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ABSTRACT

This research proposal investigates the impact of specialist coaching on the disability
identity development of neurodivergent employees through a longitudinal interpretative
phenomenological analysis. Recognizing the global challenge of employment for neurodivergent
individuals, exacerbated by social stigma and organizational unpreparedness, the study aims to
uncover psychological mechanisms underlying the efficacy of coaching as an occupational
accommodation. With neurodivergent people constituting a significant minority yet facing
considerable employment barriers, this research addresses a crucial gap in understanding how
coaching interventions can foster positive identity development and workplace integration. By
examining the lived experiences of neurodivergent employees undergoing specialist coaching, the
project seeks to contribute to non-ableist workplace practices, promoting systemic inclusion and
better support structures for neurodivergent employees. This work not only aims to enhance
theoretical models of disability identity but also practical approaches to neurodiversity in the
workplace, emphasizing the need for tailored interventions that acknowledge the unique
experiences and challenges faced by neurodivergent individuals.

BACKGROUND

Neurodivergent people are the world’s largest minority group, accounting for at least 15%
of the global population (Kayess & French, 2008; WHO, 2011). However, neurodivergent people
are two times less likely to be employed than their neurotypical counterparts (ILO, 2022).
Neurodivergent people who find employment are more likely to earn lower wages and report
experiencing challenges with looking after themselves mentally, concentrating, and asking for help
when they need it (McDowall et al., 2023; OHCHR, 2022). Since 2006 when the United Nations
adopted the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, coaching has become an
increasingly popular occupational accommodation to assist neurodivergent employees with
workplace challenges (Doyle, 2020). Coaching is broadly defined as working with a
neurodivergent employee on a one-on-one basis to assist with work-related issues (Doyle &
McDowall, 2019).



RATIONALE

In recent years, scholars have conducted several meta-analyses to explore the effectiveness
of coaching. Theeboom et al. (2014) synthesized 18 studies and found that coaching has positive
effects on individual-level outcomes including performance/skills, well-being, coping, work
attitudes, and goal-directed self-regulation. Likewise, Jones et al. (2016) synthesized 17 studies
and found that workplace coaching has positive effects on employee learning and development.
What remains mostly unknown, according to a meta-analysis by Wang et al. (2021), is how
coaching works from a psychological perspective. Unfortunately, since prior research on coaching
has almost exclusively involved neurotypical participants, even less is known about the
psychological effects of coaching on neurodivergent employees (Doyle & McDowall, 2018;
Santuzzi & Waltz, 2016).

RESEARCH QUESTION

The significant gap in the literature has been highlighted by scholars such as Doyle and
McDowall (2021), who suggest that qualitative research about coaching could elucidate the
psychological mechanisms of change for neurodivergent employees (i.e., cognition, emaotion,
behavior, social capital mediators) (McDowall & Mabey, 2008). These scholars recommend
employing longitudinal methods to study how coaching works on specific target outcomes and to
build more precise theoretical models (Doyle & McDowall, 2015, 2021; McDowall et al., 2023).
To help address the literature gap, my proposed study will use a longitudinal method to explore
one type of coaching (i.e., specialist coaching) and one target outcome (i.e., disability identity),
informed by the lived experiences of neurodivergent employees. By doing so, | aim to answer the
following research question: How does a neurodivergent employee’s sense of disability identity
develop by participating in specialist coaching?

LITERATURE
Specialist Coaching

At an organizational level, typical workplace accommodations for neurodivergent
employees include mentoring, assistive technology, extra time, flexible hours, sensory
accommodations, and coaching (Doyle, 2021). In general, coaching is a one-to-one
accommodation that uses a collaborative, reflective, and goal-focused relationship to achieve
professional outcomes (Doyle, 2018; Smither, 2011). In contrast to generalist wellbeing coaching,
specialist coaching targets specific organizational issues and has been shown to be more useful for
neurodivergent employees (McDowall et al., 2023). Over several months, specialist coaches meet
regularly with neurodivergent employees to assess strengths, weaknesses, what is working well,
what is not working well, and develop strategies to improve work (Genius Within, 2023). Prior
research has demonstrated that the process can assist neurodivergent employees with cognitive,
behavioral, and emotional changes to improve outcomes with time management, organizational
skills, and functioning (Bruyére & Colella, 2022; Colella & Bruyeére, 2011; Doyle & McDowall,
2015).



Disability Identity

In the current management and psychology literature, disability identity is treated as a
social identity with membership in a protected and socially stigmatized group (Bogart, 2014; Dunn
& Burcaw, 2013). Scholars have largely favored a “social model” to define disability identity,
arguing that social structures (e.g., culture, social attitudes, legislation) create universal challenges
for neurodivergent people, regardless of differences in impairments (Barnes & Mercer, 2001;
Oliver, 1996, 2013; Shakespeare, 2006; Zeyen & Branzei, 2023). However, some researchers and
theorists have criticized this approach, arguing that it ignores impairments and limits our
understanding of the experiences of neurodivergent people (Finkelstein, 1993; Reeve, 2004).
These scholars have suggested that a biological or “medical model” is essential for determining
how an individual’s disability-related experiences inform their personal identity, which includes
other identities as well (e.g., demographic, occupational, social) (Hahn & Belt, 2004; Onken &
Slaten, 2000; Shakespeare, 1996).

In an attempt to reconcile the “social model” with the “medical model”, scholars such as
Santuzzi and Waltz (2016) have proposed a dynamic model that defines disability identity as “a
social identity that is informed by intraindividual experience of an impairment (whether it qualifies
as a legally defined disability or not), attitudes and beliefs about disability conveyed through social
environments, and psychological experiences in reaction to intraindividual and social factors” (p.
1114). The dynamic model, in addition to the medical model and social model, has been used in
the fields of business, education, and medicine to investigate disability identity. For example, a
study by Bogart (2015) found that a stronger disability identity predicted lower depression and
anxiety in patients with multiple sclerosis. Prior research has also revealed that a coherent
disability identity may help individuals navigate social stressors and daily hassles (Dunn &
Burcaw, 2013), live with ableism (Campbell, 2008), and have better career outcomes (Mpofu &
Harley, 2006).

METHODOLOGY & ANALYSIS

To study how a neurodivergent employee’s sense of disability identity develops by
participating in specialist coaching, | will follow a small number of neurodivergent employees
through the specialist coaching process (i.e., four coaching sessions, two hours each, spread over
two months). | will employ Longitudinal Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (LIPA) to
explore neurodivergent employees’ personal accounts of the experience (Smith, 1999). LIPA is a
qualitative, phenomenological, and idiographic approach to understanding participants’ personal
lived experiences and how participants make sense of those personal lived experiences over time
(Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003; Merleau-Ponty & Bannan, 1956; Smith, 1996; van Manen, 1990, 2023).
The approach is double hermeneutic (Palmer, 1969). As the researcher, | will be responsible for
making sense of the participants trying to make sense of their personal and social worlds (i.e.,
lifeworlds) (Smith, 2004). My primary role will be: (a) to invite participants to share their
sensemaking; (b) act as a witness to their articulations; (b) make sense of what is shared
(Heidegger, 2002; Smith, 2018).

Once my research proposal receives ethical approval from Royal Holloway, | will recruit
a purposive sample of 10 participants (n = 10) (Morse, 2000). To be eligible for participation,



participants must: 1) identify as neurodivergent, 2) be qualified to work in the United Kingdom,
3) not be actively participating in specialist coaching 4) not have participated in specialist coaching
before, 4) be scheduled to receive specialist coaching within six months. Best efforts will be made
to create a homogenous sample (Smith, 2017). I will provide eligible participants with an informed
consent form to sign that outlines the purpose of the study, the format, and their rights as
participants. The informed consent form will clearly communicate that participation is
uncompensated, confidential, and responses will be anonymized to protect privacy. Each
participant will be expected to participate in five interview sessions over two months. Each
interview session will occur within one week of each specialist coaching session, except for the
fifth interview session which will occur six months following the final specialist coaching session.
For each interview session, | will interview participants virtually (e.g., Zoom, Skype, Webex) for
approximately 45 minutes. The interview sessions will be recorded for transcription purposes. The
informed consent forms, recordings, and transcriptions will be securely stored in the School of
Business and Management at Royal Holloway for analysis. If a participant decides at any point
that they would like to drop out of my study, they may do so without penalty. All records pertaining
to the participant will be promptly and securely destroyed.

Following the precedent of previous LIPA studies, | will use the same semi-structured
interviews for each interview session (Smith & Fieldsend, 2021). I will listen and take notes as
participants give accounts of their experiences with specialist coaching. If necessary, | will ask
probing questions for participants to elaborate on details. Examples of interview questions include
the following:

1. Please describe for me your experiences as a neurodivergent employee who is
participating in specialist coaching. Share all of your thoughts, perceptions, feelings,
decision-making, and activities you can recall until you have no more to say.

How would you describe yourself as an employee who is neurodivergent?

What sort of person are you?

4. Has participating in specialist coaching made a difference in how you see yourself? If
so, how do you see yourself now as different from before you started participating in
specialist coaching?

5. How would you say you have changed? What about compared to before you started
participating in specialist coaching? What about the way other people see you?

wmn

I will use Smith’s (1996, 2011a, 2011b) method to analyze the transcripts, case by case,
beginning with participant examples before escalating to more general categorization and
theoretical claims. Through sustained engagement and interpretation of the participants’ talks, |
will try to understand the content and complexity of meanings. In particular, how those meanings
represent aspects of the respondents’ disability identities (Eatough & Smith, 2017). This will be
achieved through a step-by-step process of repeatedly reading the interview transcripts, identifying
emergent themes, establishing connections between emergent themes, constructing a table of
themes (e.g., ordinate, superordinate), developing a master list of themes (e.g., individual, group),
and translating the themes into a narrative account to provide an “insider’s perspective” (Conrad,
1987; Smith et al., 1999).



With any qualitative study, analysis is subjective and susceptible to researcher bias or error.
I will regularly consult with my supervisor, Professor Anica Zeyen, and colleagues at Royal
Holloway, to engage with the texts more deeply and reach accurate interpretations (Starks &
Brown Trinidad, 2007). Since my proposed study is longitudinal, there is an inherent risk of
attrition (Holland et al., 2006). However, | am confident that | will be able to adequately control
for this risk by having a larger sample size (n = 10) than what is typically used in LIPA studies
(Nizzaetal., 2021).

POTENTIAL SIGNIFICANCE

Employment for neurodivergent people is a grand challenge, a global problem that can be
addressed through coordinated and collaborative efforts (Montiel et al., 2021). The reduced access
to quality jobs (i.e., full-time, meaningful, fair compensation) for neurodivergent people is strongly
influenced by social stigma, discrimination, and a lack of preparedness in organizational policies,
procedures, and leadership (Corrigan et al., 2004; Fairclough et al., 2013; Follmer & Jones, 2018;
Zeyen et al., 2014). In organizations, neurodivergent employees often struggle to maintain
employment (Corbiere et al., 2011), have fewer opportunities for career advancement (Wéstberg
et al., 2018), and experience challenges with being integrated into the workplace (Elraz, 2018;
Hennekam et al., 2023). By conducting my proposed study, | hope to help address these issues by
improving our general understanding of how a frequently utilized accommodation works from a
psychological perspective. With greater awareness about how specialist coaching influences the
disability identities of neurodivergent employees, according to the lived experiences of
neurodivergent employees themselves, organizations may become better prepared to provide the
appropriate resources for neurodivergent employees to thrive at work (Spreitzer et al., 2005).

TIMESCALE

Timescale of Dates and Milestones for the Proposed Study

Year Dates Milestones

Comprehensive Research Proposal
Ethical Approval

1 January 2024 — January 2025 o o

Participant Identification

Sample Creation

Interview Sessions
2 February 2025 — February 2026 Transcription
Analysis

Write-up
3 March 2026 — August 2026

Report Findings




BIBLIOGRAPHY

Barnes C., & Mercer G. (2001). Disability culture: Assimilation or inclusion? In Albrecht G.,
Steelman K., Bury M. (Eds.), Handbook of Disability Studies: 515-534. London: Sage.

Bogart, K. R. (2014). The role of disability self-concept in adaptation to congenital or acquired
disability. Rehabilitation Psychology, 59(1), 107.

Bogart, K. R. (2015). Disability identity predicts lower anxiety and depression in multiple
sclerosis. Rehabilitation Psychology, 60(1), 105.

Bruyeére, S. M., & Colella, A. (2022). Neurodiversity in the Workplace: An Overview of Interests,
Issues and Opportunities. Neurodiversity in the Workplace, 1-15.

Campbell, F.A.K. (2008). Exploring internalized ableism using critical race theory. Disability &
Society, 23(2), 151-162.

Colella, A., & Bruyere, S. M. (2011). Disability and employment: New directions for industrial
and organizational psychology. In S. Zedeck (Ed.), APA Handbook of Industrial and
Organizational Psychology (Vol. 1, pp. 473-503). Washington, DC: American
Psychological Association.

Conrad, P. (1987). The experience of illness: recent and new directions. Research in the Sociology
of Health Care. Vol. 6: The Experience and Management of Chronic IlIness, 1-31.

Corbiere, M., Zaniboni, S., Lecomte, T., Bond, G., Gilles, P. Y., Lesage, A., & Goldner, E. (2011).
Job acquisition for people with severe mental illness enrolled in supported employment
programs: A theoretically grounded empirical study. Journal of Occupational
Rehabilitation, 21, 342-354.

Corrigan, P. W., Markowitz, F. E., & Watson, A. C. (2004). Structural levels of mental illness
stigma and discrimination. Schizophrenia Bulletin, 30(3), 481-491.

Doyle, N. (2018). A critical realist analysis of coaching as a disability accommodation (Doctoral
Dissertation, City, University of London).

Doyle, N. (2020). Neurodiversity at work: a biopsychosocial model and the impact on working
adults. British Medical Bulletin, 135(1), 108.

Doyle, N. (2021), “Neurodiversity in Higher Education: support for neurodiverse individuals and
professionals”, in Fung, L.K. (Ed.), Neurodiversity: From Phenomenology to
Neurobiology and Enhancing Technologies, American Psychiatric Publishing,
Washington, DC.



Doyle, N., & McDowall, A. (2015). Is coaching an effective adjustment for dyslexic
adults?. Coaching: An International Journal of Theory, Research and Practice, 8(2), 154-
168.

Doyle, N., & McDowall, A. (2018). A Narrative Systematic Review of Coaching Interventions to
Improve Dyslexia at Work. bioRxiv, 342584,

Doyle, N. E., & McDowall, A. (2019). Context matters: A review to formulate a conceptual
framework for coaching as a disability accommodation. PLoS One, 14(8), €0199408.

Doyle, N., & McDowall, A. (2021). Diamond in the rough? An “empty review” of research into
“neurodiversity” and a road map for developing the inclusion agenda. Equality, Diversity
and Inclusion: An International Journal, 41(3), 352-382.

Dunn, D. S., & Burcaw, S. (2013). Disability identity: exploring narrative accounts of
disability. Rehabilitation Psychology, 58(2), 148.

Eatough, V., & Smith, J. A. (2017). Interpretative phenomenological analysis. The Sage Handbook
of Qualitative Research in Psychology, 193-2009.

Elraz, H. (2018). ‘Identity, mental health and work: how employees with mental health conditions
recount stigma and the pejorative discourse of mental illness’. Human Relations, 71, 722—
741.

Fairclough, S., Robinson, R. K., Nichols, D. L., & Cousley, S. (2013). In sickness and in health:
Implications for employers when bipolar disorders are protected disabilities. Employee
Responsibilities and Rights Journal, 25, 277-292.

Finkelstein, V. (1993). The commonality of disability. In Swain J., Finkelstein V., French S.,
Oliver M. (Eds.), Disabling Barriers, Enabling Environments: 13-20. London: Sage.

Follmer, K. B., & Jones, K. S. (2018). Mental illness in the workplace: An interdisciplinary review
and organizational research agenda. Journal of Management, 44(1), 325-351.

Genius Within. (2023, May 10). Individuals, In work. https://geniuswithin.org/individuals/in-
work/

Giorgi, A., & Giorgi, B. (2003). Phenomenology. In Smith J.A., editor, Qualitative Psychology: A
Practical Guide to Research Methods. London: Sage.

Hahn, H. D., & Belt, T. L. (2004). Disability identity and attitudes toward cure in a sample of
disabled activists. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 45(4), 453-464.

Heidegger, M. (2002). On time and being. University of Chicago Press.



Hennekam, S., Richard, S., & Ozbilgin, M. (2023). How social structures influence the labour
market participation of individuals with mental illness: a Bourdieusian
perspective. Journal of Management Studies, 60(1), 174-203.

Holland, J., Thomson, R., & Henderson, S. (2006). Qualitative Longitudinal Research: A
Discussion Paper. London: London South Bank University.

Honeybourne, V. (2019). The Neurodiverse Workplace: An Employer's Guide to Managing and
Working with Neurodivergent Employees, Clients and Customers. London: Jessica
Kingsley Publishers.

International Labour Organization (ILO). (2022, October 4). International Day of Persons with
Disabilities: How Disability Affects Labour Market Outcomes. ILOSTAT.
https://ilostat.ilo.org/international-day-of-persons-with-disabilities-how-disability-affects-
labour-market-outcomes/

Jones, R. J., Woods, S. A., & Guillaume, Y. R. (2016). The effectiveness of workplace coaching:
A meta-analysis of learning and performance outcomes from coaching. Journal of
Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 89(2), 249-277.

Kayess, R., & French, P. (2008). Out of darkness into light? Introducing the Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Human Rights Law Review, 8(1), 1-34.

McDowall, A., & Mabey, C. (2008). Developing a framework for assessing effective development
activities. Personnel Review, 37(6), 629-646.

McDowall, A., Doyle, N., & Kiseleva, M. (2023). Neurodiversity at work: demand, supply and a
gap analysis.

Merleau-Ponty, M., & Bannan, J. F. (1956). What is phenomenology?. CrossCurrents, 6(1), 59-
70.

Montiel, I., Cuervo-Cazurra, A., Park, J., Antolin-Lopez, R., & Husted, B. W. (2021).
Implementing the United Nations’ sustainable development goals in international business.
Journal of International Business Studies, 52(5), 999-1030.

Morse, J. M. (2000). Determining sample size. Qualitative Health Research, 10, 3-5.

Mpofu, E. & Harley, D.A. (2006). Racial and disability identity: Implications for the career
counseling of African Americans with disabilities. Rehabilitation Counseling Bulletin,
50(1), 14-23.

Nizza, |. E., Farr, J., & Smith, J. A. (2021). Achieving excellence in interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA): Four markers of high quality. Qualitative Research in
Psychology, 18(3), 369-386.



Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). (2022, September
9). CRPD/C/GC/8: General comment No. 8 (2022) on the right of persons with disabilities
to work and employment. Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/general-comments-and-
recommendations/crpdcgc8-general-comment-no-8-2022-right-persons

Oliver, M. (1996). Defining impairment and disability: Issues at stake. In Barnes C., Mercer G.
(Eds.), Exploring the Divide: Illness and Disability: 39-54. Leeds, England: Disability
Press.

Oliver, M. (2013). The social model of disability: Thirty years on. Disability & Society, 28(7),
1024-1026.

Onken, S. J., & Slaten, E. (2000). Disability identity formation and affirmation: The experiences
of persons with severe mental illness. Sociological Practice, 2, 99-111.

Palmer, R. E. (1969). Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger,
and Gadamer. Northwestern University Press.

Reeve, D. (2004). Psycho-emotional dimensions of disability and the social model. In Barnes C.,
Mercer G. (Eds.), Implementing the Social Model of Disability: Theory and Research: 83-
100. Leeds, England: Disability Press.

Santuzzi, A. M., & Waltz, P. R. (2016). Disability in the workplace: A unique and variable identity.
Journal of Management, 42(5), 1111-1135.

Shakespeare, T. (1996). Disability, identity, difference. In Barnes C., Mercer G. (Eds.), Exploring
the Divide: Illness and Disability: 94-113. Leeds, England: Disability Press.

Shakespeare, T. (2006). The social model of disability. In Davis L. (Ed.), The Disability Studies
Reader: 197-204. New York: Routledge.

Singer, J. (2016). Neurodiversity: The Birth of an Idea. Kindle eBook.

Smith, J. A. (1996). Beyond the divide between cognition and discourse: Using interpretative
phenomenological analysis in health psychology. Psychology and Health, 11(2), 261-271.

Smith, J. A. (1999). Identity development during the transition to motherhood: An interpretative
phenomenological analysis. Journal of Reproductive and Infant Psychology, 17(3), 281-
299.

Smith, J. A. (2004). Reflecting on the development of interpretative phenomenological analysis
and its contribution to qualitative research in psychology. Qualitative Research in
Psychology, 1(1), 39-54.



Smith, J. A. (2011a). Evaluating the contribution of interpretative phenomenological
analysis. Health Psychology Review, 5(1), 9-27.

Smith, J. A. (2011b). Evaluating the contribution of interpretative phenomenological analysis: A
reply to the commentaries and further development of criteria. Health Psychology
Review, 5(1), 55-61.

Smith, J. A. (2017). Interpretative phenomenological analysis: Getting at lived experience. The
Journal of Positive Psychology.

Smith, J. A. (2018). “Yes it is phenomenological”: A reply to Max Van Manen’s critique of
interpretative phenomenological analysis. Qualitative Health Research, 28(12), 1955-
1958.

Smith, J. A., & Fieldsend, M. (2021). Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. American
Psychological Association.

Smith, J. A., Jarman, M., & Osborn, M. (1999). Doing interpretative phenomenological
analysis. Qualitative Health Psychology: Theories and Methods, 1, 218-240.

Smither, J. W. (2011). Can psychotherapy research serve as a guide for research about executive
coaching? An agenda for the next decade. Journal of Business and Psychology, 26(2), 135-
145,

Spreitzer, G., Sutcliffe, K., Dutton, J., Sonenshein, S., & Grant, A. M. (2005). A socially embedded
model of thriving at work. Organization Science, 16(5), 537-549.

Starks, H., & Brown Trinidad, S. (2007). Choose your method: A comparison of phenomenology,
discourse analysis, and grounded theory. Qualitative Health Research, 17(10), 1372-1380.

Theeboom, T., Beersma, B., & van Vianen, A. E. (2014). Does coaching work? A meta-analysis
on the effects of coaching on individual level outcomes in an organizational context. The
Journal of Positive Psychology, 9(1), 1-18.

van Manen, M. (1990). Researching Lived Experience: Human Science for an Action Sensitive
Pedagogy. Albany: State University of New York Press.

van Manen, M. (2023). Phenomenology of Practice: Meaning-Giving Methods in
Phenomenological Research and Writing. Taylor & Francis.

Wang, Q., Lai, Y. L., Xu, X., & McDowall, A. (2021). The effectiveness of workplace coaching:
a meta-analysis of contemporary psychologically informed coaching approaches. Journal
of Work-Applied Management, 14(1), 77-101.

Wistberg, B. A., Sandstrom, B., & Gunnarsson, A. B. (2018). New way of working: Professionals’
expectations and experiences of the Culture and Health Project for clients with psychiatric

10



disabilities: A focus group study. International Journal of Mental Health Nursing, 27(1),
329-340.

World Health Organization (WHO) (2011). World report on disability. Geneva, Switzerland:
Authors. Retrieved from https://www.who.int/disabilities/world_report/2011/report.pdf.

Zeyen, A. (2020, June 12). “Disabled” by COVIDI19? Alliance for Research on Corporate
Sustainability (ARCS). https://corporate-sustainability.org/article/disabled-by-covid19/

Zeyen, A., Beckmann, M., & Akhavan, R. (2014). Social Entrepreneurship Business Models:
Managing Innovation for Social and Economic Value Creation. In C-P. Zimth, & C. G.
von Mueller (Eds.), Managementperspektiven fur die Zivilgesellschaft des 21.
Jahrhunderts: Management als Liberal Art. (pp. 107-132). Wiesbaden: Springer-Verlag.
10.1007/978-3-658- 02523-6_7

Zeyen, A., & Branzei, O. (2023). Disabled at Work: Body-Centric Cycles of Meaning-
Making. Journal of Business Ethics, 1-44.

11



