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Introduction
Many organisations in Australia now aim to improve the representation of people with
a disability in their workforce as studies have shown that having a diverse workforce can
increase marketing opportunities, creativity, business image, recruitment, employee retention
and productivity (Green, Lopez, Wysocki & Kepner, 2002; Evans, Edwards, McGregor &
Upton, 2016). Employees with a disability constitute part of a diverse workforce; therefore,
having people with a disability in the workforce would provide positive results for any
employer.
The disclosure of a disability is an intensely personal issue. Government organisations
monitor how many of their staff have a disability. In the 2019 Australian federal election, the
government introduced a target of 7% for the employment of people with a disability in
federal government agencies. However, this target relies on people informing their agencies
that they have a disability.
What are the reasons why those with a disability choose to tell, or not to tell, their
employer about their disability?

Research Question
This study aims to understand the reasons for choosing to disclose a disability in the
workplace. Conversely, this also requires studying why people choose not to disclose their
disability. The main research question is:
Why do people choose to disclose, or not to disclose, their disability in the
workplace?
The study is split into four papers. Each of these aims to study a subsection that
allows a closer understanding of why people may choose, or choose not, to disclose. Note
1

that each paper is written as a self-contained document. The papers may therefore repeat
important points such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities or a
description of the Australian Public Service.

Out of Scope
Before commencing analysis, certain areas were set as being out-of-scope. The
decision to exclude these areas was due to a) the amount of time it would have taken to
include them and b) concerns about maintaining the privacy of respondents. This included
looking at intersectionality, promotion, performance issues, and training and development.
Excluding these allowed the spotlight to remain on the core question when analysing and
presenting the results.

Using the social model of disability
Because this research question is specifically focused on the workplace, the social
model of disability is used as a lens throughout the papers. This model seems most
appropriate since it takes into account the social, physical and power structures that can exist
within an organisation. Other models that could have been used are discussed in the literature
review under Models used to study disability.

Australian Government employment
The federal Australian Public Service (APS) was chosen as a case study for the
following reasons:
1. It covers multiple workplaces and types of employment (full time, part-time, shift
work, casual, etc.).
2. It covers a variety of jobs (policymakers, lawyers, regulators, IT specialists, human
resources specialists, executive assistants, scientists, etc.).
3. The data is readily available (see below under Data).
2

4. The APS has a set internal hierarchy that is consistent across all its multiple
departments and agencies. This internal hierarchy ensures that the type of work and
expected performance level is set out against an employee’s work classification level,
allowing for cohesiveness across the APS regarding work performance and
expectations.
There is an overarching APS strategy in place to improve the employment
opportunities for people with a disability in the APS. Similar strategies also exist for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander employees and gender equality. As One: Making it
Happen – APS Disability Employment Strategy1 was originally released in 2012 for three
years until 2015. This was followed by a strategy that covered 2016–2019. At the time of
submission, an updated strategy was being worked on but had not yet been released.
Having a strategy at all demonstrates that the APS cares about its employees with a
disability and aims to work towards making a safe, enabling workplace for them.

Data
Data used throughout this research is gained from four sources:
1. 2013 APS State of the Service Employee Census
2. Australian Public Service Employment Database (APSED)
3. 2016 APS State of the Service Employee Census, and
4. 2012 Disability, Ageing and Carers Survey (SDAC).
The first three are gathered by the Australian Public Service Commission (APSC) and
the fourth by the Australian Bureau of Statistics.

1

The current strategy can be found at https://www.apsc.gov.au/aps-disability-employment-strategy-2016-19.
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The 2013 APS State of the Service Employee Census (2013 APS Employee Census)
is the main data source used in three of the four papers. The remaining data sources are only
used in one paper each. The questions contained within the APS Employee Census change
each year, with new questions being added and old ones removed. In 2013, the highest
number of questions relating to the research question and subareas being studied were used.
The author judged this dataset as the one to use as it a) offered the highest possibility of
answering specific research questions, and b) aligned with other datasets being used.

Employee Censuses
The employee censuses started in 2012. They are annual opinion censuses that seek to
understand the perception of APS employees. Although every federal public servant
employed under the Public Service ACT 1999 is invited to take part, it is not compulsory for
them to do so.
Each employee census gains data using the medical model as an underlying model.
The respondent self-reports as a person with a disability. The definition used within each
survey is that the person has a condition that affects everyday activity and has lasted/is likely
to last for at least six months. The answer options are yes and no. The focus used when
gathering data is on the person, just like in a medical setting. However, analysis is done using
groups of people. This changes the focus from specific respondents to groups or a society.
Permission to use the data was obtained by making two separate requests to the team
at the APSC in charge of data collection: one request for the 2013 APS Employee Census
data and one for the 2016 APS Employee Census data.

APSED
The Australian Government collects data on its employees to track movement
between agencies and departments, the age of the workforce, the number of people
4

leaving/entering the APS and diversity representation. The data that makes up APSED has
been collected for more than 50 years (Australian Public Service Commission, 2018). Access
to this data was obtained through the Australian Public Service Employment Database
Internet Interface (APSEDii). Any additional data were obtained by submitting a request
directly to the team at the APSC in charge of maintaining APSED.

SDAC
SDAC is run by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). This re-occurring survey
gathers data from people in Australia who a) have a disability, b) care for someone with a
disability, c) are of a certain age, or d) are a combination of any of the above. It occurs once
every three years.
Data from SDAC was obtained from the data released via the ABS website. Multiple
releases are used throughout the papers to match the ones that are the closest in time to either
the 2013 or 2016 Employee Censuses.

Outline of the Thesis
A literature review was conducted which looks at the definition and continuum of
disability, examines what has been studied about disclosure so far, and places this study
within the context of Australia’s legal position and the broader population.
Four papers are presented, each of which takes a different approach to the main
research question. The first contains qualitative responses from employees detailing why they
choose not to disclose their disability in the workplace. The areas found in this paper then
lead onto two following papers regarding a) bullying and/or harassment in the workplace, and
b) the acquisition of a disability. Between these papers, a study of demographic factors is
presented.

5

Both qualitative and quantitative findings have been used to give the clearest picture
possible. Each paper also contains ideas for future research as well as looking at the
limitations of the data.
A conclusion that highlights the findings from each paper rounds off the thesis. It
highlights future studies that could be carried out in this area.

6

Literature Review
Overview
The literature review will start by covering a discussion of disability, narrowing down
to disability in the workplace and, finally, focusing on the situation in Australia and the
Australian Public Service (APS). This thesis starts by looking at the different models used in
academia to study disability, followed by the diversity contained within the catch-all word of
‘disability’. The acquisition of disability will also be looked at as a person may develop a
disability at any phase of life.
This discussion then moves onto looking at people with a disability in the workplace,
including workplace accommodations, disclosure and discrimination at work. Then, the area
of covering the thesis’s case study—Australia and the Australian Public Service—is looked
at. Australia’s legal position and their population statistics are outlined, followed by the
existing processes that aim to increase the employment rate of people with a disability in the
APS. We finish the review by looking at gaps in the literature and how this work may fill
those gaps.

Models used to study disability
Disability is a long-studied area in academia. There are multiple models through
which disability can be looked at. The traditional medical model classes a disability as
something that is ‘wrong’ with a person (Smart & Smart, 2006). Throughout history,
disability was frequently viewed as a ‘punishment from God’ (Mackelprang & Salsgiver,
1996)—this is the moral model.
As recently as the 1970s, Ferguson (1971) attributed telegraphists’ cramp to neurosis
within the operator—specifically, emotional instability. This is consistent with a medical
model, as the condition is attributed to a fault within the person and is therefore seen as their
7

fault. In the article, Ferguson mentions the change in operating procedure from using morse
to using a keyboard; however, the change and the accompanying physical differences brought
about by working this way were not found to contribute to the cramping experienced as they
are not considered relevant by the model Ferguson was using.
The personalised view of disability that both the medical and moral model use can be
problematic as it does not consider issues of discrimination or inclusion and instead puts the
onus of the disability onto the person as something wrong or sinful. It also does not take
account of the role of others affected by the disability, such as carers.
Luckily, the way of looking at disability issues has moved from the medical/moral
model, which focused on the specific person, to more socially inclusive models (Barnes,
2000). Currently, there are multiple models that disability can be viewed through. Four of
these models are:
•

the political-economic model

•

the minority group model

•

the cultural model, and

•

the social model.

The political-economic model of disability focuses on the historical exclusion
experienced by people with a disability. This model argues that capitalist societies created a
situation that separated people from home (via a waged labour workforce) and thus from
family members with a disability, who remained at home. Over time, as a person’s worth
became tied to job status and income, people with a disability were left disadvantaged
(Robert, 2003).
In the minority group model, because people with disabilities are viewed as members
of a minority group, the focus is on the elimination of prejudice and discrimination, with the
8

aim of full equity under the law (Smart & Smart, 2006). There are parallels to feminism and
the civil rights movement in this model and, indeed, work done in these areas was influential
in creating this model (Goodley, 2011).
The cultural model connects disability studies with transformative ideas from gender,
race and queer studies. It connects biology and culture as impinging on one another and
suggests that they are therefore unable to be separated (Goodley, 2011). This model views
disability as something which is inseparable from society’s reactions to it.
Lastly, the social model of disability takes the position that disability arises out of
social processes (i.e. political power, organisational attitudes and social relations). The state
of being disabled arises out of society and society’s reactions, not the person who is seen as
having an impairment (Goodley, 2011). For example, a vision-impaired person can perform
their job to a high standard if supplied with an e-reader. They become disabled when their
workplace does not supply the e-reader, not because of their visual impairment.
There are positives and negatives to all the models listed above. Beaudry (2016)
raised the idea of getting rid of the models altogether as this would allow the concept of
disability to remain ethically open-ended. On the positive side, the traditional medical model
makes it easy to measure both disability and the number of people with a disability. However,
it comes with the negative of possibly triggering feelings of unworthiness as it makes out
disability to be something wrong with the person.
All the other models described focus on the interaction between people with a
disability and the broader society. This has some advantages. People with disability are
viewed as a collective; they are part of something broader than themselves and would now be
viewed as a community, not just as a person. They can include historical analysis and views
that give a history and grounding (political-economic model and minority group model), and
9

facilitate relationships with other groups through comparisons and learnings (minority group
model and cultural model).
However, the downside is that specific people can get lost within the group. The
needs and experiences of people with a disability are vast and complex. The experiences of
someone with anxiety or depression are different to those of someone in a wheelchair,
someone who uses a guide dog, someone who has a learning disability or someone who has a
chronic illness.
The social model allows for these different experiences to define disability. It
therefore makes the model open to studying any situation without reference to the specific
impairment. It also allows for change to occur and situations to improve as society changes;
the ‘disability’ aspect may disappear as the interactions and barriers disappear, allowing for
full participation in a more inclusive society (Tregaskis, 2004; Shakespeare, 2006).
The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is the major document
that countries use as a base for their reading of disability issues and it has been signed by 164
countries (United Nations, n.d.). The Convention uses the social model of disability, viewing
disability as an evolving concept that “results from the interaction between persons with
impairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinders their full and effective
participation in society” (Assembly, 2006, preamble section (e)).

The diversity of ‘disability’
Disability can be used as a catch-all phrase. However, it represents a range of
conditions, ages and presentations. Even people who have the same condition (for example, a
diagnosis of multiple sclerosis) will be affected differently depending on factors such as age,
support structure, economic situation, etc. Multiple sclerosis is only one example of a disease
where symptoms can be episodic; continuous, mild and transient; or severe and progressive
10

(Courts, Buchanan & Werstlein, 2004). In other words, two people with the same diagnosis
will not be medically affected in the same manner. Likewise, their situation within society
will interact with the disease, resulting in different impacts on their lives—for example, can
they afford the latest medical treatment, do they have easy access to job opportunities and do
they have family support around them, etc.?
The Australian National Disability Services website lists different types of
disabilities—including psychological, psychical, sensory, learning and intellectual—all of
which can be broken down into components (NDS, 2020). For example, a sensory condition
could consist of changes in sight, hearing or touch. Then the specific situation of each can
vary. For example, sight limitations can involve a complete loss of sight, tunnel vision, partial
vision in one or both eyes, blurred vision and any other irregularity regarding sight that
affects everyday activities (California Optometric Association, 2020).
Each condition can interact with the cultural and social environment to determine the
impact on people on a day-to-day basis. For example, having an elevator in a multiple-storey
building would mean that someone with a physical condition would not be impacted as they
will not have to use stairs. Take the elevator away, and access would be much harder; this
would affect their everyday activities, leading to them being classified as disabled under the
social model of disability.
Studies have found that there are differences between how people report public stigma
and self-stigma depending on whether they have a physical or mental disability (Kowalski &
Pelpert, 2019). This shows that the specific type of condition a person has can interact with
other social issues—in this case, the amount of public and personal stigma the respondents
experienced—to have an impact on quality of life.
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Acquisition of a disability
Disability can be acquired at any stage during life. A condition may be congenital,
acquired during working life or acquired after working life, and at any stage in between. Data
from the Australian Bureau of Statistics shows a clear trend in the increase of medical
conditions with age, a trend that has consistently been identified over multiple years
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019).
Acquiring a disability requires a person to renegotiate how they define both
themselves and how they fit into society. When she lost her leg, Sue Eckstein blogged about
the experience. She discusses how it changed other aspects of her life, specifically the idea of
herself as a reader. She describes having to force herself to read as the activity now held no
pleasure and no longer engaged her. She was more troubled by suddenly being a non-reader
than by the loss of her leg. She had identified herself as a reader for most of her life and to
suddenly not be one caused her great anxiety as she no longer fit into the category she wished
to define herself as. There was a great amount of relief for her when she started reading again
(Eckstein, 2013).
In their work with adult professionals who have undergone hearing loss but remained
employed, Baldridge and Kulkarni (2017) found four broad areas where participants
redefined themselves after their hearing loss. Interviewees redefined 1) self, 2) success, 3)
work, and 4) social networks. Interviewees asked themselves: who am I now? This involved
issues such as the interview subjects choosing to admit or conceal the change in their hearing,
making a conscious choice not to be a victim and recognising their new parallel identities.
They went from being defined by their career to also being defined by hearing loss.
Interviewees also asked themselves: am I still successful? Thus, they had to redefine
what constitutes success. Most interviewees redefined success as economic freedom (not
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being reliant on others to afford the things you need/want) and being of service to society.
Indeed, many interviewees had started their own business where they had a niche role—for
example, assisting others with hearing difficulties (Baldridge & Kulkarni, 2017). What this
work shows is how many aspects of personal and working life transform once a disability has
been acquired.
Attitudes held by the person have a relationship with their help-seeking behaviour. A
study by Schnyder, Panczak, Growth and Schultze-Lutter (2017) found that people with
mental health issues were less likely to seek help if they had a negative attitude towards
people with a mental illness. Interestingly, perceived public stigma was not associated with
help-seeking.

People with disability in the workplace
Participation in the workforce is lower for people with disabilities in Australia
(Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2019), Italy (Ferrucci, 2014), America (Markel &
Barclay, 2009), Britain (Barnes & Mercer, 2005) and around the world (OECD, 2010).
However, people with disabilities are now being recognised as a valuable resource in the
workforce (Vornholt, Villotti, Muschall, Bauer, Collella, Zijlstra, Van Rultenbeek,
Uitdewilligen & Corbiere, 2018). Studies have shown that people with a disability offer
higher productivity, greater reliability and lower turnover rates (Lindsay, Cagliostro, Leck,
Shen & Stinson, 2019).
Roles at work are important in defining and structuring our social identities (Ferrucci,
2014) and they are a marker of adult success in society (Lindstorm, Doren & Miesch, 2011).
The idea currently prevalent in workplaces is that diversity lends strength to organisations
(Strachan, Burgess & Sullivan, 2004). Although this idea does not focus on disability
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specifically, people with a disability would be one of the diverse groups that would make an
organisation diverse and therefore be ‘good’ for business.
Looking at the point of view of the individual, a study on workers with intellectual
disabilities showed that supported workers had a higher quality of life than their nonsupported counterparts (Beyer, Brown, Akandi & Rapley, 2010). A similar result was gained
by Flores, Jenaro, Orgaz and Martin (2011), who showed that support from co-workers and
supervisors predicted a higher quality of working life. A 2010 study of sport organisations in
America has shown that supportive practices and a vision from top management can lead to
more representation of managers with a disability in the workplace (Moore, Konrad & Hunt
2010); this demonstrates that support in the workplace can have a positive influence on the
lives of people with a disability.
However, not all workplaces show that support. A preliminary study found that hiring
intentions concerning qualified workers with a disability varied depending on the size of the
company. For small and mid-sized companies, employers were of the belief that people with
a disability were less qualified to do the work. Larger companies had the challenge of
convincing managers that out-reaching employees with disabilities could be a worthwhile
practice (Fraser, Johnson, Hebert, Ajzen, Copeland, Brown & Chan, 2010). This shows that
the discrimination faced by people with a disability in the workforce can be an embedded
practice and it may be difficult to shift perceptions.
Studies have shown that workers with a disability have more days off work
(Broadhead, Blazer, George & Tse, 1990), earn less than their non-disabled counterparts
(Burchardt, 2000) and report more employment restrictions (Hogan, Kyaw-Myint, Harris &
Denronden, 2012). Furthermore, receiving treatment, specifically for psychiatric disorders,
has been negatively associated with self-reported work performance (Waghorn & Chant,
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2011). All these studies show that employees with a disability are experiencing tougher
working conditions as a group than their non-disabled counterparts.
Labour force participation in Australia is lower for people with a disability, regardless
of their education level. The severity and type of disability did influence the likelihood of
work; the less severe the disability, the more likely the person would be to enter the labour
force (Hogan et al., 2012). The authors also conjectured that people with a disability may be
self-selecting into jobs where they can self-accommodate. This would remove the need to
discuss or disclose their disability to their employer.
Using the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) data,
Polidano and Vu (2015) found that the onset of disability had an impact on full-time
employment. This was due to participants not moving into the workforce; it was not due to
those already in employment leaving or downgrading their positions.
Looking at the end of working life, Mackenzie et al. (2011) found that disability
played a role in partially planned or unplanned exits from the workforce for 50–64-year-olds.
Given that Australia has an ageing population, an ageing workforce is currently underway
(Bolger, 2013). The impact that partially planned or unplanned exits may have for the 50–64year-old component of an ageing workforce is a large one as Australian employers stand to
lose talented staff.
Multiple studies have shown that the presence of a disability can shorten the amount
of time employees spend in the workforce. A study by Wiktorowicz (2018) showed that
employees who are near retirement age are likely to have a longer working life if they are
physically fit. Another study in Korea found that the severity of pain experienced by a person
related to the length of time older workers stayed in the workforce (Lee, Hong, Lim & Yoon,
2016).
15

Workplace accommodation
In Australia, workers can request a workplace accommodation to assist them to
perform their duties. Failure to do so may result in a charge of indirect discrimination under
the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Commonwealth of Australia). A workplace
accommodation, also called a reasonable adjustment, is any change in the workplace (to
processes, practices or the environment) that enables an employee to perform their role
(Australian Network on Disability, 2021). This can range from equipment (phone headset,
sit/stand desk) to IT (larger screens, screen readers, speech recognition software) to working
arrangements (working from home, part-time work, scheduled breaks) to the physical
building (ramps, accessible bathrooms).
Gaining accommodation was the main reason people chose to disclose their disability
in the APS (Evans, Edwards, McGregor & Upton, 2016). Accommodations are positively
associated with satisfaction and negatively associated with discrimination (Moore, Konrad,
Yang, Ng & Doherty, 2011). Granting accommodations is not only set out under Australian
law but it is positively associated with satisfaction for the worker and will boost productivity
for the employer when the right tools for the job are supplied.
Accommodation needs within the workplace can change depending upon the specific
disability, the structure of the workplace and the severity of the disability. Newton, Ormerod
and Thomas’s (2007) paper from the UK interviewed 38 people with a disability and found
that all of them had experienced physical barriers in accessing the workplace in either current
or previous employment. This is a form of discrimination in that it makes it harder for people
with a condition to access the workplace, thus rendering them disabled under the social
model.
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Markel and Barclay (2009) give an example of how accommodation needs in the
workplace may change. They suggest that wheelchair accommodation (toilets, doors, etc.) is
so common in modern-day American buildings that there may be no specific workplace
accommodation modifications necessary. However, working in an older building may require
specific accommodation adjustments in order for someone in a wheelchair to navigate the
building (Markel & Barclay, 2009). This is a concrete example of how society has changed
over time.

Disclosure of a disability
Disclosure of disability in the workplace can be a very personal issue. Some people
will not have a choice in disclosure—for example, someone who uses a guide dog, as this is a
visible disability where one look can inform everyone that a person is vision-impaired.
However, a vast majority of people with a disability will have a non-visible disability and
will be able to choose whether to tell their workplace or not (Akin & Huang, 2019).
Charmaz (2010) points out that the decision to disclose a disability holds many
different variables. Does the person define himself or herself as having a disability? How
does that fit into their identity, and their identity in their social and cultural settings? The
disclosure also has issues of time, method and amount (when, how and how much to
disclose). The choice to disclose is therefore very personal as everyone will have different
factors to consider.
Even with visible disabilities, there can be levels of disclosure. For example, does a
person choose to disclose their disability on their job application? Moloney, Brown,
Ciciurkaite and Foley (2019) point out that choosing not to disclose in such a situation can
have both positive and negative results. The applicant may not encounter prejudice in initial
selection stages, resulting in being selected for an interview, but it could result in an
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uncomfortable interview where the panel is surprised when the applicant arrives. Nolan and
Gleeson (2017) found in their study of Irish college students transitioning to work that those
with a visible disability were more likely to disclose and to disclose earlier in the job
application process than those with a non-visible disability; this was generally done either at
the application stage or when they were offered an interview.
Developing a disability during working life would alter your relationship with work,
with your colleagues and with the workplace as your identity changes to include this new
factor. A study by Peters and Brown (2009) has shown that if workers believe a colleague
with a mental illness has been treated fairly at work, they are more likely to disclose their
condition and seek assistance if they become ill. This indicates that what people see around
them has an impact on the decisions they make regarding disclosure as well as their own
experiences.
A study of people with multiple sclerosis found that those who had disclosed to their
employer were more likely to still be in employment after the third year of the study. Those
who had disclosed were also likely to be employed for a longer time even after the level of
disability had been considered (Kirk-Brown, Van Dijk, Simmons, Bourne & Cooper, 2014).
This study shows the positive outcomes that disclosure can have in the workplace.
As previously discussed, one common reason to disclose is the need for
accommodation at work (Charmaz, 2010; Soorenian, 2018). However, a study of university
students with a disability found other reasons that prompted disclosure. Along with
accommodation, the reasons included:
a) being taken seriously—disclosure offered them a chance to underscore the
seriousness of their condition and the legitimacy of their requests
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b) giving perspective on potentially non-normal behaviour—this was seen to help create
understanding, anticipate or counter unwanted responses and help create a safe
environment, and
c) bonding with friends by creating understanding (Blockmans, 2015).
The factors that influence participants in making the decision to disclose include the
support and resources available, the coping and self-advocacy skills of the participant,
mentorship, realising the benefits of disclosure (Lindsay, Cagliostro & Carafa, 2017) and
having an inclusive work environment (Lindsay, Cagliostro, Leck, Shen & Stinson, 2019b).
A review of studies that investigated the disclosure of disability in university students
found that psychological factors relating to identity (including denial of the disability),
stigma, self-worth and self-awareness were the most important factors in the decision to
disclose a disability (De Cesarei, 2015). Another study looking at staff mental illness on
university campuses found that the reasons for not disclosing included that it was nobody
else’s business and that it was not relevant to the participant’s work (Price, Salzer, O’Shea &
Kerschbaum, 2017).
In the workplace, it has been shown that employees face being subjected to additional
scrutiny and/or employer questioning after disclosure (Moloney et al., 2019; Vickers, 2009).
Employees were being stereotyped and having to work twice as hard to be thought of as
competent, with no room for mistakes (Moloney et al., 2019). This puts pressure on persons
with a disability to work harder in order to prove themselves. Those who bore witness to such
treatment can experience a reluctance to disclose their own disability.
Indeed, disclosure in the workplace can have both positive and negative
consequences. Kirk-Brown and Van Dijk (2014) found that if the organisation focused on a
person’s ability following their disclosure, it led to enhanced perceptions of psychological
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safety for that employee, as well as greater work-efficacy. However, negative consequences
may also occur following disclosure, such as discrimination (discussed in the following
section).
For someone to gain accommodation, they must first have disclosed their disability to
their workplace, or the workplace should have an arrangement already in place that covers all
staff. Nevertheless, it needs to be acknowledged that having disclosed is not the same as
gaining support; putting the supports in place is up to the workplace and disclosure does not
guarantee this will happen. This may be due to the employer having a lack of disability
awareness (Lindsay, Cagliostro & Carafa, 2017) or the fact that the person does not require a
workplace accommodation to perform their role (Moloney, Brown, Ciciurkaite & Foley,
2018).

Discrimination in the workplace
Being discriminated against, harassed or bullied in the workplace has been a focus of
academic study for more than 20 years now. The behaviour can occur from multiple
directions. An employee may be bullied by their supervisor, their subordinate, their coworkers or by a customer/client of the employers (Samnani & Singh, 2012).
Bullying has been shown to have several detrimental results, including a consequence
on mental health (Hansen, Hogh & Persson, 2011), an increased likelihood of leaving the
workplace (Berthelsen, Skogstad, Lau & Einarsen, 2011), an impairment on physical health
(Vie, Glasø & Einarsen, 2011) and absenteeism (Figueiredo-Ferraz, Gil-Monte, GrauAlberola, Llorca-Pellicer & Garcia-Juesas, 2012). This makes discrimination an issue for
employers if they wish to retain talented staff.
A survey of managers in America found that HR and hiring managers were not likely
to see people with disabilities as reliable and productive employees (Chan, Strauser, Maher,
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Lee, Jones & Johnston, 2010). This is not the same as direct discrimination, but to carry this
view is to assume a person’s capability (either consciously or unconsciously) before they are
assessed. This is a form of indirect discrimination.
Continuing with America, Robert (2003) interviewed 50 employees with a disability
from American government organisations and found that most had experienced a) alienation
at work, including physical segregation from non-disabled work colleagues, as well as social
isolation and alienation from their work when supervisors changed the work required, and b)
harassment at work, including harassing jokes, needling, name-calling, innuendo, mimicry,
inappropriate questions, rudeness, insensitive remarks and rumours. Robert’s work highlights
the multiple forms that discrimination in the workplace can take.
A case study of an Australian worker with multiple sclerosis by Vickers (2009)
revealed that the individual had undergone discrimination. Four areas highlight management
practices that, in this case, were used to discriminate against the employee. Although these
practices may have some base or use, the way they were used in this situation was excessive.
The four areas were identified by the participant as follows:
a) instructed to take long service leave when they should have been placed on temporary
incapacity benefit
b) after disclosure, a letter of complaint (one in ten years) was used to give a negative
performance outcome and reassignment of duties
c) pressured into repeatedly going for testing that was neither wanted by the interviewee
nor seen as needed before disclosure took place, and
d) underwent excessive scrutiny from managers and work colleagues.
When Graham, McMahon, Kim, Simpson and McMahon (2018) studied patterns of
workplace discrimination for people with different disabilities, they found that the two most
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common areas of discrimination (regardless of disability type) were in the areas of workplace
accommodation and termination of employment. Providing accurate workplace
accommodation is therefore vital for employers to retain talented employees with a disability.
A study in Sweden has found that being bullied and observing the bullying behaviour
of another were both risk factors for depressive symptoms (Hansen, Hogh, Persson, Karlson,
Garde & Orbaek, 2006). This finding was backed up by a French study that had a larger
number of participants (Niedhammer, David, Degioanni & 143 occupational physicians,
2006). A study in Denmark observed that being frequently bullied leads to poorer mental
health (Hansen, Hogh & Persson, 2011). These studies indicate that bullying can be the
source of, or a contributing factor to, mental health disabilities. Someone with a disability
who may already be prone to depression can be bullied because of that disability or witness
someone else being bullied, which may lead to further symptoms.

Australia’s legal position and population statistics
Legally, Australia is a signatory to the United Nations (UN) Conventions on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities and is therefore committed under Article 27 to ensuring
that people with disabilities have the right to work under just and favourable conditions,
including equal opportunities and equal remuneration, safe and healthy working conditions,
and protection from harassment (Assembly, A.G., 2006). The Australian Disability
Discrimination Act 1992 further enforces this by having a section on employment where it is
stated that “it is unlawful” to discriminate against people with a disability when determining
who should be offered employment and the conditions of employment; by denying access to
promotion, transfer or training; and by any other detriment (Commonwealth of Australia,
1992). The Disability Discrimination Commissioner was created within the Australian
Human Rights Commission when the Disability Discrimination Act was passed in parliament
(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2012).
22

In terms of the population, around 15% (2.2 million) of working-age Australians have
a disability (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012b). To this end, if Australia were meeting its
obligation under the UN Convention and reflecting the diversity of the Australian
community, then theoretically one would expect to see this reflected in the working
population.
The percentage of people in work with a disability may never reach 15%. Some
people in the community will have severe disabilities that render them unable to work or
unable to work specific jobs. It would be naive to assume that the figure of 15% reflects only
people who can work; instead, it is people with a disability of working age. That does not
mean that all of those people can participate in the current workforce. Athanasou (2014) has
shown that workforce participation changes with the severity of the disability, with people
who have a more severe disability being less likely to be in the workforce—a finding which
backs up that found by Hogan et al. (2012).
In 2016, the Australian Human Rights Commission ran a national inquiry called
‘Willing to Work’ about employment discrimination experienced by both people with a
disability in Australia and older Australians. Regarding disability, they found that people
could experience barriers to workforce participation as a result of accessibility, recruitment
bias, career progression, workplace adjustments and disclosure. The inquiry found that
concern about disclosure was a re-occurring theme. People were worried about the
consequences of disclosure and submissions related to personal bad experiences, including
withdrawal of employment offers (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2016).

Australian Public Service
The Australian Public Service covers over 100 Australian Government
Commonwealth departments and agencies where staff members are employed under the
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Public Service Act 1999. Agencies can range in size, purpose and location. While the APS is
apolitical, it is part of the executive arm of government, exercising authority on behalf of the
Australian Government and providing support to the government in undertaking its roles and
responsibilities. The APS provides policy advice, as well as managing and facilitating the
delivery of programs, regulations and services agreed upon by the government.
Employees in the APS work across Australia and overseas. The APS includes a wide
range of jobs, from speechwriters to legal experts, customs officials to scientists. Agencies
range in staffing numbers, from 20 employees to over 10,000 employees situated across
multiple locations. The APS is a diverse employer in the range of locations and positions it
encompasses.
The Australian Government has emphasised the value of having people with
disabilities in the workplace by setting a target of 7% representation across government
workplaces (Donaldson, 2019). The APS has had multiple programs to assist people with a
disability into the APS workforce. Programs currently in place that are specifically designed
for people with a disability include RecruitAbility (Australian Public Service Commission,
2015) and the ‘As One: Making it Happen – APS Disability Employment Strategy 2016–
2019’ (Australian Public Service Commission, 2014b).
RecruitAbility is designed so that people with a disability may progress to the next
stage of the selection process if they meet the minimum requirements of a role. The aim of
this program is twofold: firstly, it will allow people with a disability to gain experience at
interviews (or another form of the selection process) and, secondly, it will give the selection
panel experience in interacting with people who have disabilities (Australian Public Service
Commission, 2015). However, there are some issues with the program. Firstly, it is up to
each specific agency to implement RecruitAbility, which may lead to inconsistent application
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across the APS. Secondly, there is no mechanism to check it is being applied appropriately.
Agencies may advertise jobs under RecruitAbility but not apply it correctly, leading to bad
experiences for anyone who uses the scheme in search of employment.
The As One: Making it Happen – APS Disability Employment Strategy 2016–2019 is
aimed at changing the way disability is viewed and thought about in the APS. This follows on
from an earlier strategy covering 2012–2015. At the time of writing, a strategy to cover future
years was in development. The 2016–2019 strategy covers four areas:
1. expand the range of employment opportunities for people with a disability
2. invest in developing the capability of employees with a disability
3. increase the representation of employees with disability in senior roles, and
4. foster inclusive cultures in the workplace (Australian Public Service Commission,
2014b).
However, there are still areas where the APS does not live up to this standard. A study
conducted by Evans et al. (2016) found that perceived barriers to positive organisational
capability regarding disability included policies and processes being applied ineffectively,
dissatisfaction with the department’s disability network and managers not having a good level
of disability awareness. The last was recognised by both employees and managers.

Gaps in the literature
Although many studies have been carried out on disability disclosure, most of the
ones that ask the participants for reasons have been carried out on university students or
youth just entering the workforce. This study covers people who have just entered the APS to
those who have been working there for more than 20 years, thus allowing for the full range of
working life.
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The acquisition of a disability is an understudied area. Although the literature
presented here points out the challenge with identity, there is not a lot of work that takes this
further to link it to disclosure. One of the papers presented here aims to fill this gap.
To the author’s knowledge, no previously studied dataset has given a large number of
respondents and the vast array of issues (bullying/harassment, questions about the working
environment, classification levels, etc.) that are covered in this dataset. The ability to look at
the same people from multiple angles provides a deep insight into reasons with the potential
to highlight issues respondents themselves may not be consciously aware of.

Contribution of the papers
The Data
The data studied in each paper provides its own contribution to how these papers
contribute to academic work. The sheer number of people within each dataset who have a
disability has been seen in a few academic papers and reports. The numbers are:
Paper 1—Privacy and prejudice: Reasons for non-disclosure of a disability in the
Australian Public Service: 880 comments made by 880 respondents, which is a number not
seen elsewhere within the literature.
Paper 2—Disclosure of a disability as a preventative measure against bullying and/or
harassment in the workplace: More than fifteen thousand people who reported experiencing
harassment or bullying in the last 12 months, 1604 of which had a disability.
Paper 3—Disclosure of a disability in the Australian Public Service: What the
statistics tell us surveyed more than six thousand employees with a disability.
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Paper 4—Are people with an acquired disability less likely to disclose their disability
in the workplace?: More than seven and a half thousand employees surveyed with a
disability.
Datasets on disabilities of the size seen in this work are not common; using them adds
to the overall knowledge as they provide robustness to any findings that either confirm
previous work or discover new information.

Privacy and Prejudice: Reasons for non-disclosure of a disability in the
Australian Public Service2
The first paper focuses on the voices of those with a disability who have chosen not to
disclose in the workplace and their reasons for making that decision. This is a qualitative
study using anonymous comments that were provided in the 2013 APS Employee Census.
Although similar work has been done before, none have used the APS Employee Census,
which means this paper provides a new perspective from public servants with a disability. It
is hoped that the responses provided here will assist decision-makers in making appropriate
workplace changes.
The guiding research question for this paper was a variation on the main research
question stated in the introduction. That is:
Why have people chosen not to disclose their disability in the workplace?
Although this work does find similar results to previous studies carried out in this
area, some surprising themes emerged. The two emerging themes were:

2

The findings from this paper were presented at the Disability Employment Australia conference in 2019. This
paper has been submitted for publication in the Australian Journal of Public Administration. It is currently
undergoing peer review.
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1. Disclosure in the workplace was not a binary situation of either being disclosed or
not disclosed; and
2. The relevance of recent diagnosis.
The first finding should not be surprising, and yet it was contradictory to expectations.
It is easy to become caught in thinking of disclosure as a binary situation where either
everyone knew, or no one did. However, people chose who to disclose their information to
and how much to tell them. This leads to a situation where their colleagues/supervisors may
know about the disability but their agency does not. Therefore, an ‘official’ disclosure had
not been made but the information had still been shared.
The situation of recent diagnosis may have arisen in this paper as it focuses on the
workplace. Many previous studies have been carried out in a university setting. Given that the
probability of acquiring a diagnosis increases with age (Australian Bureau of Statistics,
2016), the likelihood of acquiring a disability increases with an ageing workforce.
These findings facilitate a greater understanding of the reasons behind disability
disclosure in the workforce, which cannot be derived from the study of university students
alone.

Disclosure of a disability as a preventive measure against bullying and/or
harassment in the workplace3
The second paper focuses on bullying and/or harassment experienced by people with
a disability in the workforce. The main research question was:

3

The findings from this paper were presented at the No More Harm conference held in Australia in 2018. This
paper has been submitted for publication to the Employee Responsibilities and Rights Journal. It is currently
undergoing peer review.
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Does disclosure of a disability serve as a preventative measure against bullying and/or
harassment?
A secondary research question was:
Do people with a disability experience bullying and/or harassment in a different way
to able-bodied people?
For many years, people with a disability in the Australian Public Service have
reported being subjected to perceived bullying and/or harassment at almost double the rate of
people without a disability (Australian Public Service Commission, 2013; Australian Public
Service Commission, 2014; Australian Public Service Commission, 2018b). By splitting the
data into a) people with a disability who have disclosed, b) people with a disability who have
not disclosed and c) able-bodied people, it is possible to see any differences in the patterns of
the who, why and how of bullying and/or harassment. By knowing this information,
preventive measures may be put in place to reduce the incidence of bullying and/or
harassment for all.
A great amount of work has been done on gaining accommodation in the workplace
as a reason for disclosing, but the relationship between disclosure of a disability and bullying
is less studied. This paper contributes an understanding of how people with a disability
experience bullying and/or harassment and whether it differs from the experiences of people
without a disability.
The findings from the analysis of this paper were fed back into the State of the
Service Employee Census. Themes that emerged from the ‘other’ category analysis informed
the addition of new answer options people could select. Examples of these are:
•

the addition of ‘your previous supervisor’ as an option for a person who was
responsible for the bullying/harassment, and
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•

the addition of ‘interference with work tasks’ as a form that the bullying/harassment
could take.

The findings indicate that the experience of bullying and/or harassment were similar
regardless of disability status. Although some differences were found, the similarities in
experience were consistent. It was also found that people who had disclosed their disability
were more likely to report any bullying and/or harassment than not only people who had not
disclosed but also those who did not have a disability.

Disclosure of a disability in the Australian Public Service: What the
statistics tell us4
The third paper looks at demographic variables of workers intending to see if any
demographic factors have an impact on disclosure. The main research question was:
What, if any, demographic factors are related to disclosure?
The age, classification level, gender, education level, length of service and size of the
workplace of employees were studied. The paper compares two datasets from the same
underlying population, specifically the Australian Public Service workforce. In one dataset,
people must have disclosed their disability to their agency to be registered as having a
disability. The second dataset is anonymous data where employees do not have to have
officially disclosed their disability.
A comparison between the datasets allows for any areas that show different patterns
to emerge. This allows us to see any areas where respondents may have disclosed to a greater
or lesser extent.

4

This paper has been published in the Australian Journal of Career Development, Vol. 29(1). The initial
findings were also presented at the Society for Disability Studies conference in America, 2014.
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The paper highlights that when looking at rates of disclosure, no differences were
found for gender, education level, length of service or size of the workforce. However,
differences were found for two demographic factors: 1) age and 2) classification level. The
reasons for these differed. Age showed that respondents above the age of 50 were more likely
to report that they had never been asked for this information.
Classification level was slightly more complex in that it was both the high
classification and the lower classification that were less likely to disclose their disability. An
interaction with gender was present as it was females at a higher classification level that were
less likely to disclose, while males at the lower level were less likely to disclose. This finding
suggests that further work around the intersectionality of gender and disability and how these
fit with internal workforce structure is required.

Are people with an acquired disability less likely to disclose their disability
in the workplace?5
The last paper looks at when a disability was acquired and the impact this has on
disclosure. The hypothesis here is that the longer a person has had a disability, the more
comfortable they are with it, and the more likely they are to disclose. The research question
was:
Does when a person acquired their disability influence their decision to disclose?
Although work has been carried out on disability acquisition, the link between
acquisition and disclosure has not been studied on the scale seen in this paper. The large
dataset allows multiple variables that could contribute to a person’s decision not to disclose.

5

This paper has been submitted to the Journal of Disability Policy Studies. It is currently undergoing peer
review.
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The results found contribute to an increase in knowledge in this area as factors that
influence disclosure in a large population were discovered, including variables that can be
directly influenced by employers to encourage disclosure. These were:
•

satisfaction with the security and stability of the current job

•

satisfaction with non-monetary employment conditions

•

satisfaction with access and ability to use flexible working arrangements

•

employees feeling valued for their contribution, and

•

perceiving that the agency is willing to extend itself to offer help to its employees in
how they do their job.
The findings indicated that acquisition did play a part in the decision to disclose a

disability in the workplace but that it was not as important as other variables.
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Privacy & prejudice: Reasons for non-disclosure of a disability in
the Australian Public Service
Abstract
The choice to disclose or not disclose a disability is a very personal issue. Many
factors play a role, including trust, need for reasonable accommodation, unconscious bias and
fear of discrimination. This paper looks at comments left by employees of the federal
Australian Public Service in an anonymous survey to discover why people had chosen not to
disclose their disability. Over 800 respondents left comments that capture why they had made
a conscious decision not to disclose their disability in the workplace. Comments ranged in
length from a single word to a paragraph. Using grounded theory analysis, the primary
themes to emerge were 1) the disability did not have an impact on work, 2) the fear of
discrimination, 3) concerns around privacy, and 4) the team and supervisor are aware of the
disability, but the agency does not know; secondary themes, including the disability being a
recent diagnosis, also emerged. These findings confirm discoveries from previous works by
other authors but also highlight new findings, like the different levels of disclosure in the
workplace (supervisor/team vs agency).

Introduction
Every disability is unique. The same condition can affect people differently depending
on the severity of the condition, the support structure around them and how long they have
had the condition. Likewise, the reasons for disclosure can be unique and specific to certain
situations. Two factors that were found in previous studies that relate to the decision to
disclose include the level of visibility of the disability and the social stigma attached to the
disability (Moloney, Brown, Ciciurkaite & Foley, 2019).
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Disability can be visible or non-visible. For example, those who use a wheelchair or a
guide dog have a visible disability that is immediately seen and recognised by most people.
Mental illness or learning difficulties can be non-visible disabilities that are not immediately
obvious to another person and specific information needs to be provided before others know
it exists.
This study aims to ‘give voice’ to people with a disability and the reasons why they
chose not to disclose in the workplace. By looking at a large Australian employer, the
respondents have multiple jobs and different disabilities and are of multiple ages and
classification levels in their workplace hierarchy. To the author’s knowledge, a qualitative
study has not previously been conducted that uses the large number of respondents presented
here.

Reasons workplaces would like their employees to disclose.
Employers in Australia would like to know when their employees have a disability for
three main reasons: 1) the knowledge will allow the employer to make adjustments that
contribute to the employee performing at their best (Australian Public Service Commission,
2014), 2) it is good for business as it can boost staff morale and loyalty (Department of Social
Services, 2014), and 3) having people with a disability on staff may give insights into a
company’s customers, depending on the business (Australian Network on Disability, 2020) as
it reflects the underlying population that the employer is interacting with (Australian Public
Service Commission, 2014).
.

Disability in the Australian Population
In Australia, just under one in five people have a disability. Australians of working
age (15–64) who have a disability are less likely to be in the workforce and less likely to be
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working full-time (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019). The OECD report on Sickness,
Disability and Work (2010) states that people with a disability in English-speaking countries
are in a particularly weak income position, with Australia having one of the lowest
employment ratios.
Australia is a signatory to the United Nations (UN) Conventions on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities, which commits the country, under Article 27, to ensuring that
people with disabilities have the right to work under just and favourable conditions, including
with equal opportunities and equal remuneration, safe and healthy working conditions, and
protection from harassment (Assembly, 2005). The Australian Disability Discrimination Act
1992 further enforces this by having a section on employment where it is stated that it is
unlawful to discriminate against people with a disability when determining who should be
offered employment; the conditions of employment; access to promotion, transfer or training;
and by any other detriment (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992).
There is no legal obligation to disclose a disability in Australia (Australian Human
Rights Commission, 2008). That means that employers may be unaware they have an
employee with a disability. However, the disability may have no impact on the employee’s
ability to perform their role and therefore no impact on work performance.
Australia has promoted awareness of visible disabilities. For example, the guide dogs’
association of New South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory run several campaigns
such as ‘Eyes Up’ and ‘Respect My Uniform’ to inform the community about how they
should act around guide dogs. Eyes Up is a campaign encouraging people to look up from
their mobile phones when walking to help blind or vision-impaired people who use a stick to
stay safe, while Respect My Uniform is focused on guide dogs and urging the people not to
disturb or distract guide dogs while they are working (Guide Dogs NSW/ACT, 2018).
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Such campaigns raise awareness in Australian society about visible disability—in this
case, blind or vision-impaired people—and what others can do to assist them. In a way, it is
the society that is being trained on how to handle the specific disability the campaign is
centred around. This can remove the stigma associated with the condition. This ties in with
the social model of disability in that it is the society that must be trained to handle the
disability, not the person with the disability having to fit into a rigid society.
Australian Public Service
In the Australian Public Service (APS), the proportion of employees with a disability
is monitored by the Australian Public Service Employment Database (APSED). Since 2008,
the rate for employees with a disability has fluctuated between 3.2% (in 2013) and 3.5% (in
2018) (Australian Public Service Commission, 2018a). However, the rate of employees with
a disability has also been monitored by the APS State of the Service Employee Surveys from
2003 to 2011, and by the APS State of the Service Employee Census from 2012 to the present
day. These surveys tell a different story: between 6.8% (in 2013) and 8.7% (in 2018) of
employees have a disability, as reported in their State of the Service Series (Australian Public
Service Commission, 2018b).
The difference between the two data sources may be partially due to disclosure. To be
registered as having a disability in APSED, an employee must be registered as having a
disability in their human resource section (i.e. they have disclosed their disability to their
workplace). However, employee surveys/censuses are anonymous. Therefore, participants
were able to acknowledge their disability without this knowledge being passed onto their
workplace.
The APS has many programs in place to assist with the management of disability in
the workplace, including:
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•

RecruitAbility scheme6

•

As One: Making it Happen – APS Disability Employment Strategy 2016–197

•

Disability Champions Network8
Workplaces around Australia (not just the APS) may also celebrate days of

significance, such as the International Day of People with Disability, R U OK? Day, World
Mental Health Day or others to make the workplace feel more inclusive for employees.

The effects of disclosure on the person
Even with visible disabilities, there can be levels of disclosure. For example, does a
person choose to disclose their disability on their job application before an employer sees
them in person? Moloney et al. (2019) point out that choosing not to disclose in such a
situation can have both positive and negative results. The applicant may not encounter
prejudice during the initial selection process resulting in being selected for an interview, but
it could result in an uncomfortable interview where the panel is surprised. Nolan and Gleeson
(2017) found in their study of Irish college students transitioning to work that those with a
visible disability were more likely to disclose and to disclose earlier in the job application
process than those with a non-visible disability; this was done either at the application stage
or when they were offered an interview.
In a study of working women who had a disability, Moloney et al. (2019) found that
the participants often reported heightened levels of awareness (both of themselves and the
environment) before and during disclosure of their disability. Another study by Lindsay,

6

The RecruitAbility scheme allows for people with a disability to progress to interview stage if they meet the
inherent requirements of the role. More information can be found at https://www.apsc.gov.au/recruitability.
7
The strategy can be found at https://www.apsc.gov.au/aps-disability-employment-strategy-2016-19.
8
The Disability Champions Network consists of disability champions from each agency meeting quarterly to
progress the strategy across the APS and within their own agency.
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Cagliostro & Carafa (2017) found little consensus on the process and timing of how to
discuss disability in the workplace.
Disclosure of a disability can have both positive and negative results. On the positive
side, people can receive adjustments and supports to enable them to perform at their best.
However, it can also lead to the person being treated differently by their peers or having their
disability misunderstood (Soorenian, 2018). In certain cases, disclosure of a disability can
lead to discrimination. A study of hiring intentions found that the more disability was seen as
the responsibility of the person (examples given include AIDS/HIV and hearing loss due to
exposure to loud music), the less likely it was that they would be offered employment
(Lyons, Volpone, Wessel & Alonso, 2017).
Further proof of both the positive and negative consequences of disclosure of a
disability can be found in a study on UK people with a disability who asked for
accommodation in the workplace. The findings show that the outcome of accommodation
requests was almost entirely contingent on the knowledge, goodwill and attitudes of the
person’s line manager. The process itself was found to lead to instances of bullying which
resulted in stress and ill health (Foster, 2007). This is a no-win situation for the employee.
Either they get the equipment they need to perform and come under bullying and stress, or
they do not ask for the accommodation and possibly underperform in their role, leading to
disciplinary action.

Reasons to disclose a disability
As previously stated, disclosure of a disability can be used to secure adjustments and
supports that help an employee to perform at their best (Soorenian, 2018; Moloney et al.,
2019). In Australia, there is a legal requirement to provide these adjustments in the workplace
or a company could face legal action under section 6 of the Disability Discrimination Act
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1992 as failure to provide such adjustments could be indirect discrimination (Australian
Human Rights Commission, 2007).
A study by Blockmans (2015) of university students with a disability found that they
were disclosing their disability to:
a) get access to accommodation and practical assistance
b) be taken seriously—they have a chance to underscore the seriousness of their
condition and the legitimacy of their requests
c) give perspective on potentially non-normal behaviour—this can help create
understanding, anticipate or counter unwanted responses and help create a safe
environment, and
d) bond with friends by creating understanding.
Youth with disabilities in the workplace said their reasons for disclosure included a)
advocating for their own needs, b) being knowledgeable about workplace rights, and c)
gaining accommodations. The timing of these disclosures was dependent upon the type and
severity of the disability, the person’s comfort level, the type of job they had and the industry
(Lindsay et al., 2019).
The above studies were on youth, either studying or in the workplace. There will be
those in similar situations around the world, but there will also be people at different points in
their working and personal life (e.g. entering employment, workers who are a couple (or
single workers) with dependent children, older workers with no dependants at home, etc.).
Different situations a person finds themselves in may come with different circumstances.
Looking at the financial stages of life, young workers entering the workforce may be living in
the family home, as evidenced by the increase in 15–24-year-olds who still live with at least
one parent (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2019). Finically speaking, other forms of
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accommodation can be owning your own home with a mortgage, renting or owning your own
home outright. These all have different levels of associated debt. The Australian Bureau of
Statistics (2019b) has found that the average weekly housing costs are $484 for people with a
mortgage, $366 for renters and only $53 for people who own their own homes. The need for
the financial security that comes with a job may therefore be different depending upon what
financial stage a person is at, and this may in turn have an influence upon people’s decisions
and actions.
A person’s disability status is likely to change throughout their life cycle as well. The
chance of having a disability in Australia increases with age (Australian Bureau of Statistics,
2019). Although some of the reasons found in the literature may stay consistent throughout
the life cycle (the desire to be taken seriously, the desire for access to accommodations and
assistance), this cannot be assumed. Those desires may be present but overridden when other
factors are considered, such as the above-mentioned situation for financial security.
Disclosure can be viewed as a necessary evil. Having to supply explanations, which
are sometimes complex, can be emotionally taxing. The burden of proof can be a hassle,
requiring the individual to repeatedly prove, sometimes to the same people, that they have a
disability (Blockmans, 2015; Vickers, 2009). Gaining accommodations can, in itself, have
unfavourable consequences. As well as the previously discussed positive and negative results
of disclosure, accommodations can act as a constant reminder of the disability and can result
in social isolation for the person (Moloney et al., 2019).
Facilitators that helped people decide to disclose include assistance with accessing
available support and resources, the coping and self-advocacy skills of the person,
mentorship, realising the benefits of disclosure (Lindsay, Cagliostro & Carafa, 2018) and
having an inclusive work environment (Lindsay et al., 2018). An earlier study found many of
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the same factors (knowledge of supports, self-advocacy skills, realising the benefits of
disclosure) but also included effective communication with employers and positive attitudes
towards people with a disability as facilitators for disclosure (Lindsay, Cagliostro & Carafa,
2017). Evans, Edwards, McGregor and Upton (2016) found that, within the APS, disclosure
was facilitated by a supportive relationship between the employee and their manager.
Employers have an opportunity to improve the likelihood of disclosure in their
workplace as they can directly influence some of these findings. All employers can provide
an inclusive work environment. For example, they could have a disability-focused employee
group or could make changes to the physical environment to create a disability-friendly
workspace (i.e. having disabled toilets and wheelchair accessibility). A supportive supervisor
was also found to have a positive influence on whether a person would disclose their
disability (von Scrader, Malzer & Bruyere, 2014). Although these do not guarantee a person
will disclose a disability in the workplace, they have the potential to increase the likelihood of
such an event occurring.

Reasons not to disclose a disability
There can be multiple reasons why people choose not to disclose a disability. This
paper has already discussed life stages in the section above and how they might influence the
reasons why people choose to disclose a disability. As the paper discusses reasons not to
disclose, the research is presented in chronological order of life stage (students, entering the
workforce and workers).
Youth with disabilities in post-secondary education listed stigma and discrimination
as barriers to disclosure. This barrier was not found to be related to the type of disability
(Lindsay, Cagliostro & Carafa, 2018). However, a study in Australia found that the type of
disability can influence the decision to disclose (Grimes, Southgate, Scevak & Buchanan,
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2018). The study found that students with learning disabilities and those with mental health
conditions had developed strategies for dealing with their situation, so they did not feel they
needed to disclose. Students with ongoing medical conditions were more likely to state that
their reason for not disclosing was that help would not be useful. This finding suggests that if
the person has strategies in place, they are less likely to disclose. Nolan and Gleeson (2017)
found that none of the students or graduates they spoke with from Ireland who had a mental
health condition had disclosed. When they had a choice, most participants had chosen not to
disclose or to only partially disclose. Some participants stated that this was due to the fear of
being discriminated against.
Another reason found in university studies of people who have chosen not to disclose
was the lack of knowledge around the supports that are available. In their meta-study,
Lindsay et al. (2018) found that this lack of knowledge took three forms. First was a lack of
knowledge of the supports that were available, second was that they did not know they had to
disclose their disability to access the supports and third was the lack of knowledge about
what they needed.
Soorenian’s (2018) study of university students found that the students who did not
disclose their disability at the admissions stage chose not to do so for a range of reasons.
Some reported that disclosure was not necessary as they did not require help; this would fit
with the above finding of people having strategies in place. Others reported not wanting to
take the service away from their fellow students, and a third group did not know that support
was available, again corroborating the findings from other studies listed above. One
participant in Soorenian’s study listed their previous experience with others as the reason
they had chosen not to disclose now.
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Many participants in Soorenian’s study found the form they were asked to fill in
didn’t cover their specific situation and they did not fit into any categories. They viewed the
form as classifying them, not removing any barriers (Soorenian, 2018). This is an example of
where the employer (in this case, university) has the power to create an inclusive
environment. Changing the form so that students will not feel ‘classified’ would assist in the
perception of removing barriers.
The same study of university students that had found reasons for students to disclose
their disability (Blockmans, 2015) also looked at reasons why students chose not to disclose a
disability, as follows:
a) self-protection—repeated disclosure and explanation can be emotionally taxing
b) they feel normal and not in need of special treatment
c) they do not wish to draw attention to their disability early on
d) the anticipation of negative implications, including being underestimated, attracting
undue attention and complaints
e) perceived unfamiliarity of others with the particular disability—what does the other
person know, will they understand, what they will do with the information; if they are
not open to understanding, it is useless to continue
f) professional expectations, and
g) normalcy—participants did not want to be reduced to their disability, deprived of
their individuality or seen as non-normal and, therefore, weak.
As all of the reasons listed by Blockmans are personal and not directly related to the
respondent’s current state of being a university student, it could be expected that at least some
of these reasons may follow participants into the workplace. Themes such as professional
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expectations and feeling normal have the potential to hold true across multiple life stages and
work situations.
A study on mental health for university staff looked at patterns of disclosure. Almost
two-thirds of respondents had disclosed to at least one person on campus, leaving just over
one-third who had not told anybody on campus. When they were asked why they had not told
anyone, their answers included that it was not other people’s business and that it was not
relevant to the respondent’s work (Pride, Salzer, O’Shea & Kerschbaum, 2017).
Moving onto studies within the workplace, it has been shown that employees with a
disability face being subjected to additional scrutiny and/or employer questioning (Moloney
et al., 2019, Vickers, 2009). Employees were being stereotyped and having to work twice as
hard to be thought of as competent, with no room for mistakes (Moloney et al., 2019). This
puts pressure on people with a disability to work harder in order to prove themselves.
This pressure can be seen in a study of the ‘fitness to practice’ criteria in the UK.
Fitness to practice is a test that allows regulatory bodies to restrict entry to the human
professions (e.g. nursing, social work, teaching, etc.) based on health standards. Under this
practice, disclosing a disability is risky as the test may exclude you from the workforce
entirely (Stanley et al., 2011). The consequence of disclosing a disability in this situation is
very real—the person may lose their job, and hence their income and financial independence.
Across the ocean, in America, a study found that women with disabilities face both
intentional and unintentional structural discrimination in the workplace. Two examples
reported in the study are a) being viewed as less by work colleagues when a sign language
interpreter was used, and b) being socially isolated when transportation needs were not taken
into consideration, rendering them unable to attend a party with co-workers. The women in
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this situation must weigh up the pros and cons of disclosing and, if they choose to disclose,
navigate devaluation threats in seeking workplace accommodation (Moloney, et al., 2019).
This study underlines that discrimination experienced in the workplace may be
unintentional. Although work colleagues may have the best intentions, discrimination may
still occur with no ill will being involved. For example, transportation needs may not have
been considered simply because the organiser was busy and it slipped their mind. However,
even if unintentional, the consequences can be painful.
Intentional discrimination can manifest as implicit bias, also called unconscious bias.
Unconscious bias is defined as people acting on internal representations of a group within
society, resulting in them participating in discriminatory behaviours of which they are not
consciously aware (Pritlove, Juando-Prats, Ala-Leppilampi & Parsons, 2019). Because the
behaviour is based on the internalised beliefs of a group, unconscious bias can influence
people due to their gender, religion, race, sexuality and disability, to name a few. A study of
key hiring decision-makers in America found that for small and mid-sized companies, there
was a belief that people with a disability could not do the work or were less qualified than
their able-bodied counterparts (Fraser, Johnson, Hebert, Ajzen, Copeland, Brown & Chan,
2010). This is a clear example of unconscious bias in the workplace.
Returning to Australia, a study by Evans et al. (2016) of the APS found that barriers
to disclosure included unconscious bias and inflexible working practices. That is, work
practices were seen as fixed without being easy to change or adapt to specific circumstances.
Managers were having to follow written procedures rather than problem-solving according to
the context of a specific situation.
Across all of these studies, we can see that Grimes et al. (2018) found that university
students had not disclosed their disability (in this case, learning disabilities) because they had
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developed strategies for dealing with their specific situations. Youth in the workplace are
choosing not to disclose a disability for fear of encountering stigma and discrimination, lack
of employer knowledge about disability and accommodations, and not disclosing on their
own terms (Lindsay et al., 2018). Older workers face additional scrutiny from employers and
must work harder to prove themselves (Moloney et al., 2019, Vickers, 2009) Previous bad
experiences of disclosure could also influence current choices (Riddell & Weedon, 2013;
Lindsay et al., 2019).

Method
Data was taken from the 2013 APS State of the Service Employee Census, hereafter
referred to as the 2013 APS Employee Census. This is an anonymous, non-compulsory,
online annual survey of every Australian federal public servant. In 2013, there were 102 219
respondents, a response rate representing 66% of APS employees (Australian Public Service
Commission, 2013).
This paper forms part of a larger study focusing on disclosure of a disability. The data
was initially chosen for the research because it allows the connection of self-reported
disability to other factors such as bullying, views on leadership and workplace culture.
Although the Employee Census is run annually, specific questions change over time. The
2013 dataset was judged for the larger study to contain all the necessary questions.
Permission was sought from the owners of the data, the Australian Public Service
Commission, for it to be released to the author for this study. For this paper, only a subset of
the data has been used, specifically those respondents who reported they had a disability.
Respondents who reported having a disability in the 2013 APS Employee Census
were asked a subset of questions not seen by those who did not report a disability. These
were:
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Q. Is your ongoing disability recorded on your agency’s human resource information system
(i.e. have you informed your agency that you have a disability)?
•

Yes

•

No—I chose not to inform

•

No—I have never been asked for this information

•

No—For another reason

•

Not sure

And
Q. If you selected ‘No—I chose not to inform’ in the item above, could you please explain
why you chose not to inform your agency?
This paper deals primarily with the second of these questions. The answers were
qualitative, with respondents being able to write an answer of any length. There were 882
responses ranging in length from one word to a paragraph that could include multiple issues.
Of the 882 comments, 25 were judged as not answering the question (i.e. responses of ‘no
comment’ or ‘N/A’). These were removed, leaving 857 valid answers.
Analysis of the qualitative information collected was conducted using a grounded
theory model (Heath & Cowley, 2004). All comments were read and assigned a number, or
multiple numbers depending on how many issues they contained. These numbers
corresponded to themes. The themes discussed in the findings section are those that had the
greatest number of comments. This does not mean that all comments were contained within
these themes; rather, the majority of respondents are contained within at least one of the
themes reported here.

47

The analysis was conducted by the author, a female with a disability who has
previously conducted qualitative analysis on government datasets for her paid employment as
a researcher in a government department. As this dataset was collected by the Australian
Public Service Commission, she had no relationship with the respondents. The anonymous
nature of the survey meant follow-up with participants was impossible. At the time of
collection, participants agreed that de-identified data could be used for future purposes.
Themes were allowed to emerge from the data and were not identified in advance.
Where quotes are given as examples of issues, all attempts have been made to correct
minor grammar or spelling mistakes. Due to the anonymous nature of the survey, it was
impossible to go back and check these corrections with the respondents. The quotes used
therein were chosen as the comments that presented the theme most straightforwardly and
clearly. Any comments of a single word were themed and counted but are not used as
representation here as they provided no content.
It was impossible in the data to separate those people with a disability who had a
visible disability and those who had a non-visible disability. Likewise, it is unknown what
kind of disability (mental, physical, sensory, etc.) a respondent had if they did not include
such information within their comment.

Findings and Discussion
There were 6774 respondents (6.8% of all respondents) in the 2013 APS Employee
Census who self-reported having a disability. As can be seen in Table 1, just over half had
disclosed their disability to their agency.
Table 1: Is your ongoing disability recorded in your agency’s HR system?
Yes
53.0%
No—I chose not to inform

48

14.5%

No—I have never been asked for
this information

12.7%

No—for another reason

4.2%

Not sure

15.6%

The follow-up question inviting respondents to leave comments on why they had
made that decision was asked of the 14.5% who answered “No—I chose not to inform”.

My disability has no impact on work
The most common reason respondents gave for not disclosing was because the
disability did not have an impact on their work. This could be due to the nature of the work,
the nature of the disability or because respondents were managing the disability personally.
They saw themselves as fully capable of fulfilling the requirements of their roles and not as a
person who needed assistance. Some examples of responses were:
Although my condition is long-term and affects me daily, it has no impact on my capacity to
perform my job at any time.
Does not affect my ability to perform my duties.
I can manage my situation therefore there is no requirement to disclose and I do not want to
be treated differently.
These findings match those of Grimes et al. (2018), Evans et al. (2016), Price et al.
(2017) and Soorenian (2018) as they also identified people who had strategies in place for
managing their disabilities themselves, implying that assistance from the agency was
unsought because it was unneeded. It should be noted that the findings here are self-reports;
whether any supervisors, subordinates or colleagues would feel that the disability does have
an impact on the respondents’ work is unknown.
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Choosing not to disclose because the disability has no impact on work implies that
people would disclose if the disability was impacting the work they performed. Indeed, a
study in the APS has already found that gaining accommodation was the main reason for
disclosure (Evans et al., 2016). For example, a person may require an adjustment to their
workstation or a piece of assistive technology to allow them to continue working at the same
level. Or they may feel that disclosing would bring an understanding of their situation. A
small subset of comments mentioned that they would tell their agency about their disability if
assistance were required.
Currently has little effect on my ability to perform my duties. I would inform if the condition
worsens.
It is being managed and I do not require additional support from my agency. If and when I do
require additional support at work, I will consider informing my agency.
Choosing not to inform because the disability is self-managed/does not impact on the
work implies that these respondents feel uncomfortable discussing their condition with work
colleagues. The social aspect of not discussing their situation with the work colleagues they
interact with indicates that there may be further factors in the work environment making them
not trust their colleagues with this information. However, there is a lack of evidence to test
this theory given it is impossible to go back and clarify the answers people gave. As such, it
is an area for further study.

Fear of discrimination
Discrimination was the second theme to emerge from the comments. It could be
sorted into two groups 1) fear of discrimination happening in the future due to the disability
or 2) having been discriminated against in the past. These groups were not exclusive as
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having been discriminated against previously could co-exist with the fear of it happening in
the future.
I have found that informing results in inappropriate treatment and I am considered less
capable than others.
Do not wish it to impact on career opportunities or progression.
Fear of loss of job, ill treatment, discrimination.
Regardless of what people say officially, mental health conditions are taboo and would
impact negatively on how supervisors view me.
These comments highlight that the discrimination people are fearing could take many
forms. Ill-treatment, loss of a job and effects on career progression are all listed above;
however, this is not an exhaustive list of the potential outcomes of discrimination. There may
also be impacts on the victim’s mental health (Hansen, Hogh & Persson, 2011) and physical
health (Vie, Glasø & Einarsen, 2011).
Previous work on the Employee Census data by the Australian Public Service
Commission has shown that people with a disability perceived being harassed and/or bullied
at almost twice the rate of people without a disability (Australian Public Service Commission,
2013). Given these findings, it is unsurprising that those with a disability have a fear of
discrimination, as it is something that existed within the APS culture in 2013 when the data
was collected.
The fear of discrimination was found in previous studies (Lindsay et al., 2018;
Lindsay, Cagliostro & Carafa, 2018; Stanley et al., 2011) as a reason for choosing not to
disclose. Finding this fear in a working population, as well as studies of university students
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and overseas workers, implies that how society views disability and the influence this has on
a person’s choices carries through multiple life stages and across countries.

Privacy
Privacy emerged as a primary theme from the comments. Having a disability was
none of the agency’s business and a personal issue. Under Australian law, this is true. There
is no onus or legal reason that makes a person disclose (Australian Human Rights
Commission, 2008).
I have never viewed my disability as something that needs to be known widely.
It’s my personal business.
Privacy - it is no-ones business but my own, I choose who and when to tell.
The desire for privacy could have multiple motives and could overlap with those
findings already set out. Because we cannot clarify comments with respondents, it is
impossible to know where their wish for privacy comes from. Do they believe other people
will view their situation as ‘bad’ and judge them for it? Do they view their disability as
‘bad’? Do they not wish to be viewed as someone with a disability? These questions cannot
be answered here and are the work of further study.
Some respondents left comments that they did not want to disclose. Again, it is the
choice of the person with a disability to disclose, not something that must be done. If they do
not want to disclose, they do not have to. However, simply stating they do not want to
disclose unfortunately does not highlight the underlying reasons behind this desire.
Because I don't want to.
Do not want to disclose this information.
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The wish for privacy could be exacerbated by a lack of trust in how the agency, or
how the people in the human resource section, would handle this knowledge. The comments
set out below imply a lack of control of the information once it has been disclosed. They also
suggest that how people act (i.e. how trustworthy they are) reflects on the company and has a
direct influence on decisions regarding disclosure.
Do not trust what would be done with the information.
Not comfortable it won’t be used inappropriately.
Our department lacks integrity keeping this information confidential.

Have told supervisor/colleagues but not the agency.
An interesting distinction that emerged from the data is that the respondents have
disclosed to their supervisor and/or team but not to the human resource section of their
agency. This finding was not found in any of the literature reviewed but does conform to the
idea that people make a personal choice about who, when and how to disclose their disability
(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2016). One respondent left a comment that summed
up the issue:
Although not having informed the 'agency' formally (i.e. via HR) I have informed my
immediate manager. I have found this has enabled my condition to be managed discreetly
and with context, rather than perhaps being categorised as having a disability, but from afar
- and without a meaningful context.
This allowed for privacy to be maintained on the respondent’s terms, not on those of
the agency. A respondent would have more control over disclosure when made in this
fashion.
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Secondary themes
Secondary themes that emerged included that the respondent did not want to be
treated differently and that they did not see themselves as disabled. This self-view of not
being disabled can have many circumstances. The comment below demonstrates knowledge
of the self concerning others. Although the respondent acknowledges the difficulties they
have, they place it within a content which allows them to see themselves as being not
significantly affected by their situation.
Although I have had a long9 removed and do get short of breath in certain situations I don't
really think or feel that I have a significant disability there are many other people who are
significantly worse off than me.
Some respondents indicated that their diagnosis was only recent. Disabilities can be
acquired at any time, whether through accident or a medical condition. In Australia, the
chance of having a disability increases with age (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019).
Therefore, it is likely that employees will develop a disability while in the workplace.
These respondents with a recent diagnosis were either still in the process of finalising
treatment, waiting to hear long-term prognosis or hoping the condition will improve (i.e. after
surgery). The personal changes that can accompany a diagnosis can influence the way a
person sees themselves (Eckstein, 2013) and how they work (Baldridge & Kulkarni, 2017). A
person may need to emotionally, mentally and physically adjust to their new situation.
Depending upon the person and their situation, this adjustment may need to be gone through
independently before other people (i.e. colleagues and friends within the workplace) are told
the news—if, indeed, they are told at all once the adjustment is complete. This theme
represents one stage of the journey of having a disability.

9

The respondent possibly means lung here instead of long.
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The problem has occurred within the last eighteen months and it is only now that it is
apparent that it is not a temporary issue.
Recent diagnosis - treatment to be finalised.
The possibility of the issues being corrected via surgery

Wrap up
Although the themes are presented here as separate issues and as reasons in and of
themselves, 133 of the 875 comments (15.2%) raised at least two issues. This shows that
themes do not necessarily exist in isolation and may influence each other when respondents
make the decision not to disclose.
Although this study was conducted in Australia, the fact that the findings correspond
with those found in other western countries (America, UK) indicates that similarities exist
between countries. This means that findings emerging in Australia may extend to other
countries, particularly the finding that employees disclose to their team/supervisor but not to
their agency, a finding that was not present in the reviewed literature.

Implications for workplaces
Having awareness in the workplace of why people choose not to disclose a disability
allows for workplaces to put policies and accommodations in place where disclosure is not
needed to allow access. This may particularly benefit those who have a recent diagnosis and
are not yet emotionally ready to discuss it. If the workplace is already prepared to adjust, then
it can do so in these situations without disturbance to the employee’s work.
Policies and accommodations which are inclusive of everyone (people with a
disability, people with caring responsibilities or any other specific circumstance) will have a
bearing on the overall level of comfort and acceptance seen in the workplace. These policies
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and accommodations allow for trust to develop between an employer and their employees.
Examples of common workplace practices that increase comfort and trust include:
•

allowing for reasonable adjustments that do not require a medical certificate, such as a
sit-stand desk or providing a quiet space

•

flexible working arrangements

•

returning to work after illness or injury guidelines and practices, and

•

following a clear set of rules for dealing with bullying behaviour.
Of the above options, allowing for reasonable adjustments that do not require a

medical certificate and flexible work arrangements will allow people to see employers
providing for others and to use the arrangements themselves. This will allow people to see
that others are not being discriminated against because they use the arrangements, thereby
reducing their fear of discrimination. They can also maintain their privacy if they use the
arrangements but do not wish to disclose (or choose to only tell their supervisor).

Limitations of the study
The data presented here was collected via an online questionnaire; as such, it was impossible
to clarify responses or ask follow-up questions of participants. It was also unknown what
disability a respondent had. Questions that are not answered by this study due to its
limitations include whether reasons for choosing not to disclose vary by disability. This could
be an area for further research.

Further research
As well as the above, another research area that presents itself from this data is around
the disability not having an impact on work. Are there people who have disclosed their
disability even though they think it has no impact on work? If so, what are the differences
that make one group comfortable to disclose and the other group choose not to?
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Conclusion
The reasons for choosing not to disclose a disability in the Australian Public Service
closely match the reasons given in other studies on different populations. Self-managing the
condition/having no impact on working ability, the wish for privacy, and the fear of stigma
and discrimination were common across studies.
A new finding from this study is that some respondents disclosed a disability to their
supervisor/work colleagues but not their HR system. This indicated that disclosure can come
in multiple forms within the workplace, with respondents retaining control of the when, how
and who regarding disclosure.
Lastly, some comments indicated that the disability was new or recent. This shows
that people who are already within the workplace can acquire a disability at any time. If the
workplace already has inclusive policies and accommodations in place, these employees
could adjust their work with a minimum of hassle to both the workplace and themselves.
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Disclosure of a disability as a preventative measure against
bullying and/or harassment in the workplace.
Abstract
Disclosure of disability in the workplace is a highly personal issue, but does it have a
preventive influence on bullying and harassment? This paper analyses data from the 2013
Australian Public Service State of the Service Employee Census to determine whether
disclosure of a disability in the workplace averts bullying and/or harassment. By using a large
dataset (> 15 000), we were able to split the data into three groups of respondents (those with
a disability who have disclosed, those who have not disclosed and those without a disability).
This allowed comparisons to see if the perceived perpetrator, the type of harassment/bullying
experienced, what the target thought the behaviour was based on and official reporting of the
behaviours is different across groups. Disclosure of a disability was found to have no
significant relationship upon overall rates of bullying and/or harassment, the perceived
perpetrator or the type of behaviour experienced. However, there was a significant
relationship with reporting the behaviour. These findings can inform policymaking and
programs designed to combat bullying in the workplace.
Keywords: Disability, Workplace bullying, Disability disclosure, Bullying/harassment
behaviour, Public sector organisations

Summary at a Glance
Looking at the who, how and why of bullying/harassment behaviour revealed that
disclosure of a disability did not have a preventative measure against perceived bullying
and/or harassment. People who had disclosed a disability were more likely to report the
behaviour than those who had not disclosed and those who did not have a disability.
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Introduction
Bullying in the workplace isn’t a new field of research. However, the bullying of
people with a disability in the workplace has rarely been studied with the large number of
respondents made available in this study. Data from the 2013 Australian Public Service
(APS) State of the Service Employee Census allows us to look at people with a disability who
have, and have not, disclosed their disability to their agency, as well as employees who do
not have a disability.
The primary goal of this paper is to see if disclosure of a disability in the workplace has
a protective influence against bullying or harassment and, if so, what that influence entails.
Work of this kind that directly relates to disclosure and bullying and/or harassment has not
yet been undertaken on the scale that this dataset provides. By understanding bullying and
harassment patterns, anti-bullying measures can be more tailored and, hopefully, made more
effective. A secondary hypothesis is that people with a disability have experienced
harassment and/or bullying differently than those without a disability (e.g. different perceived
perpetrators, different action used against them, etc.). This is also investigated in this paper.

Disability in Australia
Disability in Australia is defined as any limitation, restriction or impairment that lasts
for at least six months, which restricts everyday activities (Australian Bureau of Statistics,
2010). This covers a wide range of subjects, such as sight, hearing, missing or truncated
limbs, learning disabilities, mental health, brain injuries, diseases which impair motor
functions (such as cystic fibrosis or chronic pain syndrome), speech difficulties, breathing
difficulties that cause restriction and incomplete use of limbs.
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All of the above may differ in severity with people having no, or only mild, restrictions
and limitations in their daily activities to a severe amount, and all the variations in between.
For example, a person who has vision impairment may be affected in one eye or in both, have
lost complete vision, have tunnel vision, have blurry vision or possibly display a different
symptom not listed here. The definition of disability for this study is defined in the methods
section.
Australia has two legal documents relating to disability that all employees must abide
by. First, Australia is a signatory to the United Nations (UN) Conventions on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities. This means that Australia is committed under Article 27 to
ensuring that people with disabilities have the right to work under just and favourable
conditions, including with equal opportunities and equal remuneration, safe and healthy
working conditions, and protection from harassment (Assembly, 2006).
Second, the Australian Disability Discrimination Act 1992 has a section on
employment where it is stated that it is unlawful to discriminate against people with a
disability when determining who should be offered employment and the conditions of
employment; by denying access to promotion, transfer or training; and by any other detriment
(Commonwealth of Australia, 1992). Bullying and harassment in the workplace can be seen
as a detriment in the workplace and it is therefore the employer’s responsibility to minimise
this as much as possible.

Bullying in the workplace
Bullying in the workplace has been studied in academia for more than 20 years now. In
their review which covered 20 years of academic literature, Samnani and Singh (2012)
described four levels where bullying can occur: the individual, group, organisational or
societal level. This means that bullying can occur one-on-one or many-to-one, or that there
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could be structures in place within the organisation or society that encourage bullying and/or
harassment.
Bullying within the workplace can also occur from multiple directions. An employee
may be bullied by their supervisor, their subordinate, their co-workers or by a customer/client
(Samnani & Singh, 2012). In a government setting, a customer or client could include
members of the general public who are using government services, another
department/government agency or another section/division within the same organisation.
A study by Notelaers et al. (2010) found that workplace bullying was related to jobrelated stressors which encouraged perpetrators to engage in bullying, not any characteristics
of the targets. This means that having a disability alone would not encourage bullying; rather,
the stressors faced by the perpetrators are the main factor in their behaviour. Specifically
named as job-related stressors in the Notelaers et al. study were role conflicts, role ambiguity,
job insecurity and task-related feedback, all of which were found to be connected to
workplace bullying behaviour (Notelaers, De Witte & Einarsen, 2010).
Notelaers et al. also found that lack of participation and lack of skill utilisation were
negatively correlated with workplace bullying. That is, the more an employee participated at
work and the more they thought their skills were being used, the less exposure they had to
bullying (Notelaers, De Witte & Einarsen, 2010). These two findings are particularly worth
mentioning, as Robert (2003) found that people with a disability may feel underutilised and
‘cut-off’ from the workplace. These feelings in Noelaers et al.’s study would indicate they are
more likely to experience bullying.
A study in Sweden has found that being bullied and observing bullying behaviour
directed at another person were both risk factors for depressive symptoms (Hansen, Hogh,
Persson, Karlson, Garde & Ørbaek, 2006). This finding was backed up by a French study that
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had a larger number of participants (Niedhammer, David, Degioanni & 143 occupational
physicians, 2006). A study in Denmark has observed that being frequently bullied led to
poorer mental health (Hansen, Hogh & Persson, 2011). There is also an association between
bullying and somatisation, anxiety and negative affectivity (Hansen et al., 2006).
This means that bullying can be the source, or a contributing factor, of mental health
disability. Someone with a disability who may already be prone to depression can be bullied
because of that disability or witness someone else being bullied, which may lead to more
problems. Bullying may be a downward spiral that exacerbates symptoms or contributes to
new ones in people with a disability. If disclosure of a disability can lead to changes which
avert the bullying behaviour, this will be better in the long-term for employers who wish to
retain and engage talent staff.
Bullying has been shown in academic studies to have several detrimental results. This
includes, but is not limited to, a consequence on mental health (Hansen, Hogh & Persson,
2011), an increased likelihood of leaving the workplace (Berthelsen, Skogstad, Lau &
Einarsen, 2011), an impairment of physical health (Vie, Glasø & Einarsen, 2011) and
absenteeism (Figueiredo-Ferraz, Gil-Monte, Grau-Alberola, Llorca-Pellicer & Garcia-Juesas,
2012). Bullying was also shown to have an impact on social health in a study focused on
men’s experience of surviving bullying (O’Donnell & MacIntosh, 2016). These detrimental
results would make people feel unsafe in the workplace, so employees may be less engaged.
The workplace may suffer a high staff turnover rate or loss of productivity as a result of the
behaviour.
Indeed, the cost to an organisation of workplace bullying has been studied.
Organisational impacts include the cost of investigating claims, a decrease in staff morale, the
cost of recruitment when staff leave, a decrease in productivity, loss of organisational
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reputation and increased staff absences (Northcott, 2011). Handling issues of bullying and
harassment would therefore benefit any workplace as it would reduce or eliminate these
organisational costs.
A longitudinal study collected data from two large organisations that were
headquartered in Belgium. The study found that forcing issues and displaying problemsolving behaviour at the initial time of a conflict did relate to bullying behaviour after the
initial conflict was resolved (Baillien, Bollen, Euwema & De Witte, 2014). This would be a
situation of organisational bullying, where the processes in place can make an issue worse.
This would make how complaints are handled important for future issues.
Howard et al. (2016) found that empowerment and wellbeing can moderate the
perceptions of bullying and the subsequent reactions people have. This is particularly
important for people with a disability who may not feel empowered to begin with. The
feeling of empowerment may not necessarily be related to the work a person is performing,
but feeling empowered either in place, in person or in work would therefore influence that
employee’s perception of bullying.

Bullying of people with a disability in the workplace
A case study of an Australian worker with multiple sclerosis (MS) by Vickers (2009)
revealed that the worker had experienced harassment. The worker reported in the qualitative
study that since revealing their disability they were:
a) instructed to take long service leave when they should have been placed on temporary
incapacity benefit
b) giving a negative performance outcome and reassigned to other duties after a letter of
complaint was received (one letter in ten years of service)
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c) pressured into repeatedly going for testing that was neither wanted by the person nor
seen as needed before disclosure took place, and
d) experienced excessive scrutiny from managers and work colleagues.
Although it is unwise to extend the experience of one person to encapsulate others, the
case study by Vickers does highlight issues that can be experienced by an employee with a
disability under the guise of management practices. For example, requiring an employee to
undergo testing may be a usual management practice; however, being pressured into
repeatedly going may be perceived as bullying behaviour.
The Australian Disability Discrimination Act 1992 sets out two distinct types of
discrimination that people with a disability may experience: direct disability discrimination
and indirect disability discrimination. Direct discrimination involves treating the person with
a disability differently based on their disability. This can include not making reasonable
adjustments for the person with a disability when they are required. Indirect discrimination is
when a requirement disadvantages someone with a disability (Commonwealth of Australia,
1992). An example of indirect discrimination would be when a public building (like a library
or supermarket) has heavy doors that need to be opened to gain entry. This would
discriminate against people who do not have the strength to open the doors. Indirect
discrimination may not be a conscious decision but rather a side-effect, like if an old building
had been repurposed but not updated yet.
Internationally, a survey of managers in America found that HR and hiring managers
were not likely to see people with disabilities as reliable and productive employees (Chan,
Strauser, Maher, Lee, Jones & Johnson, 2010). This study highlights a form of indirect
discrimination called ‘unconscious bias’. Unconscious bias is when a person unconsciously
holds a view that creates assumptions about another before they are assessed on their
capability (Bendick Jr & Nunes, 2012). This indirect discrimination is not an implicit action
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such as verbal abuse or sabotaging work. However, it can lead to exclusionary behaviour
when accommodations are forgotten; for example, when a work event requires standing up
(such as a meeting or social event) but an employee cannot stand for long periods due to their
disability.
In America, Robert (2003) conducted 50 interviews of employees with a disability from
American government organisations. He found that most had experienced a) alienation at
work, including being physically separated from non-disabled work colleagues, as well as
social isolation and alienation from their work when supervisors changed the work required,
and b) harassment at work, including harassing jokes, needling, name-calling, innuendo,
mimicry, inappropriate questions, rudeness, insensitive remarks and rumours. This shows that
direct discrimination, as well as the indirect discrimination discussed previously, is occurring
in the workplace.
These conditions were also reported in England. The UK Civil Service People Survey of
2009 reported that those with a disability were three times more likely to report being bullied,
harassed or otherwise discriminated against. A report commissioned by the Civil Service
Disability Task Group found five re-occurring themes that were contributing to this
perception. These are:
•

failures in policy implementation

•

reasonable adjustments

•

lack of understanding and disability awareness

•

insufficient access to expert advice on disability, and

•

inconsistent acknowledgement of the value of staff with disabilities (UK Civil
Service, 2001).
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Bullying in the Australian Public Service
The State of the Service Report 2012–2013 stated that 16% of the Australian Public
Service reported being bullied or harassed in the last 12 months. People with a disability
reported being bullied or harassed at a higher rate (29%). This trend has continued over
several years (Australian Public Service Commission, 2013d).
A recent study of people with a disability within the APS found that one-fifth of those
interviewed had perceived an experience of harassment or bullying and that the majority of
them had not reported the experiences. Many of the experiences described related to indirect
discrimination. The study gives examples of inflexibility in practices or ignorance (Evans,
Edwards, McGregor & Upton, 2016). This would place the APS alongside other studies on
finding unconscious bias present in the workplace.
The Australian Public Service works under a code of conduct called ICARE, which was
introduced in 2013. This acronym stands for Impartial, Committed to service, Accountable,
Respectful, Ethical—values to which all Australian public servants are held accountable.
ICARE replaced the previous value system. An online document from the Australian
Public Service Commission (APSC) sets out the reasons why the values were changed. It
states that a smaller set of core values would make it easier to integrate the values into
everyday working life (Australian Public Service Commission, 2013c). A guide to
incorporating the values into the way the APS works was published by the APSC in 2014
(Australian Public Service Commission, 2014), while another report about the APS Values
and the code of conduct in practice was published online in 2016. This publication
specifically mentions workplace harassment as unacceptable behaviour under ICARE
(Australian Public Service Commission, 2016).
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Method
Data was taken from the 2013 APS State of the Service Employee Census, hereafter
referred to as the 2013 Employee Census. This is an anonymous, non-compulsory survey of
every Australian federal public servant. In 2013, there were 102 219 respondents, a response
rate representing 66% of APS employees (Australian Public Service Commission, 2013d).
This paper forms part of a larger study focusing on the disclosure of a disability. The
data was initially chosen for the research because it allows the connection of self-reported
disability to other factors, such as reasons why the respondent chose not to disclose, views on
leadership and the culture of the workplace. Although the Employee Census is run annually,
specific questions change over time. The 2013 dataset was judged for the larger study to
contain all the necessary questions. Permission was sought from the owners of the data, the
Australian Public Service Commission, for it to be released to the author for this study.
Disability was defined within the 2013 Employee Census as “any limitation, restriction
or impairment, which has lasted, or is likely to last, for at least six months and restricts
everyday activity” (Australian Public Service Commission, 2013a). This definition takes a
very medical view of disability and does not account for social situations that can ease or
hinder the access of those with disability (i.e. having a ramp for people in a wheelchair to
access the building would not restrict their everyday activity, whereas having no ramp would
restrict activity).
A question within the 2013 Employee Census specifically asks if an employee has
disclosed their disability to the human resources section in their agency. Responses to this
question are used to define those with a disability who had disclosed (answered yes) and
those with a disability who had not disclosed to their workplace (answered no)—a distinction
which is only possible due to the anonymous nature of the data. In a survey where
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respondents are identified, any respondent who discloses in the survey would, by default, be
disclosed to their agency.
This paper deals with a subset of the overall dataset, specifically those people who
reported they had experienced harassment or bullying within the last 12 months. In total, 15
294 people said they had experienced harassment and/or bullying (16% of the overall dataset)
within this timeframe. These cases were then split further into three groups of interest:
1) people who had a disability and had disclosed this disability to their agency (994
respondents)
2) people who had a disability but had not disclosed this disability to their agency (610
respondents), and
3) people who did not have a disability (13 340 respondents).
For this study, participants who were not sure if they had disclosed their disability have
been removed from any analysis. This allows for a direct comparison between people who
had disclosed and those who had not.
Questions on harassment and bullying contained within the 2013 Employee Census
related to behaviour perceived by the respondent in the last 12 months. This is self-reported,
anonymous data and therefore may be different from official reports of harassment and
bullying. The following definition was provided within the 2013 Employee Census:
For the purpose of this survey, workplace harassment entails offensive, belittling, or
threatening behaviour directed at an individual or group of APS employees. The
behaviour is unwelcome, unsolicited, usually unreciprocated, and usually (but not
always) repeated. While there is no standard definition of workplace bullying, it is
generally used to describe repeated workplace behaviour that could reasonably be
considered to be humiliating, intimidating, threatening, or demeaning to an individual
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or group of individuals. It can be overt or covert. (Australian Public Service
Commission, 2013a, p. 27)
Five of the six questions presented predetermined answer options where the respondent
could choose multiple options. Answers were coded so that each option presented as its own
binary yes or no question. These multi-answer questions were:
-

Who was responsible for the harassment or bullying?

-

What type of harassment or bullying did you experience?

-

Which of the following factors was the harassment or bullying based on?

-

If you did not report the harassment or bullying did you take any other action? and

-

Why did you not report the harassment or bullying?

The remaining question, “Did you report the harassment or bullying?”, was a binary yes
or no question. Respondents were only asked why they did not report the harassment or
bullying question if they had selected no to reporting it.
Significant tests were conducted using z-tests. Each group of interest was compared to the
others on results from every answer option. Any returned result with a p-value under 0.05
was found to be significant.
The first four of the questions listed above contained an ‘Other’ field where
respondents could write an open-ended answer which differed from those that were offered
for selection (note that the respondent could still select one or more of the offered options as
well as ‘Other’). The comments were studied within each of the three groups of interest.
Comments were run through a word-counting program called Wordle and the resulting
word diagrams/word counts were compared to see if overarching differences existed between
the groups—for example, if each group had a different most common word. While it is
acknowledged that individual responses are important, for this study the aim was to detect
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differences between groups of people to measure any influence the disclosure of a disability
had.

Findings
In total, 15 294 APS staff (16% of employees who answered the 2013 Employee
Census) reported being harassed and/or bullied in the last 12 months. Of these, 1604 had a
disability. This represents 30% of people with a disability in the 2013 Employee Census.
Disclosure of the disability had no significant influence on the prevalence of bullying
and/or harassment (Z = -0.79, p = 0.43). The percentages were incredibly similar, with 29.5%
of people who had disclosed their disability being bullied and/or harassed, and 30.3% of
those who had not disclosed their disability being bullied and/or harassed. These figures
would both rounded to the same number, 30%.
The harassment and/or bullying was mostly perceived as being from those in more
senior positions than the position held by the respondent, followed by the respondent’s
supervisor. As can be seen in Figure 1, the pattern of perpetrators, from most to least
common, was similar across the three groups. The noticeable difference was between people
with a disability (disclosed and non-disclosed) and people without a disability for someone
more senior (Z = 3.99 (disclosed) & 3.90 (non-disclosed), p<0.01 in both cases).
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Figure 1: Who respondents felt was responsible for the harassment or bullying
The most common comment left in ‘Other’ in all three groups was ‘previous
supervisor’. This is opposed to the answer option given of ‘your supervisor’, where it may
have been assumed to refer to a current supervisor. However, the question gives a period
specifically referring to within the last 12 months. Respondents can have both a current
supervisor and a previous supervisor within this period.
Two options are available for having a previous supervisor within the last 12 months:
either the respondent has moved positions (potentially to escape the situation) or the
supervisor has moved positions. The current data does not contain enough information to
identify which option applies.
Figure 2 shows what form the harassment and/or bullying took. Verbal abuse was the
most common form across all three groups, followed by inappropriate and unfair application
of work policies or rules. Only two areas showed a significant difference between those with
a disability and those without. There were no significant differences between disclosed and
non-disclosed disabilities. The two differences between disability and non-disabled were:
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a) Inappropriate and unfair application of work policies or rules (Z = 6.03
(disclosed vs non-disabled) and Z = 3.72 (non-disclosed vs non-disabled)
p<0.01 for both), and
b) Interference with your personal property or work equipment (Z = 2.53
(disclosed vs non-disabled) and Z = 2.88 (non-disclosed vs non-disabled)
p=0.01 and p<0.01 respectively).

Figure 2: What type of harassment or bullying respondents experienced
‘Other’ was the third most common option selected across all three groups for the type of
harassment and/or bullying experienced. There was no difference in the type of comments
being made across the three groups. The most common word across all three groups was
‘work’. The following are examples of comments that featured the word ‘work’:
a) exclusion from workplace duties (exclusion was the fourth-highest, or higher, word
count in all three groups)
b) higher workload
c) regarding workers comp
d) interference with my work, and
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e) treated differently to work colleagues.
Respondents were asked to select the reason why they thought they were being bullied.
Figure 3 shows their selection from the options provided. The most common reason given in
all three groups was ‘Other’. Comments provided were the same across the three groups. The
most common words were:
1. work
2. personal, and
3. personality.
Examples of comments are: ‘related to a flexible work arrangement’, ‘a different
approach to get the work done’, ‘expectation that I would do their work for them’, ‘access to
personal leave for caring purposes’, ‘a personal hatred of me’, ‘personality clash’ and
‘controlling personality’. There were other comments, but the main themes were to do with
work and personality differences between the people involved.
Differences do start to appear between those who have disclosed their disability and those
who have not. The most noticeable of these differences is for disability itself (Z = 7.04,
p<0.01) as a factor that the bullying and/or harassment is based on. What is unsettling is the
direction. People who have disclosed their disability are more likely to report disability as a
reason for the bullying and/or harassment. This means that people who have disclosed their
disability are more likely to be bullied because of said disability than their non-disclosed
counterparts.
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Figure 3: Factors respondents thought the harassment or bullying they perceived was
based on

The other significant difference between those who disclosed and those who had not
disclosed their disability was age (Z = 2.39, p<0.05). Age is linked to disability as the older
you are, the more likely you are to have a disability (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2015).
There was also a significant difference between people with a disability (both disclosed and
non-disclosed) and people without a disability for the harassment/bullying being based on
physical differences (Z = 3.47 (disclosed) and Z = 4.30 (non-disclosed), p<0.01 for both).
When asked if the bullying and/or harassment had been reported, 50.6% of people with
a disability who had disclosed their disability had reported the bullying and/or harassment.
This was compared to 42.8% of participants who had not disclosed their disability reporting
the bullying and/or harassment. This difference was highly significant (Z = 9.95, p=<0.001).
People who did not have a disability had a 43% reporting rate; this was comparable to the
people with a disability who had not disclosed and significantly different to the people with a
disability who had disclosed (Z = 10.16, p<0.001).
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Respondents who said they had not reported the harassment and/or bullying were asked
if they had taken any other action. They could choose from six options or specify an ‘Other’
action they had taken. Figure 4 shows the results. The most common action taken across all
three groups was speaking to a colleague, followed by ‘Other’ and no action taken.

Figure 4: What other action respondents took
There were no significant differences between the people who had disclosed and the
people who had not disclosed for any of the actions in Figure 4. There was a point of
difference between people with a disability (both disclosed and non-disclosed) and people
without a disability for seeking advice from your supervisor (Z =3.50 (disclosed) and Z =
2.47 (non-disclosed), p<0.01 and p=0.01 respectively).
Respondents who indicated they had not reported the harassment and/or bullying were
asked why they had chosen not to report. Figure 5 shows the reasons given by respondents.
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Figure 5: Reasons respondents gave for why they chose not to report the harassment or
bullying

The most common reason, across all groups, for not reporting the harassment and/or
bullying was that they did not think any action would be taken. Three areas differed
significantly between people who had disclosed their disability and those who had not. In all
three cases, a significantly higher proportion of respondents who had not disclosed their
disability held that view. The three areas were:
a) it could affect my career (Z=-2.23, p<0.05)
b) managers accepted the behaviour (Z=-2.55, p<0.05), and
c) I did not think it was worth the hassle of going through the report process
(Z=2.15, p<0.05).

Discussion
Disclosure of a disability shows no significant influence on the level of harassment
and/or bullying experienced by people with a disability in the Australian Public Service. This
suggests that disclosure of a disability has no discernible protective influence against bullying
and/or harassment. This is a surprising outcome and an immediate area that could be
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improved by putting programs in place targeted towards protecting those with a disability
from bullying and harassment.
However, finding no influence also means that people with a disclosed disability are
not being specifically singled out and targeted by perpetrators. This corresponds with
Notelaers et al.’s (2010) finding that workplace bullying was not related to the characteristics
of the target. Another explanation is that the person with a disability may not have a visible
disability, therefore, their workmates are not aware of their disability. A study on university
students found that those students with a visible disability were perceived as being more
socially and academically capable than those with non-visible disabilities (Akin & Huang,
2019), demonstrating that visible and non-visible disabilities are perceived differently.
However, one of the limitations of this study is that we have no data on whether respondents
had a visible or non-visible disability and therefore cannot test this theory.
Figure 1 showed that the bullying and/or harassment was most likely to be done by
someone more senior and the person’s supervisor for all groups. Given this is the case, the
lines for reporting bullying and/or harassment need to provide another avenue of reporting
that does not follow the workplace structure. This would allow people to bypass their
supervisor (potentially, the perceived perpetrator) to an independent party.
Only four statistically significant differences were found between those who had
disclosed and those who had not disclosed their disabilities. The overall prevalence of
bullying/harassment, who was perceived as responsible and the type of bullying/harassment
experienced was not influenced by disclosure of a disability. This indicates that the
similarities between the groups outweighed the differences, a finding that further agrees with
Notelaers et al. (2010) on the characteristics of the target having no effect on bullying
behaviours.
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The four areas where significant differences were found come under two broad groups.
The first of these was the reasons the respondents perceived they had been bullied and/or
harassed. The two reasons why respondents thought they had been bullied and/or harassed
(disability and age) can both be linked to the disability itself as age is closely related to
disability. In the underlying Australian population, as people age, they are more likely to
develop a disability (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2015). As the population ages, there are
more people with a disability. Age discrimination certainly exists as an independent area
(Macnicol, 2006), but the connection between this area and disability cannot be denied.
Remember, these are people’s perceptions of the perpetrator’s reasons. It is unknown how
closely they align with the actual reasons as seen by the perceived perpetrator, or indeed if
the person is even aware that they are perceived as a perpetrator. Any speculation as to why
they perceive these reasons is purely conjecture and will not be discussed here.
The second group was reporting bullying/harassment behaviour. The relationship
between disclosing a disability and reporting incidences of bullying and/or harassment is not
suggested to be a causal relationship. It is more likely related to an underlying, unmeasured
element that enables those people to speak up, both in reporting the bullying/harassment they
experience and their disability.
The reasons given for not reporting bullying/harassment behaviour were also linked to
disclosure. All three of the reasons that showed a significant difference were more likely to
be chosen by those who had not disclosed their disability. This would tie into the finding
from Howard et al. (2016) that empowerment influences reactions. Those who feel less
empowered (non-disclosed) are less likely to report bullying/harassment behaviour and their
reasons for doing so. However, this is conjecture, as the data has no way of measuring how
empowered the respondents feel.
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Differences between people with a disability and those without a disability were found in
four areas. However, this difference in the experience of bullying and/or harassment is slight
as the results show there is more in common in the respondent’s experiences (e.g. verbal
abuse was the most common form of bullying/harassment across all three groups).

Implications for Practice
This study highlighted that people with a disability were more likely to perceive the
inappropriate and unfair application of work policies and rules as a method of bullying and
harassment. An implication for the workplace is to have a discussion involving managers,
supervisors and subordinates of what would be considered a fair and appropriate application
of work policies or rules for someone with a disability. Would this be the same as for an ablebodied employee? Having this discussion may help everyone involved in the working
relationship to understand the abilities and limitations that come into play with specific
disabilities and adjust accordingly.

Limitations of the data
The data presented in this paper is self-reported, both for bullying/harassment
behaviours and for disability. It may be that the behaviour reported would not constitute
bullying behaviour under Australian law, where the behaviour must be a repeated occurrence
(Fair Work Ombudsman, 2018). However, to self-report, a person must feel as if they have
been bullied and treated unfairly. As this paper focuses on differences between people who
have disclosed a disability and people who have not disclosed, it was judged that the legal
definition would not be a hindrance to understanding these differences.
Another limitation to the data as shown by the open-ended comments is that the set
options provided as answers to the questions missed important choices. An example is being
bullied by a previous supervisor as opposed to the current supervisor.
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The data used does not report the type of disability a person has, nor its severity. This
paper is therefore unable to investigate how the type of disability (physical, mental, learning,
sensory, etc.) alters the experience of being harassed and/or bullied. This includes whether
the disability is visible or non-visible. Previous studies have shown that the broad types of
disability (physical, sensory, behavioural and neurological) may have a relationship with
discrimination (Graham, McMahon, Kim, Simpson & McMahon, 2018).

Conclusion
Disclosure of a disability in the workplace does not have a protective influence against
bullying and/or harassment. Disclosure does not influence the perceived perpetrator, or the
type of bullying/harassment experienced.
However, disclosure did correspond to more reporting behaviour, with those who had
disclosed being more likely to officially report incidences of bullying and/or harassment.
There may be intrinsic characteristics about, or lived experiences of, those who disclose a
disability which makes them more likely to report. This area warrants further investigation.
The type of bullying/harassment experienced by people with a disability is slightly
different to that experienced by people without a disability. However, there were more
elements found in common between those with a disability and those without than there were
differences.
A key finding of this research is the need to discuss what a fair and appropriate
application of work policies and rules means for someone with a disability and whether this is
the same for an able-bodied person. Hopefully, action from this type of discussion would lead
to a reduction in employees with a disability feeling bullied or harassed.
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Disclosure of Disability in the Australian Public Service: What
the statistics tell us
Disclosure of disability in the workplace is a very personal issue. What can large
datasets tell us about the propensity of workers to disclose their disability and the aspects of
workplace culture that affect or are affected by disclosure. This article compares two large
employee-based datasets collected by the Australian Public Service to identify patterns of
disability disclosure across age, gender, education and public service classification levels.
The data shows that patterns of disclosure do differ across job classification levels in the
Australian Public Service and by age but not by gender or education levels. The findings
reveal areas for further study and highlights some of the benefits disclosure can have.
Keywords: Disability in the workplace, Disability disclosure

Introduction
This paper aims to explore the situation regarding disclosure rates of disability within
the Australian Public Service (APS), especially in regards to demographic variables (i.e. age,
gender, work classification, etc.). The target is to see if there are any groups where disclosure
patterns differ thus serving to highlight any areas where demographic factors may impact
disclosure. The article starts by looking at Australia’s policy position and placing it in a
global context then studies the demographics of the data from 2013 as they affect disclosure.
Finishing with a discussion of the implications of these findings and the possibilities of future
research.

Background
The Australian Public Service (APS) is the third largest employer in Australia,
outnumbered only by the two retail giants of Woolworths Limited and Wesfarmers. The APS
employs as many Australian workers as Australia’s four big banks combined, or its two big
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miners Rio Tinto and BHP Billiton. At 30 June 2018 the APS employed 150 594 workers
(Australian Public Service Commission, 2018a), nearly 17 000 fewer than in 2013 (the period
this paper studies) as a consequence of the Federal Government’s policy of downsizing.
The APS refers to the over 100 Australian Commonwealth Government departments
and agencies where staff members are employed under the Public Service Act 1999.
Agencies can range in size, purpose, and location. They include a wide range of jobs from
speech-writers to legal experts, customs officials to scientists. While the APS is apolitical, it
is part of the executive arm of government, exercising authority on behalf of the Australian
Government and providing support to Government in undertaking its roles and
responsibilities. The APS provides policy advice and manages and facilitates the delivery of
programs, regulations and services agreed by government (further information about the APS
can be obtained from the website apsjobs.gov.au).

Key policy positions
As a signatory to the United Nations (UN) Conventions on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities, Australia is committed under Article 27 to ensuring that people with disabilities
have the right to work under just and favourable conditions including equal opportunities and
equal remuneration, safe and healthy working conditions and protection from harassment
(Assembly, U.G. (2006). The Australian Disability Discrimination Act 1992 further enforces
this by having a section on employment where it is stated that “it is unlawful”
(Commonwealth of Australia, 1992) to discriminate against people with a disability when
determining who should be offered employment, the conditions of employment, by denying
access to promotion, transfer or training and by any other detriment (Commonwealth of
Australia, 1992). The Disability Discrimination Commissioner was created within the
Australian Human Rights Commission to correspond with the Act (Australian Public Service
Commission, 2013b).
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The APS is committed to “reflecting the diversity of the Australian Community”
(Australian Public Service Commission, 2013c). Around 15% of working age Australians
have a disability (2.2 million) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012). To this end, if Australia
was meeting its obligation under the UN Convention and reflecting the diversity of the
Australian community then theoretically one would expect to see this reflected in the working
population of the APS. At 30 June 2018, the percentage of people in the APS with a disability
stands at 3.7% (Australian Public Service Commission, 2018b). The figure may never reach
15%. Some of these people will have severe disabilities that render them unable to participate
in paid work or unable to work specific jobs. Nevertheless, people with disability are still
significantly underrepresented in the APS which has fostering diversity in the workplace as
one of its key employment principles.
The Australian Government has emphasised how critical employer and co-worker
attitudes are to the success of someone with a disability in the workplace (Dutton, 2005 July).
The APS has had multiple programs to assist people with a disability into the APS workforce.
Recent programs have included RecruitAbility (Australian Public Service Commission, 2015)
and the ‘As One APS Disability employment strategy’ (Australian Public Service
Commission, 2014a). RecruitAbility is aimed at fast-tracking people with a disability to
interview in a selection process. The As One APS Disability employment strategy’s goal is
to change the way disability is viewed and thought about in the APS, aiming to strengthen the
APS as a disability-confident employer, and improve the experience of people with disability
in APS employment.(Australian Public Service Commission, 2013c).

A continuum of disability
Disability is used as a catch all phrase in employee surveys. However, it represents a
range of conditions, ages and outcomes. Even people who have the same disability (for
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example a diagnosis of Multiple Sclerosis) will be affected differently depending on factors
such as severity of the condition and medication.
In the APS’s Employee Census, disability includes psychological, psychical, sensory
and intellectual disability (Australian Public Service Commission, 2012), all of which can be
broken down into components. For example, sensory disability includes sight, hearing, and
speech difficulties. Then the scale of each disability can vary. For example, sight disability
can be a complete loss of sight, tunnel vision, loss of partial vision in one or both eyes,
blurred vision, or any other irregularity regarding sight.
Disability may be congenital, acquired before working life or acquired during working
life. It can be mild or severe. A previous study of disability in the Australian workplace
found that the severity and type of disability did impact the likelihood of work. The less
severe the disability the more likely the person would be in the labour force (Hogan, KyawMyint, Harris, & Denronden, 2012). Thus, people already in the labour force, such as in the
APS, are more likely to have less severe disabilities than their non-working counterparts.

The current situation
The OECD has compared the employment rates of people aged 20-64 years with
disability across its member countries. They found that, worldwide, the employment rates for
people with a disability are below the rate for those without a disability Sweden had the
highest rate of employment of people with disabilities at just over sixty per cent. The rate
steadily declined over 27 countries to having thirty percent of people with a disability
employed. Poland was an outlier at twenty per cent. Australia was towards the lower end of
the scale with just forty per cent of people with a disability employed compared to eighty per
cent of those without a disability (OECD, 2010).
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The rate of unemployment in Australia is typically twice as high for people with a
disability and they have less financial resources (Australian Public Service Commission,
2013d). The OECD report on Sickness, Disability and Work states that people with a
disability in English speaking countries are in a particularly weak income position with
Australia having one of the lowest employment ratios (OECD, 2010).
It has been previously shown that workers with a disability have a lower quality of
working life than non-disabled counterparts (Australian Public Service Commission, 2013a)
– they have more days off work (Broadhead, Blazer, George, & Tse, 1990), they earn less
than their non-disabled counterparts (Burchardt, 2000) and report more employment
restrictions (Hogan, et al., 2012). Understanding where and how workers with a disability fit
into the APS will help policy-makers and other key stakeholders understand the current
situation of workers with a disability in the Australian labour force.
Furthermore, labour force participation in Australia is lower for people with a disability
regardless of their education level (Hogan, et al., 2012). The authors conjectured that people
with disability may be self-selecting into jobs that they can self-accommodate. This would
remove the need to discuss or disclose their disability with their employer.
Previously the APS has participated in an inquiry into Employment and Disability in
2005 (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 2005). They also report on
disability yearly in their State of the Service Series. A report that is tabled in the Australian
Commonwealth Parliament every year on the State of the Australian Public Service
(Commonwealth of Australia, 1999).
The State of the Service Report mentions disability in relation to percentages of persons
with a disability in the workforce, engagement with supervisor, team, job and agency scores
of persons with a disability, intention to leave, job separations (exiting or transferring), job
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attraction and bullying. There is no in depth analysis of how disability is spread across the
APS in terms of job classification, education, age or gender of the public servant, only
comparisons that show median differences between people with a disability and people
without (Australian Public Service Commission, 2013d).
At the end of June 2013, the APS had 167 257 employees of which 2.9% had disclosed
a disability to the APS agency they work for (Australian Public Service Commission, 2013b).
A discrepancy in reporting rates was noted by the Australian Public Service Commission
when it found that the number of people who reported having a disability in the State of the
Service 2012–13 report was 6.8% (Australian Public Service Commission, 2013d). The
difference between these statistics indicate that a greater number of people with a disability
are employed in the APS than officially disclose. A closer examination of both of the abovementioned data sources would enable policy makers to have a better understanding of what is
occurring inside the APS workforce regarding employees with a disability, specifically
disclosure of disabilities.

Global comparisons
Publicly available figures about people with a disability in the workforce indicate some
similarities and differences between Australia and other countries. The official figures
gathered from other countries are those closest to the time of the data used in this paper,
2013.
Official reported figures of employees with a disability include 5.8% of the Canadian
2012-2013 Federal Public Service (Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, 2015b), 9.7% of
the 2014 American Federal Public Service (Partnership for Public Service, 2014), and 7% of
the 2011 United Kingdom Public Service (UK Civil Service, 2011).

96

Although Canada does ask the question if people have a disability in their anonymous
Public Service Employee Survey, these results are not published (Treasury Board of Canada
Secretariat, 2015a), possibly for privacy reasons. New Zealand does not collect information
on disability in their survey of public servants (New Zealand Government, 2014).
The official figures based on disclosure of disability in the APS are lower than those
gained via public information for other countries. However, the figure of 6.8% noted in the
State of the Service Report is close to other countries. Understanding disability disclosure
better in the APS will allow insights into arrangements of the APS, and possible reasons why
the APS official figures are so low.

Method
Two primary datasets are used for this analysis. First, the Australian Public Service
Employment Database (APSED) is a dataset that covers every APS employee (167 257 as of
30 June 2013) (Australian Public Service Commission, 2014b). To be registered as having a
disability on this dataset an individual must have disclosed their disability to their employer.
The second dataset from the APS is the 2013 APS State of the Service Employee Census (the
2013 APS Employee Census). This is an anonymous, non-compulsory survey of every
Australian federal public servant. In 2013, there were 102 219 APS employee respondents, a
response rate of 66% (Australian Public Service Commission, 2013d). For the purposes of
comparing the analyses of these two datasets with nationally representative data, comparative
data was drawn from the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ (ABS) 2012 Survey of Disability,
Ageing and Carers (SDAC).
All three datasets use the same definition of disability. Disability is any limitation,
restriction or impairment that lasts for more than six months (Australian Bureau of Statistics,
2010). All datasets are based on self-disclosure of disability. The 2013 APS Employee
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Census dataset is anonymous and the other two are confidential so that disclosure cannot be
traced back to an individual.
These datasets have been chosen due to their size and availability. To have two large
datasets for the same working environment (the APS) allows for a rare opportunity to
compare official and anonymous responses to the same question across multiple
demographic, employment and workplace factors. In this case the question for the
independent variable is constant across the datasets, ‘Do you have an ongoing disability?’
Disclosure of a disability in the 2013 APS Employee Census does not mean that an
individual has disclosed to their employer. Questions within the 2013 APS Employee Census
specifically ask if an individual has a disability, and if they have disclosed this to their
employer (the APS). The 2013 APS Employee Census thus allows the data to be divided for
some analyses to see if there is a difference between those workers with a disability who
report they have disclosed and those who have not.
Data was obtained by using the APSED Internet Interface for APSED, this is an online
system that allows for interrogation of the data and presents results tables, and a request for
2013 APS Employee Census data, gained as an anonymous, de-identified, individual level
dataset. SDAC data was obtained from the ABS for use in this project.
An overview of the APS employee population is given first, followed by an analysis of
disability distribution within specific demographic groups of workers, particularly gender,
age, education level, job classification level and length of service. Cross-tabulations have
been used to explore the nature of the population of people with a disability in the APS.
Results are presented as the proportion on the X axis that have a disability from both
APS datasets i.e. the proportion of males with a disability from APSED and the proportion of
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males with a disability from the 2013 APS Employee Census. Gender and education level are
also compared to the underlying population in SDAC.
If a difference in patterns was found between the APSED and the 2013 APS Employee
Census, statistical significance was tested using either t or z tests depending upon the sample
sizes. As N was large it was judged that a z-test would render a more meaningful result.

Results
Analysis of APSED data found that 2.9% (4671) of employees identified as having a
disability in the APS. By contrast, analysis of the 2013 APS Employee Census data identified
6.8% (6774) employees, of whom 3611 (53.3%) people said they had disclosed their
disability to the APS.
If the patterns of disability disclosure were consistent across all the groups
(male/female, across classification levels) then we would expect to see parallel results on all
figures that compare the APSED and 2013 APS Employee Census data even if the magnitude
of disclosure differed.

Gender
Figure 1 shows the percentage of men and women who identify as having a disability in
the APS and SDAC. A greater percentage of men in the APS identify as having a disability in
both the APSED and 2013 APS Employee Census data, unlike the general Australian
workforce where a greater proportion of female workers have a disability.
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Figure 1: The percentage of men and women with a disability in the APS and the
Australian workforce (aged 20-64 years).
Gender analysis of the overall APS workforce shows that it comprises more women
(57.9%) than men (42.1%) (Australian Public Service Commission, 2013d). So even though
men in the APS have a higher proportion of disability than women, female employees with a
disability (APSED = 2494, 2013 Census = 3678) outnumber male employees with a disability
(APSED = 2177, 2013 Census = 3096) by six to five. This resembles the situation told in the
SDAC numbers where the underlying population has a more even split between men and
women.
When people with a disability were asked, in the 2013 APS Employee Census, if they
had disclosed their disability to their department or agency, a greater percentage of women
(56%) than men (49%) with a disability had disclosed.

Age
Disability rates rise with age. In the 2012 SDAC survey, a steady increase in disability
rates in persons who were employed was seen with increasing age (Australian Bureau of
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Statistics, 2013). Figure 2 shows the percentage of each age group who stated they had a
disability for APS datasets (APSED and 2013 APS Employee Census) with the SDAC data.
The rate of disability rises the older the age range. However, whereas the 2013 APS
Employee Census continues to rise steadily into the older age groups the APSED data
stabilises at 50-54 years.

Figure 2: Percentage of each age group of APS employees with a disability.
From Figure 2 it can be concluded that workers with a disability are under-represented
in the APS across all ages (noting that this does not standardise for gender or educational
qualifications which will be discussed in the next section). Furthermore, older workers are
less likely to disclose a disability to their department/agency than younger workers.
In the 2013 APS Employee Census people with a disability were asked if they had
disclosed their disability. They could select one of five different answers;
1. Yes
2. No – I choose not to inform
3. No – I have never been asked for this information
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4. No- For another reason and
5. Not sure.
This distinguishes between a conscious choice not to inform and other reasons such as
being unsure or not being asked for the information.
Figure 3 shows how respondents answered for people under the age of 50 years and
people aged 50 years and over. The overall proportion to each age group answering ‘Yes’ to
‘have you disclosed your disability’ was similar. The reasons why people with a disability
had not disclosed did, however, differ between the two age groups. The proportion of people
with a disability over 50 who had never been asked if they have a disability was significantly
higher than the younger age group 15% vs 11% (p = 0.000). ‘Choosing not to disclose’ (16%
vs 14% p < 0.01) and ‘No – for another reason’ (16% vs 15% p < 0.05) were more prevalent
among those under 50 years of age.

Figure 3: Have you disclosed your disability to your agency? Comparing those under 50
years of age and 50 years and over. Bars labelled with an asterisk were found to be
significant at the p>0.05 level.
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Education Level
The education level of people who work in the APS is higher on average than the
general population. Over 50% of the APS workforce have a bachelor degree or higher
(Australian Public Service Commission, 2014b). In contrast 25% of 15-64 year olds in the
general population have the same level of education (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013).
Figure 4 shows people with a disability as a percentage of a specific education level.
Although the lines are not smooth they do run mostly parallel indicating that there is no given
education level with a tendency to disclose or not disclose their disability.

Figure 4: People with a disability as a percent of specific education levels.

Agency size
Within the APS, agencies are grouped by their size. Specifically, by the number of
employees employed under the APS Act each agency has. There are five size groupings used;
•

Micro – less than 100 employees

•

Small – 100 to 250 employees

•

Medium - 251-1000 employees
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•

Large – 1001 to 10 000 employees

•

Extra-large – More than 10 000 employees.
Figure 5 shows the percentage of employees by agency size who have a disability. The

two lines run parallel indicating that there is no difference in disclosure relating to agency
size. We can see that the average for both APSED and the 2013 Census sit closer to the large
and extra-large agencies. This makes sense as these agencies have larger numbers and can
therefore influence the data more.

Figure 5: Percentage of people with a disability by agency size

Classification level
All work in the APS is classified on the basis and value of the work being performed.
The classification level therefore relates to the job being performed and not the person
performing it. The classification structure operates across all agencies and departments. The
approved structure consists of;
•

APS levels 1-6. Including entry level roles (1-2), general and senior administrative,
technical, project and service roles
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•

Executive Level (EL) 1-2. Including middle management and professional roles and

•

Senior Executive Service (SES) Band 1-3. Including high level management
leadership and specialised roles.
There are also trainees, apprenticeships, a graduate program and some occupational

specific classifications (i.e. legal or medical officers). Figure 6 shows the employment
classification levels of people with a disability from both APSED and the 2013 APS
Employee Census as well as the average line for both datasets. Two things are shown, a) the
classification level at which people with a disability are employed and b) the disclosure rates
for each level. Figure 6 quite clearly shows that rate of disability disclosure does differ
between job classification levels.
Both datasets show that people with a disability are underrepresented in
trainee/apprentice and graduate areas as well as at EL and SES levels. They are typically
employed at the lower level APS 1-4 jobs.

Figure 6: Percentage of people with a disability by classification level
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In particular, the difference in reporting of disability between the two datasets for the
APS 1-2 is statistically significant using a z-test (z score 17.82. p < 0.001) as are the rates for
SES 2-3 (z score 3.45, p= 0.001).
Figure 6 suggests that workers at the entry level for the APS and the highest level of
SES are both choosing not to disclose their disabilities. In the 2013 APS Employee Census,
sixty-six percent of people with a disability at the APS 1-2 level (11.5% of overall APS 1-2)
said they had disclosed their disability. The intersectionality of gender with disability does
come into play with classification levels. The APS has a greater proportion of males with a
disability at the APS 1-2 level although there are a greater number of females employed at
this level. Interestingly the reverse is true at the SES 2-3 level with a greater proportion of
females having a disability but with more males being employed in the SES 2-3 band.

Length of service
In Figure 7, which shows the length of service for people with a disability, the lines for
APSED and the 2013 APS Employee Census data parallel each other with increasing
presence of public servants with a disability the longer the length of service. This indicates
that that the length of service does not affect willingness to disclose.
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Figure 7: Length of service in the APS for people with a disability.
The rising rate of disability with increasing length of service may indicate that
individuals are acquiring their disability while already in the workforce. It is also possible
that having secured a position in the APS, workers with a disability preferred to stay within
the APS rather than seek other employment over the course of their working life.
Unfortunately, the 2013 APS Employee Census has no data on when disabilities were
acquired and thus only inferences can be made from the results in Figure 7.

Discussion
It should be noted that this data has been analysed using a specific point in time, 30
June 2013. This matches the end of the Australian financial year when data is collected. Since
this time, Australia has undergone a change of government. This has had a great impact on
the Australian Public Service, first with ‘Machinery of Government’ changes and second
with extensive budget cuts which resulted in significant job losses. It is not known how or if
these job losses impacted people with a disability.
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Since this data was collected, the APS has reduced in number from 167 257 at 30 June
2013 to 150 594 at 30 June 2018 (Australian Public Service Commission, 2018a). The
analysis therefore may not provide a current overview of the position of the APS but there is
no reason to assume that patterns of employment of people with a disability and disclosure
within a reduced APS have changed over time. This analysis is also useful in defining what
information can and can’t be gleaned by using existing administrative large datasets for a
personal issue, namely disclosure.
This paper demonstrates that disability employment in the Australian Public Service is
in a healthier state than the official figures signpost. A greater number of people with a
disability work in the APS than are officially recorded. However, at this time the APS does
not currently reach its goal of reflecting the diversity of the Australian community. The APS
falls short of reflecting the 15% of working age Australians with a disability or even the
current economy wide employment rate of people with a disability in Australia which sits at
just under 9% (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2015). Although it was not expected to reach
15%, its current employment rate at less than half this, shows that the APS could improve by
continuing to recruit people with a disability.
According to results published from the 2012 SDAC national survey there are a
reported 2.22 million people of working age (15-64 years) with a disability in Australia, 48%
of whom are employed either part, or full time. The numbers of males and females with a
disability in the APS is a reflection of the underlying Australian population. However, the
employment of people with a disability in the APS does vary significantly by age of the
worker, educational qualification and job classification level.
It is important to note though that biases in disclosure appear to exist across a range of
indicators. When people with a disability were asked, in the 2013 APS Employee Census, if
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they had disclosed their disability to their department/agency a greater percentage of women
(56%) than men (49%) with a disability had disclosed. The difference in disclosure may
indicate that men and women with a disability have different experiences of working life.
Indeed, this difference of experience has also been found for people with an intellectual
disability in Sweden where a greater proportion of men were employed compared to women
(Arvidsson, Widen, & Tideman, 2014). The intersectionality of gender and disability in the
APS, as well as outside the APS, is an important issue and suggestions for future research
include this issue.
The education level of APS workers with a disability reflected a downward trend. The
higher the educational qualification, the lower the proportion of employees with a disability.
This reflects general trends in the Australian population. The rate of people with a disability
who receive a bachelor degree or higher is 14.8%; much less than the 26.2% of people
without a disability who achieve these degrees (Athanasou, 2014). Given the higher level of
education of APS employees, people with a disability are likely to be disadvantaged.
However, this issue is complex given that disabilities may be acquired after education has
been completed.
Most studies that focus on education look at either attainment of said education, or
experience during (Bines & Lei, 2011; Lang, 2015; Riddell & Weedon, 2013; Seale, 2014).
However, the longitudinal nature of disability, education, work and disclosure needs to be
borne in mind.
Classification levels displayed the largest gap between the APSED and 2013 APS
Employee Census data, specifically at the lowest (APS 1-2) and highest (SES 2-3) levels. The
number of APS 1-2 employees was not significantly different between the two datasets (4058
for APSED and 3397 for the 2013 APS Employee Census). However, the percentage of
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workers who have a disability was significantly different (3.5% for APSED and 11.5% for
the 2013 APS Employee Census). Two-thirds of those at the APS 1-2 level said in the 2013
APS Employee Census that they had disclosed their disability, but this figure was not
reflected in APSED. It may be possible that people think they have disclosed their disability
when they haven’t, i.e. telling their supervisor as opposed to having an official disclosure
recorded in agency personal files. However, without speaking to the people involved it may
be impossible to discover the full reason for this discrepancy.
For the SES classification level differences in disability rates, one theory is that the
intersectionality with gender may influence disclosure rates. Women continue to face
challenges in obtaining senior management roles (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Evans, Edwards,
Burmester, & May, 2014). A woman with a disability may feel doubly vulnerable and
therefore choose to conceal her disability as a protective measure.
Disability prevalence increased with the length of service as shown in Figure 6.
However, Figure 2 showed that the rate of disability also increased with age. Given that the
longer a staff member has been in the APS, the older they are, an increase in disability
corresponding to an increase in length of service is unsurprising. However, this may also
relate to job security for people with a disability. Having obtained employment with the APS,
people with a disability may choose to stay working there rather than looking for other work,
particularly if their disability starts to deteriorate.
The paper serves to highlight some demographic areas that affect disability disclosure
and finds that some areas do not influence disclosure and therefore focusing on them in any
campaign within the APS will not have any benefit. The APS may benefit from focusing on
the intersectionality between gender and disability to discover and remove any barriers faced
by employees.
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Limitations to the data
The 2013 APS Employee Census and APSED data relate self-reporting disability but
no information is gathered on either the type or severity of the disability. It is possible that
those employed with a disability only represent one or two specific types of disability and
may not cover the full range of severity.
Given Hogan et al’s findings that the likelihood of being employed decreased with the
severity of the disability (Hogan, et al., 2012), and that many APS employees do not disclose
their disability, it is likely that overall APS employees have very mild severity that can be
hidden in the workplace. However, this cannot be confirmed as there is no evidence in the
dataset that would allow this theory to be tested.
Comparison of the two datasets from the APS can be made because they are subsets.
Everybody who receives an invitation to participate in the 2013 APS Employee Census must
be working in the APS and therefore captured in APSED. However, it is not everyone in
APSED. Therefore, there is a chance that important information has been missed in the 2013
APS Employee Census however the response rate of 66% means that this possibility is
reduced.
Comparison with SDAC is more fraught as it cannot guarantee that either dataset shares
respondents in common or that that are completely separate. However, as the APS aims to
represent, and gets its employees from, the citizens of Australia (which SDAC represents),
the risk is considered worth taking.
It is unknown from this data whether an APS employee was hired already having a
disability or if the disability was acquired during their employment. The finding that the rate
of disability increases with age would suggest that many employees acquire their disability
while employed but again the evidence is lacking.
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Further research
The intersectionality of gender and disability can also be explored further using the
State of the Service employee census data to see how this intersectionality impacts upon
workplace culture and willingness to disclose. If these findings were followed with
interviews it would give very robust findings.

Conclusion
This paper demonstrates the demographics of people with a disability in the Australian
Public Service and provides a brief glimpse into their working life. Using large datasets has
allowed this investigation into areas of disparity for the very personal issue of disclosure
across a large range of factors and has highlighted areas that have not previously come to
light, such as job classification level disclosure disparities and how disclosure seems to stop
over 50 years of age.
In general, the trends of those with a disability in the federal public sector in Australia
reflect the underlying population, specifically regarding gender and age. Other findings add
to our understanding of how people with a disability inhabit the APS although some findings
cannot be explained easily given the current data.
Further work on how people with a disability experience workplace culture in the APS
will assist with programs currently in place, by providing information about the current
experiences of people with a disability, thereby allowing more tailored programs and
opportunities as well as increasing the quality of working life.

Data sources
The data was sourced from the Australian Public Service Commission. The
Commission was approached and has supplied the data through either, a) a dataset that this
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author was given permission to use, or b) through the Australian Public Service Employment
Database internet interface (an online database available to anyone).
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Are people with an acquired disability less likely to disclose their
disability in the workplace?
Abstract
Disability can be acquired at any stage in life. It comes with particular challenges, as
the person must adjust and redefine themselves and their place within society, including in
the workplace. What influence does when a disability was acquired have on the likelihood
that a person would be willing to disclose said disability? Using data from the 2016
Australian Public Service State of the Service Employee Census, we test whether the date of
acquisition plays a part in the decision to disclose a disability. Other workplace variables are
included using a backwards stepwise regression model. This allows us to see what features of
the workplace had a relationship with disclosure and what did not. The timing of acquisition
was found to have been significant when looking at the decision to disclose a disability in the
workplace even when other variables were included. These findings may assist in policymaking for employers who wish to retain talented employees who happen to have a
disability.

Introduction
This paper proposes the hypothesis that the longer a person has had their disability; the
more secure they feel in their identity as a person with a disability and the more comfortable
they are sharing that information in the workplace via disclosure. As the decision to disclose
a disability would not occur in isolation, this paper is looking at multiple factors in the hope
of discovering what may contribute to a person’s decision. The model will include variables
related to the workplace that have not been studied regarding disability acquisition
previously, but information outside of work, such as living arrangements or family situation,
was unavailable.
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Background
The acquisition of a disability necessitates change as a person re-negotiates the world,
including how they define both themselves and their new position in society. When Sue
Eckstein lost her leg, she chose to blog about her experience. Before her amputation, she
considered herself to be “a reader” but had lost the appetite for it immediately after her leg
was removed. She describes having to force herself to read as the activity now held no
pleasure and no longer engaged her. Having this part of her self-identity as a person taken
away was a source of great emotional turmoil. She describes the relief she felt when she
started reading again (Eckstein, 2013). Ms Eckstein had to redefine her identity. She went
through emotional pain by having this part of her changed and a great amount of relief when
she could redefine herself how she wished to be, as a reader.
Not everyone takes such a public journey when they are diagnosed. A case study by
Riddell and Weedon (2013) followed a mature-aged student when they were diagnosed with
dyslexia. The student had a difficult time coming to terms with the diagnosis, part of which
was being wary of discussing it with family and friends. This unwillingness for open
discussion is attributed to the stigma surrounding the condition when the student was growing
up. This perception of the condition resulted in the student being uncomfortable identifying
as someone with dyslexia. A meta-analysis found that help-seeking behaviours for mental
illness were related to stigmatising attitudes (Schnyder, Panczak, Growth & Schultze-Lutter,
2017). This indicates that changing social attitudes may therefore contribute to willingness to
disclose, as it may influence how someone views their disability.
Working with professionals who have undergone adult-onset hearing loss but remained
employed, Baldridge and Kulkarni (2017) found four broad areas where participants
redefined themselves after their hearing loss. Interviewees redefined 1) self, 2) success, 3)
work, and 4) social networks. Redlining themselves included addressing issues such as the
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interview subjects choosing to disclose the change in their hearing; making a conscious
choice not to be a victim and recognising their new parallel; and, equally importantly,
renegotiating their identity as a person who is defined by their career and a person who has
hearing loss.
Interviewees also redefined success, including what constitutes success. Most
interviewees redefined success as economic freedom (not being reliant on others to afford the
things you need/want) and being of service to society. Indeed, many interviewees had
redefined work by starting their own business, or they had accepted new roles. They turned
their new identity as a person with hearing loss into a contributing factor to their success
(Baldridge & Kulkarni, 2017). What this work shows is how many aspects of personal and
working life transform once a disability has been acquired. Those who pivoted their work to
take account of their disability and use it as a strength remained gainfully employed and were
economically free, which was their definition of being successful.
The process of redefining oneself can also have a mental toll. Work undertaken using
the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey showed that 16%
of the group studied had mental health deterioration following the onset of disability
(Kariuki, Honey, Emerson & Llewellyn, 2011). This highlights that the disability does not
occur in isolation. Other factors, such as mental health, can play a part in any decision a
person makes moving forward.
Psychological factors related to identity were found to be the most important factors in
the decision to disclose a disability in a review of multiple studies of university students. The
exact factors included the denial of the disability, the stigma around the disability, self-worth
and self-awareness (De Cesarei, 2015). These ideas are broken down further in a systematic
review of university students by Lindsay, Cagliostro and Carafa (2018) that lists barriers like
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stigma, discrimination, lack of knowledge of supports available and how to access them, and
the nature of the disability as factors in the decision to disclose.

Age of Disability Onset
The studies discussed in this section investigate life satisfaction and the self-rated
health of people with disability where onset occurred in childhood compared to adulthood.
The definition in Australia is that childhood ends, and adulthood starts, at age 18. However,
the author acknowledges this may vary across countries.
Differences in congenital vs acquired facial paralysis were studied by Bogart, TickleDegnen and Ambady (2012). They found that people with congenital facial paralysis used
more compensatory verbal and non-verbal expressive behaviour compared to those who had
acquired facial paralysis. This could have a broader implication across different disabilities as
it indicates that those who are born with their disability have more coping strategies in place
to fit into society than those who acquire a disability in later life.
A study in Canada compared childhood- and adult-onset disabilities. They found that
the education disruptions that can be caused by childhood-onset disability were negatively
associated with life satisfaction and positively associated with the perceptions of
discrimination. Conversely, adult-onset disability was associated with increased life
satisfaction and decreased perceptions of discrimination. However, when educational
disruptions were considered, those with childhood-onset disability displayed greater life
satisfaction and perceived less discrimination than those with adult-onset disability (Moore,
Konrad, Yang, Ng & Doherty, 2011). As the education system introduced new ways of
learning which may benefit people with disabilities, the impact of educational disruption
lessens as the disruptive influence is mitigated. This reflects how changing social interaction
with people with a disability can have a direct impact on life outcomes and satisfaction.
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People who had a childhood-onset disability were more likely to be employed if they
had a large family of origin and more close friends. The social ties provided by these
connections had a positive relationship with the person finding work and the number of hours
they worked (Baldridge, Konrad, Moore & Yang, 2017). This work shows how important
social ties and supports are to people who have a disability.
In Germany, life satisfaction was found to have dropped, on average, two years before
disability onset. It then dropped substantially the year after onset and sustained lower levels
in the years after (Infurna & Wiest, 2016). The main trigger of disability in Germany is
chronic health conditions, so seeing a drop in life satisfaction in the years before a diagnosis
is an expected result as the person would be experiencing the onset of the chronic health
condition before any diagnosis is made.
The authors point out that they found substantial between-person differences in changes
to life satisfaction both before and after disability onset. Age played a role as those aged 40–
64 years were more likely to adapt following disability onset while both younger (18–39
years) and older (65+ years) were less likely to adapt. Across all age groups, the severity of
the disability and levels of social participation were factors that affected life satisfaction. The
less severe the disability and the greater a person’s social participation, the more life
satisfaction they displayed (Infurna & Wiest, 2016). This paper demonstrates again how
important social participation is to a person with disability life satisfaction.
When Tenenbaum, Byrne and Dahlin (2014) studied physical disabilities, they found
that the severity of the disability and timing of acquisition had a strong relationship with selfefficacies (the belief in one’s own ability to execute behaviours that produce specific
performance attainments). For those who acquired the disability later in life, the more severe
the disability, and the less respondents scored on self-efficacy. However, for those who
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acquired their disability early in life (for example, early childhood), the relationship between
severity and self-efficacy was non-significant. This would suggest that the people who had
acquired disability early in life had developed coping strategies that allowed them to take part
in activities such as employment.
Two separate studies in two different countries (the United States and Korea) found that
people with disability onset after the age of 21 and 20 years respectively had poorer self-rated
health than those who had an earlier onset (Jamoom, Horner-Johnson, Suzuki, Andresen &
Campbell, 2008; Kim, Cho, Shin & Park, 2012). These findings would indicate that people
with earlier onset had adjusted to their situation (i.e. higher self-rated health). Whether this
was due to having developed coping strategies or genuinely being in better health is
unknown.

Acquisition of disability in Australia
Almost one in five Australians has a disability (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016a).
The 2012 survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers recorded that 14.4% of Australians of
working age have a disability,10 of which 52.8% participated in the workforce (Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2015).
The likelihood of developing a disability in Australia increases with age (Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2010). Expanding this finding, we can extrapolate that as the workforce
ages, the likelihood of having employees with a disability increases. If an older worker is
unaware of their rights to accommodation following disability onset, it may lead to
employees leaving the workforce prematurely (Beaulaurier & Taylor, 2001). If employers

10

Disability is defined in the Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers as any impairment, restriction or
limitation that restricts everyday activities and has lasted, or is likely to last, for at least six months (Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2016b).
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wish to retain talented staff, having a plan to provide accommodations if and when needed
will assist in keeping valued employees.
A study using the HILDA dataset looked at the impact of disability onset on
adolescents and young adults (aged 15–29 years). The researchers found that onset had a
modest immediate reduction in participation in both education and employment, followed by
subsequent stability. Social support also reduced but this then rebounded back to initial
levels. Interestingly, disability onset was not associated with a lowering of wellbeing levels
(Emerson, Kariuki, Honey & Llewellyn, 2014).

Disability in the workplace
Given the number of Australians with a disability, having someone with a disability in
the workplace is almost a given, either through entering the workplace with a disability or
acquiring a disability while employed. However, as Baldridge and Kulkarni (2017) point out,
both employees and their employers often struggle to adapt to these changes, particularly
when a disability is acquired while in the workplace.
A literature review has found that regardless of the time period, the country or the data
source used, disability always leads to a reduction in labour market prospects (Jones, 2008).
Using the HILDA data, Polidano and Vu (2015) found that the onset of disability had an
impact on full-time employment in Australia. This was due to respondents not moving into
the workforce; it was not from those already in employment leaving or downgrading their
positions. This indicates that if people were to acquire a disability while in employment, they
are likely to remain employed.
Other works found that having a disability can shorten the amount of time people spend
in the workforce. A study by Wiktorowicz (2018) showed that employees who are near
retirement age are likely to have a longer working life if they are physically fit. If they have a
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physical disability or chronic medical condition, they are less likely to be considered
physically ‘fit’. Another study in Korea found that the severity of pain experienced by a
person influenced the length of time older workers stayed in the workforce (Lee, Hong, Lim
& Yoon, 2016).
Returning to work after the onset of a disability has been studied in Singapore. Just
under half (45%) of participants returned to work after disability onset. Factors that
influenced the decision to return included age (those close to retirement were less likely to
return to work), education level, pre-disability onset job category and functional status (Chan,
Chew, Nasron, Fook-Chong & Ng, 2012).
Another factor that can influence how long employees with a disability stay in the
workforce is workplace accommodations. A study in the US has shown that 26% of
respondents did not receive accommodation in their most recent job, while 37% of people did
receive accommodation (Anand & Sevak, 2017). To put these numbers into context, a 2019
news release from the Bureau of Labor Statistics reports 19.3% of people with a disability
were employed compared to 66.3% of people without a disability (U.S. Department of Labor,
2019).
An accommodation, also called a reasonable adjustment in Australia, is any change in
the workplace that enables an employee to safely perform the essential requirements of their
role (JobAccess, 2016). This can range from equipment (phone headset, sit/stand desk) to IT
(larger screens, screen readers, speech recognition software) to working arrangements
(working from home, part-time work, scheduled breaks) to the physical building (ramps,
accessible bathrooms).
The literature suggests that gaining accommodation is the main reason people choose to
disclose their disability (Evans, Edwards, McGregor & Upton, 2016; Charmaz, 2010;
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Soorenian, 2018). Accommodations are positively associated with satisfaction and negatively
associated with discrimination for both childhood- and adult-onset disabilities, but the
relationships are stronger for childhood-onset. (Moore, Konrad, Yang, Ng & Doherty, 2011).
When other characteristics come into the equation (such as age, owning a house, the
threat of being dismissed from employment and interpersonal skills), job satisfaction for
people who have a mobility disability becomes equal to the job satisfaction found in people
without a disability. Although it does not equalise levels of job satisfaction for people with
other forms of disability, it does decrease the gap (Uppal, 2005). This shows that other factors
are influencing job satisfaction; the issue is not to do with the disability alone. This is one of
the reasons this study is including so many factors related to the workplace.

Method
The data used in this study is a subset of data gathered as part of the 2016 APS State of
the Service Employee Census (hereafter called the 2016 APS Employee Census). This is an
anonymous, non-compulsory survey of every Australian federal public servant employed
under the Public Service Act 1999. The subset specifically focuses on respondents who selfreported that they have a disability.
There were 7704 people who identified as having a disability in the 2016 APS
Employee Census. Respondents who indicated they had a disability were also asked two
further questions:
1. if they had disclosed their disability to their agency, and
2. when they acquired their disability.
The acquisition of disability was measured using six points in a person’s life. These six points
are listed in Table 1 in the results section of this paper. The answer options were coded 1–6 in
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the order set out in Table 1, which follows a progression through life. The higher the number,
the closer a respondent is to the time they filled in the questionnaire.
Initially, a chi-squared test was used to explore if the acquisition of disability altered
disclosure. Then a backward stepwise regression analysis was carried out which included
variables in the workplace that are known to influence disclosure rates, as well as other
factors which might have a relationship with disclosure. The priori p-value for significance
testing was set at 0.05 for all tests conducted.
Correlations between variables were run before adding them to the regression analysis
to identify any multicollinearity in the variables. Multicollinearity will affect the coefficients
from the regression and the tests of significance (standard errors). For this regression, with
any variables that showed a high correlation (r >0.8), we have removed one of the correlated
variables from the dataset. This will reduce any multicollinearity in the model.
Variables that have previously been shown to influence disclosure and therefore
included in this analysis are age (Emerson et al., 2014; Tenebaum et al., 2014; Infurna &
Wiest, 2016), current job classification level11 (Gray, 2020; Chan, Chew, Nasron, FookChong & Ng, 2012), relationships with others (Blockmans, 2015) and experience of
perceived bullying or harassment (Lindsay, Cagliostro and Carafa, 2017). Variables that are
in the 2016 APS Employee Census which could have an influence on disclosure, including
the length of service, satisfaction with work, satisfaction with the agency and current work–
life balance, were also included in the analysis.

11

In the Australian Public Service, job classification level ranges from Senior Executive Service 1–3 (heads and
deputy head of departments as well as group managers) to Executive Level 1–2 (directors and assistant directors
of teams) to APS levels 1–6 (entry level is APS 1 and 2). The higher the level, the more responsibility and status
a person has.
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As the dependent variable, disclosure was defined with three options: yes, no and not
sure. Respondents self-selected these options so they may not exactly match the official
records of the workplace. Due to Australian privacy laws, it would be impossible to check
how accurately the census results match any official record.

Results
Over half of respondents (54%) indicated that their disability was recorded in their
agency’s human resource information system. That leaves 46% of respondents who, for
various reasons, did not tell their agency (32%) or who were unsure if the information had
been recorded (14%).
Table 1 sets out when respondents acquired their disability. The denominator for the
percentage is the number of people with a valid response to the question when they acquired
their disability. Apart from congenital disability, the proportion of when a disability was
acquired increases over time until it is the highest in the category ‘my current job’. Almost a
third of respondents had acquired their disability while in their current job.
Table 1: When did you acquire your disability?
Congenital disability

13.5%

Childhood (post-birth, prior to schooling)

8.2%

During schooling (including university)

11.3%

In the workforce, but before commencing work in the APS

16.6%

While working for the APS, but before my current job

19.4%

While in my current job

31.0%

Comparing respondents’ disclosure status with when they acquired their disability
resulted in a Person Chi2 score of 55.8952 with a p-value of 0.000. Thus, when a person
acquires a disability seems to influence whether they disclose in the workplace or not.
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However, this top-level view does not take account of other factors shown to influence
disclosure.
A correlation matrix (available from the author) showed that two variables—‘my
supervisors works effectively with people from diverse backgrounds’ and ‘my supervisor
treats people with respect’—were both highly correlated with ‘my supervisor behaves in an
accepting manner towards people from diverse backgrounds’ (0.869 and 0.825 respectively).
Therefore, the first two variables were not included in the backward stepwise regression
analysis. This reduces the impact of multicollinearity in the model.
All variables that were removed as part of the backward stepwise regression are set out
in Table 2. The fact that these variables do not have a relationship with disclosure is just as
important as the variables that do. Understanding what does not have a significant influence
is just as important as what does. Trial and error can therefore be cut down to obtain a
solution faster.
Table 2: List of variables found to be not significant
Regarding the work
Enjoy current work
Job gives me opportunities to utilise my skills
Job gives me a feeling of personal accomplishment
I am fairly remunerated for the work that I do
Regarding the people
People in my workgroup are accepting towards people with diverse backgrounds
People in workgroup treat each other with respect
My supervisor behaves in an accepting manner towards people with diverse
backgrounds
Senior leaders behave in an accepting manner towards people from diverse
backgrounds
I receive the respect I deserve from my colleagues at work
Relationships at work are strained
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Regarding the workplace
My agency genuinely cares about employees being healthy and safe at work
My agency supports employees who are injured or become ill due to work
The workplace culture supports people to achieve a good work–life balance
My agency is committed to creating a diverse workforce
My agency really cares about my wellbeing
Ability to access and use flexible work

The final regression analysis (shown in Table 3) reveals that when other factors are
considered, when a person acquired their disability does still influence disclosure. However,
it was only just inside the set value of p<0.05. If the a priori number had been set lower, the
timing of acquisition would have been removed from the model.
Table 3: Final regression analysis

Source

SS

Model

66.19808

11 6.018007

Residual 3224.092

6,329 0.509416

Total

3290.29

Df

MS

6,340 0.518973

Number of obs
=

6,341

F(11, 6329) =

11.81

Prob > F =

0.000

R-squared =

0.0201

Adj R-squared
=

0.0184

Root MSE =

Disclosed

Coef.

When did you acquire your
disability?

0.010682

0.005313

2.01

0.044 0.000266

0.021097

Age

-0.03459

0.008698

3.98

0.000

-0.05164

-0.01754

0.09917

0.020176

4.92

0.000 0.059619

0.138721

Classification level

Std. Err.
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T

P>t

0.71373

[95% Conf.
Interval]

Employees in my agency
feel they are valued for their
contribution

-0.03285

0.012038

2.73

0.006

-0.05645

-0.00925

My agency is willing to
extend itself to help me
perform my job

0.043295

0.011746

3.69

0.000 0.020269

0.066321

Satisfaction with ability to
access and use flexible work

0.02311

0.010078

2.29

0.022 0.003354

0.042866

Satisfied with non-monetary
employment conditions

-0.02518

0.01111

2.27

0.023

-0.04696

-0.0034

Satisfied with stability and
security of current job

0.024074

0.009116

2.64

0.008 0.006204

0.041944

Satisfied with recognition
received for doing a good
job

0.032478

0.009983

3.25

0.001 0.012907

0.052049

Personally been subjected to
bullying and harassment in
last 12 months

0.078649

0.016996

4.63

0.000 0.045331

0.111967

Witnessed someone being
subjected to bullying and
harassment in last 12
months

0.048384

0.015291

3.16

0.002 0.018408

0.07836

_cons

1.152044

0.065077

17.7

0.000 1.024472

1.279616

Discussion
Initially, the cross-tabulation showed that the timing of acquisition of a disability had a
significant relationship with the disclosure; it was also found to still be a significant
contributor when other variables were considered. In a real-world setting, factors would coexist and interact to influence a person’s decision, rather than a single variable being
considered on its own.
The R-squared result from the model shows that this model explains almost none of the
variability in the dataset. One reason for this is that there may be other factors that contribute
to the decision to disclose that we do not have variables to cover. Some suggestions are:
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•

social support networks outside of the workplace

•

long-held internal stigma, and

•

being subjected to or witnessing bullying and/or harassment that occurred longer than
twelve months ago.
Social support networks outside of the workplace could be family, friends or

community groups. Internal stigma can be seen in the case study by Riddell and Weedon
(2014) where the respondent had a long-held belief about how people with a disability were
treated. The fear of bullying and harassment is a primary reason why people choose not to
disclose a disability (Gray, 2019). There is no reason for that fear to disappear if experiencing
or witnessing that type of behaviour occurred outside of the timeframe set out by the question
(i.e. more than twelve months ago).
The findings that are contained in this paper correspond with those found by other
authors regarding age (Infurna & Wiest, 2016; Jamoom, Horner-Johnson, Suzuki, Andresen
& Campbell, 2008; Kim, Cho, Shin & Park, 2012), work status/classification (Chan, Chew,
Nasron, Fook-Chong & Ng, 2012), stability and security of current job (Uppal, 2005; Evans
et al., 2016), and perceived bullying and harassment (Lindsay et al., 2019). The confirmation
of these findings lends weight to the findings that are not found in other papers. Some of the
other inclusions in the model are not studied widely but it does not mean they are
unimportant.
The factors in this analysis that were found to be important were all statements relating
specifically to the person answering them: their age, classification, satisfaction level,
interaction with bullying, etc. Table 2 lists the variables that were not found to be significant.
They contain some statements relating to the specific person but, overall, relate to issues that

133

are external, the work, the agency, etc. This split is interesting to note. However, the reasons
for this are not the focus of this paper and may be an area for further work.
The issues that were found to be significant can be split into three broad areas: set
factors (where the position is seen as fixed), influenced by work colleagues/supervisor and
influenced by the workplace. Each area is discussed in-depth below.

Set Factors
Set factors include age and classification level. Although these change across years and
as employees progress through the public service, they follow set rules: becoming one year
older every birthday and meeting the requirements of a role before progressing to a higher
classification. These factors are not as malleable as the other factors that were found to be
significant and therefore can be considered as ‘set’.
In Australia, the incidence of disability increases with age. The older you are, the more
likely you are to have a disability (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016a). This is reflected in
the findings, where almost a third of respondents acquired their disability while in their
current job (i.e. they were closer to now).

Influenced by work colleagues/supervisor
Three issues were found where work colleagues/supervisors can influence the decision
to disclose. The issues placed within this group are:
1. being subjected to perceived bullying and/or harassment
2. witnessing perceived bullying and/or harassment, and
3. being satisfied with the recognition received for doing a good job.
The second point highlights the fact that it is not just those who are the targets of
bullying and/or harassment that are impacted by it. A study of US workers found that those
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who witness bullying behaviour experience higher levels of negativity than those who are not
exposed to bullying (Lutgen-Sandvik, Tracy & Albets, 2007). Bullying and/or harassment has
the potential to be witnessed by more people than it is aimed at, particularly if it occurs in an
office environment. For example, the raised voices that can be heard through office walls or
the name-calling that can take place in a communal kitchen.
Perceiving bullying and/or harassment has previously been shown to be double the rate
for people who have a disability within the APS (Australian Public Service Commission,
2018)—a situation that has existed for multiple years (Australian Public Service Commission,
2014; Australian Public Service Commission, 2013). It has also been found that the fear of
discrimination is a reason given by respondents as to why they have chosen not to disclose
their disability in the workplace (Gray, 2019; Evans et al., 2016). Efforts to bring bullying
and/or harassment under control may therefore have the added benefit of increasing
disclosure by people who have a disability.

Influenced by the workplace
The remaining five significant issues can be directly influenced by the employer. These
are:
1. satisfaction with the security and stability of the current job
2. satisfaction with non-monetary employment conditions
3. satisfaction with access and ability to use flexible working arrangements
4. employees feeling valued for their contribution, and
5. perceiving that the agency is willing to extend itself to offer help to its employees in
how they do their job.
These findings highlight a range of areas that employers can adjust to make their
workplaces feel safe for people with a disability to disclose. Making sure employees are
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satisfied with conditions and making them feel valued will increase the chance of disclosure.
This in turn will increase the likelihood of being able to assist employees if required and also
retain talent in an ageing workforce.

Implications for employers
People who are undergoing disability onset are more likely to be re-evaluating their
lives (Eckstein, 2013; Baldridge & Kulkarni, 2017), including reassessing their place in the
workforce. Given that the likelihood of disability increases with age in Australia, an ageing
workforce is more likely to contain people who have a disability. Support and understanding
for people who have just been diagnosed with a disability are essential for workplaces who
wish to retain talented employees.
The findings from this study allow an employer to act before an employee receives a
diagnosis to make it more likely that they will discuss their new status with their agency. The
five areas found that can be influenced by the workplace can be acted upon immediately
without knowledge of any specific disabilities. Employers may also campaign to reduce the
risk of bullying and/or harassment within the workplace, thereby increasing the comfort for
employees who have a disability as well as for employees more generally.

Limitations to the data
One of the limitations of this data source is that we do not know the severity or type of
disability any of the respondents have. Previous work has shown that the severity of the
disability is one factor in adaptation after onset (Infurna & Wiest, 2016; Tenenbaum, Byrne
& Dahlin 2014; Lee, Hong, Lim & Yoon, 2016). Not knowing the severity of the disability
means that this study cannot take it into account as a relevant factor.
The type of disability may also have a bearing on disclosure. Some disabilities are
visible (e.g. when someone uses a wheelchair or a guide dog). Others are invisible but have a
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social stigma attached—for example, mental illness (Peters & Brown, 2009). As this data
does not separate visible and non-visible disabilities or any type of disability, the significance
of disability type cannot be considered in this study.

Further research
Further research should consider including the severity and type of disability,
particularly whether the disability is visible or not, in any further studies around the
acquisition of a disability. Variables that occur outside of the workplace, such as social
support or long-held beliefs about how disability is viewed both internally and by others,
should also be considered.

Conclusion
When a disability was acquired does influence the decision to disclose when considered
both in isolation and in conjunction with other variables. Of course, when a disability was
acquired will never be the only factor that people are considering when they decide to
disclose or not disclose. Multiple factors play a role and this study found that some of the
factors can be directly acted upon and influenced by employers.
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Conclusion
The main research question tying these four papers together is:
Why do people choose to disclose, or not to disclose, their disability in the
workplace?
The data to address the question was sourced from the Australian Public Service and
included over 100 000 responses from employees. Each paper presented here uses a
subsection of this data, focusing on specific aspects of working with a disability.
The first paper, Privacy and prejudice: Reasons for non-disclosure of a disability in the
Australian Public Service, analysed the reasons why public servants decided to choose to
disclose or not to disclose. Although the findings did match what had come before (fear of
discrimination, disability not impacting on work and privacy), the paper also highlighted that
disclosure is not a binary situation (telling work colleagues/supervisor but not the agency)
and that disability can strike at any time (recent diagnosis).
The second paper, Disclosure of a disability as a preventative measure against bullying
and/or harassment in the workplace, discovered that a) most of the types of perceived
bullying and/or harassment and b) the person responsible for perceived bullying and/or
harassment had no significant difference for people with a disability compared to people
without a disability. The disclosure did not provide a preventative aspect to the perception of
bullying and/or harassment.
The only significant difference found for the types of bullying/harassment experienced
was that people with a disability were more likely to select ‘inappropriate and unfair
application of work policies and rules’ as the method of bullying/harassment. However, this
was a difference between people with a disability and people without, not between people
who had disclosed their disability and those who had not disclosed.
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To gain protection from bullying and/or harassment can therefore be discounted as a
reason for choosing to disclose a disability in the workplace. However, people who had
disclosed their disability were significantly more likely to report the behaviour. Although this
is not causal, the relationship is still worth noting.
The third paper, Disclosure of a Disability in the Australian Public Service: What the
statistics can tell us, studied demographic variables to see if any of them had an impact on
disclosure. This paper found that there was no difference regarding education levels, length
of service, size of the workforce and gender on disclosure.
However, age and classification level did show an influence. People over 50 years old
were more likely to indicate that they had never been asked for this information. The variable
of classification level was more intricate in that interaction with gender was found. Women at
very high classification levels and men at very low classification levels were more likely not
to disclose their disability.
The fourth paper, Are people with an acquired disability less likely to disclose their
disability in the workplace?, focused on the acquisition of disability and whether that
influenced disclosure. As seen in the first paper regarding recent diagnosis, acquisition did
influence disclosure. This paper also revealed other variables (age, classification level, being
subjected to/witnessing bullying and/or harassment, and the stability and security of the
current job) that influenced disclosure. Some of these variables were in the employer’s
capacity to influence (feeling the agency was willing to extend itself, satisfaction with nonmonetary employment conditions and feeling valued for their work).
Overall, the reasons why people choose to disclose or not to disclose their disability in
the workplace is varied. This is not unsurprising as the data includes respondents with
different disabilities and severity of symptoms. However, across the papers, some issues
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emerged multiple times. Firstly, trust. This concept came up throughout the papers, indicating
that, based on a perception of trust or mistrust, this variable would influence disclosure. A
second variable, the fear of discrimination, also appears across multiple papers. In some
instances, this fear could be related to an actual past event of discrimination.

Policy Implications for the Australian Public Service
Specific findings from this work will allow workplaces to put policies in place to
increase the likelihood of people with a disability disclosing. These include:
•

The acknowledgement that situations change over time. Almost a third of
respondents had acquired their disability while in their current job. Starting
from a position of assuming the workforce will acquire disabilities will allow
workplaces to set up policies to retain talented staff.

•

Provide good non-monetary working conditions, including access to flexible
working conditions and job security.

•

Be clear about what is an appropriate and fair application of work policies
and rules and how flexible these rules can be regarding employees with a
disability. This will potentially reduce the incidence of perceived bullying
and harassment in the workplace for people with a disability.

•

Be willing as an employer to assist employees in doing their job. This may
take the form of reasonable adjustments, cultural shifts or simply making the
employee feel supported psychologically.

Findings from this work have been presented to the First Assistant Commissioner,
Australian Public Service Commission as well as the Diversity Strategies team who are
responsible for writing the new APS Disability Employment Strategy.
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Problems and future directions
Overall, this PhD has found new information about the reasons for people’s decisions
regarding disclosing their disability in the workplace. The use of large datasets has allowed
the extension of current research into disability disclosure and provides new ways in which
data can be analysed and viewed.
However, there were some issues with the data, mostly to do with not knowing the
type, visibility or severity of the person’s disability. This leads to further work to be done:
•

More in-depth analysis of why people say their disability does not impact their work.
What influence does this have on disclosure in the workplace, and do people with a
disability who have disclosed feel their disability has no impact on their work?

•

Looking at the type of disability a person has (mental, physical, sensory, learning or
chronic disease) to see whether this influences bullying and/or harassment behaviours.

•

The intersectionality of gender and classification level and what influence this has on
a person’s willingness to disclose.

•

The introduction of additional variables, such as the severity and type of disability
when looking at the reasons for disclosure, particularly in the study of acquired
disability.
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