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A day without 
explanation

– the future 
of disability 

inclusion?



2

As a global company serving people around the world, we 
recognise that we are in a unique and privileged position to 

help improve the quality of life of people with disabilities. We strive 
to foster a disability-inclusive culture throughout our organisation. 
Understanding people’s needs is key to doing this, which is why 
this insight is so valuable to us. We will use these findings to reflect 
on and improve our own practices. I would like to thank everyone 
who participated in this research, which will help immensely in our 
efforts to deliver the best possible experience for our employees, 
clients and customers.

Sean Haley 
Region Chair,  
Sodexo UK  
& Ireland

Covid-19 has changed the way we live and work. Amidst these 
changes, we see the opportunity to make a lasting, positive 

impact on the experiences of people with disabilities. This report 
discusses some of the insights and actions that leaders and businesses 
can take, such as making practical adjustments and advocacy from the 
very top. Let’s work together to create a more inclusive experience for 
people with disabilities, not only at the workplace, but in society as well.

Johnpaul Dimech 
CEO Geographic Regions  
& Region Chairman – Asia Pacific 
Executive co-sponsor for disability
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This is a detailed report following 
research conducted by Sodexo in 2019 
to examine the quality of life of people 
with lived experience of disability.

You may be wondering why a 
multinational services company such 
as Sodexo would look to launch a 
research project about disability. And, 
in truth, it was an exploratory process 
for our teams – one in which we learned 
a lot about our own organisation, as 
well as the people who kindly took the 
time to share their experiences with us. 

As well as employing 30,000 people 
across the UK and Ireland, Sodexo 
provides a diverse range of services to 
both private and public sector clients. 
We believe that the best way to create 
lasting value is to make people the 
central focus of organisations, and 
society as a whole. We view quality 
of life as a decisive, yet largely 
unexplored, factor governing individual 
and collective performance. 

In 2018, we achieved Leader status 
in the UK Government’s Disability 
Confident scheme, affirming the 
commitment we made to recruit and 
retain people with disabilities and long-
term conditions. This builds on a global 
commitment Sodexo made in 2015 to 
provide 100% of our workforce with 
access to programmes for people with 
disabilities by 2025.

We decided to conduct this research 
in order to understand more about 

the lived experience of people with 
disabilities from their perspective, 
amplifying their voices in the direction 
of large-scale employers and service 
providers (including ourselves). We did 
so because we believe that it is only 
through understanding the voice of the 
individual that we can provide a truly 
personal service.

Amongst other key findings, our 
research shows that when it comes 
to employment and the customer 
experience (as two critical components 
that can either add to, or take away 
from, a good quality of life), the onus 
rests too much with individuals having 
to repeatedly ask for adjustments. In 
particular, the survey respondents often 
highlighted that those who experience 
either hidden or visible disabilities have 
to explain what they need (sometimes 
repeatedly), and rely on processes 
that remain inflexible, and which don’t 
address everyone’s needs.  

Our study took place in September 
2019, and we began to collate our 
results towards the end of the calendar 
year. We had no idea what challenges 
2020 would bring – with the Covid-19 
pandemic completely changing life as 

Welcome

Welcome to A day without explanation  
– the future of disability inclusion? 

We decided to conduct this research 
in order to understand more about 
the lived experience of people with 
disabilities from their perspective
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we knew it. From then on, employers 
and service providers have had to adapt 
to new ways of working, diversifying 
services at pace in order to survive. 
These changes affected the way in 
which every single person lives their 
lives, and perhaps shone a light on 
injustices that had previously been  
kept in the shadows. 

So, while the world may look very 
different now compared to when we 
conducted our research, we have been 
presented with a fantastic opportunity 
to apply the learnings. 

The reset button has been pressed. 
In the coming months and years, we 
will all work to rebuild our businesses 
and livelihoods. During this process, 
we can change the way we work, 

interact, and design services to build 
a more inclusive society. We can use 
our knowledge to make each day one 
without explanation for generations  
to come.

I believe that the learnings from this 
research can be applied the world over. 
Sodexo will continue to drive progress 
in this space, working with other 
organisations, as well as people on the 
ground, to ensure that there is real 
partnership in supporting employees 
and customers with disabilities. 

Together, we can create disability 
confidence as people and as 
organisations.

Margot Slattery  
Sodexo Global Chief Diversity  
& Inclusion Officer
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Sodexo story

Promoting inclusion of people with disabilities

2013 2015 20162014

Global  
task force 
created

Making the 
difference  
Case studies 
of employees 
with disabilities 
published

Declared that 
100% of our 
workforce 
will have 
access to our 
programs for 
people with 
disabilities  
by 2025

Denis Machuel, 
CEO, Sodexo 
signs ILO 
Business and 
Disability 
Charter

Open up… to our 
ability to talk  
about disability 
campaign 

Global 
communication 
to neutralise 
stereotypes
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2018 2019 20202017

Animated 
video on 
mental health 
and wellbeing 
including a 
video from 
our executive 
sponsors talking 
about their 
commitment 
to creating a 
culture free of 
stigma around 
mental health

Joined Business 
Disability Forum 
global disability 
task force

Launched global 
mental health 
e-learning 
programme

Disability Quality 
of Life research 
project undertaken 

Take a Closer Look: 
There is more to 
us than you might 
think campaign

Launched UK & 
Ireland disability 
employee network

Joined the 
Valuable 500

Not all 
disabilities are 
visible campaign

Global campaign  
on invisible 
disabilities, as 
part of the human 
experience - 
animated video 
and posters
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PurpleSpace were delighted to 
conduct this research with Sodexo; 
so uniquely placed are they to 
impact on the quality of life 
experiences for disabled people, as 
customers as well as employees. 

Anticipating people’s needs 
requires people to listen and to 
act appropriately. It is no longer 
acceptable to rely on providing one-
off adjustments on request. It is now 
a necessity to ensure adjustment 
processes both at work and in  
customer services are part of the  
DNA of good practice.

Seven years ago, in 2013 I invited 
100 employers to take part in the 

Thoughts from Kate
Kate Nash  
OBE, CEO and creator 
of PurpleSpace

ground-breaking Secrets & Big News 
research project which resulted in a 
book of the same name. The employer 
participants were drawn from an 
extensive employer base and in total 
55 employers took part. Together 
they reached a total of 2,511 disabled 
employees who responded to the survey. 

While the primary purpose of the 
research and corresponding respondent 
base were different to this Sodexo 
research, we chose to use some similar 
questions. For one of those questions 
the percentage difference is significant 
and could be cause for optimism. 

The Sodexo research results indicate 
that cultural changes, possibly driven 
by the 15 big ideas that were contained 
in the original research (for employers 
and employees), are having a direct and 
positive impact on the ability of disabled 
employees to bring their authentic 
selves to work. 
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Sodexo research results
The Sodexo research, while it illuminates areas that still need to be addressed, 
signifies that significantly more disabled people feel less fear in sharing 
information about their disability with their employer than they did six years ago.

Of most significance was the question asked about the reasons for not sharing 
information about disability/ill health with their employer. 

The 27% drop in the “fear based” reasons is notable – and could be a helpful sign 
of more visible workplace adjustment processes, the cascading of “authentic story-
telling” campaigns and the rise of disabled employee resource groups/networks.

I don’t really need 
any adjustments 
made in the way 
that I do my job so I 
prefer not to notify 
my employer 

I do not need 
any adjustments 
at work 

I don’t see it is 
relevant to tell my 
employer – it is 
my business 

I do not see it as 
relevant to tell my 
employer as it is 
personal 

I am worried that if 
I tell my employer 
there may be 
repercussions 
either now, or in 
the future 

I am worried that if 
I tell my employer 
there may be 
repercussions 
either now, or in 
the future 

2013
Secrets & Big 

News research

2019
Sodexo 
research

22% 39%

15%

60%

32%

33%
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Case study - life during Covid-19 

Tim Stevens, Catering Operations Manager, shares his and his wife’s 
experience of supporting their two daughters during Covid-19

My wife and I have 
two daughters 

with autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD). They 
have faced some similar 
challenges during the 
pandemic so far; both are 
much more comfortable 
communicating with 
their peers on-line, 
WhatsApp and Instagram 
especially. So the social 
communication element 
of their lives was not 
significantly impacted 
at first, in fact to some 
degree they have preferred 
it. However, by the 
time we came around 
to returning to school, 
both were clamouring for 
greater social contact. 

When it came to 
learning, they had highly 
contrasting experiences of 
the school closures. Lilly is 
highly focused and is able 
to learn quickly and was 
able to manage herself 
with little encouragement. 
Evie however has always 

needed a peer group or 
class group, coping much 
better when she has 
behaviours to mirror and 
is able to see what her 
classmates are doing and 
maintain it. Without that 
example she struggled 
with the online learning, 
and with the odd subject 
exception, found it 
immensely challenging. 

With that challenge 
came highly stressful 
situations for her, a loss of 
self-confidence and some 
instances of self-harm.  
We were supported by 
school as best they could 
but the subsequent return 
to the classroom has left 
her happier, performing 
better and coping better 
with a routine. Despite 
those challenges, my wife 
and I feel lucky to have 
been able to spend time 
with them, time that in a 
non-Covid-19 world, we 
would not have had.

Looking back, I am not 
sure much more could 
have been done for our 
greatest challenge, which 
was Evie’s learning, in a 
scenario such as this. That 
morning routine, the class 
full of examples would 
be nearly impossible 

to recreate in a virtual 
world. ASD is a lifelong 
development disorder 
and my wife and I have 
actively taken part in all 
the training that was 
available to us in order 
to better understand our 
daughters’ behaviours 
and how to manage and 
support them. 

Maybe the thing that 
has benefitted us the 
most, and would many 
others, is the knowledge 
we have of the disability, 
the time invested in 
understanding both it and 
our daughters who are 
affected. Forewarned is 
forearmed after all.

10

Evie struggled with 
the online learning, 
and with the odd 
subject exception, 
found it immensely 
challenging.

Despite those 
challenges, my wife 
and I feel lucky to 
have been able to 
spend time with them, 
time that in a non-
Covid-19 world, we 
would not have had.
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Over 1.3 billion people across the world 
live with some form of disability¹. 84% 
of all disabled people acquire their 
disability or health condition during the 
course of their working life². 77% of our 
respondents (and 70% nationally) have 
a hidden disability, often in addition to 
a visible disability³.

This means that the majority of 
people who have a disability, illness or 
health condition are having to make 
sense of an experience they would 
most often prefer not to have as well 
as make personal adjustments to the 
way they live and organise their lives 
– through the course of their working 
lives. They have to learn new skills in 
order to survive and flourish at work. 

This report clearly demonstrates that 
there is more to be done by employers 
and service providers through the 
eyes of employees and customers and 
reinforces the need for organisations to 
proactively support disabled people. 

Above all, the research demonstrates 
the need for clear expectations on both 
sides and to take the onus off those 
with personal experience of disabilities 
having to continually ask for ‘help’ 
while working for their employer or 
when buying a product or receiving  
a service from  
an organisation.  

Executive summary 

This is particularly true for people with 
hidden disabilities. The research found:
n  45% of people with personal experience 

of disabilities have to explain individual 
needs on each visit to a service provider 
or retailer. Only 18% feel their needs have 
been anticipated.

n  While 93% feel that anticipating 
needs is crucial for the success of any 
organisation, only 30% of those with 
personal experience of disabilities say 
that they regularly receive a great service 
as a customer where their needs are 
anticipated, and half would describe their 
employer as ‘disability confident’.

n  Those with personal experience of 
disabilities have a lower perception of 
their own quality of life than those without 
disabilities. In particular, 79% believe that 
people with disabilities find it harder to 
build and nurture inner confidence.

n  The line manager is pivotal to the 
employee experience. 75% of our 
respondents informed their line 
manager, but only 12% used a formal 
monitoring process. A third of those who 
don’t highlight their disability to their 
employer are worried that there would be 
repercussions. 

This report presents the findings of 
the research and, through the voices 
of employees and customers, looks 
to demonstrate what a disability 
confident organisation could feel like.

Disability affects all employers and service providers

Simply put, it means a day without a fight.  
A day without an explanation. A normal day really.  

And that would make the difference for many of us.
The words of a survey respondent  

1. World Bank Group, 2019; 2. Disability Rights UK, 2016; 3. Centre for Disability Studies, 2018
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Being a customer

In the UK, as in many other countries, 
service providers are legally required to 
respond to the needs of their disabled 
customers and consumers and make 
provision for them. However, the onus 
is on people with disability to highlight 
their needs, and this is a process that is 
repeated constantly. 

45% of those with personal experience 
of disabilities have to explain individual 
needs to a different person on each 
visit, and this increases among people 
with hidden disabilities. And only 18% 
have any experience of having their 
needs anticipated/being recognised as 
a person with a disability.  

Three in 10 people with disabilities 
believe they regularly receive a 
good service where their needs are 
anticipated. Just over four in 10 
disagree. Opinion is also polarised 
as to whether needs are any more 
understood as an employee or a 
customer. Respondents do tend to feel 
that senior management are slightly 
more concerned about their customers’ 
needs than their employees’ needs.

Comments from respondents make it 
clear that the onus is too heavily placed 
on people with disabilities to ask for 
what they need. The respondents also 
highlighted the importance of living the 
values of good customer care.

Language is important to me. 
Having experienced mental health 
problems, if I see people about to 
serve me coffee calling each other 
‘nutters’ or making fun of other 
customers, that makes me want to 
never return to that outlet.

The respondents highlighted how 
challenging it is to have to repeat the 
same information, sometimes daily, 
about their access requirements.  
We hear much about the need to 
build in routine access features when 
it comes to technology, transport 
and packaging. However, even during 
the most basic of human exchanges 
(purchaser to/from supplier) it can be 
enormously hard for people to secure 
the adjustments they need because 
it can often ‘require them’ to share 
information that is hard to have  
to repeat.

You feel like you don’t have 
to keep explaining yourself but at 
the same time you feel that any 
questions asked are of real value to 
help you gain the best service.
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Q: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following?

I regularly receive a great 
service as a customer 

where my disability related 
needs are anticipated

My disability needs are 
better understood at work 

than as a consumer

Senior management care 
about clients, customers 

and users with disabilities

Source: Sodexo Quality of Life survey, Oct 2019. Base: All respondents with personal experience of disabilities 
(95). (In all of these statements, there are some respondents who felt unable to specify an opinion).

41%

39%

32%

40%

60%

30%

DISAGREE AGREE

The research highlights there is 
significant appetite for disabled 
customers to want to use industry/
company specific mechanisms 
that make it easy to be ‘noticed’ or 
‘identified’ as having access needs.  
65% believe that it’s helpful for 
businesses to provide customers with 
the ability to highlight any hidden 
disabilities, such as a lanyard or badge.  
However, only 7% have experienced the 
use of such tools/techniques.

An example I’ve recently 
observed is when we travelled 
overseas and my partner wore a 
sunflower lanyard. This is accepted 
in most European countries and 
without any spoken word the trip  
was so smooth. In the past 
we had many an upset due to 
misunderstanding especially as 
some disabilities are not visual.

Several cited inhumane treatments 
and the need to ensure all employees 
share the organisation’s vision.

It can be demeaning if the 
organisation has not trained their 
employees to share their vision. I 
have hidden disabilities that resulted 
in operations and permanent 
metalwork inside me. When going 
through security at a UK airport I 
was told to expose my operation 
scars in public view as they didn’t 
believe me!
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Being an employee

The survey included 892 employees 
from organisations right across the 
UK, including 171 Sodexo employees. 
Respondents highlight the constant daily 
struggle that they face when deciding 
what to share about their disability at 
work, most often based on their view 

of how that will be perceived by others. 
While sharing this type of information 
may have practical benefits, it can also 
bring personal challenge and discomfort 
as well as the need to actively participate 
in the outcome of how people might 
receive such information.

The ability to...

Discuss your disability  
with your line manager

Discuss any needs, 
adjustments,  

accommodations or  
barriers to working  

most effectively

Tap into peer group  
support at work

Suggest new ideas and 
initiatives to better support 

employees experiencing ill 
health, injury or disability

Receive mentoring,  
advice and support

Hear about people with 
disabilities in senior  
or managerial roles  
in the organisation

Source: Sodexo Quality of Life survey, Oct 2019. Base: All respondents with personal experience of disability (95).

29% 40%

23% 20%

30% 18%

35% 21%

23% 47%

DOES NOT DOES  
DO WELL         WELL

41% 11%

67% experienced

61%

22%

30%

23%

15%

Q: Which of these does your employer do well? 
Q: And which have you experienced?
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I choose not to tell anyone as I  
don’t want to be made redundant.  
Due to my age and year I was born I 
am forced to work a further six years 
so I cannot afford to lose my job.

The wealth of verbatim comments we 
obtained helps us get under the skin of 
the data. In describing their experiences 
as employees, the reoccurring theme 
was that of being a ‘passive’ recipient 
of a ‘pre-cooked’ workplace adjustment 
process/outcome done by employers to 
disabled employees. Very few used the 
language of ‘partnership’  or ‘dialogue’ 
of two stakeholders coming together 
to discuss a challenge that will, much 
more often than not, result in positive 
measures, of reasonable and easily 
affordable costs, designed to support 
an employee to deliver well at work.  

I am on a phased return to work 
process and at a recent meeting no 
adjustments were made at all  
and it made me feel isolated/
vulnerable and I had to leave as  
a result of discomfort.

Respondents are often more negative 
than positive about receiving support 
from their employer. In particular:

n Receiving mentoring, advice and support

n Peer support at work

n Hearing more from senior managers

n  The organisation being proactive with 
new ideas to better support employees 
experiencing ill health, injury or disability.  

Perhaps most worryingly, those who 
have shared their workplace needs, and 
therefore are more likely to be aware or 
have experienced support, still remain 
more negative about their employer’s 
record. Those working in the private 
sector are more positive about both 
themselves and their employers.
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Case study - life during Covid-19 

David Scott, an Operations Director, and his wife Gayle share their 
experiences of looking after their son Harry during Covid-19

Our son Harry, 22, has 
moderate learning 

disabilities, physical 
disabilities, hyper 
sensitivity and a  
diagnosis of autism.  
He needs care 24/7 and 
help with all aspects of 
his personal care. Prior 
to Covid-19 Harry was 
on a Life Skills course 
at a specialist provision 
college. My wife is retired 
and Harry’s main carer. 
Before Covid-19 we 
employed two personal 
assistants for a total of 
15 hours per week, to take 
Harry out and to provide 
us as a family with a break 
from caring.

During the first 
lockdown, Harry was 
very happy and relaxed 
being at home and not 
having to attend college. 
His anxiety levels have 
reduced because he’s not 
had to get dressed, travel 
for college, outings or 
holidays. He’s enjoyed 
having no unexpected 
visitors. Harry has loved 
seeing neighbours and 
also taking part in the 
Thursday NHS clap. Harry 
has really enjoyed the 
closer interactions (virtual) 
with his broader family.

On the flipside, college 
closed quickly, there was 
no time for them to help 
students understand 
what was happening. 
We had to cancel Harry’s 
personal assistants. Harry 
has had anxiety around 
the impact the virus could 
have on him. He’s refused 
to take part in virtual 
college classes as he sees 
college and home as two 
separate entities. He’s 
had no contact with any 
peers from college and 
therefore no socialisation 
outside of the family. 

Because of Harry’s 
learning disability he 
often forgets about 
Covid-19 and becomes 
frustrated when the 
restrictions prevent 
him from doing things 
he enjoys. Harry’s next 
college course was due 
to start in September but 
it’s not clear when things 
will get back to normal. 
Harry is struggling with 

the uncertainty of many 
aspects of normal life. 

It does feel like the 
whole learning disability 
community has been 
forgotten. Everything 
stopped in March, and 
we’ve not heard if and 
when anything will go 
ahead in the future.  
It feels like adults with 
learning disabilities don’t 
fit into any group, most 
would not be furloughed, 
most don’t necessarily 
need to shield and yet life 
is on hold. 

Many carers have been 
providing care 24/7 since 
March without the usual 
help and breaks, and 
I’m sure this is having 
negative impact on both 
carers and those been 
cared for. Going forward 
there needs to be plans 
in place to help those 
with learning disabilities 
understand and cope with 
any future pandemic.

It does feel like 
the whole learning 
disability community 
has been forgotten. 
Everything stopped  
in March...

16

Going forward there 
needs to be plans 
in place to help 
those with learning 
disabilities understand 
and cope with any 
future pandemic.
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Wellbeing and disabilities at work 

Overall, 79% of our respondents 
believe that people with disabilities 
find it much harder to build and 
nurture inner confidence and 
resilience which may impact their 
ability to progress at work. 

Taking Sodexo’s quality of life 
indicators, we mapped perceptions 
of people living with disabilities and 
compared them to those with a close 
experience of disabilities, whether a 
friend, relative or colleague. Overall, 
people have an 18% lower feeling of 
quality of life. 

In all but one of the 10 agree/ 
disagree questions, those with 

personal experience of disabilities 
scored lower than those with close 
experience of disabilities.  In other 
words, those with personal 
experience of disabilities have a 
lower perception of quality of life 
than those without.

Those with the largest gaps in quality 
of life perception was in feeling valued, 
having support to get things done at 
work and having a sense of belonging 
at work. If this is viewed in the context 
of needing to regularly speak up where 
adjustments are needed, people with 
disabilities have a constant pressure 
and challenge of their sense of worth. 

This research clearly shows that people living with 
disabilities feel they have a lower quality of life.

40% 44% 46%

31%

I feel a sense 
of belonging 

at work

I have support 
to get things 
done at work

I feel 
valued

37% 39%

Quality of life of those with a 
close experience of disabilities     
compared to those with 
personal experience

Source: Sodexo Quality of Life survey, Oct 2019. Base: All 
respondents with personal experience of disability (106) 
and those with close experience of disabilities (262).
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The importance of line managers 

It is clear that line managers play 
a pivotal role in an employee’s 
experience. They are informed when 
an employee returns to work, when 
needing adjustments, and when 
flexibility is called for. It is these 
line managers’ responses, and their 
continued action, which define the 
confidence, productivity and feeling of 
self-worth of people with disabilities.  

In fact, a line manager is the 
most likely person to be told of an 
employee’s disabilities or workplace 
needs by the person experiencing 
disability. 75% of our respondents had 
informed their line manager, but fewer 
(52%) have told their immediate team. 
In comparison, 21% of our respondents 
have informed the employer through 
a work adjustment process and 12% 
through formal monitoring processes. 

Where I am, I wouldn’t change 
anything, but I know that disability 
confidence depends on individual 
managers - mine are great, others 
aren’t. I would like to find the  
magic key that would help the  
not-as-good managers understand 
why disability confidence matters 
and help them to become more 
confident supporting staff dealing 
with illness or disability.

 

This highlights the crucial ‘first port 
of call’ role that the line manager plays 
– and the opportunity they have to 
deliver a high-quality response from 
the employer to employee. In fact, the 

exchange with the line manager was often 
cited as the best aspect of the employer’s 
response to their experience of disability, 
backed up by the fact that 59% of those 
with personal experience of disabilities 
feel that their line manager is confident in 
dealing with the needs of employees with 
illnesses, injuries and disabilities.

The main reasons for employees  
sharing information with employers are 
that they either:
n  Needed an adjustment (58%)

n  Just wanted to share (54%)

n  Were returning from a period off work (32%)

n  Were just following the formal process (30%)

The main reasons for not sharing 
information about experience of 
disability, illness and injury are that 
the employee does not need any 
adjustments (39%), doesn’t see it as 
relevant to tell the employer (32%) or 
that they are worried that there may 
be repercussions (33%). 30% say they 
have not shared the information as their 
employer ‘has not asked’.

I didn’t receive any support from 
my line manager initially. I was told no 
adjustments could be made and it was 
up to me if I could work. I had to find 
myself another job with fewer hours 
and a manager who was a little flexible 
with my times.

Please make human resource 
policies less reliant on having a 
supportive manager.
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The role of senior management

There is, however, less enthusiasm 
about the intent, visibility and role of 
senior management in championing 
inclusion for disabled employees. 

While 55% of the survey 
respondents believe their senior 
management care about employees 
with disabilities, 40% disagree  
(5% say that they do not have an 
opinion) and those with personal 
experience of disabilities are not as 
positive about senior management.  
In contrast, those who feel more 
positive about their quality of life are 

more positive about the extent to which 
senior managers care.

This is perhaps driven by the fact that 
two in five (41%) believe their employer 
does not do well in sharing information 
about role models: people with disabilities 
in senior or managerial positions in their 
organisation. In fact, only 15% have 
heard about senior disabled employees.  

Interestingly, those feeling that they 
have a higher quality of life, driven 
particularly by a sense of value, belonging 
and support, are twice as likely to be 
positive about senior managers. 

Q: To what extent do you agree or disagree that senior managers 
care about employees with disabilities?

All repondents

All those with  
personal experience

Those with close but not 
personal experience

Private sector employees

Public sector employees

Aged over 45

Those positive about all 10 
quality of life indicators

Base: All respondents (128).

13%

88%

DISAGREE AGREE

40% 55%

43% 52%

41% 56%

41% 54%

37% 59%

38% 59%
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(We need to address) 
unconscious and conscious bias 
within senior leadership and make 
sure that they are accountable for 
the leadership and organisational 
change required to embrace a more 
inclusive and respectful environment 
in the future.

I like the role model and 
awareness idea a lot. Demonstrating 
the ability to progress whilst having 
a disability and seeing those models 
driving the inclusive change so that 
others don’t have to face the same 
difficult career progression stories that 
I expect most have faced would be very 
encouraging and inspiring.
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What does a disability confident employer look like?

A disability  
confident 

organisation provides 
a sense of fulfillment 
and it makes me feel 

my contributions  
are valued.

A workplace 
staffed by people 

of integrity, 
showing 

kindness and 
good character 
which is then 

translated across 
to disability.

It becomes the  
norm to be aware of 

and make adjustments 
where practicable, 

be proactive. Where 
it’s part of natural 

language to ask ‘can I 
do anything to support 

you?’ of colleagues  
or customers.

It is a more 
productive 

place to work 
as everyone is 

supported.

You feel valued  
while being your  
true self. You feel 

you can be honest 
and open about your 

disability without 
any negative 
implications. 

A cultural 
change 

from senior 
management.

There is a 
culture of 

openness and 
acceptance 

about disability.

Front line staff  
and line managers 

can be positive about 
team members with 
disabilities and not 

worry how it will 
impact them or  
their workload.

They lead by 
example, by 

employing people 
with disability. 

Newsletters, 
helplines and 

posters include 
people who have  

a disability.

You are recognised and 
valued for your strengths 
and the focus is on what 

you can contribute.

It gives you 
confidence to 
carry out your 

role with  
a smile.

You can talk about 
your condition, 

receive the support 
you need, progress 
and get things done 
with no judgements.
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What does a disability confident service provider look like?

At first it’s 
overwhelming when 
you know companies 

are confident and 
provide a great 

service. But then you 
soon realise that  

this should be  
the norm ...

They treat you like a 
human being, not as 
a mass of symptoms.

Feel looked 
after without 

being 
singled out.

They are 
flexible to cope 
with anything 
slightly off the 

menu.

It creates an open 
and no-agenda 

conversation. This 
is a much more 
efficient way to 
communicate, 
create success 

and pass on 
confidence.

Accessibility and 
supportive practices 

are overt. You are 
offered support 
without having 
to request them 

specifically.

They have put in 
place solutions 

or mitigations to 
the most obvious 

or common 
problems.

They seem 
confident in 

helping.
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Case study - life during Covid-19 

Claire Marshall, Senior Reward Manager, shares her experiences of 
how previous serious illnesses meant she was classified as high-risk

Back in January 2018  
I contracted Influenza A 

(commonly known as ‘bird 
flu’) and was hospitalised, 
put into quarantine in a 
room on my own for a 
week where only medical 
staff in Hazmat suits and 
masks could enter. It was 
really frightening and I 
almost succumbed to the 
virus. I was told that I had 
suffered so badly because 
I am Type 1 Diabetic and 
asthmatic and therefore 
my immune system is 
greatly reduced.

In October 2018 I 
developed an abscess 
and within two days felt 
extremely unwell which 
led me to be ambulanced 
right back into hospital. I 
was rushed into theatre 
and informed I had both 
MRSA and Sepsis. 

I was terrified and again 
I was told I was very lucky 
to be alive. I spent two 
weeks in hospital and a 
further six weeks in bed 
at home with daily visits 
from a district nurse.

So when cases of 
Covid-19 started to be 
confirmed in the UK, 
I started getting very 
nervous. I had always 

worked a couple of days 
every week from home, but 
from now on for a while I 
wanted to work from  
home full time and was  
fully supported by my 
manager to do so. And so  
I locked down.

Two weeks or so later, 
the country locked down. 
As we settled into the ‘new 
norm’ I spent every other 
day crying. I felt so cut off 
from the world, missed real 
humans and was terrified to 
step outside my front door.

Getting home delivery of 
shopping was impossible 
and I had to rely on my 
partner, who I don’t live with, 
to shop for me. For the first 
time in my life I felt all my 
independence disappear and 
I worried about the future.

Over the months, I 
stopped worrying so much 
and stopped crying and 
really felt the support of 
my colleagues, friends and 
family, albeit remotely.

Several months later, my 
manager and employer 
were talking about going 
back to the office some 
days if we wanted to,  
and I realised what an 
amazing boss I have, 
and the company I work 
for really practises what 
it preaches about the 
safety of its people always 
coming first.

These days, I still work 
every day from home. I 
really miss my colleagues 
still and when this is all 
over, I wouldn’t want to 
work from home on a 
full-time basis but the fact 
that I can work here when I 
want to is an absolute gift.  

A big learning for me 
was learning to reach 
out. Don’t be afraid to 
let people know you are 
struggling and that you 
need help, whether that is 
practical or emotional.  
It’s ok not to be ok. Talk to 
your manager, to let them 
know how you are doing 
and what support you 
need. Don’t be too proud 
to shout ‘I NEED HELP’.  
You’ll be surprised at the 
response. People care and 
there’ll be times when you 
can return the favour.

Don’t be afraid to let 
people know you are 
struggling and that you 
need help, whether that 
is practical or emotional. 
It’s ok not to be ok.
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Working in a world with Covid-19
 - now and beyond

As we started to consider the key 
learnings and recommendations 
we could draw from the research, 
the Covid-19 crisis hit us. 

As countries across the world 
deployed various strategies to stem 
the number of cases, we saw the 
social inequalities on persons with 
disabilities further exacerbated. 

For example, a report from Public 
Health England (PHE) found that  
451 in every 100,000* people 
registered as having learning 
disabilities died after contracting 
Covid-19 in the first wave of the 
pandemic, when the figures were 
adjusted for age and sex. 

Covid-19 has given us an 
opportunity to pause and take stock. 
What are the questions we can ask 
ourselves as employers and service 
providers - to build on the findings 
in this research, and really achieve 
authentic disability inclusion –   
‘a day without explanation’?

Let us consider:
n  With the likely increase in contactless 

interfaces and interactions, how might it 
be possible to create further opportunities 
for disabled employees to contribute 
through blended teams made up of both 
on-site and remote colleagues? How 
will re-shaped workspaces optimise 
collaboration for such teams?

n  With greater need for individuals to be 
trusted to conduct their own health and 
safety and ergonomic audits, how might it 
be possible for that trust to be extended to 
include the workplace adjustment process? 
How can processes be simplified for 
employees to take a greater and active role 
in articulating their adjustment needs?

n  With the need for employers to procure 
systems that use automatic access 
features such as speech-to-text 
technology (without ‘bolt on’ or ‘fixing 
broken systems’ solutions), how far might 
this reduce the need for employees to keep 
asking for things that should be the norm?

n  The role of networks – many of which are 
growing because more people can get 
together virtually. Will this mean we see a 
rise of peer group support as a vital way of 
building team resilience? 

n  Could the growth in technology solutions, 
such as mobile ordering, revolutionise the 
customer experience?

n  How can we utilise the understanding 
and experience many now have of social 
exclusion, an everyday lived reality for 
people with disabilities?

n  Does this shared empathy finally give us 
the key to ensuring disability inclusion is 
everyone’s business to act upon?

*Source: www.gov.uk/government/news/people-with-learning-
disabilities-had-higher-death-rate-from-covid-19
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Enacting change 

More clearly needs to be done to 
anticipate needs and be confident in 
offering solutions. There are already a 
number of solutions in place, which this 
report has sought to signpost. After all, 
76% of our respondents feel it’s helpful 
for businesses to provide service users 
the ability to highlight any hidden 
disabilities.

We have a unique opportunity to 
reset, so let’s listen to the voices 
captured in this report as we rebuild. 

Disability or ill health will likely affect 
us all at some point in our lives, 
either personally or for those we care 
about. In years to come, we hope 
that Covid-19 will become a distant 
memory. Let’s also hope that we will 
have made such great strides in the 
improvement of the quality of life  
for those with disabilities that 
experiences shared in this report are 
also so far removed from people’s 
everyday reality.
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Case study - life during Covid-19 

Lorna Woodman shares her experience of living with myalgic 
encephalomyelitis (ME), fibromyalgia, and seasonal affective disorder

Social isolation has 
been one of the biggest 

challenges during the 
Covid-19 crisis. In many 
ways, the concept of 
‘lockdown’ was not a new 
experience for me.  
When I first became ill and 
acquired my disability 17 
years ago, I was house-
bound for many years so I 
went into lockdown with a 
foresight of what some  
of the challenges were 
going to be. 

Initially there were 
plenty offers of support, 
help and people making 
more of an effort to stay 
in touch but this has 
dwindled as the months 
have gone on and in 
some aspects people have 
gone back to a new form 
of normal. However, as 
someone with a disability 
and more vulnerable 
to the risks of catching 
Covid-19, I’ve felt several 
months behind everyone 
else in terms of starting 
to go out more and that’s 
been difficult. 

I work in IT for a British 
multinational retailer, and 
was already working from 
home twice a week prior  
to Covid-19 hitting.  
There has been a huge 

shift though in the 
acceptance that people can 
work from home and be 
productive and trusted to 
do their job, which has  
been a plus point. 

Being able to remote work 
full time has also had its 
benefits in being able to 
manage my health more 
effectively and feel like I 
actually have a life outside 
work. Previously, all my 
energy went on getting to 
and from work and actually 
surviving a day of work. 
There was rarely anything 
spare for anything else.

Negatives have been 
not having access to 
supportive equipment 
and understanding of the 
challenges around that.  
The supportive equipment 
I had in the office cannot 
just be lifted and shifted 
from the office. How do 
you adjust a home that’s 
already adapted to help you 

live, so that it can also 
help you to work?

Making sure people 
remember that reasonable 
adjustments are still 
required has also been 
interesting as offices strive 
to become Covid-19 safe. 
Accessibility mustn’t 
become an afterthought. 
I think that it’s important 
that we don’t forget about 
people with disabilities 
and realise that disabilities 
aren’t going to go away 
when Covid-19 does. 
Support and movement 
to break the barriers of 
isolation will be just as 
much required as they 
have been during  
the pandemic. 

The benefits of remote 
working, using technology 
to connect with others and 
realising the importance 
of a work/life balance 
on physical and mental 
wellbeing are all learnings 
that should be carried into 
the future. Often, support 
and accessibility solutions 
can help more than just 
people with disabilities 
and we should be looking 
to harness these and  
think more creatively 
when we look to  
overcome challenges.
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Initially there were 
plenty offers of 
support, help and 
people making more 
of an effort to stay 
in touch but this 
has dwindled as the 
months have gone on
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Research methodology

The research was commissioned 
by Sodexo, in association with 
PurpleSpace. The objective was to 
identify the perspectives of employees 
and customers with a visible or hidden 
disability about the challenges they 
experience, and the solutions provided 
to create inclusive environments. In 
particular, the research sought to 
hear from people with personal or 
close experience of ill health, a hidden 
or visible disability, the effects of an 
accident or injury, specific needs being 
managed by an employer and those 
responding as a friend, colleague 
or family member of a person with 
disabilities.

The questionnaire was distributed to 
Sodexo employees, wider communities 
targeted through Sodexo external 
communities, members of the 
PurpleSpace network and their contacts, 
and engaged partners of Sodexo 
through their own communication 
channels. The research process was 
supported and analysed by Bean 
Research Ltd, working alongside 
PurpleSpace. The survey platform was 
provided by SurveyShack.

In total, 892 employees completed 
the survey, between 2 September and 
3 October 2019, including 171 Sodexo 
employees and 639 people with their 
own experience of disabilities. 

In order for results to be statistically 
reliable (at the 95% confidence 
interval), particularly in comparing 
groups within the sample, responses 
must have a ±5% difference to be 
considered statistically significant. 

Partial responses have been included, 
and this may result in different bases 
for different questions.

Defining disabilities to respondents
We actively sought people ‘with lived 
experience of disability’, asking for the 
perspectives of people with a visible 
or hidden disability, in relation to 
work and customer environments. 
In particular, we stated that we were 
looking to hear from people with 
experience of:
n  Ill health

n   A hidden or visible disability

n  The effects of an accident or injury 

n  Specific needs being managed by  
an employer

n  A friend, colleague or family member  
with disabilities

n  Serving a customer with a disability or  
ill health.

In the first question, we asked  
“Do you have a disability, long-term 
injury or health condition? This could 
be a physical or mental condition 
such as depression, cancer, arthritis, 
diabetes, or back or heart conditions to 
name just a few examples.” 

Quality of life connections
To understand respondents’ 
perceptions of their quality of life at 
work, the survey included the questions 
set out below. These were researched 
by Sodexo and subsequently validated 
by an international panel survey 
undertaken by Ipsos in 2018. Together, 
they give a statistically robust account 
of the perceived quality of life of people 
at work.
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The survey questions and results
Q1)  Do you have a disability, long-term injury or health condition? This could 
be a physical or mental condition such as depression, cancer, arthritis, diabetes, 
or back or heart conditions to name just a few examples. Which one of the 
following most applies to your experience?

All responses (892) 
I had/have a hidden disability or health condition 59%
I had/have a visible disability or health condition 15%
I had/have long-term physical disability, injury or health 
condition

35%

I had or have experienced a physical or mental ill-health or 
disability in the past

29%

I have a friend or family member with a disability 45%
I work alongside a colleague/s with a disability 25%
I serve customers with experience of ill health, injury or 
disability

18%

I have no experience of people with a disability 2%
Personal experience 72%

Base: All
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Q2a)   Have you shared information about your experience of disability,  
illness or injury with: 

All responses (810)
Colleagues I know well 72%
My immediate team 51%
Line manager 76%
HR 38%
Through work adjustment processes 18%
Through formal monitoring processes 11%
Service provider 8%
Other - recruiters, occupational health or Diversity & Inclusion 9%
None 9%

Base: All with personal experience of disabilities 

Q2b)   What was the main reason why you did share information with those  
that you selected?

All responses (679)
I needed my employer/team to make an adjustment for me 57%
I needed the service provider to make an adjustment for me 10%
I shared after returning from a period of time off work 33%
I just wanted to share the information 55%
I followed the formal process 22%
I did so anonymously via the staff survey 3%

Base: All those who shared information

Q2c)   Open-ended. Some responses have been highlighted through this report in 
order to represent the shared feelings of the respondents

Q2d)  If you selected “None” in Q2a, Why have you not shared the information? 
All responses (68)

I do not need any adjustments at work 43%
I do not see it is relevant to tell my employer as it is personal 33%
I am worried that if I tell my employer there may be 
repercussions either now or in the future

35%

My employer has not asked 29%

Base: All those who didn’t share information 
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Q3)  To what extent would you agree to disagree with the following:
All responses (143)
Agree Disagree

I am satisfied with my life at work these days 64% 27%
I have the social interaction I need at work 70% 19%
I feel a sense of belonging at work 65% 26%
I feel I am making progress at work 58% 32%
My work is a source of fulfilment 63% 28%
I have a sense of wellbeing at work 58% 32%
I am able to maintain healthy lifestyle at work 54% 36%
I have support to get things done at work 60% 29%
My work environment supports me daily 60% 29%
I feel valued 56% 38%

Base: All who have personal or close experience of disabilities

Q4a)   What is it like when an organisation you work for is disability confident?  
How do you know? What is different about it? Open-ended

Q4b)  What is it like when an organisation you receive services from, is disability 
confident? How do you know? What is different about it? Open-ended

Q5)   Thinking about you as an employee. . .and your current employment 
experience, to what extent would you agree or disagree:

All responses (143) 
Agree Disagree

I would describe my employer as disability confident 63% 29%
People with disabilities find it harder with inner confidence 
which may impact the ability to progress at work

79% 16%

Senior managers care about employees with disabilities 55% 40%
Senior management care about clients/customers/ service 
users with disabilities

63% 31%

My line manager is confident in responding to the needs of 
employees with illness, injuries or disabilities 

62% 29%

I have received support from my manager regarding my 
adjustment needs

- -

Anticipating employees’ and customers’ adjustment needs is 
crucial for the success of any organisation

93% 4%

Base: All Base. All who have personal or close experience of disabilities except  
* = All those who have personal experience of disability 
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Q6)  Which of these does your employer do well?
Q7)  Which of these does your employer not do well?
Which of these have you done/experienced? All responses (128) 

Well Not well Experienced
Discuss your disability with your line manager 47% 22% 61%
Discuss any needs, adjustments, accommodations 
or barriers to working most effectively

43% 27% 58%

Receive mentoring, advice and support 25% 34% 23%
The ability to tap into peer group support at work 22% 24% 22%
Hear more about people with disabilities in senior or 
managerial roles in the organisation

11% 38% 16%

Suggest new ideas and initiatives to better support 
employees experiencing ill health, injury or disability 

20% 30% 30%

None/Not applicable 26% 26% 16%

Base: All. Base: All who have personal or close experience of disabilities

Q8a)  What else would you change to make it easier for you to be yourself at work?  

Q8b)   What else do you feel employers could do to build a more inclusive world for 
employees with disabilities? Open-ended

Q9)  And now thinking of life outside work and your experience as a customer:
All responses (128) 
Agree Disagree

I regularly receive a great service as a customer where my 
disability related needs are anticipated *

- -

My disability related needs are better understood at work 
than as a consumer *

- -

It’s helpful for businesses to provide service users or 
consumers the ability to highlight any hidden disabilities 
(perhaps through a provided badge or lanyard)

64% 26%

Senior management of service providers care about 
customers with disabilities 

42% 45%

I am a customer with specific needs that are not met * - -

Base: All, except where * = all respondents who have or had personal experience of disability.
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Q10)   Which of these, if any, have you experienced as a customer  
(tick all that apply)?

All responses (128) 
Being recognised as a person with a disability and having my 
needs anticipated

18%

Having to explain individual needs or adjustments to a different 
person on each visit

45%

A specific helpdesk or identified individual to explain individual 
needs to

8%

Wearing a badge or lanyard to highlight hidden disabilities and 
extra support needed 

7%

Accessibility as standard 12%
Other (please specify) 8%
None 38%

Base: All 

Q11)   Please could you share any examples where you, or others you know, have 
received a delightful service, where needs are anticipated?  Open-ended 

Q12)   What else do you feel businesses could do to build a more inclusive world for 
customers with disabilities?  Open-ended

Demographics:
QD1)  Working status: 

All responses 
Employed Full Time (30+ hours) 81%
Employed Part Time (between 8 and 29 hours a week) 8%
Self-employed 1%
Not Working (or under 8 hours a week) 5%
Retired 4%
Prefer not to say 1%

QD2)  Are you employed in the private, public or non-for-profit sector?
All responses 

Private 59%
Public 26%
Not-for-profit 6%
Not applicable 9%
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QD3)  Are you a Sodexo employee? 
All responses 

Yes 35%
No 63%
Prefer not to say 2%

QD4)  Gender:
All responses 

Female 60%
Male 39%
Prefer to self-describe 1%

QD5)  Do you identify as Transgender?
All responses 

Yes 1%
No 97%
Prefer not to say 2%

QD6)  Which of the following best describes your sexual orientation?  
All responses 

Gay/Lesbian 4%
Bisexual 6%
Heterosexual/Straight 83%
Prefer not to say/ self-describe 7%

QD7)  Age: 
All responses 

16-24 3%
25-34 12%
35-44 25%
45-54 31%
55-64 24%
65+ 4%
Prefer not to say 2%
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QD8)  Region: 
All responses 

East Midlands, England 5%
West Midlands, England 7%
North West England 15%
North East England 2%
Yorkshire & Humberside 7%
Greater London 14%
Outside of the UK 3%
East of England 6%
South East England (outside Greater London) 17%
South West England 10%
Scotland 8%
Wales 5%

QD9)  Ethnic background 
All responses 

White  UK 84%
White Irish 2%
White Other white 7%
Mixed White and Black Caribbean *
Other Mixed 0%
Asian British Indian       1%
Asian British Pakistani *
Other Asian British 1%
Black British African 1%
Black British Caribbean *
Any Other ethnic group *
Prefer not to say 3%
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