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Abstract

While organisations increasingly commit to disability inclusion, many visually impaired employees
continue to experience workplace isolation. Yet we know relatively little about how workplace
structures, psychosocial safety, and belonging interconnect for visually impaired employees in
African contexts. Most existing studies focus on employment rates rather than inclusion quality,

and few examine how structural and relational factors interact to shape belonging.

This qualitative study explored how social integration shapes belonging amongst 28 visually
impaired employees and organisational representatives in South African workplaces through semi-

structured interviews analysed using reflexive thematic analysis.

The analysis revealed complex interactions between structural and psychosocial factors. Structural
accessibility, including assistive technology, accommodation procedures, and meeting
communication practices, fundamentally shaped integration, with 82% of participants reporting
meeting communication barriers. However, accessibility alone proved insufficient. Identity safety,
perceived acceptance, and freedom from microaggressions determined genuine belonging beyond

mere presence.

These pathways interacted synergistically. Structural barriers created ceilings that psychosocial
support could not overcome, whilst organisational culture moderated pathway effectiveness. Early
career experiences set trajectories that accumulated over time. Intersecting identities compounded

barriers beyond additive effects.

The findings suggest organisations must address both structural and cultural dimensions
simultaneously through universal design, disability awareness training, leadership accountability,

and co-creation mechanisms that position visually impaired employees as solution design partners.

Keywords: workplace inclusion, visually impaired employees, social integration, sense of

belonging, accessibility, intersectionality, South Africa, Integrated Dual-Pathway Model
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Social integration and its impact on the sense of belonging among visually impaired

employees

Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Background and Context

Social integration in the workplace extends beyond mere physical presence (Aidla et al., 2023;
Vilnai-Yavetz & Rafaeli, 2021). It involves active participation, psychological acceptance, and a
genuine sense of belonging (Jung et al., 2022; Molin, 2020; Zabala et al., 2023). For visually
impaired employees, this multidimensional process encompasses both their willingness to
participate in social interactions and their perceptions of acceptance within peer and organisational
networks (Yuan et al., 2023). Authentic integration is therefore complex, situated at the intersection
of structural arrangements, organisational culture, and everyday interpersonal dynamics, each

shaped by institutional support, societal attitudes, and individual psychological experience.

This study distinguishes three linked constructs. Social integration refers to (i) active participation
in formal work tasks and informal interactions and (ii) the perception of acceptance and respect
from colleagues and the organisation (Yuan et al., 2023). Belonging is the affective experience of
being valued and authentically connected to the workplace community, felt through supportive daily
interactions, bonds with colleagues, and identification with the organisation (Molin, 2020;
Zimmerman et al., 2025). Inclusion denotes the policies, accommodations, and structural
arrangements that enable equitable access. These operate in sequence: inclusive structures
create the conditions for social integration, which, over time, cultivates a durable sense of
belonging. The need to move from policy to lived inclusion becomes clear when we consider

current employment patterns.

The scale of the challenge is evident in the numbers. In South Africa, an estimated 70% of working-
age people with visual impairment are unemployed, highlighting the urgency of effective integration
strategies (Moonsamy, 2025). Globally, only 27% of individuals with disabilities are employed
compared to 56% of those without disabilities, with the widest gaps among women, indigenous
communities, and rural populations (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs,
2024). Age and gender exacerbate vulnerability, as older adults and women frequently encounter
inferior health outcomes and diminished opportunities (Metanmo et al., 2025). However,
employment statistics alone do not capture the quality of workplace life or the extent to which

visually impaired employees feel authentically integrated into organisational communities.
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Building on the scale of the challenge, this study asks how inclusion translates into social
integration and, in turn, into belonging for visually impaired employees in South African workplaces.
Policy compliance and physical accommodations may open the door, but they do not determine
whether daily work feels connected, respected, and sustainable. What determines these variables
are the everyday social dynamics, communication practices, relationship quality, and unwritten
cultural norms (Bam & Ronnie, 2020). Accordingly, the study examines three mechanisms: (1) how
communication strategies and assistive technologies shape day-to-day participation, (2) how
interpersonal relationships and team behaviours foster or erode acceptance, and (3) how
organisational culture and informal rules enable or block authentic belonging. The contribution is
twofold: a clear framework linking accommodations, social integration, belonging, and practical
steps managers can use to move beyond compliance toward workplaces where visually impaired

employees genuinely thrive.

Workplace barriers, some visible, others hidden, shape these dynamics. Communication routines
that rely on visual information and social interactions that presuppose sight can unintentionally
exclude colleagues with visual impairments (Bam & Ronnie, 2020). The shift to digital and hybrid
work has amplified this risk as organisations adopt new platforms without fully considering
assistive-technology users, treating accessibility as an add-on rather than a foundational design
principle. By situating these barriers within the three mechanisms above, the study links concrete
fixes in communication and technology to stronger relationships and more inclusive cultures,

clarifying how inclusion practices translate into felt belonging.

This digital divide manifests in inaccessible software interfaces, unclear communication protocols,
and virtual collaboration tools that fail to accommodate diverse accessibility needs (Dahabi et al.,
2024; Das et al., 2021). The consequences are both human and organisational: exclusionary
practices depress productivity and morale, drive turnover, and forfeit the innovation that comes
with diverse perspectives (Messaoudi et al., 2022; Rodriguez et al., 2023). Taken together, these
patterns make a clear case for viewing inclusion through two lenses at once, employee experience
and organisational performance, and for embedding accessibility as a foundational principle of

work design rather than an afterthought.

1.2 Business context and organisational imperative

The case for workplace inclusion has moved beyond compliance to core strategy. Diversity and
accessibility now function as levers of competitive advantage: when organisations implement
accessible and flexible work practices, research links these efforts to enhanced productivity,

stronger performance, and an enhanced reputation (Civilidag & Durmaz, 2024). In South Africa,
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this imperative is both urgent and complex. A history of systemic exclusion coexists with a
supportive legal framework for transformation. However, research reveals a troubling silence
around disability, even within progressive movements’ agendas, where racial integration has often
overshadowed disability concerns (Evans, 2022; Wickenden, 2023). This marginalisation can
render the experiences of visually impaired employees (VIE) invisible, distancing them from
broader transformation efforts and masking their true organisational impact. Demographic realities
further strengthen the strategic case for inclusion. Visual impairment (VI) is often imagined as
affecting “others”, yet evidence from the Eastern Cape, South Africa, indicates a 57.6% prevalence
among adults aged 35+, with adults over 64 being 12 times more likely to develop VI (Mafuleka &
Metsing, 2024). Common age-related conditions such as uncorrected refractive errors (38%) and
cataracts (20%) emerge across working lifespans, suggesting that visual limitations are not an

edge case but a predictable trajectory for many employees.

These trends argue for proactive accessibility: design systems, tools, and processes that anticipate
future needs while addressing current ones. Rather than reacting with ad hoc accommodations,
organisations that embed universal design create infrastructure that benefits everyone, improving
day-to-day usability, supporting the social integration of VIEs, and strengthening overall workforce
resilience. Firms that prioritise authentic inclusion also capture a broader value: increased
innovation driven by diverse perspectives, better problem-solving, broader market access via a
representative workforce, and greater adaptive capacity in changing environments (Ezeafulukwe
et al., 2024; Foster et al., 2023; Westover, 2025). The business case thus blends moral imperatives
and strategic advantages, positioning inclusive organisations for sustained success. Realising
these gains, however, requires more than superficial accommodations. Cultural transformation is
essential: ongoing disability education, awareness building at all organisational levels, and the
integration of inclusive practices into everyday operations (Ezeafulukwe et al., 2024; Moonsamy,
2025). This means sustained leadership commitment and resource allocation not just at policy
implementation but through continuous reinforcement. Despite growing consensus on the
importance of inclusion, theoretical and practical gaps remain in achieving authentic integration for

VIEs, underscoring the need for rigorous, context-aware research and implementation.

1.3 Theoretical Context and Literature Gaps

Despite growing scholarship on workplace disability inclusion, significant gaps persist, especially
in our theoretical understanding of how VI shapes day-to-day workplace experiences. Dominant
frameworks still prioritise policy compliance and individual accommodations rather than examining

the broader social and cultural dynamics that shape inclusion for VIEs. Botha and Watermeyer
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(2022) examined the impacts of organisational discourse and power dynamics on perceived status,
agency, and a sense of belonging among individuals with visual impairments. Their research
revealed that, while rehabilitation services provide valuable practical skills, people also experience
significant drawbacks. Organisational practices and relationships send implicit messages about
their worth and capabilities that can undermine their sense of agency and social standing. However,
their focus rests largely on rehabilitation services rather than workplace settings. What remains
unclear is how these discourses operate inside organisations, how they travel through routines,

hierarchies, technologies, and informal norms to shape the inclusion (or exclusion) on the ground.

This discourse gap reflects a broader theoretical limitation in disability inclusion research. Policy-
focused approaches offer important groundwork, but they often overlook the interpersonal and
organisational dynamics that determine whether policies translate into genuine belonging. Current
studies highlight the absence of robust theoretical models for the social side of workplace inclusion,
how people communicate, build relationships, and navigate workplace cultures (Bam & Ronnie,
2020; Suresh & Dyaram, 2020). In SA, these questions are further complicated by intersectionality:
VI intersects with race, gender, sexuality, disability status, age, religion, and socioeconomic status,

producing distinct patterns of exclusion (Kubeka & Rama, 2020).

Against this backdrop, social integration remains a largely overlooked domain that holds significant
promise for enhancing inclusive practices. (Yuan et al., 2023) demonstrates that integration
depends on both an individual's readiness to engage socially and their perceived acceptance by
colleagues. Yet much workplace research treats social integration as secondary, even though
evidence suggests that emotional and peer support are among the strongest drivers of belonging.
For example, a study of visually impaired bankers in India found that while technical fixes enabled
access to systems, peer support, especially from other visually impaired colleagues, was more

important for successful adaptation and authentic community (Jain & Sharma, 2018).

Emerging technologies add another, often overlooked, layer. Most assistive-technology studies
focus on individual accommodations rather than on how these technologies reshape relationships,
visibility, status, and communication at work. This is a missed opportunity, given advances in
speech recognition and text-to-speech systems, which could significantly improve social interaction
and reduce workplace isolation (Bhat, 2025; Kumar et al., 2024; Murugan et al., 2024). Emerging
approaches such as acoustemology, also offer potential through personalised soundscapes that
support identity recognition and enhance collaboration (Napolitano et al., 2024). The field lacks a
theory explaining when and how such technologies foster (or hinder) social integration. Finally, the

concept of belonging specifically requires further development for employees with VI. Lourens
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(2020) revealed that many feel compelled to mask or alter aspects of themselves, undermining
authentic experiences. Given the close linkage between belonging, engagement, retention, and
job satisfaction, this issue represents a notable theoretical and practical gap. Taken together, these
discrepancies in policy implementation, social integration, technological advancement, and a
sense of belonging signify a critical under-specified domain. Addressing it will require a theory that:
(a) connects institutional discourse to everyday interaction; (b) incorporates technology as a social
actor in workplaces; and (c) centres intersectional South African realities so inclusion is not merely

compliant but experientially authentic.

To address these gaps, this study synthesised four perspectives into a single integrated
framework: the social model of disability (Forbes & Lourens, 2025), organisational behaviour
(Castle, 2024), technological studies (Szekely et al., 2025), and intersectionality (Bassey et al.,
2025). The social model redirects attention from individual “deficits” to organisational barriers and
modifiable conditions for participation (Botha & Watermeyer, 2022). The organisational behaviour
lens examines everyday dynamics, how communication patterns form, how relationship quality
develops, and how network position shapes integration and belonging (Jain & Sharma, 2018; Yuan
et al., 2023). Technology is treated not as neutral but as an active mediator: assistive tools shape
visibility in meetings, patterns of communication, and opportunities for social participation (Ghafoor
et al., 2024; Napolitano et al., 2024). Finally, intersectionality recognises that VI never occurs in
isolation; in SA’s post-apartheid context it intersects with race, gender, age, and class to produce
markedly different experiences of inclusion (Kubeka & Rama, 2020; Lourens, 2020; Metanmo et
al., 2025).

Together, these lenses integrate structural, relational, and technological dimensions of inclusion.
The social model identifies organisational barriers and accommodations (structural level); relational
dynamics explain how those accommodations enable or constrain everyday interactions and peer
acceptance (relational level); and technology analysis shows how assistive tools mediate
participation (technological level). Intersectionality cuts across all three, conditioning access to
accommodations, the quality of relationships, and technology experiences in this context. This
framework clarifies when and how organisational accommodations yield social integration and the
conditions under which integration becomes authentic belonging, guiding both the study’s design

and its practical recommendations.
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1.4 Research Problem Statement

This study examines the persistent gap between disability inclusion policies and the lived
experiences of VIEs in SA. While substantial scholarship addresses inclusion through policy and
accommodation (Kuurne (née Ketokivi) & Vieno, 2022; Reeves et al., 2023; Zimmerman et al.,
2025), far less is known about how social integration processes the day-to-day navigation of
relationships, norms, and organisational culture, which shape VIESs’ sense of belonging. This gap
has practical consequences. Organisations aiming for authentic inclusion beyond basic compliance
need insight into the social dynamics that enable (or erode) engagement and belonging. Recent
studies revealed that employees with VI often face barriers to full social integration, including the
psychological pressure of “supercrip” stereotypes, which encourage masking and produce fragile,
unstable forms of belonging (Lourens, 2020; Romo et al., 2023; Savin et al., 2024). In SA, these
issues are compounded by a pervasive silence around disability: the priority given to racial
transformation frequently sidelines disability concerns, leaving VIEs feeling marginalised. The
result is a vicious cycle: without a robust theoretical foundation, organisations design inclusion
strategies that address surface-level accessibility while overlooking the structural and interpersonal
barriers that determine everyday participation. Moreover, VI intersects with race, gender, age,
class, and other identities, creating complex patterns of marginalisation that most South African
workplaces are not equipped to recognise or remedy (Kubeka & Rama, 2020; Metanmo et al.,
2025).

What remains unclear are the mechanisms and conditions under which social integration fosters a
genuine sense of belonging for VIEs in South African workplaces. Existing research has not fully
addressed several questions: Which organisational practices spanning communication,
technology, and accommodation enable or inhibit everyday social participation? In what ways do
personal relationships and peer acceptance bridge the gap between compliant accommodations
on paper and a lived experience of belonging? How does organisational culture amplify or dampen
these dynamics? And how do intersecting identities (race, gender, age, and class) shape distinct
pathways to integration and belonging in SA’s context (Metanmo et al., 2025; Sibanda & Batisai,
2021)?

This study addresses these gaps through qualitative methods. Using in-depth interviews with VIEs
and workplace observations, it will trace how concrete integration practices, communication
protocols, accommodation approaches, peer interactions, and cultural norms shape daily
experiences of participation and acceptance. The analysis will map the social processes that
connect these practices to felt belonging and show how intersecting identities produce different

routes to integration. A maximum-variety sampling strategy (across career tenure, organisational
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settings, and intersectional identities) will capture diverse experiences. The outcome will be a
practice-linked framework that connects integration mechanisms to belonging outcomes, alongside

context-specific, actionable insights for South African organisations.

1.5 Research Objectives

This study investigates how social integration shapes the sense of belonging among VIEs in South
African workplaces, with linked objectives that move from diagnosis to action. Beyond the primary
aim, it will (i) identify organisational factors that facilitate or hinder integration, (ii) examine how
employees navigate organisational cultures and everyday social dynamics, and (iii) analyse the
role of interpersonal relationships in inclusion. An explicit intersectional lens will show how
overlapping identities produce divergent experiences of integration and belonging (Kubeka &
Rama, 2020).

Analytically, the study assesses (a) how accommodations influence social acceptance, (b) how
communication strategies and assistive technologies shape daily participation and (c) how
workplace culture can foster or hinder a genuine sense of belonging. It also challenges narratives
that cast visually impaired individuals as passive recipients rather than active agents in their
rehabilitation (Botha & Watermeyer, 2022). Practically, the work will specify targeted interventions
to strengthen social integration, outline how organisations can enable authentic belonging without
expecting performative “supercrip” displays and offer recommendations to remove both visible and
invisible barriers to full participation. The ultimate goal is to translate findings into rights-based,

enforceable policies that advance theory and deliver durable, real-world inclusion.

1.6 Scope and Delimitations

This study compares diverse South African organisations to examine how workplace cultures
shape the inclusion of VIEs. It investigates how workplace design, communication practices, social
interaction patterns, and organisational policies influence feelings of belonging and social
integration, and it evaluates how assistive technology, accommodation strategies, and support
mechanisms either promote or impede these processes. The analysis also applies an
intersectional lens to understand how overlapping identities and individual characteristics condition
inclusion experiences. The study is limited to workplace environments (not community or
educational contexts), focuses specifically on VI (recognising other disabilities requires dedicated
separate inquiry), and centres on social integration and belonging rather than productivity or career
advancement, although related factors may emerge during data collection. Geographically, it is

limited to SA, acknowledging context-specific legal, cultural, and organisational factors that may
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constrain direct generalisation; nevertheless, its theoretical insights and methods are intended to
inform inclusion efforts in similarly diverse contexts, pursuing transformation amid complex

histories of exclusion.

1.7 Significance and Expected Contributions
This study addresses critical gaps in both the theory and practice of inclusion for VIEs in SA,

offering contributions across four domains.

1.7.1 Theoretical contributions.

This research moves beyond policy- and accommodation-centric views to advance a
multidimensional model of workplace inclusion that links social integration to felt belonging. It
develops an empowerment-focused lens that challenges deficit framings and “supercrip”
expectations, and it extends organisational behaviour theory by examining how inclusive
leadership mediates the pathway from disability status to integration and, ultimately, authentic
belonging.

1.7.2 Practical contributions.

Grounded in empirical evidence, this study specifies actionable strategies for creating
psychologically safe and genuinely inclusive environments. It provides guidance for organisation-
wide frameworks that address both the structural (policies, tools, processes) and cultural (norms,
leadership, everyday interaction) aspects, and it offers targeted inputs for management training
programmes and Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives tailored to the needs and strengths
of VIEs.

1.7.3 Social contributions.

Through participatory methods, this study amplifies the voices of VIEs as collaborators rather than
subjects, shifting the discourse from needs-only narratives to capabilities and contributions.
Participants will inform research design, interpretation and dissemination, ensuring findings reflect
lived realities. Findings are positioned to inform advocacy and policy development, foster public

awareness, and challenge persistent misconceptions and stereotypes about VI in the workplace.

1.8 Expected impact

Beyond academic insights, this study delivers practical tools and frameworks that organisations
can implement to improve social integration and belonging. By strengthening day-to-day inclusion,
how people communicate, collaborate, and participate, the study aims to enhance quality of life,
well-being, and professional fulfiiment for VIEs and, in turn, enable fuller participation in the South

African economy and society.
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Chapter 2. Literature Review

Research on how VIEs experience social integration and belonging draws on varied theories and
methods, yet findings remain inconsistent (Fulton et al., 2021; Ogedengbe et al., 2023; Raines et
al., 2023). Much of this variability stems from differences in conceptualisation (what counts as
integration vs. belonging), measurement (binary participation indicators vs. multidimensional
scales), and analytic approaches across organisational and cultural contexts (Yuan et al., 2023).
Some studies link perceived social support to stronger belonging (Aftab et al., 2025; Bhaskar et
al., 2022), while others report conditional or null effects once contextual moderators, organisational
culture, national policy frameworks, and individual psychosocial factors are considered (Ishida et
al., 2025; X. Liu et al., 2025; Wu et al., 2025).

Looking beyond the individual level clarifies part of this puzzle. Organisational culture appears
more consequential for belonging than physical workspace design alone (Dalessandro & Lovell,
2024). For employees with minority identity markers, cultural signals about who is heard, how
decisions are made, and how difference is treated carry amplified weight (Arnett, 2023;
Dalessandro & Lovell, 2023). Inclusive values foster acceptance only when they are embedded in
daily practice, and formal policies inconsistently enacted rarely translate into felt connection (Bryer,
2020). From an empowerment standpoint, disability disclosure can be a strategic, agentic choice
rather than a mere response to stigma, and instruments such as disability quotas may revalue
disability within professional life (Richard & Hennekam, 2021). Yet supportive frameworks often

coexist with interpersonal bias, eroding trust and complicating durable inclusion.

These tensions expose the limits of approaches focused narrowly on personal choices or
institutional programmes. Critical Disability Theory (CDT) redirects attention to structural
arrangements and ableist norms that produce disabling conditions regardless of individual identity
work, helping explain why similar policies yield divergent outcomes across sociocultural settings
(Brown & Finn, 2024; Mou & Albagmi, 2024; Marques et al., 2020; Yi & Moon, 2020). However, the
structural account’s traction is constrained by methodological weaknesses in the evidence base:
small samples, heavy reliance on self-report, and limited psychometric validation undermine
generalisability and causal inference (Yuan et al., 2023). CDT thus offers powerful analytic tools,

but the empirical foundation remains incomplete.

This review highlights three gaps that justify focused study of VIEs. Impairment aggregation:
pooling disability types obscures dynamics specific to visible AT use and its social meanings.
Theoretical silos: Social Identity Theory (SIT) and CDT typically operate in parallel rather than in
synthesis, masking how identity safety and structure jointly shape belonging. Method limitations:

design, measurement, and power shortfalls prevent the development and testing of targeted,
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context-sensitive interventions. Addressing these gaps requires systematic, culturally attentive
research that distinguishes integration from belonging, explicitly models organisational culture and
policy contexts, integrates SIT with CDT, and employs longitudinal, mixed-method designs to
specify when, how, and for whom social integration reliably translates into authentic workplace

belonging.

2.1 Theoretical and conceptual foundations

This review is anchored in SIT, which holds that people derive self-esteem and belonging from
identification with valued groups (Kusku et al., 2022). SIT helps explain micro-level dynamics; how
identity threat, stigma cues, and perceived in-group status shape the felt experience of belonging
for VIEs. Yet SIT alone under-specifies the structural conditions that enable or block belonging: it
privileges individual cognition and identity work while often bracketing power, policy, material
design, and ableist norms. To address this blind spot, CDT was integrated, which foregrounds how
organisational systems, technologies, and societal structures produce disabling environments
(Ebrahim et al., 2022). In combination, the frameworks offer complementary lenses: SIT explains
how belonging is psychologically constructed and threatened; CDT explains why identity processes
may fail to tra