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Abstract 

Introduction: The analysis of inclusive human resources (HR) practices is a fundamental topic of the 

future of work. The aim of this review is to systematically analyze the employment cycle of people 

with disabilities (PWDs) focusing on the recruitment and selection phase and the subsequent career 

management process. 

Methods: We followed a systematic approach and applied the PRISMA methodology. A literature 

search was performed on the Google Scholar, PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and Psycinfo 

databases and 28 articles were included in the literature synthesis. 

Results: Results highlight that PWDs are subjected to discrimination before and after entering the 

labor market. Employers’ concerns are often associated with a lack of adequate resources and 

information on the management of this occupational population. Inclusive practices such as ability 

building programs, flexible working schedules, mentoring and top management commitment can be 

effective tools for achieving positive outcomes for workers and organizations. 

Discussion and Conclusion: The employment of PWDs should be analyzed as a continuous process, 

providing opportunities for training and professional development. Evidence-based strategies are 
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needed for the selection and career advancement of PWDs. Formal disability-related policies should 

be implemented in the workplace as part of the strategic plan.  

Take-home message: This review offers new insights into the management of different disabilities in 

the workplace considering the views of workers and employers, thus highlighting the need for a 

differential approach. Future studies are required to investigate the employment of PWDs in the 

context of the post-pandemic world of labor. 

Key words: Barriers; career management; disability; disclosure; discrimination; employment; employee 

selection; hiring; recruitment. 
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INTRODUCTION 

People with disabilities (PWDs) represent the largest minority group with over 1 billion (15% of 

the world population) of individuals living with some form of disability. Furthermore, this number 

will increase significantly due to demographic phenomena such as progressive aging and the increase 

in chronic diseases. These trends are inevitably reflected in the labor market, underlining the need to 

analyze inclusive HR practices for the management and valorization of this occupational population 

[1–3].  

Disability is generally defined as a bio-psycho-social phenomenon that depends on the 

interaction between the individual and the environment. In this perspective, the promotion of 

individual participation is emphasized, especially in the employment context [4]. The employment 

of PWDs is also promoted by several national and international legislations that prohibit 

discrimination and require employers to make accommodations, employ quota systems and avoid 

disability-based assessments, such as the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), the French Law No 

2005-102, the Norwegian Working Environment Act or the Italian Law 68/99 [5–7].  

Despite all these initiatives, PWDs employment rates remain low worldwide and may worsen 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic and global economic crisis. For example, in the United States in 2019 

19.3% of PWDs were employed compared to 66.3% of people without disabilities while in 2020 these 

percentages were 17.9 and 61.8%, respectively [8,9]. Additionally, when PWDs have a job, this is 

usually characterized by horizontal and vertical segregation, low income, low status, poorer career 

trajectories, and a lack of skills acquisition and self-determination opportunities [10,11].  

In the first place, PWDs face a high degree of discrimination in hiring contexts as a product of 

various aspects such as stigma associated with their condition, false beliefs about their skills, selection 

processes that do not guarantee the necessary accommodations and corporate cultures that 

discourage flexible solutions [12,13]. The reference literature suggests numerous barriers that belong 

both to the context and to the attitude of recruiters and organizations. For example, Becker’s taste-

based model of labor discrimination [14] states that employers prefer certain employees and hold 

prejudices and stereotypes against minorities, as in the case of PWDs. As a consequence, they are 

unwilling to hire members of minority groups regardless of the workers’ level of competence and 

even if the organization has to face a penalty. On the other side, according to the statistical model of 
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labor discrimination [15,16], employers are not inherently discriminatory, but rather have unrealistic 

expectation about the productivity of minority members that stem from the imperfect information 

they have to make inferences, creating a vicious cycle in which minorities are excluded from the 

market and less information is available.  

The improper assumptions about the performance of PWDs can hinder the selection process, 

leading to potential bias. For example, PWDs are often viewed as victims, and employers/recruiters 

typically react with pity, sorrow or compassion [12,17,18]. Indeed, employers are concerned with 

issues such as the level of fit with the cultural and physical environment, costs of accommodations 

or performance evaluations [19]. Nevertheless, these assumptions are usually inconsistent with 

reality, as evidence highlights that PWDs are productive and loyal employees and that the costs of 

accommodations are less than what employers expect [20]. In this regard, previous experiences with 

PWDs are associated with a more positive evaluation and consequent employment [21].   

In the second place, PWDs face discrimination and unequal treatments after being employed 

with fewer opportunities for career advancement and professional development. Evidence shows 

that PWDs usually work at the lowest levels of the organizational hierarchies [22,23] despite having 

educational and professional experience levels equal to those of people without disabilities [24,25]. 

Career development is the process by which the employee can strengthen and acquire skills and 

refine professional goals thanks to different experiences and tasks performed in one or more 

organizations.  

This process is often non-linear, complex and influenced by individual and environmental 

variables such as the level of self-efficacy, career expectations, decision-making difficulties and/or 

organizational norms. Internal HR practices can influence career development by changing the 

training opportunities, performance evaluation methods, and counseling/mentoring programs 

offered to each employee [26,27]. Few studies have addressed the professional progress of PWDs and 

the possible mechanisms underlying discrimination [28]. For example, employers' attitudes could act 

as a barrier as they are usually inclined to think that PWDs are unproductive, have no work ethic, are 

less committed to their job and may not want to advance. As a consequence, they do not assign major 

projects and responsibilities that are indispensable for demonstration of competence and promotions 

[24,29].  

Furthermore, there is usually a disassociation between ratings and performance, with 

experimental evidence of leniency bias and lack of constructive feedbacks that do not allow 

employees to grow [30,31]. Eventually, jobs may be designed without taking disability-related needs 

into account and PWDs may be placed in jobs without being able to decide on the basis of their 

professional aspirations and skills. [32]. Indeed, it is essential to investigate every aspect of the 

employment cycle as most of the research focuses on the selection phase without analyzing what 

happens when the socialization process begins [2].  

The aim of this review is therefore to systematically analyze two crucial aspects of the 

relationship between the worker and the organization, namely the recruitment phase and the career 

advancement process, considering the perspective of both employees and employers. In particular, 

this review aims to analyze employer’s hiring intentions, attitudes, perceptions, concerns, hiring 

policies and practices, possible barriers and influencing factors, workers’ employment experiences, 

career management practices, career development trajectories and perceptions. To the best of our 
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knowledge, this is one of the first studies specifically focused on the recruitment/selection phase and 

the subsequent career management phase of PWDs, especially considering that promotion is still 

treated as a controversial aspect. As suggested by scholars, there is a research gap with respect to the 

link between the selection and the professional advancement of this professional group [33,34].   

METHODS 

Search strategy and study eligibility  

A literature search was performed on the Google Scholar, PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and 

PsycInfo databases from 25 September 2021 up to 15 October 2021. The search strategy was focused 

on two main moments of the employment cycle, namely the recruitment and selection process and 

career advancement of PWDs. The search strategy used a combination of the following keywords: 

“disability”, “people with disabilities”, “workplace”, “recruitment”, “job interview”, “employee 

selection”, “career development”, ”advancement”, “management”, “success”, “barrier”, 

“discrimination”. A manual research was also performed screening the bibliographic references of 

the most significant papers. The research was based on the following PICO scheme: 

• Population: workers, employers; 

• Intervention: disability in the workplace; 

• Comparison: not considered;  

• Outcome: hiring intentions, hiring policies, employment experiences and strategies, career 

management and development practices, career transitions and trajectories.  

Two independent reviewers (G.L.F. and G.G.) carried out the first screening by reading titles 

and abstracts of the papers identified by the search strategy. A further selection was subsequently 

made by reading the full texts. The judgment on the inclusion of each article was performed 

independently and disagreements were solved with the aid of a third reviewer (G.F.).  

Inclusion criteria 

The inclusion criteria followed the PICO scheme presented above. We restricted the literature 

search to articles published between 2005 and 2021 and written in English only. We only included 

articles specifically focused on the recruitment and selection process and the career 

development/management of people with disabilities, considering both employees and employers 

perspectives. In particular, articles focusing on hiring policies and practices, employment 

experiences, career strategies and trajectories were included. Furthermore, we focused on different 

types of disabilities (e.g., physical, intellectual, invisible).  

Exclusion criteria 

Articles written before 2005 and written in languages other than English were excluded. 

Narrative and systematic reviews, letters to editors, commentaries and reports of less academic 

relevance were excluded from the synthesis. Narrative and systematic reviews with relevant 

information were discussed in other paragraphs (i.e., introduction and discussion sections). Studies 

using populations other than workers (e.g., students) were excluded. Furthermore, topics related to 

disability HR practices but not focused on selection/career management processes were excluded.  

Data extraction and quality assessment 

Data were manually extracted by the authors and inserted into a spreadsheet, including authors, title, 

research design, type of sample, type of disability, nation and a brief summary (Table 1). After the 
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collection of the data, each paper was labeled according to one of the two major topics 

(recruitment/career management) and a summary of the results was carried out by the reviewers 

according to a qualitative approach. The assessment of their quality was carried out with a 16-item 

quality assessment tool (QATSDD) having a good reliability and validity for use in the quality 

assessment of a diversity of studies in a wide variety of health fields including psychology, allied 

health, medicine, public health, nursing, health services and social sciences [35, 36]. It contains 16 

reporting criteria scored on a scale from 0 to 3 (Not at all/Very slightly/Moderately/Complete). These 

criteria apply to quantitative and qualitative studies. Figure 1 shows a flow-diagram of the literature 

search strategy and the review process following PRISMA 2009 flow diagram rules. 

RESULTS 
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Figure 1. Flowchart for identification of studies included in the systematic review (n =28). 

Twenty-eight articles that met inclusion criteria after the title-abstract reading phase were 

identified and evaluated following a systematic approach. The summary of the articles included is 

reported in Table 1. The majority of the studies were conducted in the United States (13 articles, 

46,43% of the total). Other countries included Australia (n=3), India (n=3), Italy (n=2), United 

Kingdom (n=2), Denmark (n=1), Norway (n=1), Austria (n = 1), Spain (n=1) and Malaysia (n=1).  

The articles included in the review adopted heterogeneous methodologies. Most of the studies 

used qualitative methodologies (e.g., focus groups, interviews) representing 25% of the total, 

followed by cross-sectional studies (6 studies, 21.43% of the total) and experimental studies (5 studies, 

17. 86% of the total).  

The papers analyzed a large pool of disabilities using different classifications. Most of the studies 

analyzed multiple disabilities together (e.g., intellectual disabilities, down syndrome, sensory 

disabilities, chronic diseases, psychiatric disorders, autism spectrum syndromes, limb atrophy, 

physical disabilities, hearing impairment) representing 28.57% of the total. Other types of disabilities 

analyzed separately concern physical disability (5 articles, 17.86% of the total), disability in general - 

not further specified (5 articles, 17.86% of the total), intellectual disabilities (4 articles, 14.29% of the 

total) autism spectrum (n=1), invisible disability (n=1), visual impairment (n=1), hearing impairment 

(n=1), acquired hearing impairment (n=1), multiple sclerosis (n=1). 

  The findings for each topic are described in the following paragraphs and further 

summarized in Table 1. 

 

Authors 

and year 

Country Study design Topic Study 

sample 

Type of disability Main findings 

Ameri et 

al, [38] 

USA Field 

experiment 

(quantitative) 

R&S 6,016 job 

applicants 

Spinal cord injury, 

Asperger's syndrome 

Disability applications received 

26% fewer expression of interest 

(i.e., desire for an interview, 

asking for further credentials, 

inviting to apply for another 

position). The disability gap was 

larger for small private-sector 

employers and in the case of 

more experienced applicants 

while no differences between the 

type of disability were detected. 

Shamshi

ri-

Petersen 

et al, 

[19] 

Denmark Vignette 

experiment 

(quantitative) 

R&S 1,901 

managers 

Physical disability (use 

of a wheelchair) 

71.5% of managers stated that 

they were likely to hire the non-

disabled applicant while this 

percentage falls by almost 50 

points when the wheelchair was 

introduced. Intentions increase 
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Authors 

and year 

Country Study design Topic Study 

sample 

Type of disability Main findings 

slightly when information about 

financial compensation was 

provided. 

Erickson 

et al, 

[39] 

USA Survey 

(quantitative) 

R&S 675 huma 

resource 

manager 

Physical and/or mental 

disability 

The survey aims to investigate 

the hiring policies and practices 

of different organizations. 

Including workers with 

disabilities in their 

organization’s diversity and 

inclusion plan (54%) and having 

relationships with community 

organizations that promote the 

employment of people with 

disabilities (53%) were the most 

commonly implemented 

practices. Larger organizations 

and federal contractors were 

more likely to implement each 

policy. The logistic regression 

analyses showed that 9 out of 10 

practices significantly increased 

the likelihood of hiring people 

with disabilities (except for 

“evaluates pre-employment 

screenings to ensure they are 

unbiased”). 

Spirito 

Dalgin 

et al, 

[40] 

USA Vignette 

experiment 

(quantitative) 

R&S 60 

employers 

Invisible disabilities 

(physical and 

psychiatric) 

The study examined the impact 

of disclosure (brief vs detailed) 

and type of disability (no 

disability, insulin-dependent 

diabetes and bipolar disorder) 

on employers’ perception of the 

candidates conceptualized as 

“hiring decision” and 

“employability”. Results 

indicate that disclosure had no 

significant effects and that 

employer responses did not 

differ between brief vs detailed 
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Authors 

and year 

Country Study design Topic Study 

sample 

Type of disability Main findings 

disclosure. Employers rated the 

employability of the psychiatric 

disabled candidate as 

significantly lower, regardless of 

the type of disclosure. 

Ameri et 

al, [41] 

USA Experimental 

(quantitative) 

R&S 858 

workers 

(study 1) 

853 

workers 

(study 2) 

467 

workers 

(study 3) 

Physical disability (use 

of a wheelchair) 

The study examined the role of 

five classic influence tactics (i.e., 

revealing an alternative, using a 

numerical anchor, showing 

imperfections, showing hard or 

soft skills) during a job 

interview for candidates with or 

without a disability. Results 

show that tactics used during 

the first phases are 

counterproductive. Displaying 

soft skills was not associated 

with a better evaluation of the 

level of employability for 

candidates with disabilities. The 

perception of trustworthiness 

acts as a mediator. 

Nota et 

al, [9] 

Italy Experimental 

(quantitative) 

R&S 80 

employers 

Intellectual disability 

(Down Syndrome, 

sensory disability 

and psychological 

problems) 

Employers’ attitudes towards 

workers with psychological 

problems (e.g., aggressiveness) 

were negative. Focusing on 

previous work successes and 

workers' strengths was 

associated with more positive 

evaluations regardless of the 

type of disability. Employers 

evaluated PWDs more positively 

with respect to the social 

acceptability aspects rather than 

the work performance. Previous 

experience in hiring PWDs did 

not show significant effects. 
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Authors 

and year 

Country Study design Topic Study 

sample 

Type of disability Main findings 

Bjørnsha

gen et al, 

[6] 

Norway Experimental 

study 

R&S 600 

private 

sector 

employers 

Physical disability (use 

of a wheelchair) 

The study examines the 

influence of using a wheelchair 

on employers' hiring intentions. 

The results highlight that 

workers with a disability had 

48% of less probability of being 

invited to job interviews. 

Wheelchair user was invited 

only in 12 cases, while the non-

disabled candidate was invited 

in 76 cases. The callback ratio 

was 1.93. 

Jans et 

al, [42] 

USA Focus group 

(qualitative) 

R&S 41 

employed 

people 

with 

disabilities 

Physical (mobility), 

sensorial (vision, 

hearing/speech) and 

mental health disability 

The study analyzes the 

experiences and strategies of 41 

successfully employed workers 

with disabilities. Decisions about 

disclosure (if disclose or not, 

when and how) depend on the 

type of disability. Useful 

strategies include: addressing 

possible employers concerns 

about accommodations, asking 

about performance and work 

routines, emphasizing the 

abilities rather than the 

disclosure, demonstrating 

specific skills, practicing for the 

interview and using networking 

and social connections as a 

resource. 

Scott et 

al, [43] 

Australia Survey and 

interviews 

(mixed 

methods) 

R&S 29 

employers 

Autism spectrum The study aims to analyze the 

perception of employers 

regarding the usability, 

implementation and perceived 

barriers in using the Integrated 

Employment Success Tool 

(IESTTM) as a workplace 

resource for the 

recruitment/management of 
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Authors 

and year 

Country Study design Topic Study 

sample 

Type of disability Main findings 

people on the autism spectrum. 

The use of the IESTTM manual 

provided a structured and 

systematic way to evaluate and 

assist workers. The results 

highlight that the package led to 

a better understanding of autism 

strengths and possible 

workplace resources to employ. 

More than two thirds of 

participants were satisfied with 

the use and implementation of 

the tool. 

Kocman 

et al, 

[44] 

Austria Survey and 

interviews 

(mixed 

methods) 

R&S 30 human 

resource 

managers 

Physical, intellectual 

disability and mental 

disorders 

People with physical disabilities 

are preferred over intellectual 

disabilities but both groups are 

preferred over mental disorders. 

Perception of lack of skills and 

legal issues related to dismissal 

were highlighted as primary 

concerns for the employment of 

people with intellectual 

disabilities. Safety issues are 

perceived as obstacles for people 

with mental disorders. 

Houtenv

ille et al, 

[45] 

USA Cross-

sectional 

survey 

(quantitative) 

R&S 320 

employers 

People with a disability 22.8% of large companies 

actively recruit PWDs compared 

with just 12.4% of small 

companies. The main concerns 

of employers regard the cost of 

the workers followed by the 

possible lack of skills, the 

difficulties for the supervisor 

and doubts about the level of 

productivity. The main 

challenges highlighted concern 

the nature of the job, the cost of 

accommodations and the search 

for qualified workers. Possible 
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Authors 

and year 

Country Study design Topic Study 

sample 

Type of disability Main findings 

information for persuading 

employers regards the level of 

job performance, attendance and 

retention. 

Ipsen et 

al, [46] 

USA Cross-

sectional 

survey 

(quantitative) 

R&S 2,132 

adults 

with 

disabilities 

Psychological, physical, 

chronic disease, 

intellectual/developmen

tal, neurological 

disabilities 

The study analyzes possible 

differences between 

conventional recruitment 

methods (disability-related 

conferences, disability-related 

organizations, groups and 

service providers) and 

Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 

(MTurk) methods for people 

with different disabilities. 

MTurk had a greater proportion 

of people with mental and 

chronic illness, while the 

conventional sample reported 

more physical, IDD/Autism, 

sensory, and neurological 

disability and included 197 

respondents from rural areas. 

MTurk is a useful recruiting 

method but it should be 

employed in conjunction with 

conventional strategies. 

Coffey 

et al, 

[47] 

UK Survey and 

interviews 

(mixed 

methods) 

R&S 111 

visually 

impaired 

women 

Visual impairment The most frequently reported 

barriers to employment were 

negative employers’ attitudes 

and provision of workplace 

adjustments. Lower confidence 

due to previous experiences and 

having to care for someone 

below the age of 16 influenced 

the barriers experienced. The 

qualitative findings highlight a 

general lack of knowledge about 

VI women’s ability. 
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Authors 

and year 

Country Study design Topic Study 

sample 

Type of disability Main findings 

Lyons 

[17] 

USA Experimental 

studies 

(quantitative) 

&S 336 

workers 

(study 1) 

and 310 

workers 

(study 2) 

Hearing impairment This research investigates the 

influence of disability onset 

controllability on the 

relationship between disclosure 

strategies and affective reactions 

(e.g., pity, admiration, sorrow, 

sympathy, proud) that underlie 

hiring intentions across 2 

experiments. The results 

highlight that when workers are 

seen as responsible for their 

disability, strategies that de-

emphasize the disability lead to 

lower hiring intentions through 

the affective reaction (pity). 

Kulkarni 

et al, 

[10] 

India Interview-

based study 

(qualitative) 

CD 58 

workers 

Visual impairment, limb 

atrophy, hearing 

impairment, 

other disabilities 

The main career management 

strategies were: displaying and 

maintaining a positive mind-set, 

sensitizing people to ability 

rather than obstacles to reduce 

stereotypes, being involved in 

disability advocacy activities 

and participating in 

homophilous networks. 

Kulkarni 

[48] 

India In-depth 

interviews 

(qualitative) 

CD 17 key 

huma 

resources 

figures 

from 17 

companies 

People with disabilities The study analyzes the career 

initiatives promoted by 

employers for the development 

of PWDs. Seventeen HR figures 

from five different states who 

were in charge of policy making 

were asked about career 

management philosophies and 

practices. Results highlight the 

importance of meritocracy and 

the usefulness of five specific 

actions: using the right 

terminology, sensitization 

initiatives, accommodation 

audits, visibility of successful 
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Authors 

and year 

Country Study design Topic Study 

sample 

Type of disability Main findings 

stories, ability building 

programs. 

Lindstro

m et al, 

[49] 

USA Case-study 

methodology 

(qualitative) 

CD 8 young 

adult 

workers 

Learning disability, 

emotional disability, 

orthopedic 

Impairment 

Previous work experience, 

transition services and family 

support were crucial for initial 

placement while postsecondary 

training, steady work 

experiences and personal 

attributes (e.g. self-efficacy) 

were related to career 

advancement. 

Villanue

va-

Flores et 

al, [50] 

Spain Cross-

sectional 

(quantitative) 

CD 459 

workers 

Physical disabilities This study investigates 

perceived inequity, perceived 

discrimination and job 

dissatisfaction using the 

theoretical framework of 

organizational injustice. The 

results supported 4 hypotheses 

showing that the perception of 

discrimination in career 

development is positively 

related to perception of 

disability-related inequity, that 

perceived inequity and 

perceived discrimination are 

positively related to job 

dissatisfaction and that 

perceived discrimination 

mediates the relationship 

between perceived inequity and 

job dissatisfaction. On the other 

side, gender does not moderate 

the relationship between 

perceived inequity and 

perceived discrimination. 

Dean et 

al, [51] 

USA Retrospective 

descriptive 

study design 

(quantitative) 

CD 12 adults 

with 

disabilities 

(workers) 

Intellectual disabilities The study analyzes the Self-

Determined Career Design 

Model (SDCDM) model 

implemented within a 
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Authors 

and year 

Country Study design Topic Study 

sample 

Type of disability Main findings 

community service agency 

designed to involve people with 

intellectual disability in the 

career design process. The 

SDCDM model comprises 3 

phases: setting a career goal, 

creating a career plan and self-

monitoring of the progresses. 

Results show that 9 out of 12 

participants found employment. 

After one year, five participants 

were still working with an 

average of 3.8h a day for 2.3 

days a week 

Baldridg

e et al, 

[52] 

USA Interview-

based study 

(qualitative) 

CD 40 

workers 

who lost 

hearing 

after 

beginning 

their 

careers 

Acquired disability 

(hearing loss) 

The study analyzes the 

experience of career transitions 

and sustainable careers for 

workers who have experienced 

hearing loss after having entered 

the employment market. 

Interviews highlighted 4 mains 

themes: redefining one’s identity 

(facing the hear loss, recognizing 

the related career changes), 

redefining career success 

(economic freedom and help of 

others), redefining work (roles 

and activities) and formal and 

informal social groups as a 

resource (support groups, co-

workers). 

Yanchak 

et al, 

[53] 

USA Survey 

(quantitative) 

CD 90 people 

with 

disabilities 

receiving 

vocational 

evaluation 

services 

Cognitive impairment 

and physical disability 

The research analyzed possible 

differences in dysfunctional 

career thoughts and perception 

of vocational identity in 

individuals with cognitive and 

physical disabilities. People with 

cognitive impairment had more 

dysfunctional career thoughts 
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Authors 

and year 

Country Study design Topic Study 

sample 

Type of disability Main findings 

indicating more decision-

making confusion. Vocational 

identity did not change 

according to the disability type 

and the moderation hypothesis 

was not supported. 

Wilson-

Kovacs 

et al, 

[28] 

UK Interview-

based study 

(qualitative) 

CD 14 

workers 

with 

disabilities 

Different 

physical impairments 

The study analyzes the obstacles 

associated with the lack of career 

advancement of PWDs using a 

qualitative approach. The results 

of the in-depth interviews 

highlight that subjects related 

precariousness to a lack of 

opportunity in career 

advancement and emphasized 

the lack of recognition of their 

contributions and the need for a 

constructive feedback. Time and 

resources required to fulfil 

duties were overlooked and 

participants experienced a lack 

of support networks and role 

models. 

Santilli 

et al, 

[54] 

Italy Cross-

sectional 

(quantitative) 

CD 120 

workers 

with 

disabilities 

Mild intellectual 

disability 

The research investigates the 

relationship between career 

adaptability, hope and life 

satisfaction of people with mild 

intellectual disabilities. 

Specifically, based on Life 

Design approach the study 

hypothesized a partial 

mediation model in which 

career adaptability predicts life 

satisfaction directly and 

indirectly through hope. The 

Career Adapt-Abilities Scale-

Italian Form, The Adult Trait 

Hope Scale, The Satisfaction 

with Life Scale were used to 
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Authors 

and year 

Country Study design Topic Study 

sample 

Type of disability Main findings 

measure the constructs. The 

results support the partial 

mediation model. 

Alexand

er et al, 

[55] 

Australia Mixed-

methods 

sequential 

explanatory 

design (mixed 

methods) 

CD 3 staff and 

4 

employees 

with 

disabilities 

Intellectual disability The study investigates the use 

and the knowledge by the staff 

of 15 training strategies and the 

point of view of 4 employees 

with intellectual disabilities on 

the on-the-job training received. 

Staff recognized the 87% (13/15) 

of the strategies but only 

employed two (Show and Tell 

and Individual Training Plans). 

Workers with disabilities 

appreciated their training but 

highlighted several skills they 

would have liked to acquire and 

for which they were not 

receiving training such as web 

design, welding, disassembly or 

customer relations. 

Gupta et 

al, [11] 

India Exploratory 

study – 

interviews 

(qualitative) 

CD 9 PWDs  

with 

executive 

position 

Physical disability The study investigates the 

perceptions of professionally 

qualified PWDs regarding their 

career development. The 

interviews explored individual 

aspects (e.g., sources of 

motivation, roles) challenges 

related to colleagues and 

supervisors’ attitudes and the 

organizational environment 

(e.g., practices, equitable 

opportunities, disability 

awareness). The results 

highlight 4 themes: negative 

influence of affirmative actions, 

lack of appropriate career paths 

and job design, low expectations 

of superiors and peers and 
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Authors 

and year 

Country Study design Topic Study 

sample 

Type of disability Main findings 

absence of inspirational 

platforms. 

       

Lindstro

m et al, 

[56] 

USA Multiple-case 

study 

longitudinal 

design 

(qualitative) 

CD 4 young 

adult 

workers 

with 

disabilities 

Intellectual and 

developmental disability 

The study analyzed initial 

employment experiences and 

career development of young 

workers with ID/DD. Initial 

work experiences were 

influenced by family 

expectations and advocacy while 

training, supervision, flexible 

employers and supportive co-

workers were key factors when 

entering the labor market. 

People maintained low-wage 

service industry employment 

even if they were overall 

satisfied. 

Vijayasi

ngham 

et al, 

[57] 

Malaysia In-depth 

interviews 

(qualitative) 

CD 10 

workers 

with 

neurologic

al disease 

Multiple sclerosis (MS) This study investigated the work 

transitions and careers of 

individuals with MS. The results 

highlight those chronic diseases 

disrupted careers and led to 

transitions even with a mild / 

episodic phase. Participants' 

sense of agency in managing 

their careers was undermined. 

Workers were able to employ 

different strategies and 

resources to maintain 

meaningful work experiences 

with varying levels of 

effectiveness depending on 

variables such as higher 

education, better relationship 

networks, and long experience 

working with a single 

organization. 
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Authors 

and year 

Country Study design Topic Study 

sample 

Type of disability Main findings 

Meacha

m et al, 

[58] 

Australia Case-study 

methodology 

(qualitative) 

CD 5 workers 

with 

disabilities 

at research 

Site 1 and 

6 workers 

with 

disabilities 

at research 

Site 2 

Intellectual disability 

(people with cognitive 

and learning disabilities, 

Down Syndrome and 

autism) 

 

The study investigates the 

influence of HR workplace 

innovation programs on the 

socialization and career 

construction of workers with 

intellectual disabilities. The 

results highlight that innovation 

programs gave workers a sense 

of purpose, helping them 

achieve success in their current 

role, develop career aspirations, 

self-esteem and confidence 

while also creating a disability 

inclusive environment. 

       

Note: R & S: Recruitment and Selection, CD: Career Development  

 

Recruitment and selection   

Fourteen studies analyzed the topic of recruitment and selection through different 

methodologies and were considered qualitatively adequate by the reviewers. These studies 

highlighted the challenges that workers with disabilities face when entering the job market. The 

results of a study conducted to observe the behaviour of Norwegian employers towards possible 

applicants with a wheelchair showed that the presence of a disability reduces the probability of being 

invited to an interview by 48 per cent [6]. In another sample of Danish employers hiring intentions 

decreased when employers evaluated candidates in wheelchairs [19]. Similarly, in another study job 

applications mentioning disability received 26% fewer expressions of interest from the employer [38]. 

Concerns expressed by employers include the belief that PWDs cannot perform the duties of the role, 

that supervisors may be uncomfortable in assessing PWDs, and that PWDs do not have the necessary 

skills and are not productive [45]. Employers' decisions appear to be influenced by the nature of the 

disability [9] (visible, hidden, stigmatized, multiple), the extent to which people need 

accommodations and the perceived ‘disability friendly’ nature of organizations [42].  

In addition, when workers are seen as responsible for their disability, decategorization as a 

strategy increases observers’ pity reactions that subsequently reduce their hiring intentions [17]. 

Results revealed that job interview tactics like revealing a strong alternative, setting a numerical 

anchor or demonstrating approachability through imperfections were counterproductive during the 

first phases while displaying soft skills was not useful for candidates with disabilities [41]. Possible 

perceived barriers in the workplace include the provision of workplace adaptations, limited mobility 

and having an additional disability/health condition [47]. Managers also perceive more barriers to 

hiring people with intellectual disabilities and mental disorders than physical disabilities [38,42].  
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Employment for this population is hindered by the perception of lack of skills, legal problems 

(intellectual disabilities) and safety issues (mental disorders) [44]. Nevertheless, the presence of 

facilitative tools can be of great help to employers. For example, the use of the Integrated Employment 

Success Tool (IESTTM) with autistic people increased employers' knowledge of autism and 

workplace strategies [43]. Furthermore, organizations with more than 500 employees were much 

more likely to recruit PWDs than smaller organizations [39]. The integration of unconventional 

methods such as internet marketplaces (i.e., Amazon's Mechanical Turk) with traditional methods 

for the selection of PWDs was also an excellent organizational strategy [46].  

Career development   

Fourteen studies investigated the topic of career development and were considered qualitatively 

adequate by the reviewers. The results show that during the first few years of their careers, PWDs 

maintained stable employment but earned annual salaries significantly below the threshold. Factors 

that could influence employment opportunities were family support and expectations, school and 

work experiences, job development services and work environments [56] while ongoing career 

advancement was supported by a combination of factors including: participation in post-secondary 

education or training, stable work experience, and a set of personal attributes including self-efficacy 

and persistence [49]. Specific HR practices and career management philosophies play a pivotal role 

alongside workplace innovation programs [46,56]. On the other side, PWDs use positive strategies to 

proactively cope with challenges and barriers [10]. PWDs receive fewer training experiences than 

those without a disability.  

The results of the study by Alexander et al, [55] show that staff reported knowing 15 training 

strategies but consistently applied only two. PWDs were eager to learn new job skills but were not 

receiving the necessary training. This perceived discrimination can be also due to the perception of 

unfairness when peers who do not have a disability are used as a comparative benchmark. These 

perceptions of inequality and discrimination cause dissatisfaction in organizations [50]. PWDs 

experience that affirmative action in the workplace leads to positive discrimination and negatively 

affects their development. In addition, the lack of appropriate career paths and job design, low 

expectations of superiors and peers, and the absence of inspirational platforms are increasingly 

present [11] while precariousness is closely linked to the perceived lack of opportunities for career 

advancement [28].  

In the case of acquired disabilities, workers engage in a wide-ranging search for meaning and 

answers by redefining themselves, seeking career success and adopting new job roles [52]. The 

research by Vijayasingham et al [57] revealed that chronic illnesses (i.e., multiple sclerosis) disrupt 

careers and lead to transitions even with a mild/episodic phase. On the other side, there is growing 

evidence that a career-defining process can have a strong impact in supporting adults with 

intellectual disabilities in setting and achieving work-related goals and securing employment [51]. In 

addition, results show that individuals with cognitive disabilities had more decision-making 

confusion and external conflicts than individuals with physical disabilities [53] while career 

adaptability indirectly predicted life satisfaction [54].  

 

 

 



J Health Soc Sci 2022, 7, 1, 53-79. Doi: 10.19204/2022/CHLL4                                                                                 

72 

 

 

DISCUSSION  

Disability is not a quality but stems from the interaction of the individual with the environment 

and is defined according to three axes: impairment in a person's body structure/function or mental 

functioning, activity limitation (e.g., difficulty seeing, hearing, walking) and participation restrictions 

in normal daily activities (e.g., working or engaging in social activities) [4]. Participation in the labor 

market therefore represents one of the main objectives for individual health and social sustainability, 

especially considering the post-COVID-19 world of labor. Work contributes directly to the 

psychological well-being of workers [59] and even more so for PWDs , representing an opportunity 

for autonomy, financial independence, social inclusion and building a sense of identity and purpose 

[60–62].  

On the other hand, hiring and retaining PWDs has beneficial effects for employers. According 

to the results of the literature, diversity across the organizational structure is associated with higher 

levels of innovation, performance, problem solving, lower discrimination costs and lower turnover 

rates [61,62]. Indeed, following the resource-based theory of competitive advantage, according to 

which resources (including human resources) should be rare, valuable and difficult to replicate, 

hiring and retaining PWDs represent an advantage in terms of untapped loyal and skilled employees 

[43,63]. Despite the possible strategic advantages and international regulations, PWDs are still under-

represented across sectors and face numerous barriers, highlighting the need to analyze suitable 

recruiting and retention strategies. In this regard, scholars suggest that most of the research has 

focused on the selection and initial stage of the employment, without considering the topics of 

development and promotion [11,34].  

The main purpose of this review was to address this gap by providing an overview of the 

challenges and opportunities for PWDs during the recruitment phase and career management 

process. We emphasize the word “process” since career management should be understood as a 

continuous and dynamic planning rather than a static and circumscribed event in time. Furthermore, 

we took into consideration the type of disability investigated by the studies in order to analyze 

possible differences. Most of the previous studies did not consider disability as a heterogeneous 

group, highlighting the need for a differential approach. As also suggested by Stone and Colella [12], 

employers' attitudes largely depend on the type of disability (e.g. chronicity, visibility) with some 

subgroups (e.g. intellectual or psychiatric disabilities) facing multiple barriers and discrimination 

[44]. 

The results highlight that employers are very often unwilling to hire and train PWDs. For 

example, dealing with a candidate in a wheelchair during an interview drastically decreases the 

employer's intention to hire [19]. From the beginning of the selection process there is significant 

discrimination, with job applications in which disability is mentioned from the outset receiving 26% 

less interest from the employer, even when the disability does not interfere with the specific role [38]. 

In addition, employers seem to prefer people with physical disabilities over intellectual disabilities, 

but both groups are preferred over mental disorders [44]. Perception of lack of skills and legal issues 

related to dismissal were perceived as obstacles for the employment of people with intellectual 

disabilities while safety issues were the main concerns for people with mental disorders [44].  

The type of disability (visible, hidden, stigmatised, multiple) also influences the management of 

the job interview [42]. Analyzing the topic of disclosure, the worker should decide both if (in the case 
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of invisible disabilities), when (before the interview, during the interview, when a job is offered) and 

how (multiple strategies) to disclose the disability during the recruitment process. For example, there 

are several strategies that workers can employ such as integration (emphasizing the positive aspects 

of the disability) or de-categorization (focusing on other characteristics) while if the disability is not 

immediately visible, the worker could decide to omit this information to avoid possible biases, even 

if this can have negative consequences in terms of accommodations during the hiring process and the 

subsequent relationship with the organization [17,40].  

In addition, barriers to employment were perceived to a greater extent in the case of 

intersectionality, as when PWDs are also caregivers. For example, the findings of the research 

conducted on a sample of visually impaired women highlighted the complex relationship between 

different identities and roles [47]. The obstacles experienced in obtaining a job inevitably lead to a 

state of precariousness and insecurity. Job insecurity is associated with a lack of opportunities and 

the lack of recognition of the worker’s contributions together with the need for constructive feedback 

are two issues that are becoming increasingly salient. PWDs experience a lack of time and resources 

to fulfil tasks along with a lack of support networks and role models [28]. Indeed, they do not receive 

proper training [55], do not have adequate career paths and job design, experience lower expectations 

from their supervisors and colleagues and have to cope with a lack of inspirational platforms [11]. 

Furthermore, the findings of another study [55] showed that although company staff knew 

multiple training strategies (e.g., Show and Tell, Fading, Self-Instruction, Match-To-Sample, 

Individual Training Plans) they only employed two of them, despite the desire of PWDs to learn 

different skills. Lack of challenging tasks coupled with fewer training and mentoring opportunities 

could also lead PWDs to devalue their own performance and decrease proactive self-determination 

efforts, creating a vicious cycle [30,31]. In this regard, inclusive organizational policies are becoming 

increasingly necessary. HR practices such as creating awareness programs, accommodation audits to 

ensure workplace accessibility, ability building programs, flexible working schedules, mentoring and 

top management should be considered core practices within an inclusive organization [43,46].  

In addition, results show that one factor associated with the implementation of inclusive policies 

is organizational dimension. In fact, organizations with more than 500 employees were much more 

likely to report hiring PWDs than smaller organizations. For this reason, targeted information 

programs could help small and medium-sized companies find qualified candidates with disabilities 

(e.g., internship programmes, relationships with community provider organizations) while other 

practices such as the use of tax incentives could support their placement. es [39]. Another innovative 

methodology is the use of tailored tools such as the IESTTM, which has proved to be a great resource 

for assessing and assisting autistic people in the workplace [43]. Indeed, it is essential to establish 

clear job interview processes and use validated tools that help HR staff and employers to extrapolate 

the potential level of competence of candidates and assess their degree of fit with the context.  

Strengths and limitations 

This review represents one of the first attempts to analyze the employment cycle of PWDs 

considering the recruitment phase and the subsequent career management process as a part of a 

unique experience. Furthermore, we took into consideration the type of disability to uncover possible 

differences and similarities in the attitudes of employers and perceptions/experiences of employees. 

Nevertheless, some limitations should be addressed. While we followed a systematic approach using 
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the PRISMA methodology, we did not analyze the risk of bias. Studies were conducted in several 

countries (although the majority of the studies were carried out in the United States) with different 

cultural norms and legislations that could have influenced the attitudes towards PWDs.  

Most of the studies used a qualitative methodology, followed by cross-sectional designs. Even if 

valid and reliable, the quality of the findings in qualitative methods could be influenced by the level 

of competence and perspectives of the researcher. Together with cross-sectional designs, these types 

of methodologies limit the possibility of making causal inferences. Eventually, even if we tried to 

follow a differential approach to provide a comprehensive overview, the review included a limited 

sample of disabilities.  

In addition, certain studies included multiple disabilities with different features in the same 

category, thus limiting the possibility of analyzing the specific challenges and opportunities.  

Practical implications   

This review offers interesting insights into possible HR practices that could be implemented to 

foster the employment and professional advancement of PWDs, achieving positive results for both 

workers and organizations. For workers, increasing exposure and networking (e.g., internship 

programs), provides the opportunity for skills demonstration and connections [11,40]. For 

organizations, some of the key factors for successful HR inclusive practices include top management 

commitment, disability & diversity goals as a part of the strategic plan and the formal inclusion of 

disability recruiting and retention policies (e.g., appropriate accommodations, on-the-job trainings, 

mentoring programs, flexible work schedules, disability awareness trainings) [37,43,64].  

Structured application and performance evaluation processes limit the influence of job-

irrelevant factors (e.g., disability-related) by making the fit between the applicant and the role the 

main goal. Organizations should rely on clear and up-to-date job analyses in order to extrapolate the 

essential duties and related abilities for every position [31]. For career management, this implies 

shifting the focus towards capability-driven careers and clear and constructive performance 

evaluations [10].  

CONCLUSION  

In conclusion, this review offers interesting insights into the possible challenges and 

opportunities associated with the employment and career advancement of PWDs. Both the 

employers’ and the employees’ perspective were taken into account, providing a comprehensive 

overview of the topic of disability in the workplace and highlighting possible strategies for bridging 

the gap between the untapped talent pool of PWDs and organizations. 
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