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Abstract

This study explores the attitudes of university administrative staff toward disability and
their perceptions of the potential for inclusive environments in higher education institu-
tions across Georgia. Using the Attitudes to Disability Scale (ADS), a cross-sectional sur-
vey was conducted with 63 staff members from a Thbilisi-based and a regional university.
The findings reveal generally positive attitudes, especially among younger and female
staff, but expose persistent hierarchies in disability perception —particularly skepticism
toward intellectual and psychosocial impairments. While the participants expressed sup-
port for inclusion, their recommendations for occupational roles reflected narrow and of-
ten custodial views of employability. Urban-rural and tenure-based divides further un-
derscored structural and cultural barriers to full inclusion. This study concludes with ac-
tionable recommendations for inclusive training, policy reform, and participatory ap-
proaches to shift Georgian universities toward genuine inclusion.

Keywords: inclusive environment; disability; attitudes; Georgian universities;
administrative staff; higher education; ADS

1. Introduction

Inclusion within higher education has become a global imperative aligned with eq-
uity, accessibility, and social justice. Inclusion and an inclusive environment refer to the
proactive removal of social and institutional barriers that prevent full participation of per-
sons with disabilities in academic work areas. This definition aligns with the UN Conven-
tion on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) and the biopsychosocial model
of disability [1]. In this study, the term ‘persons with disabilities” refers to individuals
identified under Georgian legislation (Law on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities),
which adopts a rights-based definition consistent with the UNCRPD [2].

However, for persons with disabilities, universities remain contested spaces. Attitu-
dinal barriers, structural inaccessibility, and occupational stereotyping persist despite for-
mal commitments to inclusion. In Georgia, a country transitioning from a Soviet legacy
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and seeking alignment with international human rights” frameworks, the experience of
persons with disabilities in academia remains under-researched [3-5].

This study investigates the attitudes of university administrative staff toward disa-
bility and inclusion in Georgian higher education institutions. It specifically examines
how demographic and institutional factors shape staff perceptions and how these atti-
tudes influence views on the employability of persons with disabilities.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Conceptualizing Disability and Inclusion in Higher Education

Despite increasing commitments to workplace inclusion, the employment rate of per-
sons with disabilities remains persistently low. As of 2019, data from 32 OECD countries
show that only about 25% of individuals with high support needs and approximately 50%
of those with moderate support needs were employed. Overall, persons with disabilities
had an employment rate that lagged 27 percentage points behind their non-disabled
peers—a disparity that has remained largely unchanged for over a decade. Compounding
this issue is the rise in job-seeking among people with disabilities, which has not been
matched by job availability [6].

Higher education institutions are increasingly expected to serve as inclusive environ-
ments for all students and staff, including persons with disabilities. The shift from medical
to social and biopsychosocial models of disability —endorsed by the WHO and the
UNCRPD—has prompted a rethinking of institutional responsibilities [7,8]. Inclusion is
now framed as a process of removing social and institutional barriers rather than adapting
individuals to fit within exclusionary systems [6,9,10].

2.2. Measuring Attitudes Toward Disability

Attitudes are a critical factor in determining the success or failure of inclusion initia-
tives. In this study, we used a set of adapted items based on preliminary instruments pi-
loted in the WHOQOL-DIS development process [7]. While often referred to as the Atti-
tudes to Disability Scale (ADS), this 16-item tool has not been formally validated as a
standalone scale. It includes four conceptual domains—Inclusion, Discrimination, Pro-
spects, and Gains—that were designed to reflect attitudes toward persons with disabilities
across diverse life domains. Importantly, the Gains subscale was not retained in the final
WHOQOL-DIS instrument but is included in the present study for its interpretive relevance
to perceived societal benefit. Our adaptation of the ADS aims to capture both explicit and sub-
tle patterns of attitudinal differentiation, acknowledging its exploratory nature.

In addition, Grzeskowiak and colleagues explored how employers and co-workers
perceive and accept individuals with disabilities in the workplace. The study used data
from two large-scale surveys conducted in Poland and Finland —CATI (2019) and CAWI
(2021)—to examine differences in perceptions and attitudes across national and demo-
graphic lines measured by the Attitudes to Disability Scale (ADS) test developed by the
WHOQOL Group. The study concluded that the ADS shows robust psychometric prop-
erties and is resistant to demographic and professional variation, confirming its suitability
for use beyond clinical or disability-experienced populations [11].

2.3. Socio-Demographic Predictors of Inclusive Attitudes

Age, gender, and educational background significantly predict attitudes toward peo-
ple with disabilities. Multiple studies [12,13] indicate that younger and female respond-
ents report more inclusive and empathetic views. These differences are often attributed to
exposure to human rights discourse, progressive education, and increased social contact
with diverse populations [14].
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2.4. Organizational Culture and Disability

The concept of the “inclusive university” has evolved over recent decades, yet ad-
ministrative and structural barriers remain prevalent. Gibson (2015) [15] calls for a post-
rights pedagogy that challenges hegemonic institutional norms, arguing that surface-level
compliance is insufficient for profound structural change. Similarly, Ahmed (2012) [16]
discusses the phenomenon of the “diversity smile,” whereby universities promote inclu-
sion in rhetoric but fail to enact transformative practice. Burke (2012) [17] emphasizes that
without addressing systemic privilege and exclusion, diversity policies risk becoming
symbolic rather than substantive.

2.5. Geopolitical and Regional Factors

In post-socialist and transitional countries, efforts toward inclusion are often compli-
cated by outdated legislation, stigmatizing public attitudes, and limited training infra-
structure [18,19]. Regional disparities —especially between urban and rural institutions —
further compound these challenges [20]. Studies in Eastern Europe, including that of
Karger and Stoesz (2013) [21], note the persistence of Soviet-era deficit models of disability
that hinder inclusive reform.

Regional and National Policy Frameworks in Georgia

In Georgia, the legal framework for inclusion has strengthened in recent years, nota-
bly through the adoption of the Law on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities [2] and
national strategies for inclusive education [3]. However, implementation remains uneven,
particularly across urban and rural contexts. A 2016 report by the Public Defender’s Office
highlighted widespread accessibility issues and a lack of institutional readiness to accom-
modate disabled staff and students [3,5].

2.6. Inclusion in the Workplace and Higher Education Employment

Employment remains a key area where discrimination against persons with disabili-
ties manifests. Research by Roggero et al. (2006) [22], Ali et al. (2012) [23], and recent
OECD (2022) [6] assessments emphasize that while legislative protections exist, employ-
ers often lack clear guidance or incentives to create accessible work environments. Piggott
and Houghton (2007) [24] and Madriaga (2010) [25] have shown that disabled students
and graduates face systemic barriers during the transition from education to employment,
with institutions often failing to support inclusive pathways.

2.7. Toward Inclusive Institutional Practices

To close the gap between policy and practice, researchers call for inclusive hiring
strategies, structural redesign of roles, and integration of people with disabilities into
leadership and decision-making processes [26,27]. Universal Design for Learning (UDL),
participatory governance, and continuous disability awareness training are key elements
for fostering genuinely inclusive environments [28,29].

Despite global advancements in disability rights and educational policy, many insti-
tutions remain constrained by ableist assumptions and insufficient implementation strat-
egies. The literature clarifies that attitudinal change —while necessary —is not enough.
True inclusion requires a systemic transformation that engages with intersectionality,
power dynamics, and institutional culture.

Attitudes toward disability significantly determine whether environments become
inclusive or perpetuate marginalization [14].

Cross-cultural studies such as study (2016) [30] in China, research (2004) [29] in the
United States, and research [18] in Europe have identified consistent global patterns in
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disability hierarchies. These typically show more favorable attitudes toward people with
physical disabilities compared to those with intellectual, cognitive, or psychosocial disa-
bilities. Scior (2011) [31] highlights that such hierarchies reflect deeper structural stigma
that persists across cultures.

Research has consistently shown that younger individuals and women report more fa-
vorable attitudes toward persons with disabilities [12,13]. Exposure to rights-based discourses
and inclusive pedagogy is believed to influence these perspectives. However, even among
supportive populations, implicit biases can manifest in occupational stereotyping, with people
with disabilities often viewed as suitable only for low-responsibility roles [31].

Institutional culture also shapes inclusion. Gibson (2015) [15] argues for a “post-
rights” pedagogy that moves beyond compliance toward epistemological transformation.
Despite inclusive policies and accessibility laws in many countries, including post-social-
ist states, administrative inertia and tokenistic approaches often limit substantive change
[17,26]. Urban-rural divides in resources, training access, and exposure to diversity have
further deepened inequities in educational inclusion [19].

The recent literature also emphasizes the importance of engaging disabled voices in
shaping inclusive environments. Studies by Bruyere et al. (2004) [29] and Roggero et al.
(2006) [22] highlight that meaningful inclusion requires institutional will and participa-
tory approaches that challenge hierarchical assumptions and reframe people with disabil-
ities as rights-bearing citizens rather than passive recipients of support.

Despite the growing number of frameworks and tools promoting inclusion in higher
education, implementation gaps remain. The literature calls for sustained professional de-
velopment, inclusive hiring practices, and organizational cultures that recognize the full
spectrum of disability —including invisible and cognitive forms —as essential components
of institutional equity [8,23].

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Aim of This Study

This study aims to explore the attitudes of university administrative staff in Georgia
toward persons with disabilities and their perceptions of inclusive environments in higher
education institutions. Specifically, this research examines how demographic variables
such as age, gender, institutional location (urban vs. regional), and duration of employ-
ment influence attitudes toward disability. Additionally, this study investigates which oc-
cupational roles university staff consider suitable for people with disabilities, revealing
underlying assumptions about employability and inclusivity.

Understanding the attitudes of university administrative staff toward disability is
crucial for fostering inclusive environments. This study specifically focuses on attitudes —
defined as evaluative responses toward people with disabilities—measured through a
structured set of survey items. However, we also recognize that perceptions, such as views
on the feasibility of workplace inclusion and role suitability, are conceptually related and
emerge through qualitative responses. These two dimensions—attitudes and percep-
tions—are treated as analytically distinct but mutually informative.

This study addresses a significant gap in the Georgian higher education context,
where empirical evidence on disability inclusion is limited and where universities are un-
dergoing transitional reforms aligned with broader diversity and equity goals. The find-
ings inform policy development, staff-training programs, and institutional strategies for
fostering inclusive educational and workplace environments for people with disabilities.
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3.2. Research Design

A cross-sectional, quantitative research design was employed to assess the attitudes
of administrative staff toward people with disabilities across two public universities in
Georgia: one located in the capital city, Tbilisi, and the other in a regional area. This design
enabled a comparative analysis between urban and regional institutional environments
and allowed for the capture of a snapshot of current perceptions and practices.

Participants

Sixty-three university administrative staff members (N = 63, Female 80% and Male
20%) participated in this study. The participants were selected using purposive sampling
from two public universities in Georgia—one located in the capital city, Thilisi, and the
other in a regional area. The goal was to ensure representation across various administra-
tive departments, including human resources, academic affairs, student services, and gen-
eral administration. Selection criteria included availability, willingness to participate, and
departmental role diversity. Random sampling was not employed; instead, the participants
were invited based on institutional accessibility and functional relevance to disability-related
administrative processes. As this was a non-probabilistic sample, the findings should be inter-
preted with caution and cannot be generalized to the entire university administrative popula-
tion in Georgia. Informed consent was obtained from all participants, and the study protocol
received ethical approval from the relevant institutional review board.

Demographic data collected included participants’” age, gender, duration of employ-
ment, and institutional location. These variables were later used to examine their relation-
ship with attitudes toward disability. The mean duration of working was 12 years (M =
12.37, SD =10.5, Maximum = 41 and Minimum = 1).

3.3. Data Collection Tool

The survey instrument used in this study was adapted from preliminary items pi-
loted during the development of the WHOQOL-DIS module. Although commonly re-
ferred to as the Attitudes to Disability Scale (ADS), this tool does not represent a fully
validated or standardized scale. Rather, it includes conceptual categories —Inclusion, Dis-
crimination, Gains, and Prospects —intended to capture general attitudes toward disabil-
ity. The Gains subscale, in particular, is used here in an exploratory capacity to gauge
perceptions of the broader benefits of inclusion.

Our instrument comprised 16 items measuring four subscales:

e Inclusion (e.g., belief in people with disabilities” ability to participate in society);

e  Discrimination (e.g., negative stereotypes or stigma);

e  Prospects (e.g., perceived future opportunities for people with disabilities);

e  Gains (e.g., personal or social enrichment through engagement with people with dis-
abilities).

Each item was rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to
“Strongly Agree.” The ADS has been validated in study [11].

A Georgian-language version was used following rigorous translation and back-
translation protocols by the WHO guidelines [11]. That back-translation was used to pre-
serve the integrity of the original scale.

The maximum total score for each domain is 20 (midpoint score of 10). Inclusion and
Discrimination were correlated positively (Spearman’s rho = 0.419, p < 0.001) and Gains and
Discrimination was correlated positively (Spearman’s rho = 0.277, p < 0.05). As shown, the
Discrimination and Prospects subscales have good internal consistency (See Table 1). The In-
clusion and Gains subscales had reliability coefficients of approximately 0.60, which reflects
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moderate internal consistency. This suggests that interpretations based on these subscales
should be made cautiously and supported by triangulation with qualitative responses.

Table 1. Staff’s age and university location: demographics (%).

University Location 18-34 35-49 50+ Total
Capital 86% 78% 35% 70%
Region 14% 22% 65% 30%

In addition to the ADS, the survey included an open-ended question asking partici-
pants to suggest job roles within the university that they believed were appropriate for
people with disabilities. This qualitative component provided additional context to the
quantitative findings and helped to uncover implicit occupational stereotypes.

3.4. Data Collection Procedure

The survey was distributed in paper and electronic formats, depending on staff pref-
erence and accessibility needs. Data collection was conducted over a two-month period in
2024. Participation was voluntary and anonymous, and the respondents were assured that
their responses would be used solely for academic research purposes.

3.5. Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics software (Version 27). De-
scriptive statistics were computed to summarize participant demographics and average
scores across ADS subscales. Inferential analyses included t-tests and one-way ANOVAs
to explore differences in attitudes; one-way ANOV As were conducted using the four ADS
subscales as dependent variables. Independent variables included age group (18-34, 35—
49, 50+), gender (male, female), employment duration (<5 years, 5-15 years, >15 years),
and institutional location (Tbilisi vs. regional). Assumptions for the ANOVAs were tested
and met (Levene’s test p > 0.05), with Welch’'s ANOVA applied where assumptions were
violated. Post hoc comparisons (Bonferroni) were included for statistically significant ef-
fects as the Bonferroni Post hoc test is used for a small number of planned comparisons.

Additionally, Pearson’s correlation coefficients and a Spearman’s rank-order correla-
tion were used to explore the relationships between variables (e.g., age and ADS scores).

Qualitative data from the open-ended responses were coded thematically. Common
categories were identified to interpret the types of occupational roles perceived as appro-
priate for persons with disabilities and to contextualize these views within broader attitu-
dinal frameworks.

3.6. Ethical Considerations

This study adhered to international ethical standards for research involving human
participants. All participants provided informed consent prior to participation. Anonym-
ity and confidentiality were strictly maintained throughout this study. The participants
were informed of their right to withdraw at any time without penalty. The Ethics Com-
mittee of Ilia State University granted ethical approval (R/130-25).

4. Results

This section presents the key findings from the cross-sectional survey conducted with
63 university administrative staff members in Georgia. The results are organized accord-
ing to the core variables of interest: age, gender, location (urban vs. regional), duration of
employment, disability type preferences, and occupational role suggestions.
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4.1. General Attitudinal Trends

Descriptive analysis of the Attitudes to Disability Scale (ADS) showed that the Pro-
spects subscale had the highest mean score (M = 17.22, SD = 2.16), followed by Inclusion
(M =13.95, SD = 2.19), Gains (M = 13.73, SD = 2.14), and Discrimination (M = 13.06, SD =
2.98). Internal consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha. The Inclusion and Gains
subscales had reliability coefficients of approximately 0.60, which reflects moderate inter-
nal consistency. This suggests that interpretations based on these subscales should be
made cautiously and supported by triangulation with qualitative responses.

4.2. Differences by Age

A one-way ANOVA revealed a statistically significant difference in the acceptance of
persons with disabilities total scores across age groups, F(2, 60) = 4.48, p = 0.015. Post hoc
analysis using the Bonferroni correction indicated that participants aged 18-34 reported
significantly higher acceptance (M =29.43, SD = 8.90) compared to those aged 3549 (M =
22.78, SD =8.06), p = 0.025. No other pairwise comparisons reached statistical significance.
These results suggest that younger staff members demonstrate higher perceived ac-
ceptance of persons with disabilities than middle-aged staff.

Similarly, a one-way ANOVA showed a significant effect of age on willingness to
employ persons with disabilities, F(2, 60) = 8.16, p = 0.001. Bonferroni post hoc compari-
sons revealed that the 18-34 age group reported significantly greater willingness to hire
persons with disabilities (M = 12.22, SD = 2.32) than both the 35-49 group (M = 10.30, SD
=2.48), p=0.016, and the 50+ group (M =9.47, SD =1.74), p =0.001. No significant difference
was found between the 35-49 and 50+ groups. These findings indicate that younger staff
members exhibit more favorable attitudes toward employing individuals with disabilities
compared to their older counterparts.

A Pearson’s correlation analysis revealed a strong positive relationship between par-
ticipants” age and their employment duration (r = 0.84, p < 0.001), indicating that these
variables are closely related in this sample.

4.3. Differences by Gender

An independent sample t-test was conducted to examine gender differences in atti-
tudes toward disability, as measured by the Inclusion subscale of the Attitudes to Disabil-
ity Scale (ADS). The results indicated that female staff members (M = 14.17, SD = 2.20)
scored significantly higher on the Inclusion subscale compared to male staff (M = 12.67,
SD =1.60), t(61) = 1.95, p = 0.05. This suggests that women in the sample expressed more
inclusive attitudes towards with persons with disabilities.

However, no statistically significant gender differences were observed on the other
ADS subscales, including Discrimination, Prospects, and Gains.

4.4. Urban vs. Regional Institutional Differences

Institutional affiliation was associated with significant differences in attitudes and
willingness toward disability inclusion. An independent sample t-test revealed that cen-
tral university staff (M = 11.15, SD = 2.55) reported significantly greater willingness to hire
persons with disabilities compared to regional university staff (M = 9.90, SD = 2.10),
t(40.65) = 2.03, p = 0.05. However, no significant differences were observed between the
two groups in terms of perceived workplace acceptance of persons with disabilities.

In addition, the participants from the central university (M =17.61, SD = 2.23) scored
significantly higher on the Prospects subscale of the Attitudes to Disability Scale (ADS)
than those from the regional university (M = 16.31, SD = 1.70), t(61) = 2.52, p = 0.02. This
suggests more optimistic attitudes toward the future of individuals with disabilities
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among central university staff. No significant institutional differences were found on the
other ADS subscales, including Discrimination, Inclusion, and Gains.

4.5. Duration of Employment

Administrative staff with longer tenure at their institutions tended to express less
optimistic attitudes toward the future prospects of persons with disabilities. This was evi-
denced by a statistically significant negative correlation between duration of employment and
scores on the Prospects subscale of the Attitudes to Disability Scale (o (rho) =-0.363, p <0.01),
suggesting that extended exposure within the same institutional environment may be associ-
ated with more conservative or skeptical views regarding disability inclusion.

A Spearman’s rank-order correlation was conducted to assess the relationship be-
tween length of employment in the university and attitudes toward disability. The analy-
sis revealed a moderate negative correlation between employment duration and both ac-
ceptance of persons with disabilities (p(rho) = —0.353, p = 0.005) and willingness to hire
persons with disabilities (p(rho) = -0.336, p = 0.007). These findings suggest that adminis-
trative staff with longer tenure at the university tend to express lower acceptance and
reduced willingness to employ individuals with disabilities.

4.6. Disability Type Perceptions

When asked about their willingness and acceptance to work with individuals with
different types of disabilities, respondents were more accepting of physical impairments
than intellectual or psychosocial disabilities. Intellectual disabilities, in particular, were
associated with a significantly lower willingness to employ or collaborate (see Table 2).

Table 2. Georgian version of psychometrics of Attitudes to Disability Scale (ADS).

Domain

Items (4 Per Domain) Cronbach’s a

Inclusion

Discrimination

Gains

Prospects

- Having a disability can make someone a wiser person

- Some people achieve more because of their disability

- People with a disability are more determined to reach their goals
- Sex should not be discussed with people with disabilities

- People should not expect too much from those with a disability 0.80
- People with a disability should not be optimistic about their future

- People with a disability find it harder than others to make friends
- People with a disability have problems getting involved in society
- People with a disability are a burden on society

- People with a disability are a burden on their family

0.60

- People often make fun of disabilities

- People with a disability are easier to take advantage of

- People tend to become impatient with those with a disability

- People tend to treat those with a disability as if they have no feelings
- Having a disability can make someone a stronger person

0.80

0.60

In particular, this study also examined co-workers’ perceived acceptance of individ-
uals with various types of disabilities, including mobility impairments, visual impair-
ments, hearing impairments, and intellectual/mental limitations, within the workplace.
The perceived acceptance scale, which consisted of four items representing these disabil-
ity types, demonstrated good internal consistency (Cronbach’s a = 0.80).

Similarly, the willingness to employ persons with disabilities scale, assessing will-
ingness to hire individuals with these same disability types, showed acceptable internal
consistency (Cronbach’s a = 0.70). A strong positive correlation was found between will-
ingness to hire and perceived acceptance (o (rho) = 0.521, p < 0.001), indicating that higher
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acceptance of disability diversity in the workplace is associated with a greater willingness
to employ persons with disabilities. Table 2 shows notable differences in how various
types of disabilities are perceived and accepted in the workplace.

Acceptance Scores:

The respondents reported the highest acceptance toward individuals with mobility
and manual barriers (M =7.78, SD =2.49), followed by visual barriers (M =7.14, SD = 3.03).
Acceptance was lowest for individuals with cognitive disabilities, including intellectual
and mental health conditions (M = 4.54, SD =2.91), indicating a possible disability hierar-
chy in workplace attitudes.

Willingness to Employ Scores:

Similarly, willingness to employ followed the same pattern, with the highest willing-
ness for persons with mobility impairments (M = 3.11, SD = 0.81) and visual impairments
(M =3.02, SD =0.77). Willingness was lowest for individuals with cognitive disabilities (M
=2.14, SD = 0.90), reflecting lower readiness to include this group in employment.

Overall, the results suggest that functional type of disability significantly influences
both acceptance and willingness to employ, with respondents demonstrating greater
openness to physical impairments and more hesitation toward intellectual and mental-
health-related disabilities (see Table 3).

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for acceptance and willingness toward people with disabilities across

functional domains (N = 63).

Domain Mean Median Mode SD Min Max

Acceptance

Mobility and manual barriers 778 8 10 249 1 10
Visual barriers 714 8 10 3.03 1 10
Hearing or communication barriers 587 6 10 299 1 10
Cognitive barriers (including intellectual 454 4 1 201 1 10
and mental)

Willingness

Mobility and manual barriers 311 3 3 081 1 4
Visual barriers 3.02 3 3 077 1 4
Hearing or communication barriers 251 2 2 086 1 4
Cognitive barriers (including intellectual 214 D ’ 090 1 4

and mental)

This trend reflects findings about the “hierarchy of disability” and points to a critical
area for awareness-building.

4.7. Occupational Role Preferences Based on Open-Ended Responses

Thematic analysis of open-ended responses revealed a tendency to assign people
with disabilities to roles perceived as low-risk, low-responsibility, or highly routinized.
Most frequently suggested positions included:

e  Assistant;
e  Copy Machine Specialist;
e IT Assistant.

Few participants proposed administrative or academic roles, and even fewer sug-
gested managerial or supervisory positions. The responses often reflected implicit as-
sumptions that people with disabilities require constant support or cannot handle com-
plex tasks, particularly in environments involving public interaction or decision-making
authority (see Table 4).
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Table 4. Perceived suitable job positions for persons with disabilities (ranked by percentage of

agreement).

Job Position Percentage (%)
Assistant 73.0
Copy Machine Specialist 65.1
IT Specialist 57.1
Consultant 50.8
Assistant Librarian 50.8
Assistant Teacher 47.6
Operator’s Assistant 46.0
Administrator 444
Cleaning and maintenance staff 429
Technician 38.1
Services at Café 34.9
Dish Washing at Café 30.2
Guard 30.2
Gardening 31.7
Cook at Café 28.6
Postal Office 28.6
Animal Care 23.8

4.8. Policy Awareness vs. Practical Recommendations

While the participants scored highly on the Prospects subscale of the Attitudes to
Disability Scale (ADS)—indicating perceived future opportunities for people with disa-
bilities—the open-ended responses painted a more constrained picture. When asked to
suggest job roles appropriate for persons with disabilities, the most frequently cited posi-
tions were limited to cleaning, clerical support, receptionist roles, and document sorting.
Very few respondents mentioned positions involving decision-making, student interac-
tion, or leadership.

This discrepancy highlights a gap between the participants’ conceptual endorsement
of inclusion and their practical imagination of how inclusion would manifest within their
institutions. It is possible that the respondents support disability rights in principle but
maintain limited views of actual workplace capability, likely shaped by infrastructural
barriers or lack of institutional exposure to disability-inclusive employment.

This contrast may reflect latent ableist assumptions or a reliance on the status quo,
where certain roles are seen as more “realistically” accessible given existing limitations in
accommodation. It also suggests that institutional policies promoting inclusion may not
yet be deeply internalized as practice-level expectations among staff. Thus, policy aware-
ness does not necessarily translate into a transformative vision of workplace inclusion.

5. Discussion

This discussion interprets this study’s key findings in the context of the existing lit-
erature on disability, inclusion, and higher education, with a focus on administrative staff
perceptions within Georgian universities. It explores how demographic variables, institu-
tional environments, and cultural attitudes interact to shape understandings of disability
and inclusivity.

5.1. Positive Attitudes Mask Structural Barriers

This study found generally favorable attitudes toward people with disabilities on the
ADS Prospects and Inclusion subscales, particularly among younger and female staff.
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These results are consistent with global findings suggesting that younger generations so-
cialized within human rights discourses are more receptive to inclusive values [13]. Fe-
male participants’ higher empathy scores align with previous research linking gender
with prosocial orientations [12].

However, this positivity appears to be superficial in many cases. The dissonance be-
tween inclusive attitudes and limited imagination in job role suggestions underscores
what Gibson (2015) [15] calls a “post-rights paradox”: institutions appear to comply with
inclusion rhetorically while sustaining exclusionary practices in reality.

In addition, the respondents expressed greater openness to physical impairments
and more hesitation toward intellectual and mental-health-related disabilities. This con-
tradiction reflects a persistent hierarchy of disability [31], wherein physical impairments
are considered more “acceptable” than intellectual or psychosocial disabilities.

5.2. Urban Advantage and Regional Constraints

Staff in the Thbilisi-based university scored higher on the Prospects subscale, suggest-
ing that urban institutions may have greater access to resources, exposure to inclusive
practices, and policy enforcement mechanisms. These findings align with research from
other transitional societies where regional disparities hinder the implementation of equi-
table policies [19].

Nonetheless, even in urban contexts, limitations in role suggestions reveal how
deeply entrenched ableist norms remain. Despite institutional policies promoting disabil-
ity rights, staff often defaulted to suggesting roles of low complexity or limited visibility.
This suggests that policy diffusion has not yet transformed internalized perceptions of
competence and potential.

5.3. Tenure and Institutional Inertia

This study observed that staff with longer employment durations expressed more
cautious or skeptical views toward persons with disabilities. This trend may indicate in-
stitutional inertia, where exposure to outdated models of disability during earlier phases
of career development continues to shape present-day attitudes [15,32].

This cohort effect also highlights the importance of sustained professional development
and training that updates staff perceptions and practices in line with contemporary disability
frameworks. However, the observed association between employment duration and attitudes
toward disability may partially reflect the influence of age, given the strong positive correla-
tion between age and duration. This suggests that employment duration may act as a proxy
for age, and interpretations based on duration alone should be made cautiously.

5.4. Disability Type and the Limits of Inclusion

The respondents’ reluctance to employ individuals with intellectual or psychosocial
disabilities points to deep-seated stigma. This hierarchy of disability is not unique to Geor-
gia and has been observed in many cultural contexts [30]. However, in Georgia, the influ-
ence of Soviet-era medicalized views of disability may further reinforce these biases [4].

While overtly hostile attitudes were rare, the frequent assignment of supportive or cus-
todial roles to persons with disabilities suggests that inclusion is conditional and patronizing
rather than empowering. As Piggott and Houghton (2007) [24] discussed, real inclusion must
extend beyond integration to encompass agency, autonomy, and parity of esteem.

5.5. Institutional Policy vs. Practical Inclusion

Although the respondents reported awareness of university policies on inclusion, their
practical suggestions for integrating persons with disabilities into the workforce were often
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narrow and limiting. This gap reflects findings from other contexts where institutional com-
mitments to diversity are undermined by the everyday reproduction of exclusion [16,17].

The notion of a “diversity smile” [16] is apt here: Universities project an image of
compliance and openness, yet systemic change remains superficial. Staff may perceive in-
clusion as a bureaucratic obligation rather than a transformative practice. Without engage-
ment in the epistemological conflict that inclusion entails [26], universities risk reducing
diversity to symbolic gestures.

5.6. Implications for Georgian Higher Education

The results of this study suggest that Georgian universities must move beyond de-
clarative commitments to inclusion and instead adopt structural, cultural, and pedagogi-
cal reforms. These might include:

e  Ongoing training in inclusive education and disability awareness, tailored by role
and department.

e  Development of inclusive recruitment and promotion pathways for people with
disabilities.

e Institutional audits to identify and dismantle ableist assumptions embedded in job
design.

e  Strengthening the visibility and agency of disability services’ units.

Regional institutions also need to build capacity to reduce geographic disparities in in-
clusive practices. As the global literature demonstrates, decentralization of support, resource
sharing, and leadership engagement are critical for successful implementation [20,29].

5.7. Toward a Post-Rights Pedagogy

In line with Gibson’s (2015) [15] critique, this study reinforces the need for a post-
rights pedagogy —an approach that treats inclusion not as a compliance task but as an
ethical and epistemic transformation. Such an approach would challenge the normative
assumptions of the university as a space designed for nondisabled bodies and minds and
instead center the voices, needs, and ambitions of disabled people themselves.

By fostering dialogical, reflexive, and participatory institutional cultures, Georgia
universities can close the gap between policy and practice, between attitude and action.
Only through such efforts can inclusive environments truly flourish.

5.8. Limitations and Implications

While this study provides valuable insights, it is not without limitations.

The sample size is relatively small and drawn from only two universities, which may
limit the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, self-reported attitudes may be sub-
ject to social desirability bias, especially in institutional contexts where inclusivity is po-
litically emphasized. We acknowledge that although back-translation ensured linguistic
accuracy, it may not have captured deeper cultural nuances, which cognitive interviewing
techniques could address in future studies.

In addition to the limitations associated with sampling and instrument validation,
the internal consistency of some ADS subscales was modest. Specifically, Cronbach’s al-
pha for the Inclusion and Gains subscales was approximately 0.60, which indicates only
moderate reliability. As a result, conclusions drawn from these subscales should be re-
garded as exploratory rather than definitive. The Gains subscale, in particular, was de-
signed to capture broader perceptions of societal benefits associated with inclusion and
may not directly reflect interpersonal attitudes.
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It is important to interpret the staff's recommendations for job roles for people with
disabilities with caution, particularly when distinguishing between perceptions of indi-
vidual capability and assumptions about feasibility within the current institutional envi-
ronment. While many participants listed administrative, technical, or cleaning roles as
“appropriate,” their reasoning often appeared rooted in existing infrastructural limita-
tions rather than a belief in inherent inability. For instance, several responses implied that
the absence of sign language interpreters or accessible software would hinder the employ-
ment of deaf or visually impaired individuals. This suggests that, in some cases, feasibility
within the present system —not perceived competence —shaped their suggestions. Future
research should explicitly distinguish between attitudinal and environmental constraints
to better understand and challenge these assumptions.

Despite these limitations, this study offers a timely and empirically grounded per-
spective on the inclusivity landscape within Georgian higher education and contributes
to the ongoing discourse on disability rights and inclusive academic environments.

6. Conclusions

This study contributes to the growing understanding of the barriers and enablers of
disability inclusion within Georgian universities. While many administrative staff ex-
pressed generally positive attitudes toward people with disabilities, deeper analysis re-
vealed significant disparities in the perceived employability and roles suitable for persons
with disability —particularly those with intellectual or psychosocial disabilities. These
findings suggest that while Georgian higher education institutions are formally aligned
with inclusive policies, they still reflect structural ableism and cultural biases, especially
among longer-serving and regionally based staff.

The observed discrepancy between institutional commitment and practical applica-
tion is consistent with the broader international literature, which identifies the gap be-
tween symbolic policy and transformative practice (Ahmed, 2012; Gibson, 2015) [15,16].
The widespread tendency to suggest only routine or custodial jobs for persons with disa-
bilities reflects an underlying deficit-based model that continues to shape workplace
norms. To address this, institutions must go beyond awareness-raising and move toward
systemic transformation.

This study also recognizes its limitations, including the modest internal consistency
of the Inclusion and Gains subscales on the Attitudes to Disability Scale (ADS), as reflected
in Cronbach’s alpha values near 0.60. Therefore, while the findings provide insight into
broad patterns, they should be interpreted with caution. To offset these constraints, qual-
itative responses were thematically analyzed to enrich interpretation and contextual un-
derstanding.

7. Recommendations

Based on these findings and international best practices, the recommendations below
are proposed to strengthen disability inclusion within Georgian higher education.

7.1. Embed Comprehensive Disability Training in Professional Development

Training on disability awareness, Universal Design for Learning (UDL), and inclu-
sive practices should be mandatory and tailored to administrative roles. Given this study’s
finding that younger staff held more inclusive views, it is essential to provide upskilling
opportunities for long-serving personnel, particularly in regional settings where attitudes
were less progressive [7,13].
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7.2. Challenge Hierarchies of Disability Through Cultural Change

The persistent bias favoring physical over intellectual or psychosocial disabilities re-
quires targeted interventions. Awareness campaigns, guided by people with lived experience
of disability, can confront these assumptions and humanize less visible impairments [8,31].

7.3. Re-Evaluate Job Design and Institutional Roles

The narrow range of roles suggested for people with disabilities in this study signals
an urgent need to redesign administrative and academic functions. Institutions should
conduct audits of job descriptions and adopt flexible models that accommodate various
strengths and support needs [22,29].

7.4. Strengthen and Empower Disability Support Units

These units should be granted expanded authority, funding, and visibility to lead
institutional reforms. Their mandate should include data monitoring, staff training, and
advising on inclusive recruitment. Their absence or underutilization was noted indirectly
in the participants’ reliance on vague references to policy rather than specific practices.

7.5. Foster Participation of People with Disabilities in Institutional Governance

Genuine inclusion requires participatory structures. Involving disabled students and
staff in decision-making bodies, planning committees, and evaluation processes will en-
sure institutional change is co-produced rather than imposed from above (Slee, 2011). [26].

7.6. Address Urban—Regional Disparities in Inclusion Capacity

This study identified a clear gap between urban (Thbilisi-based) and regional staff at-
titudes. Targeted capacity-building initiatives, including peer learning exchanges and re-
gional hubs, should be established to decentralize expertise and foster inclusive commu-
nities across all campuses [18].

7.7. Develop Inclusion Benchmarks and Accountability Tools

Universities should adopt explicit inclusion benchmarks tied to national and inter-
national standards, such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(UN CRPD). Regular self-assessment and reporting mechanisms can help measure pro-
gress and keep institutions accountable.

By enacting these recommendations, Georgian universities can move beyond sym-
bolic gestures and toward a transformative model of inclusion that affirms disability as an
essential component of human diversity and institutional excellence.
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Disability Language/Terminology Positionality Statement: This article adopts person-first lan-
guage (e.g., “persons with disabilities”) in line with both the Georgian legal framework —particu-
larly the Law on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2020)—and international human rights
conventions such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), which
Georgia ratified in 2014. Person-first language is also consistent with the biopsychosocial model of
disability adopted in this study and reflects the terminology currently embedded in Georgian policy,
academic, and professional discourse. The use of person-first language acknowledges the individu-
ality and humanity of persons with disabilities while avoiding the reduction of identity to a diag-
nostic category. This choice also aligns with established practice in social work and education dis-
ciplines in Georgia, which emphasize dignity, rights, and inclusion. We recognize that in other cul-
tural contexts, including within disability communities globally, identity-first language (e.g., “disa-
bled people”) may be preferred to emphasize disability as an integral and politicized aspect of iden-
tity. While this paper respects such perspectives, the decision to use person-first language reflects
the dominant legal, institutional, and sociolinguistic norms of the Georgian context in which this

study was conducted.
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