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Examining workplace outcomes—such as earnings 
(in)equality—of persons with disabilities (PWD) is import-
ant as the number of PWD is expected to grow worldwide 
given ageing workforces and the association between age 
and disability (McDaniel & Zimmer, 2016). Although ed-
ucational attainment is an important predictor of earnings 
(Ng, Eby, Sorensen, & Feldman, 2005), the literature does 
not give us a concrete answer as to whether or not educa-
tional attainment levels the playing field for PWD and, in 
particular, for women and racial minorities with disabilities 
(Baldridge, Beatty, Konrad, & Moore, 2015).

To address this gap in the literature, we draw on human 
capital theory and discrimination theories to propose and 
then test hypotheses on the effects of education, disability, 
gender, and race on earnings (in)equality using 885,950 
records, including 40,438 PWD from the American Com-
munity Survey 2015 (ACS). Based on human capital theory 
(Becker, 2009), we expect education to increase earnings, 
yet based on disability discrimination theories (Colella & 
Bruyere, 2011), we expect PWD to benefit less in terms of 

earning gains. Double discrimination theory further sug-
gests that women and racial minorities with disabilities may 
be doubly disadvantaged when perceived to be members of 
multiple groups (Dipboye & Halverson, 2004; Smith-Ran-
dolph & Andresen, 2004; Stone & Colella, 1996). 

In exploring these relationships empirically, the current 
study contributes to the literature on workplace disability 
discrimination in the following ways. First, we emphasize 
the importance of career success (cf. Baldridge & Kulkarni, 
2017; Kulkarni & Gopakumar, 2014) over and above pure 
labor market participation (e.g., Araten-Bergman, 2016). 
Second, we do so by focusing on objective indicators such 
as earnings and thus complement research focusing pri-
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Although interest in research on persons with disabilities has grown steadily, these 
individuals continue to encounter workplace discrimination and remain marginalized 
and understudied. We draw on human capital and discrimination theories to propose 
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marily on subjective success and individual strategies (e.g., 
mindsets or disability advocacy, Kulkarni & Gopakumar, 
2014). Finally, the importance of individual differences 
such as gender, race, and education was stressed in Stone 
and Colella’s (1996) seminal disability framework, yet a re-
cent literature review finds that these attributes remain un-
derstudied (Beatty, Baldridge, Boehm, Kulkarni, & Colella, 
2018). 

Disability, Discrimination, and Earnings (In)equality
As noted, human capital theory (Becker, 2009) suggests 

a positive association between level of educational attain-
ment and earnings. This is expected because human capital 
includes knowledge, skills, and abilities acquired with high-
er levels of education, so greater educational attainment 
should lead to increased human capital, greater economic 
contribution, and higher earnings (Becker, 2009). This the-
ory about education and earnings however is far too simple. 
If education only influenced earnings through productivity, 
then the influence of education on earnings should be equal 
for PWD and others, assuming that education is equally 
productivity enhancing for PWD and others. Research on 
the employment experiences of PWD, however, suggests 
that PWD still face multiple sources of disadvantage in-
cluding continuing stigmatization and stereotyping (Beatty 
et al., 2018). We, therefore, expect that in terms of earnings 
equality, PWD will benefit less from educational attainment 
than persons without a disability and that the extent of this 
inequality will be greater as level of educational attainment 
increases. Although there are many potential contributing 
factors (Colella & Bruyere, 2011), stereotyping theory 
suggests that organizational members often hold negative 
stereotypes about PWD such as helplessness, inferiority, 
and less competitiveness that limit PWD’s ability to turn 
educational gains into earning gains, in particular, for more 
competitive, higher paying jobs requiring higher levels of 
education. Similarly, disability stigmatization theory adds 
that disability can also lead to social stigma that negatively 
influences cognitive information processing about PWD 
and scripts applied when interacting with PWD such as 
“child among adults” (Colella & Bruyere, 2011), which, in 
turn, can limit the ability of PWD to convert educational 
gains into earning gains. Research on disability accom-
modation, for instance, indicates that PWD in higher-level 
jobs ask for fewer necessary workplace accommodations 
for fear of raising questions about their competence, which 
may negatively impact performance and earnings (Harlan 
& Robert, 1998).

Indeed, past large-scale data from the American Com-
munity Survey that was matched with the O*Net data on 
occupational job requirements indicated that productivity 
limitations do not comprehensively explain lower pay of 
employees with disabilities and that the possible role of dis-
crimination cannot be ruled out (Kruse, Schur, Rogers, & 

Ameri, 2018). This is likely the case because of attitudinal 
and structural barriers that manifest themselves in jobs and 
workplaces designed for persons without disabilities (Lind-
strom, Hirano, & Thomas, 2018). For example, although 
psychological processes are less readily understood, lack of 
accommodation, inflexible supervision, and noninclusive 
climates (Beatty et al., 2018) may limit the ability to turn 
educational gains into earnings gains. Thus, the earnings 
gap may actually increase with higher levels of education, 
and we expect that the negative association between dis-
ability and annual earnings is accentuated at higher levels 
of education (cf. Kruse et al., 2018). Therefore:

Hypothesis 1: (a) In terms of earnings equality, PWD 
benefit less from educational attainment than persons 
without a disability and (b) the extent of this inequality 
is greater as level of educational attainment increases.

Disability, Gender, Race, and Earnings (In)equality
Theories about treatment of PWD, however, suggests 

that women and racial minorities with disabilities may 
face double discrimination (Stone & Colella, 1996). This 
is expected because in addition to stigmatization and ste-
reotyping related to disability, women and racial minori-
ties with disabilities may also experience gender and race 
related stigmatization and stereotyping (Stone & Colella, 
1996; Woodhams, Lupton, & Cowling, 2015) from multi-
ple stigma statuses (Gibson & Gibson, 2017; Woodhams et 
al., 2015). More specifically, prior research indicates that 
gender-based discrimination may compound disability-re-
lated discrimination (Gunderson & Lee, 2016) given double 
sources of discrimination (Deegan & Brooks, 1985). Al-
though there is some evidence that educational attainment 
may attenuate earnings discrimination effects (Gunderson 
& Lee, 2016), the evidence is mixed (Blázquez, Herrarte, & 
Llorente-Heras, 2018; Leuze & Strauß, 2016), necessitating 
more research. On balance, due to double discrimination 
faced by many women with disabilities, we expect men 
with disabilities to have higher earnings and that the gap 
in earnings between men and women with disabilities will 
increase at higher levels of education. Formally stated: 

Hypothesis 2: Men with disabilities have higher annual 
earnings than women with disabilities.

Hypothesis 3: (a) In terms of earnings equality, women 
with disabilities benefit less from educational attain-
ment than men with disabilities and (b) the extent of 
this inequality is greater as level of educational attain-
ment increases.

Aforesaid arguments also apply to racial minorities with 
disabilities as they too often face multiple sources of dis-
crimination (cf. McGregor, 2018; Woodhams et al., 2015). 
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Less research is available on the compounding effects of 
disability and race (Kirton & Greene, 2015), and much of 
the available research has already been discussed because 
these studies tend to examine both race and gender. For ex-
ample, research on disability accommodation also indicates 
that minorities ask for fewer necessary workplace accom-
modations, again, for fear of raising questions about their 
competence (Harlan & Robert, 1998). Although consider-
ably less research is available, we expect racial minorities 
with disabilities to experience some degree of double dis-
crimination in part due to race related stigma and stereotyp-
ing and, in turn, lower earnings. Formally stated:

Hypothesis 4: Nonminorities with disabilities have 
higher annual earnings than minorities with disabilities.

Hypothesis 5: (a) In terms of earnings equality, mi-
norities with disabilities benefit less from educational 
attainment than nonminorities with disabilities and (b) 
the extent of this inequality is greater as level of educa-
tional attainment increases.	

METHOD

Data and Measures
The ACS is a rotating panel survey administered to 

approximately 250,000 households each month by the US 
Census Bureau, resulting in more than three million records 
annually (United States Census Bureau, 2015). Due to our 
focus on annual earnings, we pared data down to those 
in the workforce, with earnings greater than zero, in their 
prime working years (age 25-54). In total, our sample con-
sists of 885,950 respondents, including 40,438 PWD. Our 
findings thus generalize to the employed, prime-working 
age population in the US but not to other population groups 
such as nonemployed PWD.

Measures and Analysis
Earnings. ACS respondents are asked about their year-

ly salary, wages, commissions, bonuses, and tips from all 
jobs as an aggregate figure. A logarithmic transformation 
was used to achieve a more normally distributed dependent 
variable, which also allows interpretation of subsequent co-
efficients as a percent change in annual earnings. 

Disability. The ACS includes six questions about dis-
abling limitations (e.g., “Is this person deaf or does he/she 
have serious difficulty hearing?”; please see ACS, 2015 for 
a complete listing). In our analysis, those indicating any 
disabling condition were coded (1) for PWD. Others were 
coded (0) for persons with no disability.

Educational attainment. ACS respondents are asked 
to specify the highest level of education completed. In our 
analysis, education is operationalized into five common de-
gree categories: no degree (baseline category), high school/

equivalent, associate (2 years), bachelor’s (4 years), and 
master’s or higher. 

Gender. The ACS also asks about sex, which we coded 
as male (1), female (0).

Minority status. ACS respondents provide their race/
ethnicity. In our analyses, minorities are coded (1), nonmi-
norities (0). 

Controls. We control for age, hours, managerial sta-
tus, and employer type because these variables have been 
shown to impact earnings (Ng et al., 2005). 

Analysis. We use OLS regression analyses including 
two- and three-way interactions to help test our hypotheses. 
We introduce higher order interactions step by step. All 
regression analyses are weighted, applying the ACS survey 
weights. A note of caution is warranted regarding inference. 
The sheer size of the ACS data allows obtaining statistical 
significance even for small effect sizes. Therefore, relying 
on p-values alone can result in conclusions with little prac-
tical significance. Thus, we interpret effect sizes in addition 
to statistical significance.

RESULTS

Tables 1, 2, and 3 show descriptive statistics, correla-
tions and OLS regression analyses. Table 3 shows OLS 
regression models testing our five hypotheses. Main effect 
models were first fit and tested for significance prior to in-
vestigation of two- and three-way interactions. 

Model 1 shows that PWD have expected earnings 
29.9% lower than persons without disabilities. The nega-
tive, statistically significant term, representing disability 
status establishes a foundation for our subsequent hypothe-
ses, which also incorporate educational attainment, gender, 
and minority status as moderators. Model 2 introduces a set 
of two-way interactions between disability and each edu-
cational attainment level. In comparison to those without a 
high school degree, people without disability earn 31.3% 
more if they earn a high-school degree, 51.6% more for an 
associates, 78.8% more for a bachelor’s, and 103% more 
for a master’s/higher degree. For PWD, the effect of educa-
tion is taken to be the composite of the main and interaction 
effects. Interaction effects were not significantly different 
from zero, except for at the master’s/higher level. That is, 
Hypothesis 1a is only supported at the master’s/higher lev-
el. Given that a difference was only found at one education-
al level, there was no basis for testing H1b. 

H2 shifts focus to gender differences and predicts that 
men with disabilities have higher annual earnings than 
women with disabilities. Model 3 introduces a higher or-
dered two-way interaction between gender and disability. 
This interaction is found to be statistically significant and 
negative. By comparing the coefficients for women with 
disabilities (-0.288) to men with disabilities (0.241-.288-
0.021=-0.068), we observe a 22.0% overall earnings gap, 

http://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/
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All Disability No disability

Variable Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Ln(earnings) 10.50 0.98 10.02 1.21 10.53 0.96

Disability 0.05 0.21

High school 0.43 0.50 0.55 0.50 0.43 0.49

Associate degree 0.10 0.30 0.10 0.30 0.10 0.30

Bachelor degree 0.25 0.43 0.15 0.36 0.25 0.43

Master degree or higher 0.15 0.35 0.08 0.27 0.15 0.36

Male 0.52 0.50 0.53 0.50 0.52 0.50

Minority 0.23 0.42 0.23 0.42 0.23 0.42

Age 40.14 8.78 42.27 8.85 40.04 8.76

Hours worked 41.06 11.21 38.05 13.70 41.20 11.05

Manager 0.12 0.32 0.08 0.27 0.12 0.32

Nonprofit/government employer 0.24 0.43 0.26 0.44 0.24 0.42

Observations 885,950 40,438 845,512

Note. The table presents sample descriptives. No weights included. Source: USCB 2015 public use microdata sample

TABLE 1.
Descriptive Statistics

thus providing support for H2.
H3a predicts that in terms of earnings equality, women 

with disabilities benefit less from educational attainment 
than men with disabilities. To test this hypothesis, Model 4 
introduces the three-way interaction between educational 
attainment, gender, and disability. Statistical significance is 
only found at the associate degree level. Given that a differ-
ence was only found at one educational level, there was no 
basis for testing H3b. 

In H4, we shift focus to race, and its effect on earnings, 
along with consideration for educational attainment and 
disability status. We hypothesize here that nonminorities 
with disabilities have higher annual earnings than minori-
ties with disabilities. Model 5 introduces a higher ordered 
two-way interaction between minority status and disability. 
This interaction is not found to be statistically significant, 
providing no support for H4. Because significance was not 
found between the two-way interaction involving disability 
and minority status, there was no basis for testing H5. Ad-
ditional analyses were conducted, post-hoc, in an attempt 
to better understand the nonsignificant findings for H4 and 
H5. In particular, a regression model fitting only main ef-
fects for each primary ethnic/race group finds significant 
differences in earnings, all else equal. Specifically, Black/

African Americans and Hispanic/Latinos earn less, and 
Asians more, than Whites. 

Post hoc analyses were also conducted to explore the 
possibility that managerial status and hours worked might 
mediate the relationship between disability and earnings. 
Regression analyses indicate significant relationships be-
tween disability status and managerial status and between 
disability status and hours work. Significant relationships 
between managerial status and earnings, and between 
hours worked and earnings, were also found, and the 
effect of disability status on earnings was reduced when 
these variables are included suggesting partial mediation. 

DISCUSSION

We drew on human capital and discrimination the-
ories to test hypotheses regarding the extent to which 
educational attainment impacts the negative association 
between disability and career success in terms of annual 
earnings. We also examined this association when gen-
der and race of PWD are also considered. Results from 
our analysis of US government ACS data show that 
PWD continue to earn less than those with no disability. 
Consistent with human capital theory, we find that for 



Personnel Assessment and Decisions

95
2019 • Issue 2 • 91-99 http://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/

Research Articles

Va
ria

bl
e

Ln
(e

ar
ni

ng
s)

D
is

ab
ili

ty
H

ig
h 

sc
ho

ol
A

ss
oc

ia
te

 
de

gr
ee

B
ac

he
lo

r 
de

gr
ee

M
as

te
r 

de
gr

ee
 (o

r 
hi

gh
er

)
M

in
or

ity
A

ge
M

al
e

H
rs

 w
or

ke
d

M
an

ag
er

N
on

pr
ofi

t/ 
go

ve
rn

m
en

t

Ln
(e

ar
ni

ng
s)

1

D
is

ab
ili

ty
-0

.1
08

3*
**

1

H
ig

h 
sc

ho
ol

-0
.2

14
5*

**
0.

05
26

**
*

1

A
ss

oc
ia

te
 

de
gr

ee
 

-0
.0

22
8*

**
0.

00
01

1

B
ac

he
lo

r 
de

gr
ee

0.
16

02
**

*
-0

.0
48

0*
**

1

M
as

te
r d

eg
re

e 
or

 h
ig

he
r

0.
25

16
**

*
-0

.0
40

4*
**

1

M
in

or
ity

-0
.0

84
2*

**
-0

.0
00

7
0.

00
61

**
*

-0
.0

25
6*

**
-0

.0
42

3*
**

-0
.0

00
2

1

A
ge

0.
15

35
**

*
0.

05
32

**
*

0.
03

93
**

*
0.

00
42

**
*

-0
.0

70
9*

**
0.

00
89

**
*

-0
.0

43
4*

**
1

M
al

e
0.

19
71

**
*

0.
00

38
**

*
0.

06
19

**
*

-0
.0

48
9*

**
-0

.0
38

6*
**

-0
.0

52
0*

**
-0

.0
29

9*
**

-0
.0

05
3*

**
1

H
ou

rs
 w

or
ke

d
0.

49
42

**
*

-0
.0

58
7*

**
-0

.0
45

5*
**

-0
.0

25
4*

**
0.

02
82

**
*

0.
08

06
**

*
-0

.0
52

2*
**

0.
04

71
**

*
0.

23
71

**
*

1

M
an

ag
er

0.
21

33
**

*
-0

.0
23

3*
**

-0
.0

95
1*

**
-0

.0
27

4*
**

0.
10

74
**

*
0.

07
54

**
*

-0
.0

49
2*

**
0.

05
99

**
*

0.
04

82
**

*
0.

15
43

8*
**

1

N
on

pr
ofi

t/
go

ve
rn

m
en

t
0.

04
69

**
*

0.
00

93
**

*
-0

.1
41

9*
**

-0
.0

03
2*

*
0.

06
19

**
*

0.
20

39
**

*
-0

.0
02

3*
0.

03
95

**
*

-0
.1

42
1*

**
-0

.0
26

08
**

*
-0

.0
22

01
**

*
1

N
ot

e.
 *

p 
< 

0.
05

, *
*p

 <
 0

.0
1,

 *
**

p 
< 

0.
00

1.
  

TA
BL

E 
2.

Co
rr

el
at

io
n 

M
at

rix

http://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/


96
2019 • Issue 2 • 91-99Published By ScholarWorks@BGSU, 2019

Personnel Assessment and Decisions 	D isability, Educational Attainment, & Earnings (In)equality

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Disability -0.299*** (0.005) -0.284*** (0.013) -0.288*** (0.008) -0.239*** (0.028) -0.304*** (0.005)

High school degree 0.312*** (0.004) 0.313*** (0.004) 0.312*** (0.004) 0.345*** (0.007) 0.312*** (0.004)

Associate degree 0.516*** (0.005) 0.516*** (0.005) 0.516*** (0.005) 0.573*** (0.008) 0.516*** (0.005)

Bachelor degree 0.777*** (0.005) 0.788*** (0.004) 0.787*** (0.005) 0.819*** (0.007) 0.787*** (0.005)

Master degree or higher 1.030*** (0.005) 1.032*** (0.004) 1.030*** (0.005) 1.058*** (0.007) 1.030*** (0.005)

Gender (male) 0.240*** (0.002) 0.240*** (0.002) 0.241*** (0.002) 0.289*** (0.007) 0.240*** (0.002)

Minority -0.072*** (0.002) -0.072*** (0.002) -0.072*** (0.003) -0.072*** (0.002) -0.073*** (0.003)

Age 0.016*** (0.000) 0.016*** (0.000) 0.016*** (0.000) 0.016*** (0.000) 0.016*** (0.000)

Hours worked per week 0.036*** (0.000) 0.036*** (0.003) 0.036*** (0.000) 0.036*** (0.000) 0.036*** (0.000)

Manager 0.272*** (0.003) 0.272*** (0.003) 0.272*** (0.003) 0.272*** (0.003) 0.272*** (0.003)

Nonprofit/government employer 0.011*** (0.002) 0.011*** (0.002) 0.011*** (0.003) 0.011*** (0.003) 0.011*** (0.003)

DI × High School Degree -0.017 (0.014) -0.053 (0.030)

DI × Associate Degree  0.010 (0.021) -0.056 (0.037)

DI × Bachelor Degree -0.014 (0.022) -0.048 (0.038)

DI × Master Degree/higher -0.052* (0.023) -0.061 (0.040)

DI × Gender -0.021* (0.011) -0.071* (0.037)

DI × Minority 0.021 (0.014)

Gender × High School Degree -0.048*** (0.008)

Gender × Associate Degree -0.106*** (0.010)

Gender × Bachelor Degree -0.046*** (0.008)

Gender × Master Degree/higher -0.037*** (0.009)

DI × High School Degree × Gender 0.054 (0.043)

DI × Associate Degree × Gender 0.117* (0.053)

DI × Bachelor Degree × Gender 0.048 (0.047)

DI × Master Degree/higher × Gender -0.008 (0.061)

Observations 885950 885950 885950 885950 885950

R-squared 0.3893 0.3893 0.3893 0.3894 0.3893

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Population and replicate weights included. Interactions of interest included, 
whereas those not considered critical to evaluate hypotheses are excluded from the table but otherwise retained for hierarchy. 

TABLE 3.
OLS Regression Analysis Summary

persons with and without a disability greater educational 
attainment is associated with greater annual earnings. Con-
sistent with discrimination theory, however, we find that not 
everyone benefits equally. In particular, PWD were found 
to benefit significantly less from educational attainment at 
the master’s and higher level. Consistent with the notion 
of double discrimination, we find that men with disabilities 
have higher annual earnings than women with disabilities. 
Although we did not find evidence that racial minority 
status acts as a moderator, we did find some evidence that 
earnings do differ by individual ethnic/race group. 

Before discussing limitations and implications for fu-

ture research, we briefly discuss how our findings are con-
sistent with, and extend, prior research. First, the finding 
that those with disabilities, in particular women, experience 
worse workplace outcomes is consistent with prior research 
that alludes to double disadvantage from multiple stigma 
statuses (Gibson & Gibson, 2017; Woodhams et al., 2015). 
What we add to this literature is the fact that educational at-
tainment, a perceived equalizer in terms of earnings (Ng et 
al., 2005), does not paint a straightforward story for PWD 
and, in particular, for women with disabilities. Our findings 
suggest that although all groups benefit from greater edu-
cational attainment, the extent to which educational gains 
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result in earnings gains is complex and that greater educa-
tional attainment cannot be assumed to level the playing 
field, especially for high paying jobs requiring advanced 
degrees. It may be likely that certain groups of employees 
suffer because they are not completely included and/or are 
not seen as equally valuable organizational members (Schur, 
Colella, & Adya, 2016). 

Second, the disability literature indicates that those in 
higher level jobs and minorities ask for fewer necessary 
workplace accommodations for fear of raising questions 
about their competence and may thereby stem their career 
progress (Harlan & Robert, 1998). We add to this research 
by noting that even with educational gains, career progress 
in the form of earnings remains elusive for these employ-
ee groups. In particular, our finding that PWD benefitted 
significantly less from earning master’s or higher level 
degrees—5.2% lower earnings—which are associated with 
many of the highest paying professional jobs. Present find-
ings lead us to speculate that even with greater educational 
attainment, PWD may face questions of competence in 
stakeholders’ minds. These findings proffer a more nuanced 
understanding of earnings differentials and warrant further 
examination. 

Third, as an extension of the points we make above, we 
agree with Schur, Colella, and Adya (2016) that examining 
the economic value of managing workplace diversity is a 
critical factor in today’s global and competitive environ-
ment. Schur and colleagues (2016) note that impediments 
to career success (e.g., to pay, job security, and promotion) 
hinge on institutionalized and attitudinal barriers among 
employers, supervisors, and coworkers. Present findings 
lend support to this view by outlining that although educa-
tional attainment may indeed overcome some institution-
alized biases that work against employees with disabilities 
(note the increase in earnings based on education), we have 
a long way to go in terms of complete inclusion (note the 
uneven increase in earnings across groups). What we see is 
that barriers to career success noted in prior literature per-
sist after years of legislation and employer attempts towards 
crafting inclusive and equitable workplaces. 

Finally, taken together, these findings contribute to the 
literature on the workplace experiences of PWD by com-
plementing research focused on success as organizational 
access (e.g., Lengnick‐Hall, Gaunt, & Kulkarni, 2008) and 
success as a subjective process driven by individual strat-
egies (e.g., mindsets or disability advocacy, Kulkarni & 
Gopakumar, 2014). In doing so, we hope to highlight the 
different ways in which success of this talent pool can be 
gauged as well as supported by employers and HR practi-
tioners. 

Overall, present findings and focus contribute to the 
literature by showing that certain groups of employees 
are less able to convert educational attainment into annual 
earnings gains, by proffering a more nuanced understanding 

of earnings differentials, by emphasizing that barriers to 
inclusion noted in prior literature persist after years of leg-
islation and employer attempts towards crafting inclusive 
and equitable workplaces. We tie these points together later 
as we outline implications for HR practice. 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 
First, we note that the ACS, although providing a large 

representative dataset, is cross-sectional so we can observe 
variables associated with lower earnings but cannot test 
causality. Moreover, many important variables are not cur-
rently available, limiting the ability of researchers to isolate 
potential drivers of earnings inequity and our ability to 
identify and reduce sources of workplace discrimination. 
As noted above, our findings could be driven by people 
with disabilities receiving less pay for the same jobs or 
reflect that people with disabilities are disproportionally 
represented in lower paying jobs. Our findings might also 
reflect differences in quality or type of education. Thus, the 
US government needs to collect additional data on PWD 
attributes and their workplace experiences. For example, 
structural differences in job types held by PWD, and pay 
differences for doing the same jobs, need to be understood 
so that earnings differences can be better explained and ad-
dressed. As another example, it is also important to collect 
additional data on attributes such as age of disability onset 
and severity. This is important as different disability-specif-
ic attributes can elicit different workplace outcomes (Beatty 
et al., 2018). 

Second, it is also important to note that we only ex-
amined level of education. Future research is needed that 
examines differences in the type and quality of education 
that PWD receive and the associated impact on earnings. 
In particular, PWD may be self-selecting into degrees such 
as education, social work, or counseling. Such choices may 
be based on assumptions about available work options for 
PWD rather than opting for degrees in business, law, med-
icine, or engineering that are associated with higher earn-
ings.

Future research should also examine potential differ-
ences associated with disability type and the possibility 
that hours worked and managerial status act as mediators. 
Finally, we wish to stress that annual earnings are only one 
indicator of career success and encourage future research 
on career mobility and satisfaction. 

Implications for Human Resource Practice
Present findings and focus lead to the following impli-

cations for HR practice. HR practitioners should attend to 
the finding that educational attainment—a key proxy for 
knowledge, skills, and abilities—does not help all organi-
zation employee groups equally. The implication of this 
finding is that HR practitioners need to examine overt as 
well as subtle attitudinal barriers and discriminatory stances 
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toward underrepresented employee groups. Examining the 
quantum and reasons for differential earnings is important 
as such job-related factors can affect the satisfaction, per-
formance level, commitment, organizational citizenship be-
haviors, as well as turnover intention of PWD (Schur et al., 
2016; Stone & Colella, 1996). 

In a world where bionics and other technologies allow 
persons with hearing impairments to “hear” (e.g., cochlear 
implants), people with visual impairments to “see” (e.g., bi-
onic eyes) and those with locomotor impairments to “walk” 
(e.g., robotic legs), HR practitioners need to constantly 
reassess how discriminatory barriers can be reduced as ed-
ucational attainment takes precedence over how employees 
look, sound, and move. Educational gains can especially be 
utilized via flexible and specialized jobs.  

HR practitioners can also play a key role in their orga-
nizations’ inclusion efforts by shaping clear human resource 
principles and programs in achieving organizational out-
comes such as those focused on diversity and inclusivity 
(Baumgärtner, Dwertmann, Boehm, & Bruch, 2015). For 
example, beliefs regarding inclusion of all employees, re-
gardless of diversity facet, can be inculcated through specif-
ic programs such as sensitization workshops and processual 
audits aimed at creating and maintaining equality. Doing so 
at the organizational level is particularly useful as research 
shows that when organizational policies and procedures 
are clear, and there is top leadership commitment towards 
hiring and post-entry support for PWD, individual manager 
biases may be reduced (Kulkarni, 2016). 

The finding about added disadvantages for certain 
groups (e.g., that women with disabilities have lower annual 
earnings than men with disabilities) also offers implications 
for HR practitioners beyond what we have noted above. In 
such cases, HR practitioners should be aware of both with-
in-group and between-group barriers for certain groups of 
employees. We agree with Woodhams and colleagues (2015) 
that “single-axis” category definitions of groups can con-
ceal disadvantages experienced by employees who belong 
to multiple categories. Thus, equality diagnostics should be 
disaggregated to expose finer grained outcomes for those 
most vulnerable to discrimination. 
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