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The landscape of work and disability in Canada has undergone profound transformations in recent years. 
Since 2017, the number of Canadians with disabilities has increased substantially, and the employment 
gap between Canadians with and without disabilities has narrowed. As workers, employers, policymakers, 
and service providers navigate these changes, it is crucial to understand their context and implications. 
This article presents an intersectional perspective on recent developments in labour market outcomes for 
people with disabilities, as well as sheds light on the potential drivers of some of the biggest changes.

The Canadian Survey on Disability (CSD) is a national survey conducted every five years, which collects 
information about youth and adults in Canada (age 15 and up) who have disabilities.1 Among other 
things, the CSD reports on experiences of disability, demographic factors, and labour market participation. 
Importantly, for the first time in history, the most recent two survey cycles – the 2017 and 2022 CSD – are 
directly comparable, allowing a meaningful interpretation of how key outcomes have changed over this 
five-year period.2

Statistics Canada began publishing much-anticipated findings from the 2022 CSD at the end of 2023. In 
this report, we highlight important insights from the CSD 2022 as they relate to intersections of gender, 
sexual orientation, age, and disability, including summaries of aggregated data from the 2022 CSD. 
First, we highlight some of the most noteworthy trends and changes in work and disability through 
an intersectional framework, including the rise in mental health-related disabilities, the increased rate 
of disability among youth, and the 3% increase in employment for workers with disabilities. We then 
discuss contextual factors, including the conceptual framework of the CSD, and draw on supporting 
research about potential drivers of these trends, such as the influence of policy developments and the 
funding landscape, demographic changes, and evolutions in sociocultural attitudes towards disability. 
Throughout, we highlight insights derived from CCRW’s Employment Services data. Finally, we conclude 
with a call for collaborative efforts to drive inclusion and accessibility in Canada.
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Trends in Work & Disability - 
The Latest Insights
Data from the 2022 CSD showed that the landscape of work and disability in Canada changed 
substantially between 2017 and 2022. Some of the most noteworthy changes are highlighted below. We 
unpack the context and contributing factors of these changes in further detail in this report.

Narrowing the employment gap: 

The employment rate for adults with 
disabilities increased by 3 percentage 
points from 2017, and the employment 
gap between workers with and without 
disabilities narrowed from 21% to 16%.2

Increased disability rate: 

In 2022, 27% of respondents aged 15 and older in 
Canada (8 million individuals) reported disabilities that 
limited their daily activities, compared to 22% in 2017.2 
71% of people with disabilities in Canada experience 
more than one type (co-occurring disabilities). 43% 
of youth (age 15-24) and 36% of working-age adults 
(age 25-64) experience two or three co-occurring 
disabilities.3

Increase in mental health disabilities:

The prevalence of mental health-related 
disabilities increased more than any type, 
growing 3 percentage points between 2017 and 
2022.2,4
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Disability rates on the rise among women:2 

Disability rates increased among all genders, but the increase was larger among those who identify as 
women. The number of women reporting a disability grew from 24% to 30%, while disability rates among 
men grew from 20% to 24%. Although all people with disabilities in Canada are likely to have more than 
one type of disability, 3% more women have four or more disabilities compared to men (35% versus 
32%).2 Women are also more than twice as likely as men to experience a mental health disability (19% 
versus 9%); however, men with mental health disabilities face a larger employment gap (18% lower, 
relative to men without disabilities) than women with mental health disabilities (7% lower).5

2SLGBTQ+ persons with disabilities: 

For the first time, the 2022 CSD collected and reported 
data on sexual orientation and gender diversity.3 Among 
2SLGBTQ+ individuals with disabilities, mental health-
related disabilities were the most common type of 
disability. Compared to non-2SLGBTQ+ persons with 
disabilities, this demographic also reported more co-
occurring and severe disabilities.6

Disability rates on the rise among youth:2 

Disability rates increased across all age groups, except for 
those aged 75 and older. However, increases in disability 
rates were highest in the 15 to 24 age group, growing by 
7 percentage points. 20% of youth in Canada now report 
having a disability, and more than two-thirds of disabilities 
among youth are mental health-related.5 Employment rates 
for youth with disabilities are 5 percentage points lower 
than their peers without disabilities.5
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Severity of barriers:

Employment rates are lower for persons reporting 
more severe disability-related barriers. 75% of 
individuals reporting mild barriers were employed 
in 2022, compared to 30% of those facing the most 
severe barriers. Individuals with severe barriers are 
also more likely work part-time, with 14% of men 
and 23% of women with severe disability-related 
barriers working part-time, compared to 8% of men 
and 18% of women without disabilities.2

Unmet needs: 

Just over two-thirds of workers with disabilities 
require at least one workplace accommodation. This 
proportion has not changed significantly since 2017,7 
but the absolute number of workers with disabilities 
who are employed and require an accommodation 
increased from 172,000 in 2017 to 303,000 in 2022. 
The number of unmet accommodation needs 
decreased from 40.4% to 35.4%.

Untapped talent: 

People with disabilities in Canada continue to be 
an unrealized source of talent and work potential. 
In 2022, 42% of working-age adults (25 to 64 years) 
with disabilities, or 741,280 people, had the potential 
to work but were unemployed. 81% of youth with 
disabilities who were not in school or work – 141,980 
people aged 15 to 24 – had the potential to work in 
2022.2
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Understanding the Data

The CSD is a cornerstone in the national effort 
to understand and address the challenges 
faced by individuals with disabilities residing in 
Canada. The findings from the CSD are intended 
to facilitate the planning, implementation, and 
evaluation of services, programs, and policies 
aimed at fostering the full participation and 
inclusion of people with disabilities across 
Canada.1 Additionally, the survey aligns with 
Canada’s international commitments, particularly 
those outlined in the UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities, by contributing 
essential data to fulfill Canada’s obligations of 
preventing discrimination, eliminating barriers to 
accessibility, and promoting the capabilities and 
contributions of people with disabilities.1

Every five years, the CSD provides detailed 
data on indicators including the prevalence of 
disability and different types of disabilities in 
the population, as well as many demographic 
and socioeconomic characteristics of persons 
with disabilities. This includes information on 

employment outcomes, educational attainment, 
and work potential, as well as the workplace 
accommodation needs of workers with disabilities 
and whether these needs were met. As such, 
findings from the CSD make it possible to explore 
the diverse experiences of disability in Canada 
and underscore persistent gaps that require 
attention and action.

Releases and reports from the 2022 CSD began 
on December 1st, 2023. As illustrated in the 
highlights above, data from the 2022 CSD revealed 
significant shifts in the labour market experiences 
of people with disabilities in Canada. To 
understand these findings and their implications 
in context, it is important to understand the 
conceptual framework and methodological 
approach used to identify and collect data about 
people with disabilities in Canada. To ground 
our exploration of the driving factors of these 
changing dynamics, we briefly summarize the 
CSD’s conceptual foundations below. 
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The Foundations of the CSD

Statistics Canada releases a detailed Concepts and Methods guide for the CSD summarizing their data 
collection process, sample parameters, questionnaire, and information on sampling error and other data 
quality details.1 For our discussion, the most important elements to understand about the CSD’s approach 
are the conceptual framework used to identify persons with disabilities, including the questions used to 
identify disability prevalence and type.

CSD respondents are residents of Canada who, on the last preceding Census, reported facing barriers in 
their day-to-day lives on the Activities of Daily Living (ADL) questionnaire..8,1 The ADL serves as a first step 
in identifying people with disabilities, and inquires about barriers related to physical, sensory, cognitive, 
psychosocial, and other health-related conditions.8

Understanding and measurement of disability has evolved greatly over the 40+ years since the first survey 
on disability in Canada was conducted.1 Following the ratification of the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2010,9 Canada initiated the development of a new tool to identify 
and collect data on persons with disabilities – the Disability Screening Questionnaire (DSQ) used in the 
current CSD.

Importantly, the design and methodology of the DSQ are based on the social model of disability.10 In 
other words, the DSQ takes a demedicalized approach to identifying and measuring the experiences of 
people living in Canada who report barriers in their daily lives. The social model of disability differs from 
the medical model, which focuses on bodily impairment as the cause of limitations. Instead, the social 
model understands disability as “…the result of the interaction between a person’s functional limitations 
and barriers in their environment, including social and physical barriers”.1 From this perspective, it is the 
experience of barriers that is disabling, rather than innate bodily condition. Accordingly, the DSQ inquires 
about the presence and severity of barriers or limitations to participating in daily life. For example, to 
assess pain-related disabilities, the DSQ uses questions such as “how often does this pain limit your daily 
activities?”10

Using the DSQ, the CSD identifies and reports data on 10 types of disability: hearing, vision, mobility, 
flexibility, dexterity, pain, learning, mental health, memory, and developmental. It also assesses ‘disability 
severity’, which is measured as the frequency and severity of barriers faced by respondents in carrying out 
various daily activities resulting from these different types of disability. The CSD also collects and reports 
data on supports used by persons with disabilities, such as aids and assistive devices, human supports, 
and the use of healthcare and social services.1

Understanding the basic conceptual approach of the CSD allows us to see beyond the numbers, and to 
appreciate the complex interplay between the lived experiences of individuals with disabilities and their 
environments, including the labour market.
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The Intersectionality of 
Disability: A Diverse Tapestry

Statistics provide valuable insights that allow us to better understand the experiences and barriers 
of people with disabilities. However, statistical information must be interpreted carefully to avoid 
overgeneralization or misunderstanding. The CSD collects and reports data on many demographic and 
socioeconomic factors, facilitating an intersectional analysis and understanding of outcomes for persons 
with disabilities.

When interpreting statistical data from the CSD or elsewhere, it is critical to understand that the 
experience of barriers based on disability is not the same for everyone. While people with disabilities may 
share a similar medical diagnosis, some similar life experiences, or similar experiences with barriers, one 
person’s experience of disability is exactly that: one person’s experience.

Disability is only one dimension of identity. For some, disability is the only aspect of their identity through 
which they are marginalized; that is, they may experience relative privilege on other dimensions, like 
gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, age, socioeconomic status, and so on. For others, the barriers 
they face as persons with disabilities can be compounded by their identification with other equity-
denied groups. Understanding how disability intersects with other identities allows us to evaluate 
statistical findings with a critical lens, including as they pertain to employment. Part of this intersectional 
approach involves examining how these statistics vary for those who identify with multiple equity-denied 
groups. It also means identifying where gaps in our current data collection methods exists, and, where 
possible, identifying and amplifying other sources of information – including the voices of the disability 
communities – to bolster the data.
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Intersectionality
Intersectionality is a theoretical framework originating from the insights of Black feminists to explain 
how diverse social identities interact with systems of power.12,13 Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the term 
intersectionality in 1989.14 As a feminist and legal scholar, Crenshaw recognized the complex experiences 
of Black women navigating both racial and gender discriminationl.14 Her work on intersectionality 
has been pivotal in furthering understanding of discrimination, and insights from the research on 
intersectionality have had numerous applications for initiatives and strategies aimed at fostering equity 
and inclusion. 

Two core concepts are central to understanding intersectionality: social identities and their interaction 
with systems of power, and the multitude  of social identities.12

Social Identity and Power
Social identities are the aspects of our identities that relate to group membership; for example, gender, 
age, sexual orientation, ethnicity, or disability.15 Systems of power refer to how social, economic, and 
political structures influence cultural norms and shape laws, policies, and practices.16 Systems of power 
have historically favoured certain groups while marginalizing others, and continue to do so today. Social 
identities interact with systems of power, influencing individual experiences of barriers, discrimination, 
and disadvantages, such as ableist stigmas and employment inequities faced by workers with disabilities.

In the workplace, systems of power can be evident through organizational culture, resource allocation, 
hiring processes, and the presence (or absence) of workforce diversity.17 Individuals with disabilities 
face employment inequities including lower employment rates, lower income, high rates of workplace 
discrimination, and a lack of access to needed supports and accommodations.18

Intersections: Multitudes of Social Identities

People have multiple social identities.12 A person with a disability may experience ableist discrimination 
and face barriers due to their disability, while also experiencing marginalization along other lines, such as 
gender-based discrimination or racism.  

The ways different social identities interact under systems of power are best understood not as 
independent roads running in parallel, but as roads that intersect – a metaphor introduced by Kimberlé 
Crenshaw in her original work. These intersections result in complex experiences of barriers and 
discrimination, and help show how these different identities interact, influence, and co-exist.14

An equity-denied group refers to a group of people who face attitudinal, 
historic, and/or systemic barriers to accessing resources, services, and 
opportunities that are readily available to other members of society. 
Equityi-denied groups include (but are not limited to) women, Indigenous 
Peoples, people with disabilities, religious minority groups, members 
of the 2SLGBTQ+ community, and racialized people from different 
backgrounds.11 Equity-denied is used as an alternative to equity-deserving 
or equity-seeking, reflecting the ways the human rights of these groups 
have been actively denied and placing accountability with the institutions 
and systems that have perpetuated these inequities.

Equity Denied Group
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The following scenario is an illustrative example of 
intersectional barriers in the labour market.

Imagine a highly qualified Black woman with a 
disability applies for an office job. Her credentials 
are impeccable; by any measure, she is an ideal 
candidate for the role. She secures an interview, 
and chooses to disclose her disability, which 
is otherwise not apparent to observers. The 
interviewers were aware of her gender from her 
job application, and, while they did not previously 
know her racial identity, also gain this information 
upon meeting her. In discussing her disability, 
she focuses on her accommodation needs, which 
include frequent breaks and a workspace with 
dimmed lighting.

At the end of the interview, the interviewers 
tell her how impressed they were with her 
professional experience and her answers to their 
technical questions. She leaves feeling confident, 
but is later surprised to learn that she did not get 
the job. Instead, the company offered the role to a 
white man with no (visible) disabilities, despite his 
far fewer years of relevant work experience.

In this scenario, it becomes challenging to 
pinpoint the reasons for the rejection. It is 
possible that even the hiring manager didn’t know 
what biased them against the more qualified 
applicant. Their decision may have been driven by 
a variety of reasons, including racial bias, sexism, 
or ableism – or a combination of these. This is 
what is meant by compounding effects and the 
interaction of social identities.
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Intersectionality underscores the need to adopt a holistic, person-centered perspective in advocacy, 
service delivery, and research. No one social identity represents the entirety of a person’s self-concept, 
nor can any one aspect of identity be used as a singular explanation for their experiences. When people’s 
experiences are viewed only through a single component of their identity, this leads to gaps in our 
understanding of the individual, their experiences, and their access to opportunities and resources.12

Barriers resulting from systemic discrimination can manifest at any stage of the employment journey, 
including entering the labour market, in the workplace, and in career advancement. While there remains 
a significant research gap around employment outcomes for diverse workers with disabilities, a 2024 
scoping review of findings on the intersection of racism and ableism shows how ‘double discrimination’ 
is experienced by racialized individuals with disabilities.19 For example, racialized workers with disabilities 
experience stereotyping (such as assumptions about work capabilities or skepticism about the legitimacy 
of accommodation requests), systemic and institutional discrimination (resulting in limited access to 
quality vocational rehabilitation services), compromised mental and physical health, and difficulty finding 
and maintaining meaningful employment. Many of these barriers exist independently among workers 
with disabilities and racialized workers, but they are exacerbated and amplified for those living at these 
intersections.
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Statistics Canada’s  
Gender, Diversity, and Inclusion Statistics Hub

In September 2024, Statistics Canada launched an updated version of 
their Gender, Diversity and Inclusion Statistics (GDIS) Hub, a centralized 
resource to easily access data and statistics on diverse population 
groups, including people with disabilities, women, the 2SLGBTQ+ 
community, immigrants, Indigenous peoples, and racialized groups. 
This dynamic platform features data tables, publications, and data 
visualizations, all of which can be filtered by population group. The GDIS 
Hub is more equipped than ever to provide a nuanced picture of the 
diverse experiences of the Canadian population. 

Visit the to Gender, Diversity and Inclusion Statistics Hub access these 
tools and learn more.

Gender, Diversity and Inclusion Statistics Hub

https://www.statcan.gc.ca/hub-carrefour/gdis-sgdi/index-eng.htm?utm_source=stakeholder&utm_medium=eml&utm_campaign=statcan-stacan-gdis-sgdi-23-24
https://www.statcan.gc.ca/hub-carrefour/gdis-sgdi/index-eng.htm?utm_source=stakeholder&utm_medium=eml&utm_campaign=statcan-stacan-gdis-sgdi-23-24
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Intersectional Analysis

When statistical data is collected and analyzed using an 
intersectional framework, it can provide insights that 
inform more equitable policies, practices, programs, 
services, and research initiatives.

An intersectional analysis is one that explores the 
experiences of underrepresented groups across multiple 
dimensions, and not just one aspect of their identities at 
a time. That is, researchers must be able to investigate 
whether, and how, respondents’ experiences are 
influenced by multiple aspects of social identity. This 
requires that their social identities are recognized and 
included in data collection.

The application of intersectionality theory to quantitative 
research is relatively recent, compared to its use in 
qualitative research.20 There is therefore little consensus 
on what a truly intersectional quantitative (e.g., survey) 
methodology would look like. Many researchers (e.g., 
Agénor, 2020) have advocated for qualitative or mixed 
methods designs.21

Of course, quantitative research has some limitations. 
Through quantitative methods, researchers can 
identify patterns in data, but they may not be able to 
identify the underlying explanations for their findings.22 
Or, depending on how the data are collected, some 
dimensions of social identity may be misrepresented 
or excluded.22 Nonetheless, quantitative methods are 
critical to intersectional research, enabling researchers 
to identify patterns that can potentially be generalized to 
populations.23 

The CSD is the most comprehensive survey dataset 
available on people with disabilities living in Canada. 
Because it contains detailed data on demographics, it 
enables data users to investigate how outcomes, like 
labour market participation, vary across social identity, 
facilitating an intersectional interpretation of the data. 
Findings from the CSD data can be bolstered through 
other research, including qualitative research, that helps 
reveal potential explanations for the experiences of 
equity-denied groups, and ensures that marginalized 
voices are not overlooked.
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In the 2022 CSD, over one-third (36%) of people with disabilities reported feeling disadvantaged 
in employment due to their disability.24 Barriers to inclusion persist in the job search process, in 
attaining work, and in career advancement, and these barriers can be compounded for workers at the 
intersections of marginalized social identities. Stigma and experiences of discrimination persist as major 
social barriers to labour market inclusion in Canada. Here, we highlight some of the ways different 
experiences of disability, as well as gender and sexual identity, relate to outcomes across the employment 
lifecycle.

The job search, application, and interview stages of the employment lifecycle are the gateway to work, 
and employment discrimination during this period pre-emptively excludes many jobseekers from the 
workforce.

Eight percent of people with disabilities said they were denied a job interview in the last 5 
years due to their disability.24 Reports of job interview discrimination were highest among those with 
memory and developmental disabilities, at 14%, followed by dexterity (13%), mobility (13%), and learning 
disabilities (12%).24

Almost 10% of people with disabilities believe they were refused a job in the last five years 
because of their disability.24 Reports of hiring discrimination also vary by disability type, with over one-
fifth of people with developmental disabilities (21%) reporting such discrimination, followed by 20% 
of people with memory disabilities, and 18% of those with learning disabilities.24

Unpacking New Developments  
in Work and Disability in Canada
As we’ve demonstrated throughout our 2024 
Trends Report series, Shaping Tomorrow, 
workforce disability inclusion and accessibility 
are both indicators and outcomes of social 
progress, as well as strategic advantages and 
ethical responsibilities for Canadian businesses. 
In this section, we examine some of the recent 
developments in work and disability in Canada 
as revealed by the 2022 CSD and discuss the 
contextual and intersectional factors that may 
have influenced these changes. Central to 
our approach is a recognition of the complex 
web of factors contributing to employment 
outcomes, and how experiences seeking 

employment, disclosing a disability, requesting 
accommodations, and navigating the workplace 
differ across sociodemographic lines.

First, we present a summary of findings from the 
2022 CSD related to disability and work across the 
employment lifecycle. In this section, we analyze 
and discuss employment outcomes concerning 
intersections of disability, gender, and sexual 
orientation, presenting novel data from the CSD. 
In the section that follows, we draw on supporting 
evidence and research to discuss the potential 
drivers of recent changes in the landscape of 
disability and work.

Intersecting Barriers Across the Employment Lifecycle - 
Insights from the 2022 CSD

Finding and Obtaining Work
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2SLGBTQ+ persons with disabilities experience heightened 
discrimination across the employment lifecycle, relative to 
their non-2SLGBTQ+ identifying peers, with barriers beginning 
in the job search, interviewing, and hiring stages. Nine percent 
of 2SLGBTQ+ respondents to the 2022 CSD reported being 
refused a job interview because of their disability (compared 
to 7% of non-2SLGBTQ+ respondents), and 15% said they 
had been refused a job (compared to 9%).24  Members of the 
2SLGBTQ+ community were also more likely to report feeling 
disadvantaged in employment due to their disability (44%, 
versus 35% of non 2SLGBTQ+ persons), as well as more likely 
to believe employers saw them as disadvantaged (39% versus 
33%).24 These findings were particularly notable for 2SLGBTQ+ 
men, nearly half of whom (48%) believed themselves to be 
disadvantaged in employment due to their disability.
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Access to employment also varies by disability type. Those with developmental, memory, and dexterity 
disabilities were especially likely to report employment barriers. People with developmental disabilities 
(62%) and memory disabilities (61%) were almost twice as likely as workers with any type of disability 
(36%) to report feeling disadvantaged in employment.24

Workplace Discrimination, Accommodations, and Disclosure

The most common accommodations needed by persons with disabilities continue to be various types 
of workplace modifications or adjustments, many of which incur little or no direct cost to employers. 
For persons with one of the three most prevalent types of disabilities among working-age adults – pain, 
mental health, and flexibility disabilities – the most frequently reported accommodation needs are 
shown in the table below, with the proportion of persons with each type of disability who require the 
accommodation shown in parentheses. Modified work hours and modified/different job duties are among 
the most common accommodation needs for many workers with disabilities.

Mental Health 
Disability

Pain Disability Flexibility 
Disability

Modified work hours 
(24%)

Modified/different duties 
(20%)

Working from home 
(16%)

Modified work hours 
(26%)

Working from home
(17%)

Modified/different duties
(17%)

Modified/different duties 
(27%)

Special chair/back support
(21%)

Working from home 
(19%)

Even though many workplace accommodations are not burdensome to implement, the decision to 
disclose a disability to an employer is fraught with challenges. As we discuss in Awareness to Action, 
many workers choose not to disclose their disability or accommodation needs at work, fearing negative 
outcomes like missed advancement opportunities or job loss.25,26 Findings from the 2022 CSD show 
that the most common reasons for not requesting accommodations are feeling uncomfortable asking 
an employer (45%) and not wanting to disclose the accommodation need (36%).24 For those with non-
apparent or “invisible” disabilities, disclosure reveals their disability to others, opening them up to 
potential discrimination.27 Research suggests those with mental health and episodic disabilities may be 
particularly reluctant to disclose due to stigma and lack of understanding, respectively.28 Among 2022 
CSD respondents with mental health disabilities who did not request accommodations, 50% said it was 
because they feared negative outcomes.24

Additionally, many accommodation requests continue to go unmet; 24% of workers who requested 
accommodations said they were not provided.24 Women with disabilities, in particular, frequently report 
that requested accommodations were not made available by their employers.
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Proportion of workers who requested accommodations, but accommodations 
were not made available, by gender, 2022
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Note: Because of the small size of the non-binary population, non-binary CSD respondents are included in the 
Women+ and Men+ categories. The "+" symbol represents non-binary respondents who were distributed into these 
gender categories.1

Career Advancement Opportunities

Employment obtained by persons with disabilities 
varies by role and area of work, particularly across 
occupation categories. These findings suggest 
persisting inequities in opportunities for upwards 
mobility available to workers with disabilities.

Workers with disabilities are employed across 
industries in a distribution comparable to 
the general population, such that many are 
working in the health care and social assistance 
(14%) and retail trade (12%) industries; this is 
consistent with the 13% and 12% of all workers 
employed in these industries across Canada.24,29 
However, workers with disabilities are slightly 
less likely to be employed in construction (6%) 
and manufacturing (6%) industries, compared 
to employment rates in these industries for all 
workers (8% and 9%, respectively).24,29

Across occupation categories, workers with 
disabilities, relative to workers in general, are 
overrepresented in non-managerial sales and 
service occupations (25% versus 22%); non-
managerial business, finance, and administration 
occupations (19% versus 16%); and non-
managerial occupations in education, law and 

social, community and government services (14% 
versus 11%).24,30 People with disabilities likely 
continue to be underrepresented in management 
occupations generally, relative to the 9% of the 
general population working in management roles. 
The exact size of this discrepancy is difficult to 
quantify, as the summary statistics obtained from 
the 2022 CSD were suppressed due to the very 
small number of respondents with disabilities in 
management occupations.
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Underrepresentation in leadership roles is likely driven in large part by discrimination in career 
development and advancement decisions. Per the 2022 CSD, nearly 1 in 10 people with disabilities 
feel they have been denied a promotion due to their disability.24 This was a particularly common 
experience for those with memory (21%) learning (18%) and developmental (17%) disabilities.24 As 
we discuss in the first article of Shaping Tomorrow, Career Advancement Pathways for Workers with 
Disabilities, opportunities for upwards mobility (such as promotions), as well as other forms of career 
advancement, are fraught with attitudinal, organizational, and systemic barriers for persons with 
disabilities.

Promotion discrimination by disability type, 2022

Men and women with disabilities were equally likely to report being denied a promotion due to their 
disability. However, echoing patterns in interviewing and hiring discrimination, 2SLGBTQ+ workers with 
disabilities are more likely than their non-2SLGBTQ+ identifying peers to report being denied a promotion 
(13% versus 8%), with 2SLGBTQ+ men with disabilities reporting the most frequent experiences of 
promotion discrimination.24

Promotion discrimination by gender and sexual identity, 2022
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Mental Health Disability on the Rise
The rate of mental health disability has increased more than any other type of disability, rising by 3 
percentage points across the Canadian population between 2017 and 2022.2 Among persons with 
disabilities, mental health disabilities increased by 6% (from 33% to 39%) since 2017. This was also 
the largest increase of any type of disability among persons with disabilities. This shift has profound 
implications for workplace inclusivity and accessibility.

The increase in mental health disability was not uniformly distributed across the population. In this 
section, we will explore how mental health disabilities disproportionately impact individuals along 
dimensions of gender and age. In particular, we focus on mental health among youth, the demographic 
who have experienced the largest increase in mental health disabilities. 

How Does the 2022 CSD Identify Mental Health Disability?

To identify people in Canada with mental health disabilities, the CSD uses the Disability Screening 
Questionnaire (DSQ) to ask respondents if they experience “any emotional, psychological, 
or mental health conditions, such as anxiety, depression, bipolar disorder, substance abuse, 
anorexia, etc.” To assess the severity of barriers experienced in relation to their disability, the DSQ 
includes questions like: “When you are experiencing this condition, how much difficulty do you 
have with your daily activities?”1,10

In the CSD, Statistics Canada identifies someone as having a mental health-related disability if:

•  An emotional, psychological, or mental health condition sometimes, often, or always limits their 
daily activities to some extent.

•  An emotional, psychological, or mental health condition rarely limits their daily activities and if, 
when experiencing this condition, they have a lot of difficulty or cannot do most of their activities 
(Statistics Canada, 2024). 
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Mental Health and Gender

Women report higher rates of mental health 
disabilities than men. Between 2017 and 2022, 
mental health-related disabilities increased at an 
even greater rate among women (a 4% increase) 
than men (a 2% increase).2 As of 2022, women 
were more than twice as likely to have a mental 
health disability (19% of women), compared to 
men (9%), with women more likely to experience 
“internalizing” mental health disabilities such as 
depression and eating disorders and men more 
likely to experience “externalizing” disorders such 
as substance abuse and schizophrenia.31,32

The gender disparity in rates of mental health 
disability is likely driven in part by social gender 
inequalities (e.g., gender-based violence, greater 
unpaid caring work, longer hours of work) that 
contribute to greater depression rates in women.33 
Additionally, experiences of social isolation and 
low social support contributes to depression in 
women.33 Women are also more likely to seek 
help (and receive a mental health diagnosis) than 
men.31

Working-aged men (age 25-64) experienced the 
biggest increases in mental health disabilities, 
relative to their male peers in other age 
groups.2 Men with mental health disabilities 
also experience more significant labour market 
barriers, compared to women with mental health 
disabilities; the employment gap between men 
with and without mental health disabilities 
is 18.2 percentage points.5 In contrast, the 
discrepancy for women with and without mental 
health disabilities is 7 percentage points.5 This 
discrepancy may be driven in part by heightened 
experiences of ableist discrimination faced 
by men with mental health disabilities in the 
workplace, fueled by societal standards of 
masculinity (e.g., that men are strong, emotionally 
invulnerable, and should provide for others),34,35 

and misconceptions that having a mental health 
disability makes men less capable.36 Men have 
often been socialized to be high-achievers 

and “breadwinners,” which may contribute to 
reports of higher suicidal ideation in men who 
are unemployed.31,32 Men may also be more 
reluctant to seek care and support for mental 
health disabilities (due to masculine norms) until 
symptoms are severe.31

Though women have higher rates of mental 
health disability, findings from the 2022 CSD show 
men are 7% more likely to disclose a mental 
health disability to their employer (59% and 52%, 
respectively).24 Among workers who chose not 
to request accommodations for a mental health 
disability, 6% more men (compared to women) 
reported it was because they felt uncomfortable 
asking, and 10% more men reported they didn’t 
want to disclose their accommodation needs.24

These findings highlight the complex dynamics of 
disclosure, where societal norms and workplace 
cultures may influence who feels comfortable 
seeking support.  They also indicate a need for 
education and awareness campaigns around 
mental health disabilities, aimed at undoing 
the stigmas associated with conditions such as 
depression and substance abuse, and challenging 
widespread sociocultural beliefs about 
masculinity.
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Mental Health and 2SLGBTQ+ Identity

2022 marks the first time the CSD collected and reported on data related to gender and sexual diversity. In 
2022, 8.7% of CSD respondents identified as members of the 2SLGBTQ+ community.6 

Mental health disabilities are the most common disability across all age groups among 2SLGBTQ+ 
persons. The rate of mental health disability is especially high among 2SLGBTQ+ youth, with 84.1% of 
2SLGBTQ+ youth with disabilities reporting a mental health disability.6 Importantly, the 2SLGBTQ+ sample 
in the CSD data is also significantly younger than the non-2SLGBTQ+ sample. To mitigate the effects 
of age in their analysis, Statistics Canada reports on more granular age groupings, compared to other 
CSD reports (i.e., youth and working-aged adults are subdivided into 15 to 24; 25 to 34; and 35 to 64 age 
groupings). In comparison, 72.2% of 2SLGBTQ+ adults with disabilities aged 25-34 reported a mental 
health disability, and 59.3% of those aged 35-64.6

The most common workplace accommodations needed by 2SLGBTQ+ persons with mental health 
disabilities were modified work hours, according to the 2022 CSD (32%, compared to 24% among non-
2SLGBTQ+ persons with mental health disabilities).24 Despite this, they are also almost 10% less likely than 
their non-2SLGBTQ+ identifying peers to disclose their disabilities.24 
This highlights the compounded challenges  
faced by 2SLGBTQ+ persons, where stigma  
surrounding both mental health and  
2SLGBTQ+ identities may inhibit access to  
accommodations and support.

2SLGBTQ+ youth were also more likely to  
have co-occurring disabilities and to have  
more severe experiences of barriers,  
compared with non-2SLGBTQ+ youth with  
disabilities.6 One explanation for this effect  
is the discrimination these youth face due  
to their sexual orientation or gender identity,  
including higher rates of physical threats or  
harm.37 
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Mental Health and Youth
Among Canadian youth aged 15-24, the prevalence of 
disability increased by 7% between 2017 and 2022. Sixty-
eight percent of youth with disabilities reported having a 
mental health related disability, an increase of 8% since 
2017.2  Echoing broader trends related to disability and 
gender, young women were more likely to have a mental 
health disability (19%) than young men (9%).2 Youth 
entering the workforce – and young women in particular 
– stand to benefit greatly from workplace inclusion 
efforts and other initiatives that support mental health.

Further, 2023 findings indicate that youth with mental 
health disabilities had an employment rate of 46.8%, 5.1 
percentage points lower than the overall employment 
rate of youth with disabilities.5 In other words, youth 
with mental health disabilities face significant barriers to 
labour market participation, including in comparison to 
their peers with other types of disabilities.

Understanding the Rise in Mental Health Disability in Youth

Mental health disabilities are increasing among 
youth at an unprecedented rate, especially 
among female youth38,39,40 and Trans* and gender 
non-conforming youth.41 This rise is particularly 
concerning given the crucial developmental and 
transitional phase that youth navigate, including 
entry into postsecondary education and integration 
into the workforce.42 Youth, more than any other 
age group, face unique pressures related to identity 
formation, learning to navigate societal expectations, 
and witnessing the increased visibility of mental 
health struggles in media and culture.43,44 These 
distinct challenges make youth a demographic 
that is particularly vulnerable to mental health 
disabilities. Below, we explore some of the factors 
that may be contributing to this surge in mental 
health disabilities among youth, including greater 
awareness of mental health disability and increased 
rates of disability disclosure; developmental factors; 
intersectional demographic considerations; and 
external factors such as the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Awareness, Stigma, Self-Identificiation, and Disclosure

Some researchers suggest that anti-stigma campaigns such as Opening Minds, Bell Let’s Talk, and school-
based mental health literacy programs may contribute to the recognition of mental health disabilities 
and willingness to seek support.38,39,46 Representation of youth with disabilities in the media may also be 
contributing to awareness and acceptance of people with disabilities, dispelling outdated stereotypical 
narratives.44 Opportunities for involvement in disability communities also help to foster positive self-
identity.47 

Mental Health Supports for Youth in Canada

In Canada, many efforts have been taken to support youth mental wellbeing. Across Canada, schools 
have integrated mental health into school curriculums, and have access to resources such as the 
Mental Health & High School Curriculum Guide. Because of the high rates of mental health disabilities 
in youth, the Mental Health Commission of Canada launched the Opening Minds anti-stigma initiative, 
which targeted awareness programming for youth, healthcare providers, media, and in the workplace. 
The Mental Health Commission of Canada also developed a National Standard for Mental Health and 
Well-Being for Post-Secondary Students.

In addition to school-based initiatives, many awareness initiatives have been developed for employers 
to unpack stigma and assist employers in identifying and responding to mental health concerns 
such as the Hire for Talent Mental Health and the Workplace Toolkit, the Mental Health Commission 
of Canada’s Practical Toolkit, and the Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety’s Healthy 
Minds at Work resources. Employers can also use CCRW’s Disability Confidence Toolkit – especially 
the Workplace Culture resource – to learn how to embed mental health wellbeing into organizational 
policies and practices.

Community supports are also available for youthlooking to connect with peers, looking for support, 
and looking for resources on mental health:

Good2Talk

The New Mentality

BounceBack

ConnexOntario

LGBT YouthLine

YouthSpace 

Youth Mental Health Canada

https://openingminds.org/
https://letstalk.bell.ca/
https://mentalhealthliteracy.org/product/mental-health-high-school-curriculum/
https://openingminds.org/
https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/what-we-do/children-and-youth/studentstandard/
https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/what-we-do/children-and-youth/studentstandard/
https://hirefortalent.ca/toolkit/mental-health-and-the-workplace
https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/resource/a-practical-toolkit-to-help-employers-build-an-inclusive-workforce/
https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/resource/a-practical-toolkit-to-help-employers-build-an-inclusive-workforce/
https://www.ccohs.ca/healthyminds
https://www.ccohs.ca/healthyminds
https://toolkit.ccrw.org/ 
https://toolkit.ccrw.org/workplace-culture/
https://good2talk.ca/ 
https://www.thenewmentality.ca/
https://bouncebackontario.ca/
https://connexontario.ca/ 
https://www.youthline.ca/ 
https://youthspace.ca/youthspace-resources/
https://ymhc.ngo/
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CCRW Employment Services:  
How are we supporting jobseekers with mental health disabilities?

CCRW helps clients with mental health disabilities find work, build their skills, and increase their 
confidence. One of the ways CCRW supports clients is by helping them develop the self-advocacy skills 
they need to discuss accommodations with an employer, enabling them to access the many benefits of 
workplace accessibility.

On average, before working with CCRW, clients rated their confidence discussing accommodations with an 
employer at 2.4 (out of 5). After CCRW Employment Services, average ratings increased to 3.1.

Of a sample of 22 clients with mental health disabilities who found employment after working with CCRW, 
most reported that their employers met their accommodation needs, either entirely (68%) or in part (27%). 

The biggest impacts these clients experienced from accessing workplace accommodations included 
boosting their morale and self-esteem, improving their productivity, and increasing their health in the 
workplace. Other benefits noted by clients included helping them retain their jobs and increasing their 
opportunities for promotion.

Impact of COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic has had profound, long-lasting impacts on mental health, particularly among 
youth. Young women especially have experienced increased rates of depression, anxiety, eating disorders, 
substance abuse, post-traumatic stress disorder, and suicidality.48,49,50,51 This may be attributed to various 
factors, including school disruptions, familial and financial pressures, social isolation, and heightened 
stress related to exposure to COVID-19 and the risk of long COVID symptoms.50,51,52,53  Youth with existing 
disabilities, including neurodivergent youth and youth with chronic conditions, experienced the worst 
mental health outcomes during the pandemic.51,53 These findings underscore the intersectional nature of 
health outcomes during the pandemic, with those already marginalized facing compounded struggles.

Increased severity of symptoms may increase the likelihood that a person with a disability will disclose 
their disability, driven by the need for accommodations and support.54 Increases in the severity of mental 

Averages from 97 pre-program responses and 61 post-program responses.

Average Confidence Discussing Accommodations with an Employer
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health symptoms experienced by youth with disabilities may be a factor influencing increased rates of 
disability disclosure and, accordingly, the reported prevalence of mental health disabilities among this 
demographic. 

Although societal attitudes toward certain mental health conditions, such as depression, have improved 
over the past two decades, as indicated by an American study,55 youth with mental health disabilities still 
face challenges disclosing disabilities in the workplace context due to persisting stigma associated with 
mental health. Even though the decrease in stigma towards depression reflects broader shifts in mental 
health awareness and acceptance,55 research indicates that mental health disabilities remain among the 
most stigmatized by employers and coworkers, leading young workers to fear that disclosure could result 
in biased perceptions of their competence, reliability, or work ethic.56

Mental Health Educational Resources for Employers

Numerous supports are available for employers looking to strengthen their knowledge and awareness 
of mental health disabilities, including resources from mental health-focused community organizations 
and disability and employment service providers, as well as experts in mental health mobilizing 
information through channels like social media.

Resources from Community Organizations and Charitable Foundations

St. John Ambulance’s First Aid Training

CAMH’s Mental Health 101 course

CCRW Disability Confidence Toolkit:  

Hire for Talent Mental Health and the Workplace Toolkit

Mental Health Commission of Canada’s Practical Toolkit

Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety’s Healthy Minds at Work resources 

Mental Health Research Canada

Mental Health Experts and Advocates

Dr. Shimi Kang

Youth Smart

Mental Health Commission of Canada

https://sja.ca/en/first-aid-training/mental-health 
https://www.camh.ca/en/health-info/mental-health-101
https://toolkit.ccrw.org/ 
https://hirefortalent.ca/toolkit/mental-health-and-the-workplace
https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/resource/a-practical-toolkit-to-help-employers-build-an-inclusive-workforce/
https://www.ccohs.ca/healthyminds
https://www.workplacemh.ca/more-resources
https://www.drshimikang.com/blog
https://youthsmart.ca/blog/
https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/blog/
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Impact at the Intersection of Multiple Social Identities

Age interacts with other social identity factors, like 
gender and ethnicity, in relation to employment 
outcomes. 

As noted, youth experience unique social pressures 
and expectations that can impact their mental 
health.43,44 Exploring the experiences of youth at 
the intersection of other equity-denied identities is 
critical to understanding the rise of mental health 
disabilities, and the impact of these changes on 
labour market participation. Findings from the 2022 
CSD indicated that:

• Youth reporting more severe disability-related 
barriers were half as likely to be in school or 
employment than youth with milder barriers, 
especially men, who were less likely to be in 
school or employment compared with women.2

• Regardless of severity, youth with disabilities 
were more than twice as likely than seniors (age 
65+) to live in poverty (12% vs 5%). 2

• Discrimination may explain why 2SLGBTQ+ youth 
experience worse mental health outcomes.6

Research on the experiences of South Asian, 
African, and Black youth, in Canada has found 
that youth from these demographic groups face a 
heightened risk of racism and racial discrimination, 
microaggressions, and bullying,57,58,59 all of which 
may contribute to poorer mental health outcomes.
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A 2023 report from the Center for Disease Control and Prevention indicated that incidents of violence and 
harassment in the US have increased as of 2021, with greater numbers of young women and Indigenous 
youth experiencing sexual violence, and more youth experiencing bullying at school or online for their 
sexual orientation.60 In their report, they also found that Black and Latino/Latina/Latinx youth were more 
likely to miss school due to safety concerns, an effect with long-term implications for education and career 
development. Importantly, while this data is American, it also suggests the possibility that discrimination, 
harassment, and violence may be on the rise across North America. In Canada, a report released by the 
Ontario Secondary School Teachers’ Federation found that violence in schools is an increasing concern, 
including violence perpetrated against educators.61 A similar report from the Alberta Teachers’ Association 
found that instances of violence and bullying have risen dramatically following the COVID-19 pandemic.62

Importantly, even second-hand exposure to violence can 
be traumatizing. An American study evaluated the impact of 
viewing race-related traumatic events (e.g., police shootings) 
online. Simply watching accounts of these events can 
contribute to depressive and post-traumatic stress disorder 
symptoms in adolescents, particularly women of colour and 
Latino/Latina/Latinx youth.63 These findings illustrate the 
heavy toll that compounded experiences of discrimination 
can have on mental well-being. 

Food insecurity is another growing concern in Canada with ramifications for youth mental health. 
Canadian studies found that adolescents who were food-insecure were more likely to utilize health 
services for mental health concerns or substance use disorders.64,65 During the COVID-19 pandemic, people 
with disabilities faced even greater challenges in affording groceries and other essential needs.66

The phenomena described above are far from an exhaustive list of social factors affecting mental health 
and wellbeing. Economic precarity, discrimination, increased rates of violence are also interconnected 
and mutually reinforcing. Their combined influence is a likely contributor to higher rates of mental health 
disabilities for youth in Canada. By recognizing how these elements interact, we can begin to unpack 
the complex realities faced by youth with disabilities and work towards creating more inclusive and 
supportive environments that address these multifaceted challenges.
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CCRW Employment Services:
Meeting Unique Needs

Knowing that individuals with intersecting marginalized identities often face complex barriers to 
employment and career development, creating well-rounded employment support plans can be 
challenging. As we’ve shown, focusing on only type of barrier – including disability-related barriers 
– can lead to service gaps and prevent us from seeing someone holistically. CCRW’s individual, 
person-centered approach to employment service delivery acknowledges the diversity of disability 
and facilitates the provision of comprehensive, tailored supports.

CCRW serves a diverse client pool of jobseekers with disabilities and collects detailed evaluation 
data on demographic and socioeconomic indicators. CCRW also collects narrative information from 
clients, providing a space for diverse jobseekers with disabilities to share their experiences and 
provide feedback that can improve CCRW’s service delivery.

Our intersectional and individualized approach to service delivery has been highly successful. For 
example, data collected between 2022 and 2024 showed nearly 80% of women who identify as 
members of the 2SLGBTQIA+* community achieved positive outcomes – either finding employment, 
or returning to school or training – and a similar success rate has been achieved among CCRW’s 
Indigenous women clients.

*Statistics Canada uses the acronym 2SLGBTQ+ in their reporting. This acronym does not include intersex (‘I’) or asexual and/or aromantic (‘A’) individuals. 
In this article, we use this acronym when referring to data collected by Statistics Canada, including data from the CSD. CCRW collects and reports data using 
the acronym 2SLGBTQIA+ to encourage broader representation.
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Contributing Factors to the Increase in 
Employment for Canadians with Disabilities
The 2022 CSD revealed that employment rates for persons with disabilities between 25 and 64 years 
of age have increased by 3% between 2017 and 2022, growing from 59% to 62%.2 While this statistic 
may indicate some movement towards a disability-inclusive workforce, people with disabilities are 
still underrepresented in the workforce compared to their peers without disabilities, of whom 78% are 
employed.2

This increase must also be interpreted in the context of the increased disability rate across Canada. While 
future reports from Statistics Canada may disentangle how much of this growth in employment rates is 
attributable to persons with disabilities finding employment (versus persons already in the labour force 
newly acquiring a disability), it is not yet possible to draw conclusions on this point. 

As discussed above, employment of persons with disabilities also varies by role and industry. Findings 
from the CSD show that the largest percentage of workers with disabilities work in the healthcare and 
social assistance (14%) and retail trade (12%) industries, at rates comparable to the general population 
(13% and 12%).24 However, people with disabilities likely continue to be underrepresented in management 
occupations, relative to the 9% of workers without disabilities in management roles. The exact size of this 
discrepancy is difficult to quantify since the summary statistics from the CSD for this occupation category 
were suppressed due to the small sample size.24

Increases in employment were also not uniformly distributed across the population of workers with 
disabilities. As Statistics Canada reports, the increase in employment was driven primarily by individuals 
with moderate or severe disability-related barriers, while rates remained largely unchanged for those with 
the mildest and the most severe barriers.2 Gender and age also interact with severity. For example, older 
working-aged women (55-64) had lower employment rates than men, regardless of the severity of barriers 
experienced; however, among younger working-aged people (25-34), women reporting mild barriers were 
much more likely to be employed than their male peers.2

While there are caveats to interpreting the 3% increase in employment, there are also strong reasons to 
believe that initiatives and policy developments aimed at workforce disability inclusion have contributed 
to it. In this section, we will discuss how efforts like new accessibility laws and policies, government 
funding, and efforts to reduce stigma may have all influenced labour market participation rates for 
Canadians with disabilities.

National Initatives and Legislation
In recent years, Canada has implemented major initiatives and 
legislation aimed at creating a more inclusive and accessible workforce 
for people with disabilities. The Accessibility Canada Act (ACA), 
introduced in 2019, set a groundbreaking goal to achieve a barrier-free 
Canada by 2040.68 This legislation mandates that organizations within 
federal jurisdiction must identify, remove, and prevent barriers in areas 
such as employment, transportation, and communication. 
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Under the Act, a specific Standard on Employment for federal organizations and federally regulated 
entities began development in 2020.69 Standards can be described as “invisible infrastructure” – they 
are common rules agreed upon by a group of stakeholders that stipulate minimum requirements.70 The 
final Standard on Employment will specify “requirements for a documented and systematic approach 
to developing, implementing, and maintaining accessible and inclusive workplaces,” including the 
development of policies, processes, and procedures pertaining to workplace culture and education; 
recruitment, hiring, and onboarding; retention and career development; and work disability management, 
accommodations, stay at work and return to work.69 Although these standards apply only to federal 
organizations and federally regulated entities, Accessibility Standards Canada (ASC) recommends that the 
standards be regulated and harmonized across Canada.71 This harmonization between federal, provincial, 
and territorial standards would ensure individuals working for provincially-regulated organizations could 
expect the same accessibility as those working in federally-regulated organizations, and vice versa.

National initiatives have also been introduced, including Canada’s Disability Inclusion Action Plan (DIAP), 
the nation’s first comprehensive strategy for disability inclusion.72  These efforts share common goals, with 
the DIAP being guided by the principles outlined in the ACA, including nothing without us – the principle 
that persons with disabilities must be active participants in all decision-making activities that affect the 
disability community. Through the Employment pillar of the DIAP, the Employment Strategy for Canadians 
with Disabilities was created.73 Together, the ACA and the Employment Strategy represent a cohesive 
strategy to foster a diverse and equitable Canadian labour market.

There have also been recent recommendations to amend existing legislation to support the inclusion 
of persons with disabilities in the workplace. In 1995, Canada enacted the Employment Equity Act with 
the aim of achieving employment equity for persons with disabilities. According to this act, “persons 
with disabilities” includes those with a “long-term or recurring physical, mental, sensory, psychiatric or 
learning impairment” who believe they are disadvantaged in the workplace, or that employers would 
consider them so, due to this impairment. In December, 2023, the Employment Equity Act Review Task 
Force recommended aligning this definition of “persons with disabilities” with the definition used by the 
Accessible Canada Act.74
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Provincial Accessibility Legislation

Employment Rate for People with Disabilities Aged 25 to 64 years By
Province, 2017 & 2022 (%)
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Accessibility legislation has been introduced across several provinces to support the removal of barriers, 
all of which include a standard specific to inclusion in employment.

Quebec introduced legislation in 1978 that mandated organizations in the public sector to meet 
certain accessibility obligations. In 2004, this law was amended and is now known as the “Act to secure 
handicapped persons in the exercise of their rights with a view to achieving social, school and workplace 
integration.” This Act enshrines the right of persons with disabilities to participate in society to the extent 
of any other citizen, outlining specific responsibilities pertaining to workplace integration such as equal 
access to employment, provision of accommodations, anti-discrimination, access to vocational services, 
and active participation in decision-making.75 In 2005, Ontario enacted the Accessibility for Ontarians with 
Disabilities Act (AODA) to develop, implement, and enforce accessibility standards to ensure all Ontarians 
can access services, programs, spaces, and employment.76 

Other provinces have since followed suit, introducing legislation including Manitoba’s The Accessibility 
for Manitobans Act (2013), which, in the employment domain, requires organizations to put in place 
inclusive practices for hiring, emergency response, accommodations, communication, training, etc.;77,78 
Nova Scotia’s Act Respecting Accessibility in Nova Scotia (2017) which aims to prevent and remove barriers 
to employment by requiring each public sector body to prepare and share publicly an accessibility plan 
by 2018;79 British Columbia’s Accessible British Columbia Act (2021) that requires educational institutions, 
municipalities, health authorities, and public-sector organizations to adhere to accessibility requirements 
that remove barriers to employment;80 and lastly, Newfoundland and Labrador’s An Act Respecting 
Accessibility in the Province (2021) which aims to identify, prevent, and remove barriers to full participation 
in society, including employment, and required public bodies to develop and publish an Accessibility Plan 
by 2023.81  

At the time of writing, only two provinces, Ontario76 and Manitoba,77 have standards on employment 
under their legislation, while the provinces of British Columbia80 and Nova Scotia79 have plans to develop 
standards on employment, and Newfoundland & Labrador established a subcommittee to develop a 
standard.82

We can look at employment rates across provinces as one metric in understanding the potential influence 
of this legislation on labour market participation for people with disabilities.
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Among provinces with relatively new (i.e., since 2012) accessibility legislation (Manitoba, Nova Scotia, 
British Columbia, and Newfoundland & Labrador), two saw substantive improvements in employment 
rates for persons with disabilities between 2017 and 2022 (BC & NL). However, legislation in both BC 
and NL were introduced in 2021, and as noted above, these provinces do not yet have standards on 
employment implemented under the acts. As such, new legislation in BC and NL is unlikely to be the 
primary driving factor of increased employment rates in these provinces. Furthermore, provinces with 
accessibility legislation, in general, do not necessarily have higher employment rates compared to 
provinces without such legislation. Ontario, a province with longstanding accessibility legislation and a 
standard on employment, saw a decrease in employment rates between 2017 and 2022. 
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The Funding Landscape

Government funding priorities have played a significant role in recent years to support employment 
outcomes for people with disabilities. The largest investment from the federal government has been 
through Workforce Development Agreements (WDA), open-ended agreements with provinces and 
territories, in which funding is provided to support skills training and employment for those facing barriers 
to employment. In collaboration with provincial and territorial governments, the federal government 
formed new WDAs which provide $722 million annually, and to which an additional $900 million 
was added throughout fiscal years 2017-2023.84 An evaluation of WDA-funded programs and services 
conducted by Employment and Social Development Canada (ESDC) between April 2018 and September 
2019 showed that 60% of program participants were persons with disabilities.85 The ongoing contributions 
of this major funding source are key in addressing the underrepresentation of people with disabilities in 
the labour market.

While accessibility legislation is an important step towards fostering inclusive workplace inclusion, it must 
be implemented in conjunction with government funding efforts, as well as education and awareness 
campaigns and other stigma-reducing initiatives, for meaningful change. Much depends on the active 
participation of businesses in complying with accessibility requirements, and in developing their disability 
confidence in ways that cannot be mandated. True progress requires more than legislation and policy; it 
depends on organizations developing accessible and inclusive working environments, unlearning bias, 
and committing to equitable hiring practices. In doing so, they can contribute to meaningful, sustained 
employment for workers with disabilities across Canada.



34Shaping Tomorrow

Reduced Stigma, Greater Self-Identification, and Disclosure
The increase in employment rates for persons with disabilities may be partly attributed to a growing 
number of individuals in the workforce who now identify as having a disability.93 The CSD indicates that 
27% of Canadians aged 15 years and older have at least one disability, representing a 5% increase from 
20173. Canada’s aging population and an increase in mental health disabilities in youth and working-age 
adults can at least partially explain this increase.3 As we discussed earlier in the context of mental health 
disabilities and youth, changing societal attitudes and rising prevalence of mental health concerns are 
contributing to more people identifying as having a disability. 

Another important factor that may have led to an increase in self-identification of workers with disabilities 
may be the gradual reduction of stigma associated with disability.54,94,95 According to an American study, 
societal stigma toward depression has significantly decreased over the past two decades.55 Interventions 
to reduce stigma such as psychoeducation and Mental Health First Aid have been shown to help reduce 
stigma associated with mental health disabilities generally among students.96 As societal attitudes shift 
towards a more inclusive understanding of disability, more individuals feel comfortable acknowledging 
their disabilities.

Another major government funding program that 
has contributed to workforce disability inclusion 
is the Opportunities Fund.86 First implemented in 
1997, the Opportunities Fund grants funding to 
organizations to provide programs that support 
persons with disabilities across the employment 
lifecycle, helping them prepare for, obtain, and 
retain employment. In 2013 an annual budget of 
$40 million from the Government of Canada was 
set, supporting programs with both a national and 
regional reach. Further funding commitments for 
Opportunities Fund have been announced since, 
including an additional $80 million in 2020 to 
help mitigate the economic effects of COVID-19, 
and the addition of $272.6 million over 5 years 
announced in 2022 to action the Employment 
Strategy.73 

As of 2024, there were 68 active regional 
Opportunities Fund projects87 and 13 national 
projects.88 The national projects aim to educate 
employers on the benefits of and best practices 
in inclusive hiring; assist employers in creating 
accessible workplaces and implementing 
accommodations; strengthen partnerships 
between employers and service providers; 
and support persons with disabilities in job 
preparation, skill development, and finding 
employment.88  Past evaluations of the 
Opportunities Fund demonstrate that funded 

projects are highly successful in enhancing labour 
market participation for persons with disabilities. 
For example, a technical report assessing the 
impact of the Opportunities Fund as of 2017 
showed that the average earnings of program 
participants increased by 38% in the five years 
following participation.89

In addition to the employment-specific funding 
programs outlined, funding provided through 
the Social Development Partnership Program-
Disability Component (SDPP-D) focuses on the 
overall inclusion and participation of persons 
with disabilities in Canada. Among other 
objectives, this funding can be used toward 
programs that support inclusive employment.90 
In 2019, the Government of Canada announced 
an unprecedented $18 million envelope of 
funding via the SDPP-D, which was provided to 28 
organizations, including more national disability 
organizations than any previous time in the SDPP-
D’s 20-year history.91 SDPP-D-funded programs 
had a substantial impact on learning, work, and 
community outcomes: 84% of participants gained 
increased access to services and resources, 87% 
of organizations observed greater community 
engagement toward disability inclusion, and 83% 
of organizations reported enhanced capacity to 
support persons with disabilities.92 

https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/what-we-do/mental-health-first-aid/
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The DSQ, used in the CSD to identify persons with disabilities, was designed through the framework 
of the social model of disability. It emphasizes that disability emerges from how functional limitations 
interact with environmental barriers that hinder daily functioning, as opposed to focusing on medical 
diagnoses.1,10 Implied in the social model of disability is that interaction with the social world is key to 
developing one’s identity, including disability identity.47 Such interactions can be negative (e.g., barriers, 
stigma) or affirming (e.g., connection, community).47 While negative interactions may erode feelings of 
trust and belonging, positive interactions can facilitate self-confidence, increased productivity, and job 
satisfaction and tenure.47 

Social media and the internet play a crucial role in disseminating cultural messages about disability 
and, in turn, contributing to identity formation and willingness to disclose. They not only host social 
interactions, but also encourage and invite a greater discourse surrounding disability identity. The 
internet is both a positive and negative force, providing a platform for affirming social experiences and the 
development of community, but also for cyberbullying, harassment, and images of violent or otherwise 
traumatic content.

When used as a force for good, the internet can be a contributor to positive identity development and a 
means of combatting stigma. Through social media, affirming social experiences may be more accessible 
than ever, contributing to greater disability identity. 97 As Miller found in their study, online spaces may be 
one of the only venues for intersectional identity-building for the queer/disabled community, who may 
otherwise have little exposure or access to this community offline. The internet can also be a vehicle for 
support and validation, exploring new identities, community-building, activism, and awareness-raising. 97
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Workplace Disability Disclosure
Numerous factors can impact the decision 
to disclose a disability, including symptoms 
(e.g., more severe symptoms are likely to 
spur disclosure in order to receive support), 
anticipation of stigma (e.g., high risk of stigma 
reduces likelihood of disclosure), motivation 
(e.g., people are more likely to disclose if they 
are in need of accommodations, to foster social 
change or relationships, or to remove the stress 
of concealing a disability) and self-perception 
(e.g., the presence of disability identity increases 
likelihood of disclosure).54,94 The social model of 
disability has been shown to normalize a more 
diverse understanding of disability, such as 
the recognition of episodic and non-apparent 
disabilities, by validating personal experiences 
over medicalized definitions.98

It is important to recognize that the legal rights 
of workers with disabilities are enshrined in the 
duty to accommodate99 and within disability 
management systems, which are grounded in the 
medical model of disability. The medical model 
proposes that disabilities are diagnosable medical 
conditions or impairments that can be managed 
through treatments and supports. 

The presence of institutionalized barriers and 
bureaucratic requirements to accessing workplace 
accommodations, such as requiring medical 
documentation of disability, can hinder workplace 

disclosure. Implementing the social model of 
disability in the workplace is a best practice 
which not only broadens the understanding of 
disability, but also encourages a more inclusive 
and supportive environment. By focusing 
on how disability arises from barriers in the 
environment, this model reduces institutionalized 
barriers to workplace accessibility. For 
example, organizations can focus on what 
individual workers need to help them thrive in 
the workplace, as well as proactively remove 
accessibility barriers, reducing the need for formal, 
individual accommodation requests. 

There is a fundamental tension between ensuring 
the rights of workers with disabilities are protected 
through laws and regulations – generally based in 
medical models of disability – while recognizing 
the strengths of the social model of disability, 
including the proactive removal of barriers. To 
leverage the social model of disability as a best 
practice in the workplace, organizations can focus 
on implementing policies and practices that go 
beyond legal compliance and proactively embed 
accessibility, such as by utilizing Universal Design 
principles,100  disability confident hiring and talent 
management practices, and focusing on the 
capabilities of employees with disabilities rather 
than their limitations.
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The most frequently reported barriers were:  

These findings align closely with Statistics Canada’s 
report on unmet accommodation needs. For 
example, Statistics Canada reports that only 42% 
of those requiring modified work hours and 26% 
of those needing communication devices received 
these accommodations. Unmet accommodation 
needs place the burden of accessibility on 
individual workers, requiring them to make their 
own adjustments and leading to frustration, lower 
productivity, and potential job loss.7 

Physical barriers (e.g., needing to stand for 
prolonged periods or to engage in lifting, 
pulling, or bending)

Barriers in the environment (e.g., noise, 
scents/chemicals, inadequate space)

Barriers in work tasks, requirements, or 
deliverables (e.g., not having enough time 
to complete tasks, difficulty carrying out 
specific tasks)

Social barriers and negative 
interactions with coworkers

Ableism and discrimination

Lack of sufficient and 
accessible training

CCRW Employment Services:
What Have We Learned About Workplace Accommodations?

Helping jobseekers secure meaningful employment is CCRW’s primary goal. To help meet this 
goal, we also support workers in their roles with self-advocacy, disability disclosure, and securing 
accommodations. 

According to Statistics Canada, over a third of workplace accommodations needs continue to go unmet.7 
This gap contributes to employment instability and dissatisfaction. From a sample of 100 CCRW clients 
beginning service, 72% told us they face disability-related barriers in the workplace. 
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Importantly, the frequency of the barriers reported by our clients also differed across demographic 
groups. Below are the top 3 most frequent barriers reported by women, members of a visible minority 
group (e.g., clients who were Black, Asian, or members of another racialized group), and Indigenous 
clients.

Visible MinorityWomen Indigenous

Barriers in work tasks, 
requirements, or deliverables

Barriers in work processes 
or schedules

Barriers in the 
environment

Barriers in work tasks, 
requirements, or deliverables

Anxiety and stress

Communication (e.g., 
challenges reading social cues, 
people speaking quickly)

Experiences of discrimination 
and ableism

Barriers in work processes 
or schedules

Barriers in the environment
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The increasing employment rates for persons with 
disabilities in Canada offer a promising glimpse 
into a more inclusive labour market. However, as 
we’ve seen discussed throughout this article, this 
outcome is not reflective of the experiences of 
all persons with disabilities; there are substantial 
differences in employment outcomes along social 
identity lines, including disability type and severity 
of barriers; gender and sexual identity; age; and 
ethnicity. This increase is also unlikely to be the 
result of any one factor; rather, it is probably the 
culmination of multiple, interconnected efforts 
towards labour market inclusion. Government 
funding, Civil Society collaboration through 
initiatives such as Disability and Work in Canada, 
accessibility policies, and shifting societal 
attitudes towards disability all play crucial roles in 
shaping the conditions under which persons with 
disabilities can thrive in the workplace. 

When designed with input from advocacy 
groups and grounded in the lived experiences 
of persons with disabilities, national efforts lay 
a strong foundation for progress. Initiatives like 
the DIAP and the Employment Strategy, and 
funding such as the WDA and Opportunities 
Fund, facilitate the creation and implementation 
of programs and services for jobseekers 
and workers with disabilities, including pre-
employment training, job search support, and job 
placement opportunities.84,86 Allocating resources 
towards disability inclusion and accessibility 
can improve employer capacity for hiring and 
retaining diverse talent, and promote partnership 
development between employers and community 
organizations.

Legislation, standards, and financial resources 
alone are not enough to create full inclusion. 
Organizations must be active participants in 
creating disability-inclusive workplaces beyond 

legal compliance. The impact of inclusive 
practices and supportive workplace culture 
cannot be overstated. As we’ve discussed, 
the gradual reduction in stigma and the shift 
toward a social model of disability have opened 
new opportunities for self-identification and 
disclosure. Further, with the increase in the 
prevalence of mental health disabilities, it’s 
critical that workplaces support mental health 
by fostering psychological safety and promoting 
employee wellbeing. When employers actively 
promote accessible and inclusive workplaces, 
they not only meet the needs of employees with 
disabilities, but also signal a broader commitment 
to inclusion. This, in turn, fosters a more engaged, 
diverse workforce where everyone has the chance 
to contribute.

A combination of these efforts – government 
legislation, Civil society advocacy, and business 
disability confidence – will continue to drive 
progress for persons with disabilities. The data 
on employment outcomes for people with 
disabilities suggests that when these forces come 
together, they can create meaningful, measurable 
change. By building on the progress made so far, 
and embedding an intersectional framework in 
inclusion efforts, Canada can continue to move 
the needle toward a future where all persons with 
disabilities can fully participate in the workforce.

Driving Inclusion in Canada 
Through Collaboration

https://ccrw.org/work-disability-in-canada/
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