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Abstract

:

Workplace inflexibility contributes to the higher rates of job loss and unemployment experienced by disabled people. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, many countries already had significant disability employment gaps. Based on evidence from previous recessions, the global recession resulting from the pandemic is likely to have a severer and longer-lasting impact on the employment of disabled workers compared with non-disabled workers. In the UK, there is already evidence that the disability employment gap has widened since the pandemic. On the other hand, the pandemic initiated increased access to home-working, a change in working arrangements that may prove beneficial to disabled workers employed in desk-based roles. Home-working can increase the accessibility of employment and support work retention for disabled workers, yet pre-pandemic many employers had withheld it. Studies of employees’ and employers’ experiences of home-working during the pandemic have indicated a desire to retain access to home-working in the future. A permanent cultural shift to increased access to home-working would help address the disability employment gap for desk-based workers. However, disabled workers are over-represented in jobs not conducive to home-working, and in sectors that have been hardest hit by business closures during the pandemic, so the position of many disabled workers is likely to remain precarious.
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1. Introduction


COVID-19 was first identified in China in December 2019, and was announced as a worldwide pandemic by the World Health Organization in March 2020. By May 2021, over 160 million cases of COVID-19 had been confirmed globally, including more than 3 million deaths [1]. Marked social and ethnic inequities in COVID-19 mortality rates have shone a light on broader pre-existing inequities in health and social circumstances. In the UK, COVID-19 deaths have occurred disproportionately among those living in more deprived areas, among black and minority ethnic groups, older people, and people with comorbidities or disabilities [2]. Indeed, over half (59.5%) of UK deaths involving COVID-19 up to November 2020 were among disabled people, although this is likely to be an under-estimation as it relies on disability status as recorded in the 2011 Census [3]. Women identifying as being severely disabled had a rate of death involving COVID-19 that was 4.1 times the rate in non-disabled females, while the rate for disabled men was 3.2 times that of non-disabled men.



Inequities in the employment and economic consequences of COVID-19 are also apparent. As well as experiencing high COVID-19 mortality rates, disabled people and people with long-term health conditions (hereafter referred to as ‘disabled people’ for brevity) are likely to experience more severe disadvantage in the labour market than other groups as a result of the pandemic. Disabled people already had significantly lower employment rates than the rest of the population before the pandemic, both in the UK and in other countries, but the disability employment gap in the UK has widened since the start of the pandemic and is likely to increase. Globally, the pandemic caused an economic recession and a major growth in unemployment; based on evidence from previous recessions, disabled workers will be hit the hardest, widening employment inequity between them and the rest of the population [4]. On the other hand, the unprecedented and sudden shift to nearly universal home-working for many workers in desk-based occupations during the pandemic offers the potential for a more inclusive and sustainable way of working. This article reflects on the employment prospects of disabled workers in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Although it largely focuses on the UK context, given the ubiquity of the issues raised it will have resonance in other settings.




2. The Disability Employment Gap: Pre-COVID-19


In the UK, 19% of the working age population report having a disability (a physical or mental impairment that has substantial and long-term negative effects on the ability to do normal daily activities), although this rate varies from 24% in the Northeast of England to 15% in London [5]. Access to employment is not equally distributed, and people who become disabled during their working life are nearly four times more likely to become jobless than non-disabled people [6]. Disabled workers in the UK had significantly lower employment rates than other workers even before the pandemic devastated the economy: in 2019, 53.6% of disabled people were employed compared with 81.7% of non-disabled people, producing a disability employment gap of 28.1 percentage points [7]. This overall figure, however, masks the more severe employment disadvantage experienced by specific groups of disabled people. For example, the disability employment gap:




	-

	
is highest for people with mental illnesses and severe/specific learning difficulties (53 and 64 percentage points respectively);




	-

	
varies by gender (a gap of 32 percentage points for men; 25 for women);




	-

	
increases with age (a gap of 35 percentage points for workers aged 50–64);




	-

	
increases with decreasing levels of educational attainment, with the largest gap among people without educational qualifications (41 percentage points);




	-

	
varies by UK region, and is highest in Northern Ireland (42 percentage points) and lowest in the Southeast of England (23%) [8].









Employment inequities are ubiquitous, but the UK’s disability employment gap is the fourth highest among the European Union nations and significantly higher than that observed in Finland (19%), Sweden (18%) and France (18%) [9]. However, these marked national and international inequities in employment rates for disabled people indicate that they are tractable and can be addressed through policy interventions focusing on the underlying structural and institutional factors driving them, if there is sufficient willpower from the government and employers.



Disabled people in employment also face inequities. They are more likely to work part-time [7], and on average earn 12% less than other employees, partly due to their under-representation in higher-skilled and higher-paying occupations [5]. Even within occupational groups, however, they earn less than their non-disabled counterparts, and this pay gap is widest among professionals, managers, directors or senior officials [5]. The employment and financial disadvantage experienced by disabled people increases their (and their dependents’) risk of poverty and social exclusion, which in turn poses health risks. A large body of evidence has documented the negative impact of unemployment on physical and mental health [10,11,12]. Tackling employment disadvantage—and identifying ways to prevent additional employment disadvantage associated with the COVID-19 pandemic and consequent economic recession—is crucial for addressing health and social inequality.




3. Impact of the COVID-19 Recession on the UK Disability Employment Gap


The pandemic led to reduced productivity worldwide and a global recession. In the UK, monthly GDP fell by a record 20.4% in April 2020 following the start of lockdown, and by September 2020 it had not returned to pre-pandemic levels [13]. Redundancies increased through business closures, decreased demand for goods and services, and reductions in output due to the introduction of social distancing measures and furlough [14]. The UK employment rate in the general population had been increasing following the 2007–2009 recession, but between December 2019 and December 2020 it fell by 1.5 percentage points [15] (Figure 1).



Unemployment, however, fell to a greater degree for disabled workers. As well as accounting for 60% of COVID-19 deaths in the UK, disabled people have borne the brunt of the economic consequences of the pandemic. The employment rate of disabled men had been increasing steadily, from 45% in 2013 to 55% by the end of 2019, narrowing the male disability employment gap [15] (Figure 2), but the pandemic has started to reverse this trend. Disabled men’s employment fell by 3.8 percentage points between December 2019 and December 2020, more than double the rate for non-disabled men, widening the male disability employment gap. Although the impact on disabled women’s employment was smaller than that for disabled men, the decline in their employment was double that of non-disabled women (Figure 3). During the pandemic, a widening of the disability employment gap has also been observed in the USA [16].



This growing employment inequity is concerning, because recessions have greater consequences for the employment of disabled people than other workers: increased competition for jobs during recessions means employers are more likely to recruit healthy, better qualified and more experienced individuals. During the 1991–1993 UK recession, employment rates fell among non-disabled men but quickly recovered [4] (Figure 4). In contrast, not only did the employment rates of disabled men fall to a greater extent, but they continued to fall in the years following the recession, leading to increasing employment inequity. Disabled workers with a low level of education fared the worse. In contrast, Norway, Denmark and Sweden were better able to protect the employment of these groups during their 1980s–2000s recessions, due to their higher level of spending on active labour market policies compared to the UK, and an emphasis on interventions to improve the employment environment for disabled workers, alongside higher investments in medical rehabilitation and occupational health services for disabled or chronically ill people [17].



Based on this evidence, the current downturn is likely to have a more severe and longer-lasting impact on the employment rates of disabled workers than other workers. Disabled workers are over-represented in low-paid, low-skilled jobs which were more vulnerable to job losses during the pandemic lockdowns when non-essential services were suspended [18]. For example, disabled people are more likely than non-disabled people to be employed in caring, leisure and other service occupations (12.3% vs. 8.7% respectively), or sales and customer service occupations (9.1% vs. 6.8%) [19].



That the recession is likely to hit disabled people harder is concerning because unemployment damages health, particularly for people unemployed due to health reasons [20]. Moreover, financial insecurity associated with economic recessions can lead to worsening health outcomes and widen social inequities in health. A Canadian study found that, during the pandemic, disabled and chronically ill workers reported higher rates of job insecurity than workers in the general population, with many reporting financial distress due to unemployment or reduced working hours [21]. In the UK, income inequality had already increased following the 2012 recession and subsequent period of austerity, and the COVID-19 pandemic has widened it further [22]. Following the MERS, Ebola and Zika epidemics, many countries observed increased income inequality alongside higher unemployment for people with lower levels of education [23]. The financial and mental distress associated with the COVID-19 pandemic job losses will be felt for many years to come.



The pandemic is also likely to adversely affect job security for disabled people, due to their experiencing more severe social and psychological consequences of COVID-19. Disabled people who self-isolated at home during the first national lockdown of the pandemic expressed anxieties concerning the impact of social distancing measures on their mobility and the accessibility of public buildings, their inability to wear a face mask if their health condition/impairment prevented it, and whether easing of lockdown measures would increase their risk of exposure to the virus [24]. The long-term consequences of the pandemic for the mental health of vulnerable groups who self-isolated for extended periods are likely to be considerable but are not yet clear [25]. Disabled people and people with long-term health conditions who self-isolated are likely to also be concerned about being at greater risk of redundancy and that prospective employers may be deterred from employing them in case they need to shield in further waves of the pandemic.



Increased competition for jobs during recessions can deter disabled jobseekers from disclosing their impairment or health condition to potential employers (if it is invisible), denying them the ability to request workplace adjustments that would help them in their role [26]. The UK Equality Act 2010 [27] requires employers to provide reasonable adjustments to support work retention of disabled employees, yet disabled workers frequently cite organisational inflexibility, discriminatory attitudes in the workplace, and employers’ unwillingness to provide flexible working arrangements and other workplace adjustments as major barriers to their remaining in, or moving into, employment [28]. Pinder (1995) describes how the presence of disabled employees in an organisation requires employers to ‘think specially’ rather than adopting a ‘business as usual’ approach, which can deter them from implementing adjustments [29]. Indeed, studies have shown employers are less willing to implement adjustments, such as flexible working arrangements that require sustained effort from them or that disrupt the daily operating of organisations, and may actively withhold or withdraw them to minimise their potential impact on the workplace [29,30,31,32]. Consequently, non-inclusive workplaces and organisational policies and practices result in higher rates of job loss, unemployment, self-employment and early retirement among disabled workers, contributing to disability employment inequity.




4. Increased Access to Home-Working: A Cultural Shift to Level the Playing Field?


As outlined above, the economic downturn associated with the pandemic has started widening the disability employment gap in the UK and is likely to have a greater and longer-lasting impact on the employment prospects of disabled people than other workers. Simultaneously, however, the pandemic also initiated a cultural shift in working arrangements that, if sustained, may prove beneficial to workers who have been excluded from full participation in the labour market.



Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, many employers had been reluctant to allow employees to work from home due to lack of trust, a desire for workplace visibility and reports of unavailability of appropriate technology [33,34]. In 2019, only 5.2% of people in employment in the UK reported working mainly from home, and 12.3% worked from home at some point during the week [35]. At the start of the pandemic in March 2020, governments around the world imposed national lockdowns to reduce transmission of the virus and advised people to work from home where possible. Many organisations were forced to operate remotely for the first time, imposing compulsory home-working for their office-based workers. Almost overnight, employers had to put into place infrastructure, policies and procedures that allowed desk-based workers to home-work, many of whom are still doing so at the time of writing, 14 months later.



Data from the UK ‘Understanding Society: COVID-19 Study’ [36] reveal that home-working increased dramatically during the pandemic, from 5.7% of workers in January 2020 to 43.1% in April 2020 and, even though it had fallen by June 2020, it remained high at 36.5%. A higher rate of home-working was reported in a UK survey of working parents, 86% of whom reported working from home during lockdown, compared with one-third before the pandemic [37]. Once regarded as a ‘perk’ for managers, home-working became mandatory for the majority of office workers. Conferencing technology facilitated online meetings, while conferences and other external events usually held face-to-face were livestreamed as webinars, preventing the need to travel and making it easier for delegates to fit them into their working day.



The sudden shift to home-working has not been without its problems, however. Employees working from home during lockdown reported missing physical interaction with colleagues, and expressed concerns about blurred boundaries between work and home and lacking necessary equipment and space at home to carry out their work [37]. Working parents (particularly mothers) expressed the additional strain of having to combine working from home with caring for children, home-schooling, and increased domestic labour [37].



On the other hand, workers reported that the benefits of working from home during lockdown included flexible scheduling, the lack of a commute, extra time to spend with family and improved productivity and well-being [37,38]. These perceived benefits led a large proportion of workers to express the desire to work from home more in the future [36,37]. Indeed, 88.2% of workers in the ‘Understanding Society: COVID-19 Study’ indicated they wished to continue to home-work after the pandemic [36].



Working exclusively or partly from home is a reasonable adjustment that can increase the accessibility of employment for disabled workers and support their work retention, yet few studies have explored disabled workers’ experiences of home-working. Those conducted prior to the pandemic revealed home-working helps disabled workers maintain workflow by allowing them greater control over their work schedule and enabling tasks to be arranged around fluctuating energy levels, pain, or medical appointments [30,39,40,41,42]. Home-working also circumvents the daily commute and difficulties associated with reduced mobility and negotiating public transport. A recent study of remote workers in the UK, US, Canada and Australia conducted prior to the pandemic found that 83% workers with a disability or long-term condition reported they were employed because of their ability to work remotely [43].



Despite the potential benefits of home-working for disabled workers, however, it has often been withheld as a reasonable adjustment by employers [44]. A study of the impact of COVID-19 on the employment of disabled lawyers in England and Wales revealed that home-working was the most commonly refused reasonable adjustment prior to the pandemic [26]. However, most of the disabled lawyers in the sample reported that home-working during the pandemic had a positive impact on their mental and physical wellbeing, and gave them increased autonomy over how and when they worked. Importantly, participants reported that the pandemic had provided them the opportunity to demonstrate that home-working was an effective and reasonable adjustment. Other benefits of home-working that they wished to see continue post-COVID-19 were easier access to remote meetings, and avoiding the need to travel to work or to consult with clients. While some disabled lawyers reported difficulties with lack of space for home-working and negative impacts on their mental health, overall experiences of home-working during lockdown were largely positive. The authors speculate this was due to: “the unprecedented nature of the situation, whereby all employees, not just a minority with protected characteristics, worked from home. Consequently, substantial efforts were made by organisations to address possible isolation, improve virtual communications, maintain organisational identity and build virtual communities” [26]. Research on the homeworking experiences and support needs of disabled workers employed in a broader range of occupations is currently ongoing at Lancaster University.



Research conducted prior to, and during, the pandemic has shown that home-working can increase productivity [45,46,47]. Increased productivity and cost-savings appear to be swaying some employers to maintain increased use of home-working. In September 2020, 74% of company directors surveyed in the UK reported they would be keeping increased home-working post-pandemic, and 53% stated their organisation intended to reduce their long-term use of workplaces [48]. Almost half (44%) reported this reduced use of workplaces was because ‘working from home is proving more effective’. Increased use of remote working also has economic benefits for organisations able to reduce their estate costs.



This shift in employers’ perspectives, from reluctance to make home-working widely available to staff, to (in some quarters) support of it, illustrates the arbitrary nature of many workplace policies and practices. The pandemic demonstrated the ability of organisations to be agile and respond swiftly in changing workplace practice to protect public health. It remains to be seen if this shift in perspective represents a permanent cultural shift in workplace policy and practice. There is likely to be increased demand for flexible and remote working from employees who perceived it as beneficial to them. In this context, organisations that offer homeworking will be more attractive to job-seekers and will have a wider pool of talent from which to draw. Importantly, making homeworking permanently and universally available to all staff would prevent the need for disabled workers to have to request it as a reasonable adjustment, avoiding conflict with colleagues not allowed to home-work [41].




5. Promoting the Health and Wellbeing of Disabled Home-Workers


Although a cultural shift to permanently increased access to home-working would increase disabled workers’ access to employment, the potential disadvantages of home-working need to be both minimized and monitored to ensure they do not adversely affect their health and wellbeing. With many employers expressing intent to reduce office space and increase use of home-working, it is important that workers have choice and control over the practice and extent of home-working. This is particularly important for disabled workers and workers with long-term conditions, for whom having the autonomy to manage their workloads around the effects of an impairment is critical for remaining in work [28,30].



Employees who had reasonable adjustments implemented in their workplace before the pandemic will require them to be maintained whilst home-working, whether the adjustments were specialist equipment or altered tasks or working hours. For employees adopting a hybrid model of home-working and working partially in the workplace and at home, this may require the purchase of additional equipment and computer software for use in both settings. In the UK, the Department of Work and Pensions’ ‘Access to Work’ service, which contributes to or covers the cost of workplace adjustments, was extended to include the provision of workplace equipment for use in the home [49]. This additional provision will need to be permanently maintained to support disabled workers’ access to home-working following the pandemic.



Home-workers may feel less visible within their organisation due to their limited physical presence in the workplace. For disabled workers, this increases the risk of their needs or difficulties being overlooked by employers, particularly workers with invisible impairments or health conditions, who tend to receive less acceptance and support from employers and co-workers than disabled workers with more visible conditions [28,32]. Employers also need to consider ways to address social isolation among home-workers. A recent study found disabled people experienced significantly higher rates of loneliness, low social support, and social isolation than non-disabled people [50]; given that some home-workers report feeling socially isolated, it is important that employers introduce measures to improve the integration of home-workers.



It is also important that home-workers do not feel pressured to work from home when they feel ill enough to be on sick leave (sickness presenteeism). Again, choice and control are important: a study of employees with rheumatoid arthritis found that voluntarily working when feeling unwell could help distract from pain and aid recovery, but feeling pressured to work when ill was detrimental to both the individual and their organisation [30].




6. Inequities in Homeworking Opportunities


Although increased availability of home-working could help level the playing field for disabled workers in desk-based occupations by improving their access to employment, it will only partially address the disability employment gap. Prior to the pandemic, home-working was not available to all desk-based workers, and was more common among managers, directors and those in professional occupations and workers with higher qualifications [35]. It was also more common in certain sectors and regions of the UK: among employees in the information, communication and scientific sectors, and workers in London and the South of England.



The pandemic reinforced these patterns. The surge in home-working triggered by the first lockdown in the UK was experienced most strongly by the highest paid, the better qualified, the higher skilled and those living in London and the Southeast of England [36]. On the other hand, disabled workers are over-represented in low-paid, low-skilled jobs in which homeworking is less widely available [7]. Lower income households are less likely to have access to the internet than higher earners [51]. Moreover, in 2017, 56% of UK adults who had never or rarely used the internet were disabled; the highest proportion of internet non-users was observed in young disabled people aged 16–24 years (60%), the same proportion as found in disabled adults aged over 75 years [52]. This is notable, given the importance of internet access for accessing post-secondary education and applying for jobs. Consequently, although a culture of increased access to homeworking post-COVID-19 would improve disabled workers’ access to the labour market, they are unlikely to benefit to the same extent as non-disabled workers.



The regions of the UK outside of the wealthier Southeast of England are those with the highest rates of disability, the highest disability employment gap, and the lowest rates of home-working (before and during the pandemic). In addition, the pandemic had severer consequences for the North than the South of England in terms of COVID-19 mortality and increased unemployment [53], exacerbating existing regional inequities [54]. Regional inequities in rates of disability, general unemployment and the disability employment gap strengthen the argument for retaining increased access to homeworking. A recent report called for the UK government to promote increased access to homeworking to boost employment and local regeneration, and for regional regeneration policies to be focussed on locations with fewer home-workers [55]. To support home-working, the report further recommended that jobs should be ‘flexible by default’, including being geographically flexible, with employers being required to demonstrate why a specified location is required in their particular circumstances. Permanently increased access to homeworking in the current labour market, and the introduction of a greater number of new jobs designed for home-working, would unlock access to wider national and international labour markets, improving access to employment for disabled workers in desk-based roles, particularly those living in areas with high unemployment, while also boosting the employment prospects of all workers living in rural, coastal and deprived communities with less buoyant labour markets.




7. Wider Impacts of Increased Home-Working


Increased availability of home-working jobs will have other economic and environmental implications. During the pandemic, the shift of economic activity away from cities to local economies boosted smaller independent businesses located within suburbs where commuters live. A recent UK study modelled the potential impact on local economies if city centre businesses servicing commuters, such as cafes, restaurants, pubs and taxi services, relocate to areas with a high density of home-workers [56]. The study concluded that a greater number of neighbourhoods would benefit than lose out, because desk-based work that had been highly concentrated in urban centres would be spread across a greater number of residential neighbourhoods. On the other hand, the authors suggest this trend may increase geographical inequities within local areas, because wealthier neighbourhoods that were already desirable places to live would increase in value.



A modelling study conducted in the US focussed on the effects of increased home-working and reduced commuting on city centre congestion [57]. The results suggest that workers who continue to work on-site would benefit from a shorter commute time due to reduced congestion. Reductions in commuting can ease traffic congestion and pollution in city centres and along commuter corridors, making it a potentially more sustainable way of working. However, increased homeworking is not without other environmental costs. Research by WSP suggests the environmental benefits of homeworking are only evident in summer, as heating both homes and offices during winter increases carbon emissions; to maximise benefits to the environment the authors recommend workers home-work during the summer and office work in the winter [58].




8. Conclusions


The COVID-19 pandemic triggered a global recession that has both increased unemployment and widened the disability employment gap in the UK, a trend that has also been observed in the USA [16] and is likely to be mirrored in many other countries. Disabled workers are likely to continue to experience higher rates of unemployment, for a longer period, than non-disabled workers, for several reasons. Recessions increase competitiveness for jobs and can encourage more selective recruitment; in the current context there is a risk that employers will be deterred from recruiting disabled workers and workers with long-term health conditions who need to shield during further waves of COVID-19 [59]. In addition, disabled workers are over-represented in employment sectors that were hit hardest by the pandemic and the ensuing recession, and they are less likely to be employed in professional and other non-manual jobs that are conducive to home-working. Consequently, the degree to which disabled workers will be winners or losers in the UK’s post-COVID-19 labour market is likely to depend upon the sector and type of work they are employed in.



The fortunes of disabled workers who are employed in desk-based roles look more favourable, however. Many organisations, some of whom had previously withheld home-working from employees, had to act swiftly and flexibly at the onset of the pandemic to facilitate home-working. This led to a sudden growth in home-working, which a large proportion of employees and employers are reluctant to relinquish. The pandemic challenged organisational policy and practice to be adaptive to sudden societal change; if this leads to a permanent cultural shift to widespread availability of home-working, it has the potential to address not only some of the employment inequities experienced by disabled workers, but also to level the playing field for individuals living in ‘left behind’ communities with high unemployment who would benefit from greater access to wider labour markets.



Home-working can circumvent some of the barriers that can lead to job loss or under-employment of disabled workers by offering a more inclusive way of working, reducing the need to commute and providing jobseekers with access to a wider labour market. Increased and universal access to home-working for all workers would avoid workplace conflict and stigma that can result from it being requested as a reasonable adjustment [42], and could encourage the recruitment of disabled workers who need to shield into jobs amenable to home-working. It is important, however, that workers have choice and control over the decision to home-work, and that organisations implement measures to mitigate the potentially negative impacts of home-working.



In order for post-pandemic economic growth to be sustainable and equitable, pre-existing inequalities within the economy must be addressed [60,61]. This requires multi-sectoral actions and policies that tackle factors contributing to the disability employment gap. For example, the UK still has much to do to increase the provision of inclusive education for disabled children and young people, and to support their transition into the labour market. Disabled people are significantly more likely to have no qualifications, and significantly less likely to have a university degree, compared with non-disabled people [62], and this educational disadvantage reduces their access to professional and higher-paid jobs. More also needs to be done to increase employers’ awareness of their legal obligations to provide reasonable adjustments under the Equality Act, and to make clear the business case for providing inclusive workplaces. Rather than returning to ‘normal’ ways of working, societies have the opportunity to ‘build back better’, addressing injustices and levelling the playing field for disabled workers in the post-pandemic labour market.
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Figure 1. Employment rate, adults aged 16–64, UK: 2005–2020. The COVID-19 pandemic is indicated in red. Source: Data from the UK Labour Force Survey (Office for National Statistics 2021). 
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Figure 2. Employment rate, disabled men aged 16–64, UK: 2013–2020. The COVID-19 pandemic is indicated in solid red. Source: Data from the UK Labour Force Survey (Office for National Statistics 2021). 
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Figure 3. Employment rate, disabled women aged 16–64, UK: 2013–2020. The COVID-19 pandemic is indicated in solid red. Source: Data from the UK Labour Force Survey (Office for National Statistics 2021). 
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Figure 4. Impact of the 1991–1993 recession on employment rates: disabled and non-disabled men, UK: 1984–2006. Source: Data from the UK Labour Force Survey (Holland et al., 2011 [17]). 
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