminatory attitudes and behaviours to-
wards people with disabilities and can be a barrier to successful workplace inclusion [59,67].
Lacking knowledge about disability can adversely impact attitudes and behaviours toward
people with disabilities, perpetuating stigma and social exclusion [69]. Employers who
have experience working with people who have a disability tend to have more positive
attitudes towards them [70,71]. Having more experience with and knowledge about peo-
ple with disabilities can help to reduce stereotypes, while improving empathy, positive
attitudes and social inclusion [59,72]. Research shows that organizations with a strong
commitment to diversity and inclusion at the senior management level often have more
promising inclusive employment practices [73-75]. It is very clear from the findings of
this review that an attitudinal shift is needed to enhance the EDI of faculty and staff with
disabilities in academia.
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Our review noted the impact of ableism within academia on people’s physical and
mental health, as well as their career progression. Other research similarly illustrates that
discrimination has negative consequences for the health and well-being of individuals
belonging to disadvantaged groups [6]. Some argue that people with disabilities comprise
one of the groups most affected by discrimination [6]. Ableism is associated with lower
health and well-being, and this effect has a greater magnitude when compared to the effect
of being discriminated because of other disadvantaged group memberships [6]. Other
research from the UK highlights that disability discrimination was associated with depres-
sion, poor self-rated health, greater psychological distress and poorer mental functioning
and life satisfaction [76]. Research indicates that lacking accommodations can lead to
poor performance and being dismissed and/or have a negative impact on physical and
psychological health [77]. More research is needed on the impact of ableism in academia
on physical and psychological health.

Some coping mechanisms and strategies to address academic ableism were also noted
in our review, which included a flexible schedule, working remotely, having mentors
and role models, and self-care. Some studies indicate that having flexible work hours
could help to decrease the effect of fatigue and stress on health conditions [78,79]. There
were many important lessons learned from how people adapted to working during the
COVID-19 pandemic and employers should consider continuing to support employees,
particularly those with disabilities, with a flexible, work-from-home option so that it can
allow them to control their environment and any adaptations they may need [80,81]. Such
adaptations could have potential benefits for many people including those with disabilities.
It is important to recognize that not all work within academia can be completed remotely,
and there are certain tasks and positions that may require more innovative approaches
to address ongoing barriers faced by researchers with disabilities. As some of the articles
in this review highlighted, universities should aim for implementing universal design
principles across their campuses and in terms of education delivery, and this may help to
limit the need for individual accommodation requests.

Limitations, Risk of Bias across Studies and Future Directions

There are several limitations of this review. First, the studies in our review were from
six countries, all of which have different cultural norms and policies relating to people
with disabilities. The fact that most studies were conducted in the US, Canada, the UK
and Australia (countries that are all broadly defined as liberal democracies) presents an
opportunity for a comparative analysis of ableism across higher education systems. The
geographical concretion of the studies also highlights the need for more empirical research
on academic ableism in many areas of the world, particularly in lower-income countries.
Second, the studies included various different types of disabilities and it is difficult to
discern the impact of disability type on experiences of ableism. More research is needed to
explore this further. Third, this review did not exclude articles based on quality, and many
of the studies varied greatly in methodological quality. More rigorous and theoretically
informed research is needed to understand the ableism experiences of staff and faculty
within academia. In particular, many studies did not describe the demographics of their
sample. Given that age, gender and race/ethnicity are all salient factors in deciding whether
and how to disclose a disability at work, it is important that future research addresses
this. Fourth, we acknowledge the potential methodological limitations, including selection
bias of research focusing on autobiographies and lived experiences where those who
identify as disabled may have been more likely to participate in the studies within this
review. Therefore, the findings should be interpreted with caution because perceptions
may be skewed towards those who needed accommodations and experienced stigma. It is
important to note that we included autobiographies because we recognize how difficult
it must have been for many researchers to publicly disclose their condition in an effort
to enhance positive change in this area. As more people feel comfortable disclosing,
researchers could consider building on other research to gain a better understanding of
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patterns of disclosure and workplace accommodations, and how this may vary by other
intersectional factors such as age, gender disability type, race/ethnicity, field of study
and so forth. Additional research is needed to further explore the impact (e.g., physical,
mental and career impact) of ableism within academia among faculty and staff. Future
studies could consider focusing on academic staff such as research assistants, coordinators
and other personnel. Finally, more research is needed on strategies, policies and practices
that faculty, staff and university administrators can use to reduce or eliminate ableism
in academia.

5. Conclusions

Our systematic review highlighted faculty and staff experiences of ableism within
academia, which focused on decisions to disclose, workplace accommodations and nega-
tive attitudes such as stigma, ableism and exclusion. Faculty and staff experienced many
negative impacts on their physical and mental health, and career development. Coping
mechanisms and strategies to address ableism within academia included flexible schedul-
ing, mentoring and positive supports, modelling appropriate behaviours and universal
design. There is a critical need for more research and attention to the lived experiences
of ableism among faculty and staff in academia and the impact that ableism has on their
health and well-being.
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