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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This white paper provides an in-depth examination of the challenges faced by employees with invisible disabilities
in the workplace. It underscores critical areas such as stigma, disclosure, advocacy, and ableism, offering
actionable insights for organizational leaders. These findings draw upon rigorous research, including Dr. Jessica
Hicksted's dissertation and the Workplace Invisible Disability Experience (WIDE) Survey, to present a clear pathway
toward fostering a more inclusive and equitable work environment. By addressing these barriers, businesses can
enhance employee engagement, innovation, and overall organizational performance.

INTRODUCTION

Invisible disabilities encompass a broad spectrum of conditions that are not immediately apparent to others.
Examples include ADHD, chronic pain, mental health conditions, and neurodivergent identities. Despite the
protections afforded by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), individuals with invisible disabilities often
encounter significant challenges in the workplace, ranging from difficulties in obtaining accommodations to
experiencing discrimination and underrepresentation.

This white paper leverages the findings from Dr. Jessica Hicksted’s academic research and the WIDE Survey to
highlight the unique obstacles faced by employees with invisible disabilities. It provides strategic recommendations
aimed at helping organizations embed diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) principles into their corporate culture.

ABOUT THE RESEARCH

The purpose of this quantitative study was to develop and rigorously validate a new tool for measuring stigma
associated with invisible disabilities. Grounded in robust theoretical frameworks, the research integrates Roberts’
conceptual model of professional image construction encompassing social identity, impression management, and
organizational behavior; with Meisenbach’s stigma management communication theory, which explores how
individuals encounter and navigate perceived stigmas. Additionally, Kelley and Michela’s causal attribution theory
provided a foundation for examining how perceptions influence workplace dynamics.

This study involved 1,412 adults in the United States aged 18 years or older, all of whom were currently employed
or had been employed within the past five years. The Workplace Invisible Disabilities Experience (WIDE) scale
underwent confirmatory factor analysis, demonstrating exceptional reliability and validity (X2/df = 1.855, CFI =
.955, RMSEA = .045, p =.0001). The scale consists of three subscales, Ableism, Advocacy, and Acceptance, all
exhibiting excellent internal consistency reliability. Furthermore, total scores and subscale scores for Advocacy and
Acceptance were significantly linked to employees' intentions to disclose their disabilities.

The study’s implications for organizational leadership are profound. By understanding and addressing the stigma
associated with invisible disabilities, companies can foster workplace environments that promote performance,
satisfaction, and inclusivity. This validated tool equips leaders with actionable insights to drive meaningful change
and advance their diversity, equity, and inclusion objectives.
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KEY FINDINGS

ADVOCACY

Average Rating: 4.67 (out of 6)
Employees with invisible disabilities rated the importance of organizational advocacy efforts 7% higher than their
non-disabled peers.

* Insight: Effective advocacy includes accepting employees' self-identification without requiring burdensome
proof of disability.

* Recommendation: Organizations should implement dedicated advocacy programs and foster peer-led initiatives
to amplify the voices and concerns of employees with invisible disabilities. This approach can bolster trust and
create a supportive culture.

ACCEPTANCE

Average Rating: 4.01 (out of 6)
Disabled employees reported a 7% lower perception of acceptance compared to non-disabled employees.

* Key Concern: A lack of education and awareness among management about disability accommodations
contributes to lower acceptance.

* Recommendation: Introduce mandatory training programs for all management levels that emphasize the
importance of inclusive practices, empathy-based leadership, and the proactive accommodation of employees
with disabilities.

ABLEISM

Average Rating: 3.37 (out of 6)
Employees with invisible disabilities expressed 10% higher concerns about ableism than their non-disabled
colleagues.

* Concerns: Key challenges include barriers to promotion and emotional exhaustion stemming from workplace
biases and microaggressions.

* Recommendation: Establish and enforce zero-tolerance policies for ableism. Develop accountability measures,
including regular reviews of workplace behaviors and continuous education on inclusive practices to mitigate
systemic ableism.

DISCLOSURE INTENTIONS

Percentage of Employees Disclosing: 64% of employees with invisible disabilities chose to disclose their condition
in the workplace.

Disclosure Averages:

* Disclosure to HR: 6.38 (out of 10)

* Disclosure to Manager: 6.71 (out of 10)

* Disclosure to Coworkers: 6.04 (out of 10)

* Key Insight: Employees often hesitate to disclose to HR due to uncertainty about receiving appropriate
accommodations or fearing potential stigma.

* Recommendation: Develop confidential, accessible channels for employees to disclose their conditions and
ensure that accommodation policies are clearly communicated and consistently upheld. Transparency and trust-
building in these processes are paramount.
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RECOMMENDATIONS SUMMARY

ENHANCE ADVOCACY EFFORTS

* Implement mentorship programs to support employees with invisible disabilities.
* Ensure representation of individuals with invisible disabilities in leadership roles to model inclusivity.

FOSTER ACCEPTANCE

* Integrate DEI goals into organizational performance metrics and leadership evaluations.
* Provide ongoing education for all employees on invisible disabilities and their impact on workplace dynamics.

COMBAT ABLEISM

* Develop and enforce inclusive language guidelines to promote respect and understanding.
* Actively address microaggressions and discriminatory behaviors through structured reporting and resolution
processes.

SUPPORT DISCLOSURE

» Offer multiple, safe avenues for employees to disclose their conditions, including anonymous or confidential
options.
* Provide assurances against retaliation and ensure accommodation requests are handled promptly and fairly.

CONCLUSION

The research findings from the WIDE Survey and Dr. Hicksted’s dissertation underscore a critical need for
enhanced inclusivity for individuals with invisible disabilities in the workplace. By adopting a focused strategy
addressing advocacy, acceptance, ableism, and disclosure, organizations can create a healthier and more equitable
work environment. These efforts not only benefit employees with invisible disabilities but also contribute to
improved organizational culture, innovation, and employee retention.

NEXT STEPS

* Conduct a follow-up survey to measure progress on implementing these recommendations.

» Establish a cross-functional task force dedicated to embedding the outlined strategies into organizational
practices.

* Engage with disability rights consultants and DEI specialists to deliver tailored training sessions and evaluate
organizational inclusivity.

By committing to these steps, organizations can position themselves as leaders in workplace diversity and
champions of equity for all employees.
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