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Systemic Workplace Barriers for Academic 
Librarians with Disabilities

Joanne Oud*

Although studies related to diversity within librarianship as a profession are increasing, 
few have examined librarians with disabilities—and none so far have included their 
voices or perspectives. This qualitative study involved interviews with ten academic 
librarians with disabilities in Canada. With a grounding in the social model of disabil-
ity, it examines their workplace experiences and concerns and the barriers they face 
within the context of cultural assumptions about disability and work, finding that the 
major barriers encountered are lack of awareness of disability issues and negative 
cultural stereotypes of disability.

Recent years have seen an increased awareness of the need for greater diversity and equity 
within the library profession. In the United States and Canada, this awareness has focused 
primarily on the relatively homogenous racial composition of the librarian workforce. Library 
associations, especially in the United States, have created programs and scholarships to en-
courage greater racial diversity in the profession, emphasizing equity as a core value, and have 
announced recent equity and inclusion initiatives.1 An emerging research literature has also 
begun to explore the marginalization of visible minority librarians, and the barriers to inclusion 
within the profession.2 The emerging professional discourse and research on visible minority 
librarians indicate a growing awareness of equity issues within librarianship. 

Less attention, however, has been focused on other minority groups within librarianship; 
as a result, the concerns of those groups are less well understood. Librarians with a disability 
are an example of such an overlooked group. Librarians with disabilities form a substantial 
minority within librarianship, with estimates of 3.7 percent in the United States and 5.9 per-
cent in Canada.3 However, disability is seldom included in professional programs or discus-
sions on diversity. There are no disability-related groups or programs within major Canadian 
or American professional organizations, and almost no substantial research on disability in 
librarianship has been carried out. 

Like other minority groups, librarians with disabilities may face equity concerns within 
the profession. Although legal protections at the federal level and at either the state level 
in the United States or provincial level in Canada prohibit discrimination and guarantee 
accommodation for employees with disabilities, these legal protections are problematic 
in practice. In the United States, 93 percent of workplace-related court decisions are won 
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by employers unwilling to accommodate or hire employees with disabilities,4 partly due 
to the narrowness of the legal definition of disability.5 Canada’s laws are, on the surface, 
more inclusive and disability-friendly, and employment cases have been more positive for 
people with disabilities.6 Despite this, the Canadian Human Rights Commission reports 
that more than 50 percent of its complaints are related to disability-related discrimination 
and that 84 percent of those are workplace-related.7 These figures are reinforced by a sub-
stantial body of research in the sociological and employment literature that documents the 
difficulties faced by people with disabilities in the workforce.8 Both the volume of human 
rights complaints and the research indicate that laws have been only partially successful 
at addressing discrimination and that significant equity issues still exist for people with 
disabilities at work.

Based on this evidence, it seems reasonable to assume that librarians with disabilities 
will also face equity issues at work. Since little is known about the experiences of librarians 
with disabilities, work needs to be done to discover what equity issues might exist and how 
best to address them.

This study seeks to remedy this lack of attention by exploring the workplace experiences 
of librarians with disabilities working in university libraries in Canada. Its goal is to broaden 
understanding of an overlooked minority group in the profession and to discover what, if 
any, equity issues librarians with disabilities face at work. Based on a theoretical framework 
used in disability studies, this study is situated within the context of existing research on the 
issues encountered by employees with disabilities in other work environments. It aims to 
discover more about the work experiences of university librarians with disabilities in Canada, 
to identify the underlying structural issues and barriers within the workplace that create dif-
ficulties for this group, and to explore how similar these experiences are to those reported in 
other types of workplaces.

Literature Review
Although no equity-related research on librarians with disabilities currently exists, several 
research studies do highlight workplace equity problems and issues for racialized or visible 
minority librarians. Some of these important studies examine the equity issues related to job 
structures and processes, including interviewing and hiring,9 tenure and promotion,10 suc-
cession planning,11 and management.12 Others explore challenges faced by visible minority 
librarians in the workplace, including limited access to networks and support as well as less 
frequent leadership opportunities.13 Studies also show that racialized or visible minority li-
brarians often feel that they aren’t accepted as equals, feel isolated and excluded,14 and lack 
role models and support networks.15 Research has documented incidents of discrimination 
and harassment,16 including microaggressions, or everyday interactions that communicate 
negative messages about race.17 Other studies have indicated that internalized stigma, stress, 
and self-doubt are common for racialized or visible minority librarians.18

An increasing number of these studies use a critical race studies framework, examining 
or calling for greater attention to the underlying structural mechanisms within libraries and 
librarianship that create or perpetuate racial discrimination. These studies show how the struc-
tural underpinnings of libraries are based on assumptions of whiteness, and they argue that 
achieving inclusion requires a focus on the systemic practices and mechanisms of discrimina-
tion in libraries, not just on increasing numbers of minority librarians.19 This emerging body 
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of work plays an important role in drawing attention to the sometimes negative workplace 
experiences of racialized or visible minority librarians, and to the mechanisms of structural 
inequality within the profession of librarianship. 

These mechanisms of structural inequality are likely to extend beyond issues of race. 
People with disabilities are also a potentially disadvantaged minority group within the 
profession. However, much less research exists on equity issues related to disability within 
librarianship. Disability is present within the existing library literature, but it has generally 
been discussed in a narrow and specific way that emphasizes library services to patrons 
with disabilities. A recent content analysis of library literature on accessibility and disability 
finds that nearly all existing studies focus on patrons with disabilities and library services 
meant for those patrons, with a strong emphasis on the accessibility of electronic resources 
and websites; little deals with attitudes and perceptions of disability or involves people with 
disabilities directly.20

A few existing studies do mention librarians with disabilities, and those studies suggest 
some workplace equity issues. O’Neill and Urquhart examine the perceptions of library man-
agers regarding accommodations for employees with disabilities, finding that managers are 
reluctant to make accommodations related to changes in work patterns, such as flexible hours.21 
Brown surveyed public library employee attitudes to having people from underrepresented 
groups as colleagues and found that people showed unconscious bias toward librarians who 
were nonwhite or disabled.22 Johnstone examines Australian policy on workplace-related dis-
ability and finds a general lack of understanding of disability, including incorrect assumptions 
about the cost and nature of accommodations.23 Although these studies show some potential 
problems and attitudes faced by librarians with disabilities, they do not involve librarians 
with disabilities or take their perspective.

 A handful of publications in the library literature attempt to document the perspectives 
of librarians with disabilities. In the earliest, Warren surveys 42 librarians with disabilities and 
discovers workplace barriers that include physical workplace inaccessibility and difficulties 
finding jobs.24 Warren’s work is the only research study involving librarians with disabilities, 
but the study is 40 years old and considerably out of date. Other articles that include the 
voices of librarians with disabilities are short, informal personal accounts, including Ziglar’s 
personal experiences as a librarian in a wheelchair,25 Barlow’s discussion of the experiences 
of a few librarians with disabilities based on personal conversations with them,26 and Sager’s 
column featuring the personal accounts of some librarians with disabilities.27 These accounts 
provide some insight into the experiences of librarians with disabilities and highlight some 
barriers, especially in finding employment. However, none are recent, and as informal per-
sonal accounts, they are not situated within a broader analysis of the systemic issues that 
impact the experiences of people with disabilities in the workplace, limiting their usefulness 
in identifying equity issues. 

A recent article on disability in libraries is the first to adopt a broader perspective on the 
structural issues underlying the experience of disability in libraries. Kumbier and Starkey 
use a critical disability studies perspective to discuss accessibility and disability as issues of 
social justice in libraries.28 They argue that existing library literature on accessibility assumes 
that disability is a problem to be solved; it focuses on legal compliance and individual ac-
commodations to solve this problem instead of investigating the underlying structures that 
create barriers to access for people. They comment, “if we… do not consider how to change 
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the terms of access to the profession or the way we think about disability in the profession, 
we will not get beyond the ‘tick-box’ approach to realizing our professional values of access 
and equity.”29 Kumbier and Starkey lay important groundwork in examining disability in 
librarianship from a more critical, structural perspective based on disability studies research 
and theory.

Although rare in librarianship, a substantial body of literature exists within disability 
studies that looks at the workplace experiences of employees with disabilities from a critical 
perspective similar to Kumbier and Starkey. This literature uses theory from disability stud-
ies, especially the social model of disability and the concept of ableism,30 to critically examine 
the systems, structures, and social attitudes that create difficulties or barriers for people with 
disabilities in the workplace. Many of these barriers relate to negative social and cultural 
attitudes toward disability. Several studies find that negative cultural stereotypes equate dis-
ability with lower productivity, which disadvantages people with disabilities in hiring and 
creates difficulties for them on the job.31 Studies find that even when employers report posi-
tive attitudes to disability, these attitudes tend not to translate into willingness to hire and 
accommodate employees with disabilities.32

Only a few studies explore the work experiences of professionals with disabilities, but 
structural and attitudinal barriers for these groups appear to be similar to those already dis-
cussed. Studies of professional accountants, lawyers, and university employees all find that 
major workplace barriers include the invisibility of disability at work, a lack of understand-
ing of disability, and stereotypical views of people with disabilities as less capable workers, 
leading to both overt and subtle forms of discrimination.33

As a result of these negative views of disability, people with disabilities face a range of 
equity issues at work. Studies show that the stereotype of people with disabilities as less 
competent leads to a range of behaviors that marginalize them in the workplace, includ-
ing harassment and discrimination but also including lower levels of access to training, 
less involvement in decision making, and lower promotion rates.34 People with disabilities 
also encounter difficulties gaining access to the workplace accommodations that they are 
legally entitled to. Some studies find that the fear of negative work impacts such as being 
seen or treated differently, fired, or not promoted are important barriers to people disclos-
ing their disability at work.35 Studies also find that employers often discourage people with 
disabilities from asking for accommodation at work through a variety of obvious or subtle 
means; if people with disabilities do request accommodation, they are relatively frequently 
turned down or not taken seriously, sometimes accused of faking, complaining, or abusing 
the system.36 As a result, people tend to resist asking for accommodation unless absolutely 
necessary.

The disability studies literature and the library literature on diversity both suggest that 
librarians with disabilities are likely to encounter barriers at work. However, these literatures 
do not intersect: the disability studies literature on work does not consider librarianship, and 
the library literature does not critically examine workplace experiences of disability. This study 
is intended to begin to fill this gap in both literatures. It takes a small step toward bringing 
the workplace experiences of academic librarians with disabilities into clearer view. It uses 
a critical framework grounded in disability studies and investigates the difficulties or barri-
ers, and the structures and attitudes underlying those barriers, for academic librarians with 
disabilities in Canada.
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Theoretical Framework: Disability Studies and Work
This study is based on a theoretical framework from disability studies that is grounded in 
concepts including the social model of disability, ableism, and the historically based assump-
tions about disability and work. In this framework, social assumptions about disability and 
about the characteristics of an ideal worker combine to influence the workplace experiences 
of people with disabilities. 

The social model of disability is a foundational concept in disability studies, created by 
disability activists in the 1960s and 1970s and given a name by British scholar Mike Oliver 
in 1983.37 The social model of disability views disability as a form of social oppression, like 
racism or sexism. In this view, the concept of impairment or physical limitation is separated 
from the concept of disability.38 Disability is a social and cultural construct, created when 
someone encounters a barrier in their environment that makes it difficult for them to func-
tion “normally.”39 In the social model, disability is caused by aspects of society that create 
difficulties for people, including physical, cultural, and attitudinal barriers, rather than by an 
individual’s impairment. Disability studies scholars examine these barriers along with how 
people internalize them and create strategies to overcome them.

Along with the social model, a key underpinning of disability activism and scholarship 
is the concept of ableism. Ableism refers to the cultural assumption that everyone is able-
bodied. Social structures and organizations are based on this assumption, and everyone is 
judged against this able-bodied norm, which means that people who aren’t able-bodied are 
seen as inherently inferior.40

Ableism and the social model of disability have only made minor inroads into mainstream 
public perception. The prevailing cultural view of disability is called the medical, individual, 
or deficit model in disability studies. In this view, disability is a personal misfortune, an indi-
vidual medical problem or deficiency that needs to be fixed to make the person “normal.”41 
No one would be happy to have a disability in this view—having a disability means that there 
is something wrong with you, and this is always worse than not having one. When judged 
against the cultural assumption of able-bodied as “normal” people with disabilities are found 
to be less than normal, and disability is, therefore, seen as inherently negative and inferior.42 
The medical model of disability disadvantages people with disabilities not only because it 
assumes they are flawed and inferior, but because its focus on individual medical issues and 
accommodations obscures and directs attention away from the broader structural assump-
tions and practices that create difficulties and barriers.

Disability studies research also makes clear that perceptions of ability and disability are 
strongly linked to the structure and assumptions of work. Scholars have outlined how the 
current mode of work is interconnected with assumptions inherent in the medical model of 
disability. The category of disability as we know it was created as part of the shift to an indus-
trial, capitalist workplace, and it described people who couldn’t keep up with the demands 
of the new mode of work, including production quotas, time schedules, and standardized 
ways of performing tasks.43 In this way, work organizations were built on the premise of 
“ableness,” excluding those who were less “able.” Historically, disability has been equated 
with inability to work.

These historical assumptions have carried forward into the contemporary workplace. 
Disability studies scholars have found that ableness tends to be defined at work as “what 
it takes to get the job done,” which is based on assumptions of able-bodiedness.44 These as-
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sumptions have intensified in the current neoliberal economic context with its focus on com-
petition, which translates in the workplace to an increasing focus on measurable employee 
productivity and efficiency.45 Studies have shown higher employer expectations of “energy, 
speed, stamina, flexibility, and productivity among workers.”46 These increased expectations 
have not been positive for people with disabilities, who tend to be viewed as less productive 
and capable and, consequently, as less competitive in the workplace.47 Therefore, there is an 
inherent tension between the concept of the ideal, productive, competitive worker and the 
concept of people with disabilities as inherently less productive and competitive. 

This tension serves to marginalize people with disabilities in the workforce. Disability 
studies scholars have found that, culturally, “bias and stereotypes of disability as lower pro-
ductivity, incompetence, helplessness and dependency persistently disadvantage workers in 
selection processes and hamper their social acceptance by others when employed.”48 In Canada, 
for example, 49 percent of people with disabilities are employed, compared to 79 percent of 
people without disabilities.49 Among university graduates, the picture is only somewhat bet-
ter. University graduates with disabilities have twice the unemployment rate of those without 
disabilities, earn less money, and are more likely to work part-time.50

The disability studies research, then, uses the theoretical concepts of the social model and 
ableism to explore the experiences of people with disabilities at work, the social and other 
structural barriers they encounter, and the impacts of those barriers. This study is informed 
by the same theoretical framework and methods to examine the library workplace context, 
which has been little explored from this perspective. 

Method
This study was conducted through interviews with ten librarians with disabilities working in 
university libraries in Canada. No specific definition of disability was used for the study. Both 
in a survey and in interviews, participants were left to decide whether they had a disability 
according to their own definition. This was a purposeful decision that reflects the difficult and 
political nature of definition within disability studies. Disability studies theorist Susan Wendell 
summarizes these difficulties, claiming that “defining disability and identifying individuals 
as disabled are… social practices that involve the unequal exercise of power and have some 
major economic, social, and psychological consequences in some peoples’ lives.”51 She argues 
that the people who most often define disability are service providers rather than people 
with disabilities themselves, which means that “the power to define is not necessarily in the 
hands of those who are most affected by the definitions.”52 Therefore, rather than imposing 
a definition in this study, participants were given the ability to self-identify based on their 
own definition of disability. Interviewees reported a range of disabilities, including mental 
health disabilities, anxiety, ADHD, hearing-related disabilities, mobility-related disabilities, 
and chronic illnesses such as type 1 diabetes and pain disorders. Nine of the ten participants 
reported invisible disabilities and one reported a visible disability.

The study takes a naturalistic, qualitative approach,53 based on semistructured interview 
questions. Questions were developed based on major themes found in the disability studies 
literature on work, including relationships with colleagues and supervisor, workplace barriers 
or difficulties, and strategies for dealing with them. Questions were purposely designed to 
be broad enough to elicit a wide range of possible responses from participants and to avoid 
reflecting the researcher’s biases and assumptions. 
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Interviewees were recruited as part of a separate study involving an online survey on 
job perceptions of academic librarians with and without disabilities. This survey was sent to 
all librarians working in Canadian university libraries in October 2016. The survey included 
questions on work satisfaction and diversity climate in the workplace for all respondents. Those 
who identified themselves as people with disabilities were asked additional, disability-specific 
questions. These included disclosure of disability to colleagues and supervisor, accommodation 
requests, coping strategies on the job, and perceptions of barriers at work. They were asked 
if they would be willing to participate in an interview for this research study.

Those who agreed to participate in an interview were sent details of the interview project, 
including its goals, methods, measures taken for confidentiality and anonymity, and a copy of 
the interview questions. Ten people agreed to be interviewed. Participants were located across 
Canada. All identified as female and held permanent or tenure-stream positions. Two were 
in management or supervisory positions, and four also belonged to another minority group. 
Participants were located geographically in five Canadian provinces. Half had fewer than ten 
years of experience and half had more than ten. Nearly all had liaison duties including aspects 
of collections, reference, and instruction, with some work in technical services and archives.

To be responsive to accessibility needs, interviewees were given a choice of interview 
mode. Interviews took place by phone, Skype, and in person, during November 2016. Inter-
views ranged in length from 30 to 45 minutes. Saturation or redundancy sampling was used; 
after ten interviews, similar themes emerged with each interview, and data saturation was 
judged to have been reached. 

Interviews were transcribed verbatim with minor modifications to remove filler words 
like “um,” then coded using the two-stage coding process outlined by Saldana.54 First-stage 
coding involved assigning initial codes, including structural or descriptive codes to summarize 
content, concept, or analytic codes to summarize “big picture” ideas or meanings, emotion 
codes to indicate feelings, and value codes to indicate values, attitudes, and beliefs. Multiple 
rounds of coding were done to assign different types of codes, and a code book was created. 
In addition, a code-recode process was used to validate initial coding. After a number of 
weeks, initial coding was done a second time without checking the first coding, then results 
were compared. The second cycle of coding involved looking at code frequency and logically 
grouping initial codes into clusters based on common themes and concepts. After a number 
of weeks, second cycle codes were also recoded to validate initial themes and clusters. Results 
were compared with initial themes, and modifications were made where needed. Analysis 
was done using different groupings of participants (for example, comparing interviewees 
with mental health–related disabilities to those with other disabilities), but no differences in 
themes emerged by group.

A variety of standard qualitative research techniques were used to assist in the rigor, 
credibility, and dependability of the study.55 One strategy was to use the code-recode and 
two-stage data analysis methods discussed previously, to ensure dependable data analysis. 
Another was participant validation, sometimes called member checks. Participant validation 
was used at two stages. After interviews were transcribed, participants were sent the tran-
script and asked for feedback. Most responded with changes and corrections, which mainly 
consisted of additions to what they had said or clarification of what they had meant to say. 
After second-stage coding, participants were sent major interview themes and given an op-
portunity to offer comments or feedback, which were incorporated into the analysis. 
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In addition, results were triangulated in various ways. As already mentioned, data were 
examined in different ways using different groups to ensure that themes or contradictions were 
not missed. Results were also triangulated with theory, including existing disability studies 
theory and research and diversity-related research in librarianship, to check for consistency. 
Finally, interview themes were compared with responses to the disability-specific questions 
from the survey, both with and without inclusion of data from interviewees. A high level of 
overlap between survey results and interview themes was found, indicating a level of validity 
and dependability of interview results.

Since this study takes a naturalistic, qualitative approach, the focus in reporting results 
is on the nature and character of interview responses rather than a quantitative or numerical 
analysis of them. The assumptions behind this approach are that generalizations are not pos-
sible, but that research can create understandings within a specific context.56 In this approach, 
the unique experience of a single participant is as important as the common experience of 
several participants. The goal is to understand each participant’s experience specifically along 
with the range of similar or different experiences.57

When reporting the findings of interview studies, a common practice is to create a pro-
file for each interview participant, assign them a pseudonym, and identify each quote with 
that pseudonym. This practice does help the reader form a clearer picture of each interview 
participant and adds greater context. It has not, however, been used in reporting results from 
this study. Since disability carries the weight of potential negative social stigma, several study 
participants expressed particular concern for confidentiality and anonymity. Allowing read-
ers to determine which quotes belong to a particular participant, even with a pseudonym, is 
potentially identifying for participants. Therefore, results are reported without identification 
to protect participant confidentiality. 

Findings
Academic libraries have been experiencing increasing pressure to do more with less and provide 
evidence of value—in short, to conform to neoliberal ideals of competitiveness, productivity, 
and efficiency. This pressure creates tension with the traditional values and roles of academic 
librarianship, which emphasize helping, a service culture, and a traditionally flexible profes-
sional work environment. This tension was evident in the interview responses. On the one 
hand, librarians with disabilities reported a wide range of difficulties associated with cultural 
assumptions about disability and the competitive workplace. On the other hand, librarians 
with disabilities also commented frequently on a positive workplace culture, associated with 
the characteristics of traditional library values. These findings will be reported in three sections. 
The first section will explore the cultural assumptions about disability and work that help cre-
ate workplace issues or barriers for academic librarians with disabilities. The second section 
will discuss the implications and impacts of those barriers for librarians with disabilities in the 
workplace. Finally, the third section will examine the positive workplace experiences reported 
by librarians with disabilities, and the workplace features that help facilitate them.

Structural Workplace Barriers
Nearly all interview participants reported negative work experiences related to cultural 
assumptions about disability and the pressures of an increasingly performance-oriented 
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workplace. Findings indicated that the two main issues causing difficulties for librarians with 
disabilities are a lack of awareness or misunderstanding of disability and various assumptions 
about and structures of the work environment.

Attitudes to and Misunderstanding of Disability 
One of the key barriers mentioned was a lack of awareness of disability-related issues. Most 
interviewees commented that even when their colleagues and supervisors were sympathetic 
and well-meaning, they often lacked a basic understanding of disability. Interviewees fre-
quently mentioned the general lack of awareness of disability-related issues at work. As one 
commented, “A lot of my problems were related to the indifference or ignorance about dis-
ability. I think there’s a lack of understanding of what disability actually does and what kinds 
of limitations that you are confronted with.” Another said, “I don’t think that people don’t 
care or they’re not supportive, they’re just not aware because if you don’t face the barriers, if 
you don’t experience them directly they are invisible to you.” 

Many participants also commented on a lack of awareness of the issues they faced due to 
their specific impairment. Although disability studies scholars have found many commonalities 
in the treatment of people with disabilities at work, people with disabilities are not a homog-
enous group. Disability is experienced individually, through the lens of a specific impairment. 
This was evident in the interviews, where participants commented on colleagues’ ignorance 
of issues related to their impairment. As one participant with type 1 diabetes says, “I do get 
the usual ‘stupid’ comments from colleagues such as ‘oh I didn’t think you could eat cake’… 
it’s annoying and I usually try and explain about how diabetes treatments have progressed 
since 1921. I guess I know it comes from a good place but it’s still annoying.” Although people 
with the same type of disability can have different degrees and types of impairment, some 
participants mentioned that coworkers assumed everyone with a certain type of disability 
must all be the same. One discussed how her colleagues were impatient with her because 
she couldn’t hear as well as another colleague who also had hearing loss: “There was another 
librarian who was also hard of hearing, but she was less hard of hearing than I was and coped 
extremely well. In a way that was a disadvantage for me, because it was ‘well, she’s hard of 
hearing and she can get everything.’” 

One component of this lack of understanding of disability issues seems to be a misun-
derstanding of what disability is. Several interviewees commented that their workplaces 
had a narrow and ill-informed view of disability. One, speaking about a manager, said “It 
became clear to me that she had a very narrow definition of disability… she was thinking 
about wheelchair users, people with mobility impairments, people with vision impairments, 
deaf people. Very traditional, classic disabilities.” Although far more disabilities are invis-
ible than visible, several interviewees commented that people seemed to feel that the only 
“legitimate” disabilities were visible ones. This misconception can be explained by disability 
studies theory: the standard cultural assumption is that everyone is able-bodied, and people 
with invisible disabilities appear on the surface to be able-bodied, making it more difficult to 
accept that invisible disability is genuine or equivalent to visible disability.

This misunderstanding of disability may render disability invisible in the workplace. 
Multiple participants commented that colleagues and supervisors assumed that everyone 
in their workplace was able-bodied, which had the effect of rendering disability invisible. 
Others mentioned that since their colleagues and supervisors assumed there were no people 
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with disabilities in their workplace, they therefore felt that they didn’t need to engage with 
or learn about disability issues. As one participant with an invisible disability said, “That’s 
another kind of erasure of people with disabilities. It’s easy not to think about it because there 
isn’t anyone they know of in the system.”

The misunderstanding of disability, especially of invisible disabilities as not “legitimate” 
disabilities, also led to negative judgments and stereotypes of being lazy or not wanting to 
work. Multiple participants reported negative stereotypes of laziness related to disability in 
their workplace. One, reporting on a conversation with someone in a senior management role, 
said, “Her comments gave me the impression that she was dismissive of invisible disabilities, 
as though they weren’t legitimate but were excuses for laziness.” Another participant said, 
“There was an assumption that if somebody says ‘I need accommodation’ that the person is 
lazy or doesn’t want to work.” 

Another negative stereotype reported by participants was that people with disabilities 
are trying to ask for special treatment. The disability studies literature commonly reports this 
misconception of “gaming the system” for unfair advantage, especially in relation to requests 
for workplace accommodation.58 Workplace accommodations are meant to level the playing 
field for people with disabilities and help them cope with the workplace barriers they face, but 
they are frequently misinterpreted by those who don’t understand those barriers as special 
treatment or trying to manipulate the system to gain some unfair advantage. This miscon-
ception, by both coworkers and supervisors, was mentioned by several interviewees. One, 
discussing her unsuccessful request for accommodation, said that the management response 
was “If I let you do it, I have to let everybody else do it,” misunderstanding the nature of ac-
commodation as leveling the playing field for people with limitations due to their disability. 
Another participant expressed frustration at some colleagues who equated accommodation 
with receiving special treatment: 

It might look like a perk, but you don’t really want what goes along with it. When 
people see accommodation there is a lack of understanding of what the reality of 
the disability might be. They think you want special treatment, but really I need 
this to get through the day or navigate the barriers I face every day that you never 
have to think about. If you want to trade, I’m happy to… They say they want that 
too. Oh really? Look what you’ve won.

Librarians with disabilities also reported facing judgments based on how far from “nor-
mal” or able-bodied they are. In some cases, participants reported being judged on their ability 
to hide or overcome the effects of their disability, something that is usually not under their 
control. One interviewee mentioned a colleague’s comparison of her with another diabetic: 
“They did say mostly negative things, like ‘she was out of control.’ It’s just one colleague who 
said that. I’m not exactly sure what that meant, ‘out of control.’ I guess it wasn’t a positive 
thing to experience. The idea that there are good diabetics and bad diabetics, which is often 
how diabetics are viewed.” 

Participants with invisible disabilities tended to report more negative judgments and 
suspicious reactions to their disabilities. In particular, participants with mental health dis-
abilities were aware of facing a high level of stigma. As one mentioned, “Everyone always 
says ‘let’s talk about mental health’ but no one ever does. When you do talk about it people 
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get super awkward and don’t know how to respond.” Another commented, “If it’s mental 
health related I think people are a lot more careful, a lot more cautious and uncomfortable.”

Competitive Workplace Assumptions 
Along with cultural attitudes and lack of understanding of disability, a significant barrier 
reported by librarians with disabilities relates to some of the characteristics of the increas-
ingly competitive, neoliberal workplace environment. Major themes from the interviews that 
illustrate this barrier included increasing assumptions of high productivity and a quick pace 
of work. 

Interviewees frequently discussed concerns about productivity and workload. Doing 
more with less creates potential difficulties for all workers but can cause particular difficulties 
for people with disabilities who need to use different strategies or take more time to complete 
their work. As one interviewee commented, “I feel there’s quite a lot of pressure to do work 
or to do certain types of work, and certain types of work are valued differently. That makes it 
a tough situation for anyone, and maybe for me with a learning disability… because I feel it 
takes me longer to do things than everyone else I feel it would be nice if there was less work-
load.” Another discussed how she is aware of the stereotype of workers with disabilities as 
less productive; as a result, she worries about her productivity compared to colleagues: “It’s 
very important to me that I do as much work as my colleagues. And yet I have physical limi-
tations that I need to work around. So I think it’s always a challenge of am I doing as much 
work. I’ve come to the conclusion that I do, I just do it differently. I need to do it differently so 
therefore it’s harder to compare.” She explained how colleagues have sometimes judged her 
negatively for her productivity because she needs to take a different approach to her work: 
“I think there have been moments where some colleagues wondered if I was contributing as 
much or working as hard as I could. But then when I revealed a little more about why I was 
doing it differently that kind of gets rid of that a little bit. So you do run into that.”

Several interviewees mentioned difficulties in dealing with work expectations around 
speed and turnaround time, including quick decision-making and inadequate time to pre-
pare in advance. One participant with a hearing-related disability, who reported difficulties 
following quick conversations in meetings, discussed her challenges with the expectations of 
immediate decision-making in her management-level position: “At that level, unfortunately, 
one of the things that seems to be valued is the ability to think really quickly and respond re-
ally quickly. So people would have a really fast conversation and want a decision immediately. 
And that’s a bit difficult.” A participant with a learning disability also discussed having dif-
ficulty with quick decisions and responses: “I have a hard time formulating responses when 
I’m put on the spot.” Another interviewee discussed her need to prepare well in advance as a 
strategy for managing her anxiety, expressing frustration with a former colleague who didn’t 
allow her that time even after explanations and repeated requests: “I would ask ‘ok what am 
I doing?’ two weeks beforehand …and then he’d never get back to me about it… It would get 
closer and closer to the time and I said ‘you have to tell me what I’m doing because I need to 
prepare well in advance, because I can’t do it off the cuff.’ So he wouldn’t help in that regard.”

Work Structures
For some librarians with disabilities, barriers are created by workplace structures that might 
appear normal or unproblematic for people without disabilities. Major themes dealing with 
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issues of workplace structure include dealing with work structures that create conflict and 
ambiguity, and the lack of structural supports for disability.

Some participants reported that ambiguous work structures created difficulties for them. 
In particular, a few participants with mental health–related disabilities reported that the con-
flict and stress created by ambiguity and lack of clear priorities at work made it challenging 
for them to cope at work or contributed to the worsening of their disability. One discussed 
how difficult it was for her to work in an environment where she is expected to determine 
her own priorities even though the organizational goals and priorities are conflicting and 
unclear: “Everybody seems to have different ideas about what should be valued… and that 
can be problematic.” Another participant described considerable work stress arising from an 
unsympathetic supervisor and from a matrix reporting model with multiple supervisors who 
don’t agree. She described how difficult it was for her to feel caught in the middle of this type 
of conflict, explaining how dealing with the stress from this situation has contributed to her 
disability over the past few years:

In the right circumstances, I’m very capable and I can work a full week and do an 
excellent job with no difficulty… Mine is more of a mental health situation, so for 
me this type of environment, it makes me ill. My feeling is that a few years ago no 
one would have called me disabled, and I wouldn’t have thought of calling myself 
disabled. I’ve always had some challenge in some areas but I wouldn’t have thought 
of it that way. But over the past few years, with the workplace and how it contrib-
utes to my situation I think I’ve become someone who is now a disabled person. 

This concept of disability being worsened or created by certain conditions is also found 
in disability studies research; disability theorist Susan Wendell explains it as “the social 
construction of disability through the expectations of performance.”59 In the social model of 
disability, disability is contextual: it is created when people encounter situations that create 
difficulties for them, like a wheelchair user encountering a set of stairs rather than a ramp. 
This concept also applies to the workplace: people with disabilities may be able to function 
“normally” under certain conditions, such as a certain level of stress, amount of workload, 
or number of hours in a week, but not if those conditions change. In this participant’s case, 
when the ambiguity, conflict, and work stress increased, they created conditions where she 
could no longer work as effectively, contributing to her disability.

The absence of workplace structures and processes, especially those related to ensur-
ing a positive environment for employees with disability, also created barriers for librarians. 
Participants were most concerned about the absence of structures related to supervisor train-
ing and support. Interviewees often explained that a positive workplace was dependent on 
having a good interpersonal relationship with an individual supervisor; supervisors were not 
trained to be good managers, have an understanding of disability, or to provide appropriate 
support to librarians with disabilities. As one participant commented, “My feeling is that it’s 
the luck of the draw whether you get to have a decent manager or not, and it shouldn’t be. 
There should be some appropriate oversight of managers and training, somewhere you can 
go to get the support that you need, and I don’t feel that that’s there.” 

Since knowledge of and support for disability in supervisors varied considerably, some 
interviewees expressed concern about how precarious their current positive work environment 
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was and how that might change if their supervisor changed. One who had experienced a posi-
tive environment under a former supervisor worried about how a new, incoming supervisor 
would react to learning about her disability. Another worried about the potential impact on 
her career and job environment if her current situation changes: 

I’m in a very good position right now, and we’ve got a really supportive super-
visor and supportive coworkers, but I’ve been around long enough and been in 
enough workplaces to know that nothing’s permanent. What would happen if that 
changed? And would people think I was trying to get out of certain activities… 
In those frustrating moments when I know it’s deteriorating a little faster, I can’t 
help but give into that fear and go after those ‘what-ifs’ and pursue the down the 
rabbit hole. That’s not really something that’s productive. But I can’t help it, I feel it.

Although the lack of structures related to supervisor support caused the greatest concern, 
participants mentioned other workplace structures that were problematic from a disability 
support perspective. One commented on the lack of structures and processes in place in her 
workplace to deal with any problems encountered due to disability: “If I did feel discriminated 
against it’s hard to know what to do about it.” Others commented on previous workplaces 
without policies or trained staff who could deal with workplace accommodations.

Impacts and Implications of Barriers
These barriers have impacts on academic librarians with disabilities in the workplace. The 
lack of awareness and cultural stereotypes of disability, in particular, have implications for 
how librarians with disabilities experience their workplace and interact with their colleagues 
and supervisors. The three most common impacts reported by interviewees were: 1) having 
to deal with colleague and supervisor discomfort with their disability; 2) reluctance to discuss 
or disclose their disability at work; and 3) reluctance to ask for workplace accommodation 
even though they are legally entitled to.

Discomfort with Disability
Participants frequently mentioned that colleagues, supervisors, and library patrons had un-
comfortable reactions to their disability. Other peoples’ discomfort was commonly mentioned, 
and many participants discussed incidents where other people were uncomfortable when 
confronted with their disability. One, who has hearing loss, explained: “I disclose it right off 
the bat if I’m struggling at all or if I’m in a situation where I think it’s going to be a problem. 
Sometimes people seem quite uncomfortable…but we just figure it out and I don’t take it too 
personally.” Another participant, who is comfortable discussing her mental health disability 
openly, explained that she frequently needs to reassure other people because they are less 
comfortable: “Other people seem to be uncomfortable talking about it or don’t know how to 
respond… I always try to be like ‘oh, it’s totally fine, I don’t mind talking about it.’” 

Related to this discomfort with disability, participants also discussed incidents where 
their disability was minimized or their contributions were diminished because of their dis-
ability. Participants talked about how others at work sometimes dismissed the severity or 
legitimacy of their disability or their experiences with their disability. As one interviewee 
with an anxiety disorder said of a colleague, “He said he understood, but at the same time 
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there was a feeling of ‘yeah, I get panic attacks too, suck it up.’ And I don’t think that’s how he 
felt, but that’s what it felt like.” Some participants also discussed feeling that they were taken 
less seriously or underestimated because of their disability. One interviewee with a hearing 
impairment spoke about her difficulty keeping up in meetings, feeling that her contributions 
were discounted because of it: “If I did say something that had already been said or partly 
said it was always amusing. So I was kind of amusing rather than serious, people didn’t re-
ally take my ideas seriously. I mean none of this is conscious, it’s all unconscious, no one even 
knows they’re doing it.”

Disclosing Disability at Work
Given some of the negative cultural attitudes about disability reported in the previous dis-
cussion on barriers, and participants’ personal experiences with others’ discomfort, it is not 
surprising that librarians with disabilities report mixed feelings about discussing or disclos-
ing their disabilities to others at work. Disability disclosure was frequently discussed in the 
interviews. Some participants decided to disclose their disabilities to others at work, either as 
a coping strategy or as a way to raise workplace awareness of disability. Others were reluctant 
to mention their disabilities due to past experiences with stigma, or fears for the potential 
impact on their job. The majority of participants reported disclosing a disability selectively, 
to only a few coworkers they trusted.

Some participants did not hesitate to disclose their disability at work. In some cases, 
disclosure was a way of coping, so colleagues knew what to expect and misunderstanding 
or negative judgments could be minimized. One participant with a hearing-related disability 
explained that she discloses her disability to people up front as a coping strategy: “It’s got 
to the point now where I’ve started telling people at the outset that I do have hearing loss 
and that if I lean forward and squint a bit it’s probably because I can’t hear you.” Another 
participant discussed how she discloses her disability to avoid misunderstanding, after past 
experiences where she was misunderstood and judged negatively when she didn’t disclose 
her disability at work:

Yeah, everyone is aware that I’m type 1 diabetic and that’s by choice but it’s also by 
experience. I haven’t always told people. I remember when I was in high school I 
worked in a grocery store and I didn’t tell the people there that I was diabetic, and 
my blood sugar went low and I wasn’t able to talk. So they went into my locker, 
and this was back in the day, before they had all the new diabetes things they 
have now, so I had all these syringes which I used to take my insulin and they 
thought I was a heroin addict [laughs]. So eventually what ended up happening 
is that my liver kicked in and it starts producing glucose and brought me out of 
the low, but they had made all these assumptions about me and my life and this 
kind of thing. So I learned after that that it’s just better to tell people.

In other cases, people are open about their disability at work because they want to raise 
awareness of disability issues and help improve conditions for others. One participant spoke 
about how she took the risk of disclosing her disability to a manager because she wanted to 
improve awareness of invisible disabilities in her workplace: “I wanted to point out that you 
could also have invisible disabilities for example, and maybe she didn’t know that she had 
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employees with disabilities.” Another commented on her growing willingness to be open about 
her disability to raise awareness of disability issues, realizing that not everyone is in a position 
to take that risk: “Personally I’ve come to the conclusion that ‘passing’ is bad, because then 
you disadvantage everybody who can’t do that. So for that reason I’m still very private, but 
I’m loosening up about sharing certain things. Otherwise I wouldn’t be doing this interview 
[laughs].” One interviewee with a mental health disability talks about becoming more open 
about her disability despite the stigma and discomfort she encounters, as a way to contrib-
ute to the mental health community and to help repay those who have helped her: “I’m not 
as afraid to talk about it anymore. I used to be. But I’m not as. And I just thought of it as if I 
talk about it, that’s a way for me to pay back in a way and contribute back to the people who 
helped me out a lot. That’s how I see it.” 

Although some participants chose to be open about their disabilities, several others re-
ported reluctance to disclose their disability at work. In some cases, this resulted from negative 
workplace experiences they had after disclosing their disability in previous situations. One 
participant felt that her previous efforts to be open about her disability created difficulties for 
her, making her hesitant to discuss it openly again: “I’m not going to explain to anybody any 
more, including my supervisor. It just wasn’t worth the effort. It just made it worse I think. So 
I just say what I need and then I don’t explain any more. That can create conflicts, but trying 
to explain didn’t work either.” In other cases, people are not comfortable talking about their 
disability for personal reasons, especially if their disability is relatively recent. One participant 
explained that she initially had difficulty disclosing her disability and dealing with peoples’ 
misunderstandings and reactions, mainly because she was still coming to terms with it her-
self: “I had a really hard time disclosing it when I first started dealing with it. People would 
invariably say ‘well you’re not that old.’ That’s not the point. This is a degenerative hearing 
condition that has nothing to do with age. So instead of getting mad I would just try to explain 
that, but at first I was embarrassed.” 

The most common reason participants mentioned not discussing their disability at work 
was that they did not feel safe doing so, or feared that it would have a negative impact on 
their job. Safety concerns related to disclosing their disability or asking for accommodation 
were frequently mentioned by participants. As one explained, “Generally speaking I have 
not self-identified at work. In some circles I have, but generally speaking I felt that it’s not to 
my advantage to. Not that it should be an advantage. But it hasn’t felt safe to.” Often partici-
pants felt that disclosing disability at work was unsafe because it carried potential risk, most 
commonly involving the impact on supervisor and colleague perceptions due to the negative 
stereotypes involved with disability. One participant commented, “You never know how it’s 
going to be perceived, especially if you’re a new librarian, you don’t want to impact your 
chances of success by tainting your employer’s perspective.” Another, who is open about her 
disability, talked about her concerns about the potential impact of this strategy on the percep-
tions or judgments of colleagues: “I try to be like ‘end the stigma, talk about mental health’ 
and I am pro that and I have no problem talking about it …but at the same time I don’t want 
my colleagues to see me as being lesser in some way, or being incapable of doing my job. So 
that’s always for me kind of a fine line.” Some participants feared other risks, including impact 
on promotion and pay increases. After disclosing her disability to a manager, one participant 
worried about the potential impact both on perceptions of her and on her pay increases: “I 
have no regrets about it, but there’s always this slight question, does she [the manager] now 
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think that I’m a challenging person or whatever, and is that going to be reflected in my merit 
increase.”

Several interviewees mentioned a sense of security and trust at work as a major factor in 
deciding whether to discuss their disabilities openly. This sense of security involved several 
factors, particularly job stability, a supportive work environment, and a sense of personal 
confidence. One participant explained, “I feel safe in the job that I have. I have continuing 
appointment. I’m in an environment that’s trying to be more inclusive. So I feel like I have the 
safety and the luxury of being able to be up front about my disability.” Another commented 
on the difference between her previous and current jobs, and her own change in attitude, as 
factors that led her to be more open about her disability: “I just didn’t want to have any defi-
cits where I was before because I felt pretty unprotected, but there’s a lot more security here 
and I think I’ve just become more confident as a librarian as I’m sort of hitting this mid-career 
portion.” Conversely, participants mentioned the lack of a supportive and inclusive work 
environment as a major factor contributing to their reluctance to discuss their disability. One 
participant explained, “I have to feel like it’s an open environment where I can discuss it and 
that discussion is welcomed, but I don’t know if it is. I still don’t think it is.” 

In many cases, participants reported disclosing their disabilities selectively at work to 
people they trusted and felt safe with, rather than being fully open about it. As one explained, 
“There’s one other person …she also has anxiety and we talk about it a lot. She’s like ‘you’re 
going to be fine,’ ‘just take your pills,’…a lot of people say that and they don’t get it, so I just 
get annoyed. When I have people without anxiety saying ‘you’ll be fine,’ they don’t understand 
what goes on. But she does. So we talk about it a lot.” Another commented, “With people who 
I trust I will say ‘I have these issues will you help me,’ and then they will be very helpful. For 
instance I was diagnosed with ADD so I will say to someone ‘you know, I have ADD, and I’m 
going to forget, can you remind me, and if I do forget don’t take it personally, it’s nothing to 
do with you, it’s me.’ So they’ve been very, very helpful with that.”

Difficulties with Workplace Accommodation
Participants reported a similarly mixed experience with requesting legal workplace accommo-
dation for their disability. Many participants had not requested accommodation. Those who 
had requested accommodation reported mixed experiences, with both positive and negative 
experiences and results. Most participants, however, hesitated to request accommodation 
for reasons similar to their hesitation to discuss their disabilities, including fear of potential 
negative impacts on their jobs. 

Most participants preferred not to ask for legal work accommodation unless absolutely 
necessary, and instead to use alternate coping strategies wherever possible. As one explained, 
“My first strategy is always to figure out if I can figure something else out on my own and 
devise my own strategy to meet my needs. Only if everything I can think of fails, then I might 
ask for accommodation.” Another spoke about her strategy of disclosing her disability only 
minimally at work, which has sometimes created difficulties for her when she tries to make 
alternate work arrangements without explaining why instead of going through the formal 
accommodation process: “I guess I’ve always self-identified just enough to explain what was 
going on. So it’s created trouble sometimes when I’ve needed that slight accommodation, and 
I’ve always tried to do that without a big formal plan, preferably.” One participant explained 
that, although she required reduced work hours as an accommodation, she tried and was 
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able to meet her needs informally without going through the accommodation process: “I just 
said that I wanted to work four days a week. There was no explanation or questions why, and 
they’re always happy to save money. It’s just that I said I wanted to work an 80% schedule 
and they said ok. It’s not an official accommodation.”

Interviewees commonly mentioned resisting the accommodation process out of fear of 
potential impact on their jobs, like those who hesitated to disclose their disabilities at work. 
In some cases, people reported fearing for their job security if they requested accommoda-
tion, due to the negative stigma and stereotypes of disability. One participant explained how 
she feared drawing negative attention to herself in an insecure job environment by asking for 
accommodation: “I really didn’t want any of that stuff in my employee file or anything. You 
know when Frodo and Sam are rushing across Mordor and the eye of Sauron keeps swoop-
ing over and they’re hiding behind rocks and stuff? That was me. Just trying not to really be 
noticed.” Another expressed her concerns about potentially problematic privacy issues related 
to the accommodation process, especially for those who are less comfortable about disclosing 
their disabilities: “My supervisor never needs to know why… That’s the policy, but in practice 
I feel like it’s very hard to do that… Not that I mind necessarily… I’ve been dealing with this 
for years, since I was a kid, so it doesn’t bother me anymore, but maybe if it was something 
new that would have been difficult for me I think.” 

When participants did ask for accommodation, they reported mixed experiences and 
outcomes. Some interviewees reported positive experiences with the accommodation process 
and results. As one recounted:

When I got to my new job I was told right away that someone could come in, and 
they did …And not only did they do it they did it in a really timely fashion. I was 
very impressed. And grateful. And there was follow-up as well, which I really 
appreciated. I felt like they weren’t just going through the motions, they really 
wanted to make sure I had what I needed to perform my best.

In some cases, however, even though accommodations were granted, they had mixed 
results and success. One participant with hearing loss reported successfully requesting hearing-
related assistive technology for meetings but then having continuous difficulties that often 
made the technology unusable: “It was picking up the [university name] radio station, so I 
would sit through these meetings with music or conversation or commentary or whatever it 
was going on. I could hear it and nobody else could hear it. Sometimes I just had to turn it off 
because it was just impossible. They couldn’t figure out a way to fix that… So even though 
we have assistive devices they don’t always work perfectly.” In this case, the workplace was 
willing to provide assistive technology, but they assumed that purchasing the technology was 
all that was required. As this participant mentioned, “I have to say I don’t think anyone ever 
actually asked me ‘is this working for you?’ They just assumed it was.” 

Some interviewees reported negative, difficult, and stressful experiences with accommo-
dation requests. Negative experiences tended to be associated with more “difficult” requests. 
People with straightforward requests like furniture or technology tended to report relatively 
positive experiences, but people who needed changes to work patterns or hours tended to 
report more negative experiences. One participant who requested both straightforward and 
difficult types of accommodation expressed the difference between the two in her experience: 
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“The simple stuff is accommodated easily. The more difficult stuff I think there is always a 
fight, an unnecessary fight, and that’s what I find very unfortunate. That someone has to go 
to some kind of war to get it done.” A participant who required reduced hours as an accom-
modation described her struggle based on reluctance to provide this kind of flexibility: “I did 
have a recent experience where my doctor said ‘ok she can only work so many hours,’ and I 
was told immediately ‘I don’t know if you can work here anymore.’ That’s totally against the 
law.” Another participant encountered similar reluctance to change the usual work patterns 
when she requested a change to her work arrangement. She was upset that library manage-
ment had an immediate negative response to her request without speaking with her or try-
ing to work out a mutual solution: “They denied the request immediately, on the basis of the 
operational needs of the problematic department. I feel that we could have sat down and laid 
out what each of us needed and come up with some kind of solution, but they just said no.” 
These negative management reactions to “difficult” accommodation requests correspond with 
findings from O’Neill and Urquhart’s study of library management attitudes to accommoda-
tion, which found that managers were reluctant to grant accommodation involving changes to 
work patterns or hours due to misunderstandings of this type of accommodation as granting 
special treatment to people with disabilities.60

Positive Workplace Experiences
Despite the barriers and the workplace implications of those barriers found in this study, 
many interview participants reported positive job experiences. These positive experiences 
often related to the traditional values of libraries, including a people-oriented service culture 
and a traditionally flexible professional work environment.

Interview participants for the most part reported a high level of job satisfaction. As one 
said, “Libraries are generally nice places to work, and librarians want to be nice to people and 
inclusive and are generally liberal and that kind of stuff.” The most common themes related 
to positive job experiences were supportive colleagues and supervisors, some understanding 
of disability in the workplace, and a high level of flexibility and autonomy.

When asked what made their job experiences positive, interviewees most frequently men-
tioned helpful, collegial environments with strong support from colleagues and supervisors. 
Several mentioned that the people- and service-orientation of their workplaces translated into 
positive work environments. As one said, “It’s a good workplace. People are very respectful, 
teamwork is very important here, and I find that if something is going on no matter what it 
is you can talk to someone and someone will help you out.” 

Many of the interviewees with high levels of job satisfaction also pointed to an under-
standing of and sympathy toward disability in their organizations. This included sympathetic 
supervisors who don’t require justifications and explanations for disability-related issues: 
“My boss is good, if I have to take a mental health day, I can just email and say I’m not feeling 
good, I’m not coming in.” Interviewees also mentioned colleagues who showed understanding 
through small acts of support. As one said, “I forget things quite a lot so I’m always asking 
my colleagues the same question over and over again, and my colleagues are super patient 
and always helpful with me.”

Another factor in job satisfaction was the flexibility and autonomy in many academic 
librarian positions. Several participants mentioned autonomy in deciding on and prioritizing 
work as an important aspect of their work satisfaction. Some also mentioned the importance 



Systemic Workplace Barriers for Academic Librarians with Disabilities   187

of flexibility in how the work gets done: “I think there’s variety in how you can meet the re-
quirements of the job, which makes it more accessible because people are going to struggle if 
you’re expected to live up to this expectation of what it needs to look like.” A few participants 
mentioned the importance to them of flexible work patterns, such as the ability to sometimes 
work from home, and of flexible work hours. As one commented, “For me it’s that continued 
flexibility, the ability to work around the peaks and valleys of my own energy or my own 
pain.” Most of the participants who did not have flexible work hours commented on how 
much having flexibility would improve their work experience.

Positive Contributions of Disability
Although the dominant cultural discourse of disability at work tends to be negative, nearly 
all interviewees felt that their disabilities contributed positively to their skills and ability as 
librarians. People mentioned a wide variety of ways that they felt their disabilities helped 
them in their jobs, including increased empathy for others, being more patient and under-
standing supervisors, the ability to bring their experiences with and knowledge of disability 
to improve job responsibilities like reference and instruction, and the ability to think creatively 
and strategically.

The most frequently mentioned way that disability contributed positively to participants’ 
ability to do their jobs was empathy for others. Interviewees frequently mentioned that they 
felt their disabilities allowed them to have more empathy for others, especially for students 
with disabilities, and to understand other perspectives more readily. One participant with an 
invisible disability explained that her disability makes her more open-minded and less quick 
to judge based on outward appearances: “I realize that though people see me a certain way, 
that doesn’t mean that’s the same thing that’s going on. So I think that’s also helped me real-
ize often that the picture I view, it doesn’t mean that’s what’s going on.” Several participants 
mentioned that their disabilities enable them to relate more easily to students with disabilities. 
As one with a mental health disability explained, “I understand the students a bit more who 
are kind of anxious.” Other participants discussed how their disabilities enabled them to 
empathize more easily with other people, especially others who are marginalized, and better 
understand different perspectives. Some interviewees with intersecting marginalities talked 
about how it was difficult to tell how their disabilities could be separated in this regard from 
their other identities: 

I’m a lesbian, and I think that experience has helped me understand, or maybe 
have some critical view of society, and to have some ability to empathize with 
other people, recognizing that we’re all different I guess. Not that other peoples’ 
experiences are like mine. But that does sort of help I think with understanding 
where people are coming from and so on. So I suppose the disability would have 
the same effect, but I’m not sure how much of that comes from being a lesbian or 
being a woman or having a disability.

Both participants who were in management positions felt that their disabilities helped 
them perform better as managers. One commented that her disability helped her understand 
the need to be flexible because people need to do things in different ways: “I think it’s helped 
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me in my leadership role. Though I like things to move along quickly, I am still able to have a 
lot of empathy, because I realize not everyone can do it my way, or that way.” The other felt that 
having limits inherent in her impairment helped her to be a more understanding supervisor 
and more tolerant of other persons’ limitations in various ways: “I think it helps me be more 
sympathetic to staff… I’m not a very patient person myself, and I think it probably helps me 
be a little more patient with people who don’t think as quickly as I think.”

Several participants spoke about how they were able to apply their experience with 
and understanding of disability to aspects of their job, which helped them be more effective. 
Several talked about how their disabilities helped them to be more inclusive for all students, 
especially in their reference and instruction. As one participant explained, “I would say in 
terms of my reference and my instructional style, I’m much more aware and I’m much more 
flexible, and I’m constantly thinking ‘can every single person hear me; can every single person 
see me,’ which has got to make it better for everyone.” Another discussed how she is able to 
apply her knowledge of disability issues and approaches to her work to help her be a better 
and more inclusive instructor: “I think it helps me in my information literacy teaching for 
example… I think because I’ve done work with people with disabilities in different settings 
throughout my life, I’ve done some things about universal design, I know about universal 
design for learning and I can incorporate that.” 

Multiple interviewees felt that they were able to bring flexible thinking and creative strat-
egies to their work as a result of their disabilities. One commented that navigating the world 
every day with a disability necessarily involves flexibility and creative strategies: “I think one 
of the reasons I’m good at reference is that I’m very flexible in my thinking, and I think that 
flexible thinking comes out of the disability, because you’re constantly strategizing how to 
deal with certain issues.” Another discussed how fluctuations in her disability have taught 
her to be more broad-minded and flexible and open to change: “Things change all the time. 
And that’s that, so I’ve learned to be flexible. Things usually work themselves out, so basically 
there’s no need to freak out about small things. It’s important to look at the big picture. Steps 
back are normal but as long as you’re still moving in a forward direction, it’s all good. Things 
will never be perfect. Or if they are, it won’t last and that’s ok.”

Summary and Discussion 
Major goals of this study were to discover more about the work experiences of university li-
brarians with disabilities in Canada and some of the underlying structural issues and barriers 
within the workplace that create difficulties for them. The results demonstrate that participants 
generally had positive workplace experiences with high levels of job satisfaction, especially 
those with supportive colleagues and supervisors, in workplaces with some awareness and 
understanding of disability, and with a high level of flexibility and autonomy in their jobs. 

However, the results also showed that librarians with disabilities encounter barriers and 
difficulties in the workplace. The main barriers reported in the study were related to a lack 
of awareness or ill-informed view of disability, including an assumption that everyone in the 
workplace is nondisabled, and negative stereotypes of people with disabilities as lazy and 
less productive at work. Additional barriers involved the increased expectations for heavy 
workload, speed, and productivity in the workplace, along with the ambiguity of some library 
structures and priorities and the lack of effective structural supports to ensure workplace 
support for people with disabilities. 
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These barriers had a number of impacts on university librarians with disabilities at work. 
The most commonly reported impact was negative reactions from colleagues and supervi-
sors, including being uncomfortable with disability and either minimizing the experience of 
disability or minimizing the person with a disability. Many participants also reported some 
reluctance to discuss or disclose their disabilities at work due to negative past experiences 
with stigma or fear of negative impacts on their jobs due to negative cultural stereotypes of 
disability. Most participants had not fully disclosed their disabilities at work and discussed 
them only with a few people they trusted. Similarly, participants expressed reluctance to re-
quest legal accommodations when needed for fear of negative judgments or impacts on their 
jobs. Although some people had positive experiences with accommodation requests, especially 
for requests involving one-time purchases like furniture or straightforward physical changes, 
participants who needed flexible or reduced work hours or flexible work patterns reported 
considerable stress and difficulty and less success at having their accommodations granted.

Another goal of this study was to discover similarities or differences from existing dis-
ability studies research on the experiences of people with disabilities in other work contexts. 
The results substantially correspond with findings in the existing disability studies research. 
As was found in this study, research on the work experiences of people with disabilities in 
professional positions has consistently found that major barriers include a lack of understand-
ing of disability, negative social constructions and stereotypes of disability as less productive, 
and the invisibility of disability within the workplace.61 Like the findings of this study, the 
disability studies literature on work reports that barriers for people with disabilities at work 
include the pressure of an efficiency-based, productivity-oriented neoliberal workplace cul-
ture, which creates assumptions in the workplace that make disability problematic due to the 
negative stereotypes of disability as less productive.62 

This study’s findings on the impacts of these barriers, especially related to disclosure and 
accommodation, also correspond to findings in the disability studies literature. In particular, 
both this study and the literature find that fear of negative work impacts and stigma makes 
people hesitant to disclose their disability or request accommodations at work.63 When re-
questing accommodation, disability studies research also reports that people with invisible 
disabilities or requesting more flexible work arrangements tend to have a greater struggle 
being granted accommodation, a lower success rate, and a greater likelihood of being accused 
of faking or taking advantage of the system.64 

There is an apparent contradiction in this study’s findings, between positive workplace 
experiences, supportive colleagues and supervisors, and the existence of structural barri-
ers and workplace impacts. However, this tension also corresponds with disability studies 
literature, which finds that generally positive attitudes to disability tend not to correspond 
with disability-positive behaviors or structures. For example, employers generally express 
positive attitudes toward hiring people with disabilities but tend not to hire them.65 Gener-
ally supportive attitudes do not translate into equity for people with disabilities without an 
understanding of disability-specific issues in the workplace and specific efforts to address 
them through workplace policies and structures.

Conclusion
Although this study demonstrates that librarians with disabilities share some common expe-
riences with people with disabilities working in other contexts, much more work needs to be 
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done to better understand their specific experiences within libraries. This study is meant to be 
an initial exploration of the experiences of librarians with disabilities working in Canadian aca-
demic libraries, and it has limitations. As it is exploratory in nature, its scope is necessarily broad, 
and covers many aspects of participants’ work experiences. All the themes found in this study 
warrant further in-depth research to provide a deeper and more nuanced understanding. Many 
areas for follow-up are suggested by the findings reported here, including specific experiences 
of librarians with different types of disabilities, attitudes and knowledge of disability within 
libraries or by library managers, factors that create positive work environments for librarians 
with disabilities, experiences with accommodation, and strategies used by librarians with dis-
abilities to navigate workplace barriers. One important area for future research hinted at in the 
study is the intersectional nature of disability. It is clear that experiences with disability vary, 
and that disability may be experienced differently by people with different disabilities and with 
multiple overlapping areas of marginalization, such as disability and race or sexual orientation. 
Intersectionality and disability is a critical area requiring more research and would further con-
nect disability with other important research on diversity and equity issues in librarianship. 

Although the major barriers found in this study are related to attitudes and perceptions 
of disability, the disability studies literature argues that attitudes are not the only cause of 
discrimination against people with disabilities, and focusing too much on them risks overlook-
ing other barriers.66 With this in mind, it would be helpful for future research to address some 
of the specific workplace processes, structures, and assumptions that also create barriers for 
librarians with disabilities. Some of these are hinted at in this study, such as hiring, promotion, 
supervisory, merit, and evaluation processes, as well as assumptions around decision-making 
speed and processes, turnaround and preparation time, and running meetings.

Since this study is interview-based and qualitative, findings are meant to describe a 
particular context rather than to be generalizable. It is important to note that laws, policies, 
and cultural attitudes to disability vary considerably by context, as do workplace cultures 
and expectations.67 This means that the experiences of librarians with disabilities are likely to 
vary by country, location, type, and perhaps size of library. Future research needs to be done 
in different contexts to help fill in the broader picture of workplace experiences of librarians 
with disabilities.

When asked what would help make their work environment better, nearly all interviewees 
talked about more open discussion and awareness of disability in their workplaces. Disability 
in academic librarianship is still largely invisible; and, though many librarians are working to 
improve this situation, this study demonstrates that they face significant social and attitudinal 
barriers and need to take risks in their workplaces to do so.

A common misconception of disability in the workplace is that people ask for accom-
modation, which then takes care of any issues people have. As this study shows, the reality 
for Canadian academic librarians with disabilities is much more complicated, influenced by 
social and cultural views of disability and work. The traditional workplace focus on accom-
modation reflects the medical model of disability, which treats disability as a medical issue that 
belongs to an individual and should be dealt with on an individual level. This view minimizes 
disability: if people feel disability is only a specific person’s problem, they don’t need to pay 
attention to it.68 Improving the workplace experience for librarians with disabilities requires 
a valuing of differences and a broader focus on cultural and social attitudes and on structural 
change, rather than on individuals. 
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APPENDIX. Interview Questions 

1. What do you do in your job?
2. What is your library like as a workplace? 
3. What employee traits are most valued at your library?
4. What effect does your disability have at work?
5. How has your disability created problems or difficulties for you at work?
6. How have you dealt with these problems or difficulties?
7. What could be changed at work to help make things easier for you?
8. How has your disability helped you as a librarian?
9. Is there anything else you’d like to add about your work experiences as an academic li-

brarian with a disability?
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