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Labour force participation rate by age group and disability status, Canada, 2006
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Disability affects over a billion people worldwide – about
15% of the global population – and disability rates are
expected to grow within most industrialized nations as a
result of population aging and a greater understanding
about health issues.1 Canada is no exception: in 2006,
the disability rate in Canada was 17%, up from 15% in
2001.2 People living with a disability have unique and
often challenging experiences accessing and
participating in the paid labour force.
According to an OECD study, the employment rate
for people who live with a disability was just over half
the rate for those who do not (44% and 75%,
respectively).3 In Canada, for people aged 15-64 who
reported living with a disability in 2006, more than 4 in
10 were neither in the labour force nor looking for

work.4 Employment rates for those with a disability
were lower among women (46%) than men (56%).5
Those who reported living with a disability tended to
work less than those who did not – 15 weeks less per
year among men, and 12 weeks less among women.6
Not surprisingly, the difference in labour force
attachment between Canadians with disabilities and
Canadians without disabilities often results in an
income gap, with the difference in earnings increasing
with the duration of the disability period. The income
gap was nearly zero for disability periods of one year,
but it climbed to at least 20% for those who reported a
disability period of six years, according to a 2009
StatsCan report.7
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The relationship between disability and
employment is complex. Unemployment rates differ
according to the type of disability reported – for
example, the unemployment rate for people reporting
a hearing disability was 10% in 2006, compared with
16% for people reporting a memory-related disability.8
While the majority of disabilities are related to pain,
mobility and agility, there are a growing number of
disability claims related to mental health. Mental
health conditions account for an estimated 30% of
short- and long-term disability claims in Canada.9
People living with disabilities often face barriers to
employment as a result of social stigma, rather than
the condition itself. The experience of stigma is
pronounced: the majority (55%) of surveyed
Canadians reporting a disability feel that “a person is
more likely to be hired or promoted if they hide their
disability.” 10
Employers may make assumptions and voice
concerns about the working capacity and performance
of a person with a disability – however, 8 in 10 surveyed
small business owners in Canada who have hired
people with disabilities say that these employees have
either “met or exceeded” their expectations.11 Some
employers worry about the potential costs of
accommodation: in a 2013 survey, respondents

provided a mean estimate of $10,000 for
accommodation costs – 20 times the actual average
cost of $500 (which is not an issue for the 20% of
employees living with a disability who require no
accommodation whatsoever).12

Family Lens
Today, more employers are actively recruiting and
hiring persons living with disabilities, as their
capacity for support full participation in the labour
force becomes increasingly clear. Managers,
coworkers and unions can create cultures of
inclusion where people living with a disability can
reach their full potential and contribute to the
success of their organization. But support does not
just come from the workplace: Canadians living with
disabilities also rely on family members for
assistance, emotional support and encouragement.
The multifaceted nature of disability means that
colleagues, caregivers, policymakers and families
need to work together with Canadians living with
disabilities to foster participation in the social and
economic lives of the communities in which they live.
Nathan Battams is a researcher and writer at the
Vanier Institute of the Family.
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