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Personal sacrifice and corporate cultures: Career progression for disabled 
staff in Higher Education 

Abstract  

Disabled people are underrepresented in higher education (HE), especially in senior posts. This paper 
reports research on the perspectives of career progression into leadership held by disabled staff in 
one post-1992 University. Findings indicated that some participants were already engaged in 
leadership or aspired to such roles, and reported positive experiences. However, participants also 
experienced barriers to progression, including a lack of awareness of equality and diversity among 
managers and colleagues, inadequate professional development opportunities and the competitive 
organisational culture of management that could impact on their health and work-life balance. We 
conclude that disabled staff in HE do not yet have equal opportunities for progression into 
leadership roles as their non-disabled peers. There is a need for a realignment of the culture of 
leadership and management to make it more compatible with the full inclusion of disabled staff in 
HE such that their unique contributions are valued.  
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Points of interest 

 Disabled staff are under-represented in higher education, especially in leadership positions. 

 Our research sought the views of disabled staff about their opportunities for career 
progression into leadership roles. 

 Many of our participants were already engaged in leadership; as well as positive 
experiences, many reported barriers to progressing into leadership. 

 Barriers included a lack of appropriate attitudes, support, training and development, the 
competitive corporate culture, and for some, the nature of their specific impairment. 

 Our recommendations include a clearer support structure for disabled staff, investment in 
opportunities for professional development, improved awareness generally of equality and 
diversity. 

 


