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Executive summary

Social, technological, economic, environmental, and political trends are changing the nature and
availability of work at a rapid rate (1). These changes will bring challenges and opportunities for young
persons living with disabilities who are entering the working world. Importantly, these changes will
necessitate the design of innovative solutions that promote greater disability inclusion.

In the summer of 2021, researchers at the Institute for Work & Health launched a three-year, multi-
phase study to explore the future of work. The study’s aim was to anticipate changes to the working
world and examine the implications of those changes for the employment inclusion of young persons
living with a disability. The study sought to generate actionable solutions that could be used to ensure
greater employment inclusion of persons with disabilities and enhance resilience in the design of policies,
programs, and strategies to address changes in the future of work.

A Delphi survey was used to develop consensus on ideas for actionable solutions, drawing on the
perceptions of diverse respondents across Canada with lived experience of a disability and expertise on
the employment opportunities and challenges facing persons with disabilities. Experts included policy-
makers, disability employment service providers, labour market experts, and futurists.

In the Delphi survey, participants were also asked about strategies that might ensure young people with
disabilities can find and sustain employment in the decades ahead. Six key challenge areas that might
shape the future of work were identified. Participants also suggested specific strategies to promote the
inclusion of young people with disabilities in the labour market that they believed might be resilient to
future of work changes. Discussions focused on the impact of the digital transformation of the economy,
artificial intelligence (AI) in human resource decision-making, digital globalization, cultural tensions
around workplace inclusivity, climate change, and external shocks that could increase the pace of
change.

In the next part of the study, a consensus-building approach was used where respondents ranked the
strategies that were proposed in the first survey according to their perceived likelihood of supporting
employment inclusion across each of the six challenge areas. The top-ranked strategy for each challenge
area is presented in Table 1.
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Challenge 1: Impact of
advanced digital technologies

Challenge 2: Artificial
intelligence in human resource
decision-making

Challenge 3: Digital
globalization

Challenge 4: Cultural tensions
around workplace inclusivity

Challenge 5: Climate change

Challenge 6: External shocks
speeding up the pace of change

Strategy: Help youth and young adults with disabilities
learn new job skills by providing greater access to life-
long training

Strategy: Apply a diversity, equity, inclusion and
accessibility lens to the design and application of Al in
HR programs

Strategy: Enforce a minimum standard for accessibility
and employment rights internationally

Strategy: Build employer confidence to create
disability inclusive workplace cultures

Strategy: Increase options for remote work and flexible
work arrangements

Strategy: Facilitate employment in stable jobs that
may be less affected by shock events

Table 1. Top-ranked employment inclusion strategy for each future of work challenge area.

Strategies described by participants spanned workplace, social policy, and educational settings.

These strategies ranged from inclusive job skills-building initiatives to developing disability confident
employers. Many of the strategies generated can be implemented in the current working context, while
also being relevant in the future.

This report summarizes the Delphi survey methodology that was utilized and describes the different
strategies that were identified by participants. We provide a description of how the three top-ranked
strategies for each challenge area can be implemented in practice. We also describe promising practices
that currently exist in the field and can be used as exemplars.

Overall, the practical insights presented in our report can be used by policy-makers, employers,
employment service providers, and others to develop approaches that advance disability inclusion
employment policies and programs for young persons. Overall, the findings can help in addressing
barriers to employment participation and foster inclusion in the future of work.
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Background

Across all industries and occupations, the world of work in Canada is changing at a rapid rate and will
look very different within the next decade. Social, technological, environmental, economic, and political
trends are shaping working conditions, potentially changing the way in which work is performed in the
future (2-4). This can create both challenges and opportunities (5).

In this report, we examine the implications of the future of work for young persons with disabilities,
a segment of the labour market that has historically been excluded from high-quality employment
opportunities and continues to face fragmented pathways to career growth (6-8).

We describe findings from a Delphi survey conducted in Canada. The study aimed to identify key
challenges that young workers with disabilities will likely face in the future of work and determine
corresponding strategies that can promote inclusive employment.

Findings from this report are relevant to diverse practitioners, who are designing employment support
programs for persons with disabilities, as well policy-makers aiming to identify and address challenges to
employment engagement that are on the horizon.

Defining the future of work

The future of work is characterized by the dramatic change to every industry and occupation that

is driven by a range of trends (2, 3) and represents a significant transformation to the nature and
availability of work. Changes in the future of work are occurring at a larger scale and at a quicker pace
when compared to past periods of change (9).

A horizon scan conducted in 2021 identified nine trends that have the potential to impact work. These
include: the digital transformation of the economy, artificial intelligence (Al)-enhanced automation, Al-
enabled human resource management systems, skill requirements for the future of work, Globalization
4.0, climate change and the green economy, Gen Zs and inclusive work environments, populism and the
future of work, and external shocks that accelerate the changing nature of work (7).
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Trend | Description

Advancement and application of novel digital technologies that
contribute to hyperconnectivity, advance telepresence, automate
work, and increase reliance on mobile apps.

Digital transformation
of the economy

Digital systems that replicate human intelligence and behaviours,
Al-enhanced automate job tasks, and make predictions to perform complex work.
automation The growing adoption of Al increases the requirement for humans to
work alongside smart machines.

Al-enabled human Algorithms used to inform the initial parameters of Al-enabled hiring
resource management and performance management systems have the potential to reinforce
systems existing social conditions within a workplace.

Workers across all industries are required to possess advanced
technical competencies, digital literacy, and soft skills to obtain jobs
of the future.

Skill requirements for
the future of work

Advancement of technologies will facilitate exchange of ideas,
Globalization 4.0 services, and goods within physical and virtual environments across
the globe.

Extreme weather events will disrupt employment and contribute

Climate change and the
8 to lost productivity. The climate crises may contribute new job

green economy

opportunities.
Gen Zs and inclusive Growing numbers of Gen Zs who value inclusivity, diversity and social
work environments responsibilities will enter the workforce.

Rejection of the establishment, elites, and expertise by a growing
community of people coupled with frustration and anxiety about the
future among people who may hold populist sentiments.

Populism and the future
of work

External shocks that
accelerate the changing
nature of work

Work significantly affected by external shocks such as an economic
recession, natural disaster, or global pandemic.

Table 2. Description of potential trends driving changes in the future of work
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The intersection of these various trends can contribute to a number of changes to the world of work,
including evolving physical and psychosocial work conditions, a requirement for workers to possess new
job skills that meet employer demands, and shifting work arrangements (7, 10).

Some studies suggest that the future of work could be marked by widening labour market inequity, such
as the erosion of standard employment opportunities (e.g., full-time permanent jobs) and growth of non-
traditional employment (e.g., freelancing, gig work), coupled with wage stagnation (11-14).

Changes that are expected in future of work also have the potential to contribute to productivity gains,
lead to the creation of new occupations, and enable new working situations in ways that can increase
employment opportunities and demand for diverse workers (11-15).

Those who have been traditionally disadvantaged in the labour market face the threat of being further
marginalized by changes that are expected in the future of work (7). Research indicates that changes in
the future of work may increase the risk of certain vulnerable groups being displaced from their existing
employment or forced into more precarious employment situations, which may include experiencing
wage instability, job insecurity, and unsafe working conditions (16, 17).

Young persons living with disabilities represent a particularly vulnerable segment of the labour
market and may benefit from strategic thinking that aims at understanding emergent challenges and
opportunities to employment (4, 6-8). It is important to research how trends that shape the future of
work will impact persons with disabilities.

The research presented in this report utilizes the nine trends as a foundation to inform thinking on the
specific challenges that might impact the employment of persons living with disabilities.

Employment inclusion of persons living with disabilities in Canada

According to the 2022 Canadian Survey on Disability, young persons living with disabilities face systemic
barriers to accessing inclusive employment opportunities. To begin, 24% of working-age adults reported
having a disability, an increase of 4% from 2017 (18). Furthermore, 62% of adult Canadians with
disabilities, aged 25 to 64 years old, were employed, compared with 78% of persons without disabilities
in the same age group (18). Moreover, 74% of persons with milder disabilities, aged 25 to 64 years, were
employed, while 42% of persons with more severe disabilities, aged 25 to 64 years, were employed (18).
Accordingly, young persons living with disabilities represent an untapped segment of the labour market
that may benefit from a supportive work environment (18).

Young persons living with disabilities who obtain paid work opportunities experience lower quality
employment compared to their counterparts without disabilities (19) and are more likely to report
working fewer hours, making less income, experiencing more lost productivity, and facing greater
barriers to career advancement (19). Working in low quality employment means that young persons
with disabilities may lack the workplace supports and accommodations needed to sustain productive
employment (20) and may mean that they are at risk of entering the future of work in a more
disadvantageous position (1, 21).

A review of existing strategies to support the inclusive employment of
persons with disabilities

Dedicated strategies implemented at community, workplace, and policy levels are beneficial in
addressing barriers to the inclusive employment of young persons living with disabilities (22-24).

In this section, we provide a brief, high-level overview of research on the importance of existing
strategies that are associated with the employment engagement of young persons living with disabilities.
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Within postsecondary educational (e.g., universities and colleges) and community-based settings,
employment placement and support services have been shown to be important initiatives (1, 24-27).
They offer paid competitive work opportunities for young persons with different disabilities and deliver
tailored job skills development and training that individuals need (28). Similarly, studies highlight

the importance of co-operative educational programs and/or work-oriented learning initiatives within
universities and colleges (29, 30). These learning opportunities provide practical labour market
experiences required by employers that can offer individuals greater employment readiness and self-
confidence. This can be important for the sustained employment of persons living with disabilities. Young
persons with disabilities who participate in these programs and who report having job skills and career
readiness are also more likely to report future paid employment (26, 27, 31).

Within the workplace, inclusive human resource (HR) management practices that create equitable entry-
points for job applicants through accessible job postings and interview processes have been shown to
increase the likelihood of recruiting and retaining employees living with disabilities (32, 33). Similarly,
purposeful organizational strategies that increase accessibility within the workplace, also increase
employment engagement of persons living with disabilities (22). For instance, research indicates

that initiatives critical in supporting the productive employment of persons with disabilities are those
that remove barriers in the physical work environment, strengthen interpersonal relationships and
communication within an organization, address workplace discrimination, encourage job autonomy, offer
scheduling flexibility, and facilitate healthcare access through extended health benefits (28, 34, 35). On
the other hand, the absence of these strategies can contribute to missed workdays, reduced productivity,
and greater workplace activity limitations for persons with disabilities.

Of concern, many Canadian employers report lacking disability confidence, meaning that they do not
have the knowledge and skills to consistently meet the needs of diverse workers with disabilities (36). A
lack of disability confidence can create inconsistent design and implementation of job accommodations
and workplace supports, hindering the creation of an inclusive employment environment (36).

The legislation of inclusive employment of persons living with disabilities can create a broader culture
of accessibility and offer clear mandates for employers. Human rights and anti-discrimination legislation
that apply to Canadian workplaces, coupled with duty-to-accommodate legislation at the federal and
provincial levels, have been shown to reduce the societal and workplace structures that create barriers
to finding and sustaining employment (37-39).

The 2019 Accessible Canada Act (ACA) is one example of legislation aiming to foster inclusive
employment and remove barriers to the employment of persons with disabilities (40).

The enactment of the ACA has brought Canada one step closer to its commitment of furthering the
rights of persons with disabilities, which it endorsed under the 2010 United Nations Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD) (41). The ACA aims to achieve a barrier-free Canada by
2040; it identifies seven priority areas, including employment, in which Canadians will benefit from the
proactive identification, removal, and prevention of accessibility barriers (41-43).

Research on strategies to ensure inclusive employment of young people with disabilities has been
developed within the context of existing labour markets. It is unclear whether the strategies described in
this section may be relevant to a working world that is rapidly evolving.

Changes in the future of work necessitate the redesign and innovation of diverse and future oriented
strategies—including policies and programs at the workplace, policy, and community levels (44, 45).
These can be implemented to ensure that young people living with disabilities can obtain and maintain
high-quality work, as well as find opportunities for advancement in the world of work (46).
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Delphi survey

To develop strategies for the inclusive employment of young persons living with disabilities, we took

a Delphi survey approach. Delphi surveys are a research method implemented to gather insights from
diverse subject matter experts and establish consensus on solutions that address a topic of concern. The
method uses structured, multi-round surveys, each building on one another (47, 48). Anonymous expert
opinions and feedback are collected and used to facilitate an unbiased debate with the goal of reaching
agreement. Initially developed by the RAND Corporation in the 1950s for technological forecasting in
U.S. military research applications, Delphi surveys have been increasingly applied to the development

of policies and programs in many sectors, such as finance, health, education, and technology, to support
decisions, policies, and programs that are adaptable to possible future changes (49, 50).

Delphi surveys have several advantages. The rapid approach to collecting and combining expertise
from diverse subject matter experts from across different geographical regions is a low-cost planning
approach. The online anonymous format also reduces the effects of group dynamics on study outcomes
and limits biases that can occur during in-person focus groups or meetings (e.g., account for a situation
where a small number of individuals dominate the dynamics of large group discussions) (51).

Another benefit of the Delphi survey is that participants can think about the questions at hand over
several rounds to reassess and adjust their views while considering information provided from the
previous round. As all input is anonymous, participants use independent thought, encouraging honesty,
creativity, and impartiality.

Objectives

This report describes findings from a Delphi survey methodology, completed by young persons with
the lived experience of a disability, as well as policy-makers, disability employment service providers,
educators, clinicians, and futurists. The main objective is to examine strategies to foster inclusive
employment relevant to the future of work. Specific objectives of the study were to:

1. Explore future changes to the world of work and potential strategies for the employment inclusion of
young people living with disabilities.

2. Identify and build consensus on specific future-oriented strategies that can improve the accessibility
and inclusion of young people with disabilities in the future of work.

3. Develop concrete recommendations for employers, policy-makers, community-based organizations,
and other stakeholders to apply the identified future-oriented strategies into practice.

Of importance, while this study was conducted within the context of Canada’s labour and social policy

context, findings will provide insights for other industrialized countries, particularly other signatories
to the UN CRPD.
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Methods

An online Delphi survey was implemented to develop strategies for inclusive employment that are
relevant to the future of work (562). This section summarizes how the study team implemented the
Delphi methodology and analyzed the results. Additional details about the study method have been
described in a recent publication authored by the research team (563).

All study procedures were reviewed by the research ethics board of the University of Toronto (research
ethics board #40727). Data collection and analysis was performed in accordance with research ethics
guidelines and regulations for research on human subjects. Of note, all participants were presented
with detailed study material and provided informed consent before participating in the study. All data
collected was anonymized and stored on a secure digital server.

For this study, two separate advisory panels were developed: one composed of young people with lived
experience of a disability, and one composed of representatives from national non-profit disability
organizations. The panels were consulted at all phases of the study; they provided insight into study
design and accessibility of data collection approaches and aided with recruitment of participants. The
panels also helped with the interpretation of findings from both rounds of the survey.

Sample recruitment

A critical component in the development and implementation of the Delphi survey was the selection of
participants with subject matter expertise on the barriers and facilitators to the employment of young
persons with disabilities or on the changing world of work. Participants recruited for this study included
young people with lived experience of a disability, as well as policy-makers, disability employment service
providers, educators, clinicians, and futurists. By engaging a diversity of insights from participants,

we could produce a robust set of future-focused strategies that might be relevant to a broad range of
persons living with disabilities and different employment contexts.

To be eligible, participants had to be above 18 years of age and consent to take part in the research.
Eligible participants also had to be willing to offer insights on the future of work and the strategies that
might be used to promote the employment inclusion of young persons with disabilities.

All participants were recruited purposively. Representatives from both advisory panels helped identify
eligible participants. Additionally, representatives from not-for-profit and governmental organizations
were contacted and asked to participate. We also used a snowball recruitment strategy: We asked
participants who completed the survey to identify other individuals who would be eligible to participate.

Delphi survey description

Two rounds of accessible online surveys were administered to participants either in English or French.
Two rounds were ideal for this study to minimize participant fatigue and dropout while also encouraging
participants to explore their underlying assumptions regarding the future of work. The convenience of
online formats allowed participants to complete surveys at their own time and pace. Online formats were
also compatible with many assistive devices and thus could be accessed by participants with various
types of disabilities (54-56).
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Surveys were developed through multiple stages of pilot testing with members of the advisory panel
to ensure content validity was met (i.e., the survey measures what it’s supposed to measure); reduce
respondent burden (e.g., the survey could be completed in 25 minutes or less); and ensure the survey
used language that could be understood by its diverse target audiences. Pilot testing also ensured that
the survey format was accessible to participants with different disabilities and compatible with various
assistive devices.

First Delphi survey

The first survey was administered to participants over the winter of 2021. The focus of the first survey
was on the generation of ideas and collection of diverse strategies for the inclusive employment of young
people with disabilities within the context of the future of work. As part of the first survey, participants
were randomly allocated four of nine future of work trends (introduced in the background section) that
could unfold over the next 15 years. Participants were provided with a short description of the trend and
presented with a series of questions.

The first question asked participants to rate the importance of the trend in influencing the inclusive
employment of young people with disabilities. Next, open-ended questions were posed to participants
about workplace, community-based or policy supports and strategies that could help young people
with disabilities in the labour market. Participants were encouraged to be creative and write about any
potential strategy that they thought could be helpful in addressing barriers to employment inclusion.
Lastly, an open-ended question provided participants with the opportunity to add any other reflections
on the future of work and its implications for young people living with disabilities.

Analysis of first round of Delphi survey

Once the first round of the Delphi survey closed, two members of the research team coded all open-
ended results from the survey using thematic analysis to inductively examine themes emerging from
the data. They then constructed an understanding of the different strategies of inclusion put forward by
participants.

Throughout the analytical process, the research team held meetings in which codes and themes that
emerged from the first survey were discussed. Discrepancies emerging from the thematic analysis were
brought forward and resolved by consensus. Through the analytical process, the team identified six
key challenge areas that were of specific relevance to the inclusive employment of young people with
disabilities. A list of strategies relevant to each challenge area was also produced.

A summary of findings was outlined in a short report (7), which was evaluated by the advisory panel to
ensure findings were relevant to the inclusive employment of young persons living with disabilities.
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Second Delphi survey

The second and final survey was distributed in the summer of 2022. Participants were recontacted and
asked if they would be willing to continue to participate in the study. Those who consented to continuing
their involvement were required to read the short report (7) describing the six key challenges from the
first survey and the corresponding strategies for employment inclusion. Additionally, they were invited
to watch short, three-minute videos (57) developed to summarize the findings from the first survey and
complement the short report (7).

In the second Delphi survey, study participants were presented with a list of strategies for each of the six
future of work challenge areas. They were asked to rank each strategy from most to least important for
promoting employment inclusion. Lastly, participants were provided with an open-ended question and
asked to offer any additional perspectives on their responses.

Findings from the second round of the survey were analyzed using descriptive statistics to establish

the final ranking of strategies. Also, a measure of agreement (Kendall’s Tau) (568) was calculated to
determine the extent of consensus of ranked strategies amongst participants.
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oo Fall 2021
Survey development

Novel Delphi method developed
and pilot tested by research team
with the goal of obtaining
consensus on applied solutions
for inclusive employment.

Winter 2022

First round analysis
Researchers thematically analyzed
emerging themes from the first
survey. Six key challenge areas were
identified and different corresponding
strategies were synthesized.

Summer 2022
Second Delphi survey
Second survey administered

focusing on ranking inclusion
strategies for each challenge area
according to their likelihood of
supporting the employment inclusion
of young persons with disabilities.

Spring 2024

®

Final report

Final report produced which described
how top-ranked strategies can be
implemented in practice and can be
utilized to advance disability
employment support strategies for
young persons that are resilient to
changes in the future of work.

p Summer2021
Study initiation

IWH researchers launched
three-year multi-phase study to
examine future changes to the
working world and their implications
for the employment inclusion of
young persons living with a disability.

Winter 2021/22

First Delphi survey

First survey administered focusing on
nine future work trends in influencing
the inclusive employment of young
persons living with a disability.

from the first Delphi survey
was published.

Spring 2023
>

Second round analysis

> Spring 2022
Interim report issued
Report summarizing findings

Researchers analyzed findings to
establish the final ranking of strategies,
which can be implemented in the
present while also being resilient to the
future.
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Results

Summary

Over 125 participants completed the first round of the Delphi survey. Of these, close to 70 participants
went on to complete the second round of the Delphi survey. Participants included young people with
a lived experience of disability (38%). The remaining participants included policy-makers, disability
employment service providers, educators, clinicians, and futurists from across Canada (62% ).

Six key challenges in the future of work emerged from the first Delphi survey. These were areas that
survey participants indicated could pose barriers to the employment inclusion of young people with
disabilities but may also offer opportunities for greater labour market engagement. The six areas

included:

Challenge 1:

Impact of advanced digital
technologies

Challenge 2:
Artificial intelligence in
human resource decision-
making

Challenge 3:
Digital globalization

Challenge 4:

Cultural tensions around
workplace inclusivity

Across all industries and occupations, advances in diverse digital
technologies will lead to increased automation of work and closer
connection between workers, digital devices, and data.

Artificial intelligence (AI) is increasingly used to support human
resource decisions, including whether employees are hired, how the
quality and efficiency of their work is evaluated, and how they are
assessed for promotions.

Greater adoption of advanced digital technologies will lead to labour
markets being more integrated around the globe. That means a
broader range of jobs can be completed from any part of the world,
opening up local labour markets to global labour competition.

Social movements and new generational perspectives are changing
workplace norms and cultures, driving workplaces to be more
inclusive, diverse, accessible, and socially responsible. At the same
time, certain forces are reacting against this trend toward greater
workplace inclusion and may lead to limited work opportunities for
some groups.
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Job opportunities and job conditions in the future of work are
increasingly affected by climate change. Extreme weather events
Challenge 5: caused by climate change can create work disruptions and contribute
Climate change to poor health and illness. Addressing climate change will cause some
industries to decline, while others will grow and expand as we shift
towards a green economy.

Challenge 6: Major external shocks such as economic recessions, natural disasters
External shocks speeding and global pandemics can significantly affect work environments and
up the pace of change the speed with which the world of work changes in response.

Strategies were proposed within each of these six areas to promote the inclusion of young people with
disabilities in the future of work. Some examples of proposed strategies include: strengthening employer
accessibility practices; enhancing workplace approaches to diversity, equity and inclusion; providing
disability-specific job skills training; and demanding greater transparency about how workplaces are
using technology. We draw from the insights provided by participants in the first round of the Delphi
survey in the sections below. A comprehensive description of the findings from the first round of the
Delphi survey are outlined in this short report (7).

In the following section, we recap each of the challenge areas that make up the future of work for
persons living with disabilities, as well as the specific strategies that were proposed by participants. We
then present how participants ranked the proposed strategies and supports to address employment
inclusion within the context of each of the six key challenge areas. We outline the consensus-based
recommendations on policy and program supports that emerged from the study. For the three top-
ranked strategies in each challenge area, we offer some additional insight on how policy-makers and
program developers can implement the recommendations. We also spotlight some promising practices
that can serve as examples of strategies for the employment inclusion of persons with disabilities that are
resilient to the future.
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Challenge 1: Impact of advanced digital
technologies

Work environments across all industries are undergoing a rapid digital transformation characterized by
the advancement and application of diverse advanced digital technologies (1, 10, 44, 59). These can
include Al systems, Internet of Things devices, smart sensors, and cloud-based storage, among others.
The digital transformation of the economy represents one of the most frequently described catalysts
of change to the nature and availability of work (1). This increasing reliance on digital technology will
contribute to a hyperconnectivity between people, businesses, digital devices, and data, and require
workers to work more closely with machines that may be gaining intelligence (10).

The advancement and application of digital technology can offer benefits to persons living with
disabilities through the innovation of assistive devices (60-62). Also, the increasing use of virtual
collaboration technology and cloud-based tools has facilitated a growth in hybrid work arrangements
(63-65). This has been beneficial to persons with disabilities who face limitations commuting to work
or maintaining the traditional 9-to-5 work schedule (66). As another example, advanced robots within
physically demanding sectors can offer greater assistance to persons facing physical activity limitations
to perform a greater range of job tasks (67).

Studies suggest that the benefits of advanced digital technology will not be available to all workers with
disabilities. Those working precariously may be particularly affected by technological disruption (68).
The growing reliance on digital technologies can also contribute to the automation of jobs, potentially
exposing persons living with disabilities to job displacement or forcing them into more precarious work
arrangements where they may experience job insecurity, income instability or unsafe working conditions
(69). Also, those working in occupations characterized by low-skilled or routinized job skills may also

be more likely to face automation (e.g., cashiers, factory line workers) (70). The advancement and
application of Al may mean that a greater range of white- and blue-collar jobs are also susceptible to
partial or full automation (71).

The digital transformation of the economy will be associated with the creation of new jobs and thus new
pathways for persons with disabilities to enter the labour market (72, 73). Access to these new jobs will
require specialized skills (74). For instance, the growing use of Al increases the need for workers with
job skills that can enable them to work with and alongside the technology (74).
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Challenge 1: Impact of advanced digital technologies
Challenge 1: Impact of advanced digital technologies

Summary of findings from first Delphi survey

of participants indicated that advanced digital
technologies could have a positive impact

e New jobs could be created in applying digital technologies and Al in different jobs
and sectors.

e Barriers to work could be reduced, including the need to commute or be present in
physical workspaces.

e More opportunities may be available to make workplace processes and physical
spaces accessible.

of participants indicated that digital technologies
could have a negative impact

e There may be fewer jobs for those without access to digital spaces and tools, or
without the technical skills to use digital tools or work with intelligent machines.

e Precarious work could be a by-product of the increased automation of work.

e Organizations may face new challenges designing and implementing accommodations
for workers within digital work environments and an Al-enabled economy.

e Virtual work may increase social isolation due to remote work, as well as
hyperconnectivity to work which may lead to increased workloads, employee
burnout, and reduced work-life balance.

e Employers may have more opportunities to track employees, resulting in privacy
loss.
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Results of second Delphi survey

Findings from ranking exercise for strategies of inclusion in Challenge 1

Increase opportunities for

- face-to-face interactions

~ and social connections
among workers y

There was a modest amount of agreement (Kendall’s T = 0.29) in the ranking scores.
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Strategy 1: Help youth and young adults with disabilities learn new job
skills by providing greater access to life-long training

The digital transformation of the economy will require all individuals to upskill (i.e., update or learn new
skills to progress in their career path) or reskill (i.e., learn new skills to do a different job) to access
employment opportunities that emerge (75-77).

Findings from the Delphi study indicated the need to ensure that disability employment service
organizations, educational institutions, and employers in Canada offer upskilling and reskilling
opportunities that are fully accessible to young persons with disabilities.

The digital transformation of the economy can increase employer demand for workers to possess
advanced technological skills including coding, development and maintenance of different technology,
and Al prompt engineers (77). Soft skills (e.g., collaboration, creative thinking, and critical thinking) are
also critical in a working world reliant on digital technology, as they cannot be performed by machines at
this time (78-80).

Persons living with disabilities can face obstacles to gaining the skills required to compete for jobs
that require advanced technological skills. It is recommended that the training needs of persons with
disabilities should be at the forefront of upskilling and reskilling initiatives (73). Strategies that can
be taken to ensure that job skills development initiatives are fully accessible to persons living with
disabilities include:

¢ [Ensuring that in their design and delivery, job skills training initiatives offered in response to an
economy undergoing a digital transformation are fully inclusive to persons with disabilities (46).
Educators and disability employment service providers ought to consider an ongoing examination of
barriers that may emerge for learners and take steps to mitigate them through formal and informal
supports.

e [Educational developers should place an emphasis on flexible learning formats such as weekend and
evening learning, distance learning, and part-time learning. Having these options may help address
barriers to participating in upskilling and reskilling initiatives and provide the opportunity to better
balance the demands of living with a disability and fulfilling other life roles.

e Regular access to technological resources at home (e.g., high-speed internet, access to a personal
computer) enable young people with disabilities to participate in upskilling and reskilling initiatives
that are increasingly delivered virtually (73). Studies suggest that persons with disabilities are more
likely to report financial and other barriers to accessing these technological resources at home (73).
All job skills training initiatives, especially those designed for persons with disabilities, should aim to
address resource barriers (81). Offering financial support, such as subsidies or grants, may benefit
young people with disabilities in supporting their participation in job skills training initiatives.
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Promising practice: Program to upskill workers with disabilities

March of Dimes Canada (82), a national not-for-profit with a mandate of ensuring that people
with disabilities find and keep meaningful jobs, in partnership with Microsoft and Canadian
Imperial Bank of Commerce, created a digital training program called SkillingUp (81). SkillingUp
empowers individuals with disabilities to gain digital skills that are often part of job requirements.
The curriculum offers pathways for individuals to obtain technical training and certification to
access jobs in the tech and tech-enabled sectors. SkillingUp offers mentorship and supplementary
resources to equip individuals for the challenges of an economy undergoing a digital
transformation.

Strategy 2: Raise employer awareness about new accessibility and
accommodation challenges created by digital technologies

The increased use of digital technologies will inevitably impact the work environment and the way work
is performed (83). Also, the design of new technologies will give rise to new accessibility considerations,
which may benefit the working lives of some individuals and disadvantage others (46). Workplaces ought
to be more attentive to this issue and address the impact that every new technology that is implemented
will have on workers.

Employers should be encouraged to take a disability lens to evaluate new technology to ensure that
all workers benefit from their application and that new challenges are not created for persons living
with different disabilities (84). Applying a disability lens will also require workplaces to consider the
diversity of lived experiences among persons with disabilities and assess how they may be affected
by the adoption of new technology (85). Workplaces should also increase their awareness of how the
implementation of technology may disrupt and reshape work environments, the performance of work
tasks, and the use of existing accommodation practices.

Applying a disability lens can ensure that the use of new technology does not disproportionately
disadvantage persons living with disabilities and can bring to light the need for dedicated
accommodations or require dedicated assistance to address emergent accessibility challenges.

Strategy 3: Ensure technology is affordable for all

As digital advances allow workplaces to move further into hybrid or fully virtual work environments,
there is a need to ensure that all workers with disabilities have access to essential digital resources. As
noted earlier in this section, digital resources include digital devices (e.g., smartphones, tablets, and
computers) as well as high-speed internet access that can enable persons with disabilities to participate
in a digital economy (73).

Of concern, research indicates that Canadians with disabilities are more likely to report living below

the poverty line when compared to those without a disability; they may therefore face greater financial
obstacles to accessing essential digital resources (86). Steps should be taken to address these financial
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constraints. Governments may regulate the price of digital resources to ensure financial accessibility for
persons living with disabilities; they may also enhance digital infrastructure within the community (87).
As an example, offering affordable or free wireless internet access can enable persons with disabilities to
participate in jobs that require virtual teleconferencing or cloud-based collaboration tools. Governments
may also require employers to provide all digital technology needed to complete a job task including
assistive tools so that workers do not have to bear the personal financial burden of obtaining these

technologies.
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Challenge 2: Artificial intelligence in
human resource decision-making

Workplaces are already using artificial intelligence (AI) to support their human resource (HR)
management practices; this practice will likely continue in the future of work (88, 89). Al tools are
helping employers make HR decisions that were previously made by humans, at greater speed and lower
cost (90). Some employers are using Al to monitor the performance and productivity of their workers
(91). Others are using Al in their recruitment processes to screen and rank résumés, or to analyze
responses, facial expressions, gestures, or voice characteristics during interviews (92, 93).

Proponents of AI make the case that the technology can be a neutral decision-maker and can be used

to recruit candidates who have been traditionally marginalized (94, 95). However, the design of Al can
play a big role in how it functions in practice (96). Biases may emerge from both the design of algorithms
and the data used to train the Al. These biases can put persons with disabilities at a greater disadvantage
in the workforce by excluding them from job opportunities or career advancement processes (97, 98).
Examples can include Al image classification tools used in the job interview process; these may exclude
neurodivergent individuals from consideration, as they may respond to interview questions differently
from neurotypical individuals (99). Al résumé-screening tools may penalize applicants based on explicit
or implicit keywords that suggest that they are living with a disability, regardless of the job skills or
training that may make them suitable for a position (100).

In addition to its impact on work outcomes, the use of Al in HR practices can contribute to several other
challenges for persons with disabilities, including greater stress to meet productivity markers determined
by Al The use of Al tools to gather data from employees and monitor workers’ productivity can also raise
privacy concerns (101).
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Summary of findings from first Delphi survey

of participants indicated that artificial intelligence
in human resource decision-making would have a
negative impact

e There could be a greater potential for misuse of Al tools if those using them are unaware
of their potential effects on employees.

e Inequalities in hiring would increase, especially if HR decisions are made exclusively
with Al tools.

e  Workplaces may become less diverse, if diverse lived experiences are not integrated into
the design and implementation of Al-related HR systems.

of participants indicated that artificial intelligence
in human resource decision-making would have a
positive impact

e Hiring decisions could be based on an applicant’s skills rather than their visible
characteristics.

¢ HR computerized systems may make it simpler to access employment opportunities,
especially for people who prefer not to meet in person.
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Results of second Delphi survey

Findings from ranking exercise for strategies of inclusion in Challenge 2

There was limited consensus (Kendall’s T = 0.0837) in the ranking of the different strategies for
inclusion.
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Strategy 1: Apply a diversity, equity, inclusion and accessibility lens to
the design and application of Al in HR programs

Participants in our Delphi survey indicated the need to ensure that designers make diversity, equity,
inclusion and accessibility (DEIA) a central component of the design and application of AI HR tools. By
applying a DEIA framework, Al can be better leveraged to ensure that the application of Al does not
harm young persons with disabilities as they are entering the working world. Inclusive processes when
developing and applying Al equitably and inclusively (102) can be established in three ways (103):

e When designing algorithms that underpin Al function, developers should include safeguards to
account for workers’ backgrounds, experiences, and personal characteristics that can shape how
individuals may participate in job application processes or complete job tasks (102). Developers
creating these tools should consist of diverse individuals who can incorporate their lived experience
into the algorithm design. Also, the design of Al tools should be built in ways that can consider
outliers—the minorities that are most often marginalized when design decisions are made for the
majority (104).

e Data plays an important role in training Al and underlies how it learns and evolves over time. Yet,
developers often train Al using data that reflects population averages, ignoring outliers with unique
lived experiences (105-107). The data used to inform Al should be representative of all workers to
ensure that it does not disadvantage individuals who encounter Al technology at different phases of
the working life cycle.

e [t is essential to continuously test datasets and Al decisions for bias and make adjustments as
necessary (108). Canadian employers play a critical role in ensuring the Al-based programs they use,
advance DEIA principles by leading regular audits of Al algorithms and data for any negative effects
that may emerge, impacting workers with disabilities (109). It is also recommended that persons
with disabilities play an integral role in any audit to help identify how the Al may create employment
inclusion challenges and play a role in creating solutions (109).

Promising practice: Diversity, equity and inclusion tool for the
design of Al

IBM’s Al Fairness 360 toolkit fosters a diversity, equity and inclusion focus on the design and
application of Al in human resources (110). Al Fairness 360 is an open-source toolkit that

is designed to help organizations examine, report, and mitigate biases in Al systems, with a
particular emphasis on promoting fairness, transparency, and accountability in human resource
processes. Al Fairness 360 includes various algorithms and metrics that allow organizations to
address bias and discrimination in Al-based human resource programs, such as résumé screening,
candidate selection, and performance evaluations. This is helpful in the human resource context,
as Al Fairness 360 can identify disparities in the treatment of different candidates based on their
demographic grouping, such as their gender, race, and/or age.
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Strategy 2: Balance the use of AI with human input in HR decisions

Exclusive reliance on Al tools can lead to various employment inequity concerns, especially in the
context of HR decision-making (97). Employers should ensure that humans, especially those with
training in disability inclusion practices, lead HR decision-making regardless of whether Al tools are used
or not. Such an approach will better ensure that a range of considerations are taken into account when
making HR decisions, not just those pre-programmed into an algorithm (111, 112). The collaboration
between humans and machines can also be an important means to calibrate Al for the inclusion of
persons with disabilities (113). For instance, companies using Al-powered tools to monitor productivity
can continue to refine algorithms to capture the ways in which job tasks can be completed rather than
imposing a uniformed approach.

Strategy 3: Be transparent in how workplaces use Al in their HR
practices

As noted earlier in this section, data privacy and surveillance issues are major concerns for persons living
with disabilities who are exposed to AI HR decision-making tools (97, 101). Employers should be aware
of legislation in their jurisdiction that governs the use of Al technology (114).

Companies should be clear with employees and job candidates that they are using Al (115); they should
also consider making the design of the Al transparent, including how it has been developed and what
data is used to train the Al. Additionally, employers should be clear about how their hiring and people
management decisions are made—with Al tools, human input or with both (116). Greater transparency
can prevent the misuse of the Al and catch errors that may emerge with its application (117).

When using Al in their recruiting processes, employers should consider accommodations for applicants
and workers with disabilities, especially if the Al tools used are not proven to have DEIA as part of their
design (118). The same goes for Al tools used to monitor productivity. Transparency in HR decision-
making, especially when related to the use of Al tools, can ensure fairness, build employee trust, and
provide persons with disabilities with equal opportunities for employment in the future workforce (97,
101, 119).
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Challenge 3: Digital globalization

Fostered by the widespread adoption of advanced digital technology across different industries and
occupations (as described in Challenge 1), the global economy is becoming increasingly interconnected
across both virtual and physical spaces (120). A range of occupations are now being completed from
any location using advanced digital technologies (121). Also, an increasing number of job tasks that
make up different occupations are being broken up and performed by freelance workers across different
geographic locations (122). As more work can be completed virtually, competition for employment
opportunities will increase as a greater number of workers from different locations bid for such jobs
(123).

The use of augmented reality can foster virtual collaboration through a shared virtual workspace. Using
augmented reality-powered teleconferencing, employees can visualize and interact with 3-D models,
share information, and collaborate as if they were physically present (124-126).

As work opportunities are increasingly made available across geographic boundaries, worker access
to labour protections may be diminished. Businesses may turn to workers who are willing to accept
lower wages and fewer benefits (127). With greater digital connectivity across workplaces in different
locations, workers in domestic labour markets could experience greater competition and face job
displacements (123).

Young persons with disabilities have the potential to benefit from new pathways to employment
opportunities as virtual and augmented work increases across the globe (128-130). However, the
increasing competition for a limited number of jobs could mean that persons living with disabilities face
further exclusion. Also, an erosion of domestic standards and secure employment arrangements caused
by the increased use of digital technologies may adversely affect young persons with disabilities, who
may benefit most from job security and supportive work. Choosing to work for an employer outside

of Canada may mean these young persons living with disabilities are being excluded from local labour
standards, social support, and policies that encourage disability inclusion (131).

IWH | Supporting young persons with disabilities in the future of work



Summary of findings from first Delphi survey

of participants indicated that digital globalization
would have a positive impact

Fewer geographic constraints on those looking for employment and greater access to job
opportunities in a wide range of occupations.

Greater motivation for employers to adopt digital work arrangements and provide
flexible working conditions.

More opportunities for upskilling and training to meet the labour demands of a global
economy.

Greater diversity in the skills valued by employers, including soft skills that cannot be
replaced by computers.

of participants indicated that digital globalization
would have a negative impact

Greater competition for jobs from candidates across the globe, resulting in fewer
opportunities for people with disabilities who lack the required job skills, training, or
education.

Short-term labour market needs of employers potentially ahead of the long-term
career goals of workers in skills training programs.

Greater unemployment and job insecurity for workers resulting from employers
relocating facilities to countries where the costs of business are lower.

Greater potential for discrimination or exploitation as people with disabilities work
for employers in countries with weaker labour laws and fewer supports.

IWH | Supporting young persons with disabilities in the future of work



Results of second Delphi survey

Findings from ranking exercise for strategies of inclusion in Challenge 3

There was limited consensus across participant rankings (Kendall’s T = 0.0718).
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Strategy 1: Enforce a minimum standard for accessibility and
employment rights internationally

To foster inclusive employment within an economy that is being reshaped by digital globalization,
participants in the Delphi survey highly ranked the importance of setting and enforcing international
accessibility standards that applies to virtual work environments. Canadian workers engaged in the
digital international marketplace may find themselves working for companies or clients in various

parts of the world, with different accessibility standards. Workers with disabilities in this situation,
especially those at the early career phase, could be at greater risk of discrimination and mistreatment in
unregulated work environments. Setting and enforcing international accessibility standards for virtual
work can be achieved in three ways:

Increased globalization in virtual and physical workspaces require improved policies that address
barriers to inclusion (132-134). Yet, most existing legislation is not well-suited to a working world
where companies may operate across geographical boundaries and through digital channels. For
instance, of the 164 countries or regional integration organizations that have signed the United
Nations Conventions on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD), only 121 countries have
passed some form of law that aims to promote the inclusion of persons with disabilities within the
working world (135, 136). Integrated international accessibility standards should be set that establish
minimum requirements for worker rights and accessibility within a global and virtual marketplace
(137).

The UN CRPD was developed to foster inclusion within a more traditional working situation where
employees are required to go to physical workplaces (135). To meet the demands of a virtual work
environment, accessibility and inclusion standards need to be developed that align with the UN
CRPD and are directly relevant to a labour market that is defined by digital globalization.

The Accessible Canada Act (ACA) (138) represents critical legislation to remove barriers to
employment for persons with disabilities that aligns with Canada’s obligations as a signatory of the
UN CRPD (139). Currently, the ACA is only enforceable to workers in applicable organizations
based in Canadian contexts and has limited enforceability for remote workers employed by the same
organization in another country. A company should be required to take steps domestically, as well as
internationally, to address disability inclusion and barriers to employment participation for workers
with disabilities.

Similarly, enforcement mechanisms should also exist for international companies that provide goods
and services in Canada but rely on workers from different geographic regions. These companies
should also be required to follow existing disability inclusion standards and be required to provide
consistent supports and accommodations across their operations (131). In sum, to promote
employment inclusion in the future of work, accessibility standards ought to cross international
boundaries to ensure universal inclusive employment.
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Promising practice: Enforcing a minimum standard for international
accessibility rights

The Furopean Accessibility Act is an enforcement of minimum accessibility standards and
employment rights on an international scale (137, 140). The legislation, adopted by the European
Union, mandates that products and services, particularly in the digital economy, meet specific
accessibility requirements to ensure they are accessible to persons living with disabilities. This
proactive approach sets a precedent for international efforts to ensure that all citizens, regardless
of disability, have equal opportunities and rights, and in turn emphasizes the importance of
universal accessibility in the workforce and society at large.

Strategy 2: Provide financial support to young people with disabilities to
help them compete for jobs

Young persons with disabilities in Canada need to ensure they have the job skills to access and sustain
high quality accessible employment opportunities within a highly competitive and digitally connected
global work environment (141). As noted in our discussion on Challenge 1, this includes the acquisition
of technological and soft skills that will be demanded by Canadian employers (78, 80, 103). These
skills can help ensure that workers with disabilities are resilient to the growing practice of sending
work offshore (142). As we described in Challenge 1, there is a need to offer financial supports to
address potential resource barriers to accessing job skills development opportunities that persons with
disabilities may face (143). In addition to this, financial supports can enable workers with disabilities
to obtain inclusive upskilling opportunities. The improved skills of the labour market will ensure that
Canadian employers can recruit employees from within the country rather than having to look to
international labour markets (144).

Strategy 3: Update educational curriculums to meet the demands of a
global economy

Similarly, as we described in Challenge 1, community-based organizations and educational institutions
should continue to update their training programs to better support skill development for workers to
compete for jobs of the future (29, 30). Educators should continue to scan for potential changes to the
working world (145, 146) and ensure that the training provided to workers with disabilities is up-to-date
and responsive to the changing needs of Canadian employers.
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Challenge 4: Cultural tensions around
workplace inclusivity

Broader social movements and new generational perspectives are changing workplace norms and
cultures, in turn creating tensions around inclusivity (147-149). The Canadian workforce is becoming
more diverse. To attract and retain talent, organizations are being forced to take steps to become more
welcoming to different groups (150).

Fully inclusive work environments provide all workers with an equal opportunity to participate and
contribute to organizational goals (151, 152). For persons with disabilities, a more inclusive work
environment may bring greater attention to the employment barriers they face and foster strategic
thinking regarding how to address barriers through the implementation of practices and policies (153).

For persons with disabilities, increasingly inclusive workplaces will offer the support and flexibility to
sustain employment and provide equal access to opportunities for career advancement which may be
particularly beneficial as a person is entering the labour market (154).

At the same time, there is mounting tension as growing social movements are resisting workplace
inclusion. This resistance (or backlash) has emerged from groups that have traditionally benefitted from
holding positions of power (155). As workplace initiatives that support diversity, equity, inclusion and
accessibility can create significant changes to the structure of an organization, members of traditional
majority groups may feel a “status threat.” They may assume they will suffer losses as other groups
benefitting from these initiatives make gains (1565). The rising tension created by the growth of these
populist movements could in fact strengthen the rejection of greater workplace inclusion, with great
implications for vulnerable workers such as young workers with disabilities (1565).
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Summary of findings from first Delphi survey

of participants indicated that cultural tensions
around workplace inclusivity would have a negative
impact

e Fewer job opportunities for people with disabilities if negative populist attitudes
influence hiring decisions.

e Growing disability-related workplace discrimination, ranging from increased
harassment to fewer promotion opportunities.

e (Greater hostility towards those who require additional supports at work, which could
in turn cause employers to limit accessibility and workplace accommodations.

¢ Reduced government funding for social supports and safety nets for people living with
disabilities as populist sentiments exert pressure on program decisions.

of participants indicated that cultural tensions
around workplace inclusivity would have a positive
impact

e More job opportunities can be created for people with disabilities as new generations of
workers influence workplaces to embrace diversity and social justice in their workplace

practices.
e Access to job accommodations and flexible work arrangements could become more

comimorn.
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Results of second Delphi survey

Findings from ranking exercise for strategies of inclusion in Challenge 4

There was a modest amount of agreement (Kendall’s T = 0.25) in the ranking scores.
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Strategy 1: Build employer confidence to create disability inclusive
workplace cultures

As a result of the growing diversity of the Canadian workforce, there is a push for workplaces to build or
cultivate inclusive cultures (156). For workers with disabilities, creating an inclusive workplace involves
taking the steps to identify and address the different workplace and societal barriers that can restrict
employment participation (157). Yet, many employers continue to lack the skills and training needed to
create disability inclusive workplaces (158, 159).

Participants in our Delphi survey highlighted the requirement to build employer capacity to create
inclusive workplace cultures for persons with disabilities. “Disability confident” workplaces are those
where managers and staff recognize the important contributions that persons with disabilities can make
to a workplace. A disability confident employer often also engages in an ongoing process of identifying
barriers to inclusion for persons with disabilities and recognizing the benefits that greater accessibility
can have for workers and the organization as a whole (160). Additionally, a disability confident employer
inserts a disability lens into all core business strategies to ensure that programs and policies that support
disability inclusion are at the forefront of all organizational activities, including recruitment, onboarding,
retention, and accommodation of persons with disabilities (161). Greater disability confidence showcases
an organization’s commitment to inclusive work environments and signals internally and externally that a
company is open to all workers (161).

While there is no one-sized-fits-all approach to building disability confidence, there are several steps that
ought to be taken by organizations:

¢ Reinforce the business case for greater diversity by leveraging growing research that shows that
the hiring of persons with disabilities can benefit workplace culture and contributes to greater
profitability and productivity when compared to companies that do not take a disability inclusion lens
(162).

e Continue to highlight the benefits of a disability inclusive environment for all workers. Research
shows that workplaces that employ persons with disabilities are more socially cohesive and
empathetic (163). They also contribute to an overall culture of support that benefits all workers
(164). In the long-term, a more inclusive work environment has the potential to create organizational
conditions where all workers feel like they can bring up concerns to senior leadership without fears of
a negative reaction and where they are offered instrumental and social support (165).

e Offer training to all workers on how to recognize and address all types of discrimination towards
workers with disabilities (164). This can provide workers with the practical tools to reinforce an
organizational mandate of inclusion and create a workplace where individuals at all levels are
accountable for their behaviours (164).

¢ Increase the representation of persons with disabilities across all levels of an organization, including
management and non-management (164). The representation of persons with disabilities ensures that
lived experience is directly integrated into the development of workplace practices and policies that
address bias and advance equity and fairness within the organization (164). Increasing representation
enables workers across all levels to directly learn about the benefits of different strategies that
promote disability inclusion (164).

IWH | Supporting young persons with disabilities in the future of work



Promising practice: Employer-focused programming to build inclusive
workplace cultures

An example of an organizational initiative that helps build employer and worker capacity to create
inclusive workplace cultures is the US Department of Labor’s Office of Disability Employment
Policy, through its Employer Assistance and Resource Network on Disability Inclusion (EARN)
(166, 167). EARN’s primary focus is promoting disability inclusion in the workplace and offers free
consultation, technical assistance, and resources to employers, workers, and other stakeholders.
EARN provides training programs, webinars, and workshops for both employers and workers to
enhance their knowledge of disability inclusion and promote best practices. EARN also offers a
wide range of resources, including toolkits, guides, and case studies, to help employers and workers
understand the benefits of disability inclusion and implement strategies to create more inclusive
work environments. Lastly, EARN collaborates with various organizations, including disability
advocacy groups, to leverage resources and expertise in advancing disability inclusion in the
workplace.

Strategy 2: Update existing anti-discrimination laws and policies

In Canada, federal and provincial human rights and disability legislation protects persons with disabilities
from discrimination and requires workplaces to offer reasonable accommodation to persons with
disabilities (168). As described earlier, the Accessible Canada Act (138) has recently been passed and
represents an important step toward identifying and eliminating barriers to inclusion for persons with
disabilities. Across all existing legislation, the scope and application of existing policies remain limited;
the onus is on persons with disabilities to initiate complaints, rather than on employers to create more
inclusive work environments (169).

Updating and reinforcing disability inclusion policies can ensure that employers take the steps necessary
to address cultural tensions and discrimination within all aspects of their organizational processes.
Educating employers about their duties—the legal requirement to make reasonable accommodations

for disabled individuals who are negatively impacted by a policy or practice, up to the point of undue
hardship—and educating workers and those seeking employment about their rights (i.e., the right to
request reasonable accommodations) can further promote inclusivity and equal opportunities.

Strategy 3: Counteract negative attitudes that are spread by populist
movements

The growth of populist sentiments may play a role in exacerbating ableist views that perceive persons
with disabilities as a group that receive a disproportionate amount of organizational support and
resources at the expense of other workers (170). Other ableist views include the perception that
persons with disabilities are unable to complete diverse physical and cognitive job tasks, require costly
accommodations, or disrupt workflow with the additional support they need.

However, many of these stereotypes have been proven to be false. For example, findings from HR
management literature show that upfront costs related to most accommodations can be minimal for
employers, and long-term ongoing costs can be even lower, especially when accommodations are
provided earlier in the employment lifecycle (171). Other studies consistently show that the inclusion of
persons of disabilities provides benefits to workplace culture and can increase productivity overall (172).
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Companies can implement strategies to address and counteract negative attitudes towards workers
with disabilities by implementing management-led policies and programs (170). By adopting inclusive
practices, senior leadership can have a wide-ranging impact on addressing negative attitudes across

the organization and can promote employees to be more open and to combat discrimination, bias, and
harassment (173). Employers should also provide workers with ongoing education and training focused
on disability and accessibility issues, raising awareness, and changing attitudes (174).
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Challenge 5: Climate change

Climate change-broadly defined as long-term changes to a region’s weather conditions (175)-is expected
to dramatically alter job opportunities and working conditions in the future of work (176). While all
workplaces can be affected, some workplaces are particularly susceptible. These include workplaces
located in geographic regions more prone to climate emergencies (e.g., coastal areas, regions prone to
heavy rainfall and flooding, and forests and grasslands susceptible to wildfires) (177).

Rising temperatures will inevitably place workers at risk for extreme heat exposure whether they work
indoors or outdoors. Even workers with climate-controlled workspaces can face risks associated with
climate change when commuting to and from work. Growing emissions coupled with an increasing
number of wildfires contribute to rising air pollution for workers across both rural and urban settings
(178). The increased frequency and intensity of extreme weather events (i.e., floods, droughts, heavy
rainfall) can damage infrastructure and cause work disruptions, impacting employment opportunities
and contributing to unsafe working conditions (176).

Climate change can be particularly pronounced for workers with disabilities when compared to workers
without disabilities. Some studies indicate that persons with disabilities are more adversely affected
when employed in industries and occupations that are more susceptible to climate change (127).
Persons with disabilities may also face barriers to accessing social protections (e.g., income support, sick
leave) that are necessary to buffer the harmful effect of climate change on a person’s job (127).

Concerningly, the diverse needs of workers with disabilities can be an afterthought in the design of
climate change preparedness planning (179). For example, emergency warning systems, which often rely
on cell phone alerts, may lack accessible design in communicating information to a person who is deaf

or has a vision impairment (180). This can leave a person with a disability at a particular disadvantage
during an extreme weather event (181, 182). Persons living with disabilities, who are more likely to live
below the poverty line than those without a disability, have fewer resources to move from regions most
susceptible to climate events or may be less likely to change occupations (182).

A green economy has emerged in response to the climate emergency. A green economy is defined by
economic activity that produces outputs with a low carbon footprint, is resource efficient, and can

be socially inclusive (183). In the future of work, employment opportunities will change as new jobs

are created and industries adapt and grow in the green economy (184). Drawing from discussions in
response to the different challenge areas presented in this report, there is a risk that young persons with
disabilities may face barriers to upskilling and reskilling that could limit their access to new green job
opportunities (127).
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Summary of findings from first Delphi survey

of participants indicated that climate change would
have a negative impact

e People with disabilities working in regions or industries affected by climate events may
experience more job loss and insecurity.

¢ (limate change may result in unsafe and stressful conditions, especially for those
required to work outdoors or who need to commute to work.

e As more resources are redirected to address climate change and climate emergencies,
fewer resources would be available for creating accessible workspaces.

of participants indicated that climate change would
have a positive impact

e More employers would implement remote working arrangements, reducing the need
to commute to physical work environments.
e Moving towards a green economy would create new job opportunities.
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Results of second Delphi survey

Findings from ranking exercise for strategies of inclusion in Challenge 5

There was a limited consensus across participant rankings (Kendall’s T = 0.186).
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Strategy 1: Increase options for remote work and flexible work
arrangements

To foster inclusion in a changing working world shaped by climate change and extreme weather events,
participants in our study indicated that remote and flexible work arrangements, provided by employers,
represent a top strategy.

A body of past research has shown that flexible work arrangements and the opportunity to work remotely
can enable persons with disabilities to manage activity limitations that they may face, and support
sustained and productive work (185-187). Within the context of climate change, by offering scheduling
flexibility, employers can ensure that workers with disabilities can adapt their schedules based on
environmental conditions that could impact their well-being,.

Flexible work arrangements can be offered in several ways, including modifying the location of work
(e.g., hybrid work opportunities) or work schedules (e.g., shifting start and end times, splitting work
shifts) (188). For instance, for workers with disabilities required to work outdoors, the opportunity

to adapt schedules to avoid the hottest times of the day could be an important strategy to support
sustained employment (188). Remote work can also minimize the need for persons with disabilities to
have to commute to work and be exposed to potentially harmful outdoor conditions (189). Remote work
opportunities can also enable workers with disabilities to live in regions that are less prone to extreme
climate events regardless of the location of their work.

There are several strategies that employers can take to expand their offering of flexible work
arrangements and remote work opportunities within the context of climate change.

e  Workplaces should conduct an ongoing evaluation of all occupations and job tasks that can reasonably
be completed remotely or with greater flexibility, and continuously look for opportunities to support
workers with disabilities amidst climate emergencies.

¢ QOrganizational policies regarding scheduling flexibility and remote work opportunities should
be designed and implemented equitably to ensure that all workers, especially those who require
dedicated support, can access these benefits (190) to protect themselves from the effects of climate
change.

e Asnoted in previous sections of this report, the digital transformation of the economy can lead to a
growing range of job tasks, across different occupations and industries, moving to hybrid or virtual
environments. To foster flexible work arrangements, employers should be encouraged to adopt the
digital tools and assistive technologies necessary to allow workers to perform job duties remotely
(191).

Promising practice: Flexible and environmentally conscious
workspaces

Smart Work Centers are shared and collaborative spaces where employees from different
organizations can flexibly work (192, 193). Smart Work Centers are an example of an initiative that
aims to increase options for remote work and flexible work arrangements. Smart Work Centers can
be designed with environmental sustainability in mind (193). They can incorporate energy-efficient
technologies, eco-friendly materials, and green building practices to reduce their carbon footprint.
Additionally, they can prioritize accessibility, making sure that individuals with disabilities

can easily access and work within these spaces. This includes providing accessible facilities,
equipment, and technology. More often than not, Smart Work Centers are typically equipped with
technology and infrastructure that enable remote work and flexible work arrangements (194). This
may include high-speed internet, video conferencing facilities, and comfortable workspace options.
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Strategy 2: Make public transit more accessible for people living with
disabilities

In our survey, improving the accessibility of public transportation systems was seen by participants as a
critical strategy to promote inclusive employment opportunities within the context of climate change.

Research shows that persons with disabilities are motivated to use all types of transportation (e.g., bus,
air, ferry, rail) to commute to work or for work-related purposes (195). Yet, despite the presence of duty
to accessibility legislation that applies to public transit, barriers to transportation are commonplace for
persons with disabilities (196).

Inaccessible physical design, high travel costs, and inconvenient timetables can all be barriers to public
transit utilization (197). Improving transit accessibility can ensure that persons with disabilities are able
to fully utilize public transit to get to and from work while also participating in climate change mitigation
strategies (198).

To achieve this strategy, transit providers should continue to take steps to ensure that their respective
transit and para-transit systems are fully accessible to persons with disabilities (199). Strategies include
evaluating all aspects of a transit system and urban planning infrastructure and making changes to
enable persons with disabilities to complete door-to-door routes (200). Crowdsourcing efforts may also
be helpful in engaging persons with disabilities in the process of identifying barriers within a transit
system (201). Transit providers can also provide accessibility features (e.g., accessible parking and
washrooms, snow clearing from bus stops or station platforms, elevators and ramps at all stations,
courtesy or priority seating on vehicles) and communicate these features through accessible formats on
their websites and mobile apps (202). Transit providers should also communicate public announcements
in multiple formats (e.g., displaying train times using an LED board and announcing schedules) to ensure
they can be reached by many people, including those with various disabilities (203). Transit providers
can ensure trained customer service representatives are available to provide help with wayfinding, ticket
purchasing, and finding route connections (204). Transit providers may also review travel patterns to
ensure sufficient service outside of rush hour (203).

Strategy 3: Incentivize workplaces to develop climate change plans that
are fully inclusive of people living with disabilities

Businesses and governments are creating policies and actions plans to prepare for extreme weather
events related to climate change (205). Currently, most preparedness plans are developed without a
disability lens and without input from persons with disabilities. As a result, the format or delivery of plans
tend to lack an inclusion perspective and may not be well-suited for individuals with different disabilities
(206). When developing, reviewing, and updating policies, governments and workplaces should
consistently use a disability inclusion lens and ought to identify the needs of different persons living with
disabilities. Examining the potential barriers faced by persons with disabilities within preparedness plans
should be at the forefront of the plan (207).

Within the workplace, disability inclusive climate action plans should be developed by employers in
direct collaboration with workers with disabilities to inform strategies regarding how accessibility and
inclusion can be supported (208). As an example, organizational evacuation plans and emergency
warning systems should be designed to include details on how workers with different disabilities can be
alerted in the event of an emergency, receive appropriate amounts of information, and safely evacuate
a workplace. Plans may also include emergency access to resources (e.g., income, health care, food) to
alleviate disruptions to health and quality of life for persons living with disabilities (182). Existing plans
should be regularly assessed and continuously updated (209).
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Challenge 6: External shocks speeding up
the pace of change

External shocks refer to any large-scale event that can alter the trajectory of the labour market and
speed up the pace of change to working conditions (127). Examples can include natural disasters,
global pandemics, or periods of economic recession. Some external shocks can catalyze a range of
social, technological, economic, environmental, and political trends, which also exacerbate the pace and
magnitude of change (210).

Persons with disabilities may be particularly susceptible to a shock event (211). One reason is they often
find themselves in low quality, low wage, or precarious employment (212). These lower quality jobs are
associated with inadequate protections to buffer the impact of a disruption to an individual’s working
situation (20), including job security, union protections, paid leave, or other benefits (213). What is
more, precarious workers—those holding temporary or part-time working contracts—are often among

the first to be laid off or have their work hours reduced during an economic slowdown and less likely to
access policy supports (214).

Low wages and inconsistent income may mean workers with disabilities who are in low quality precarious
jobs lack the savings they need during times of financial hardship caused by a shock event. Of concern,
as we have described in previous sections of this report, persons with disabilities may also face barriers
to accessing job skills training opportunities or educational qualifications that provide pathways into
higher quality employment opportunities that tend to fare better during an external disruption to work.

As an example, the COVID-19 pandemic represented a significant shock to the economy and to the work
environment (215). The pandemic led to the closure of a number of physical workplaces and resulted

in the rapid adoption of remote work (216). The COVID-19 pandemic also contributed to workplace
investments in digital technologies that hastened the transformation of the economy and the growing
automation of work (217). At the same time, workers with disabilities were more likely than those
without disabilities to experience work disruptions during the COVID-19 pandemic or be forced into the
unsafe and unstable working situations (218). Persons with disabilities also faced barriers to obtaining
adequate income support benefits to buffer the economic disruptions caused by the pandemic (219).
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Summary of findings from first Delphi survey

66% of participants indicated that major shocks speeding
up the pace of change would have a negative impact

e  Unemployment would hit some workers harder than others, particularly those already
facing barriers and lacking resources such as workers with disabilities.

e  Workers would find fewer job accommodations and experience greater job demands
as employers face greater financial pressure.

of participants indicated that major shocks
speeding up the pace of change would have a
positive impact

e  Work becomes more accessible as employers are motivated to shift work to virtual
environments in response to shocks.
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Results of second Delphi survey

Findings from ranking exercise for strategies of inclusion in Challenge 6

There was a limited consensus across participant rankings (Kendall’s T = 0.0799).
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Strategy 1: Facilitate employment in stable jobs that may be less affected
by shock events

Participants in the Delphi study indicated that obtaining stable, high-quality employment that offers job
security and better wages represents the top strategy to protect workers during a shock event and to
promote inclusive employment in the future of work.

Past studies of persons living with disabilities indicate that they are more likely to be employed in a
low-quality job when compared to their peers without a disability (20). Also, persons with disabilities are
often exposed to a system of organizational practices that may limit the ability to find and sustain full-
time employment (220). These adverse employment practices could be particularly challenging during a
time of rapid change.

There are several strategies that can be taken to improve job stability and offer supports that can help
persons with disabilities navigate external shocks:

e Governments, community organizations and employers should seek to create and support pathways
that persons with disabilities can access to obtain higher quality work (221). Strategies noted in
previous sections of this report include offering upskilling and reskilling programs that are relevant
to the future of work and have the potential to lead to jobs and career advancement opportunities
(222). For young people living with disabilities who are entering the labour market, tailored career
counselling and work-oriented learning opportunities can be offered (223).

e Through collective bargaining, organized labour can play an important role in improving the working
lives of those in precarious positions (224) and increase the likelihood of improving labour standards
(e.g., livable wage, sick leave) that may be particularly beneficial during times of an external shock
(225).

Promising practice: Creating opportunities to obtain stable
employment through inclusive action planning

One example of a government plan aimed at helping persons with disabilities work in stable
jobs and reduce the impact of an external shock is Canada’s Disability Inclusion Action Plan,
part of the Canadian federal government’s COVID-19 Economic Response Plan (226). This plan
included measures to help individuals with disabilities find and maintain employment during
the recent pandemic. One of the plan’s central features was the provision of wage subsidies to
employers that hired individuals with disabilities. Also, the plan increased funding for disability-
related support services including accessible remote work opportunities for persons living with
disabilities.

Strategy 2: Ensure workplaces are prepared to meet the needs of
workers with disabilities during a shock event

Employers should create preparedness plans that explicitly support workers with disabilities during a
shock event. Drawing from earlier sections in this report, preparedness plans developed by employers
should involve an evaluation of vulnerabilities persons with disabilities could face and a thoughtful plan
to buffer the effects, including providing diverse supports to sustain employment (e.g., access to flexible
scheduling, provision of job accommodations and other resources). Supports should be made available
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regardless of whether a worker is employed in a full-time permanent or contract job. Preparedness plans
should be adaptable to different potential external events that could interrupt employment.

Strategy 3: Offer financial aid to people with disabilities who lose their
jobs due to external shocks

Persons with disabilities in low quality work or precarious work may experience reduced hours or job
loss during an external shock and may not have financial savings to prevent hardship. Adequate income
support and benefits (e.g., supplementary health care coverage, paid leave) can help during times of a
work disruption (227).

Governments can ensure inclusive financial supports are ready to be implemented during external
shocks to allow workers to manage unexpected job loss. As an example, the Canadian Emergency
Response Benefit provided during the COVID-19 pandemic offered financial support to workers whose
employment was affected by the closure of businesses (228). Of note, eligibility criteria for accessing
the emergency benefit often excluded persons with disabilities (229) who were covered by existing,
less generous benefit schedules (230). Based on the gaps highlighted in the literature, benefit levels and
eligibility criteria can be reassessed to ensure they can support the quality of life of persons living with
disabilities.

Another example, emerging research highlights the potential importance of portable benefits to buffer
the impact of an external shock. Portable benefits are connected to the individual rather than their
places of employment and stay with the individual as they change jobs or face displacement (231). They
are universal and can be made available to workers regardless of the type of employment arrangement
they possess (232).
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Discussion

The world of work is changing at a rapid rate and has the potential to leave behind the most vulnerable
segments of the labour market. The future of work also holds opportunities for groups of workers

who have traditionally been excluded from employment opportunities. In this report, we highlight the
implications of the future of work for young persons living with disabilities and aim to build consensus
on strategies that can support inclusive employment. Findings can be utilized to support disability
employment policies for young persons at the start of their careers and can be resilient to changes in the

future of work.

We took a Delphi approach where persons with lived experiences of a disability and other subject matter
experts were surveyed over two rounds to identify key challenges that can impact the employment

of persons living with disabilities. We identified six specific areas of the future of work that represent
challenges for persons with disabilities. They included the impact of the digital transformation of

the economy, Al in human resource decision-making, digital globalization, cultural tensions around
workplace inclusivity, climate change, and external shocks speeding up the pace of change.

Challenge 1:

Impact of advanced
digital technologies

Challenge 4:

Cultural tensions around
workplace inclusivity

Challenge 2:

Artificial intelligence in
human-resource decision-
making

Challenge 5:

Climate change

Challenge 3:
Digital globalization

Challenge 6:

External shocks speeding
up the pace of change

IWH | Supporting young persons with disabilities in the future of work


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ldoYg6uFWkU
https://youtu.be/JJ4TPEo_Myw
https://youtu.be/17V-eFEQVZ4
https://youtu.be/BuxXbinKq7M
https://youtu.be/d3iVmD0FP6E
https://youtu.be/3au8OtTRRXw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ldoYg6uFWkU
https://youtu.be/JJ4TPEo_Myw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ldoYg6uFWkU
https://youtu.be/JJ4TPEo_Myw
https://youtu.be/17V-eFEQVZ4
https://youtu.be/BuxXbinKq7M
https://youtu.be/BuxXbinKq7M
https://youtu.be/3au8OtTRRXw
https://youtu.be/d3iVmD0FP6E
https://youtu.be/3au8OtTRRXw
https://youtu.be/d3iVmD0FP6E

For each challenge area, participants identified and ranked strategies that could be used to promote
employment inclusion. A key finding from our research was the importance of strategies to promote
better quality employment for persons living with disabilities. Higher quality employment, in high-
demand fields, with secure employment contracts and access to workplace supports, can be protective in
times of rapid change. Our findings point to the importance of creating pathways that can be accessed by
persons with disabilities to such employment.

The COVID-19 pandemic taught us the importance of creating contingency plans that are ready to be
implemented during times of significant disruption to the working world. In the face of an emerging
climate crisis or unpredictable shock events, our study highlights the importance of setting preparedness
plans with a disability inclusion focus. This can include anticipating the impact of a work disruption or

a shift to the work environment on persons with disabilities. A disability inclusion lens to preparedness
planning can ensure that persons with disabilities are not disproportionately disadvantaged when there is
a change to the working world.

Persons with disabilities are among the most vulnerable to changes in the future of work. The
implications could be most significant for this population, who are more likely to live below the poverty
line and may have more significant cost of living expenses to manage their disability. Our study highlights
the importance to advancing social safety nets to soften the potential blow that job disruption caused by
a change in the future of work can have on persons with disabilities.

Overall, our research points to an overall system of inclusion that permeates workplace, community, and
educational settings. Indeed, system-wide change can create an overall culture of accessibility where
persons with disabilities are prioritized in the design of all policies and programs. A system of inclusion
can be particularly beneficial to young workers with disabilities as they navigate the challenges of
transitioning to the world of work and offer benefits that track across their careers.

The findings from our study should be utilized to inform strategic planning efforts for the employment
inclusion of young persons living with disabilities. It is encouraged that insights be utilized as a tool to
inform conversations regarding the approaches that can be implemented presently, that are resilient
to the social, technological, economic, environmental, and political changes in the future of work.
Researchers at the Institute for Work & Health have developed diverse scenarios to reflect alternative
futures for young persons living with disabilities (4). Persons with disabilities and diverse stakeholders
aiming to promote their employment should examine how the various strategies identified in this
report are relevant to the different alternative futures. These discussions can foster a future-forward
perspective and identify approaches that are resilient to a changing nature of work.

There are limitations to consider when interpreting findings from the Delphi study. The reliance of our
online survey had the potential to introduce barriers for people who may not have access to technological
resources (e.g., internet access or availability of a personal computer) (233). While we offered other
options to administer the survey (e.g., over the phone, in-person), it is possible that our study format
may have posed a barrier to some potential participants. The multi-phase process, key to the Delphi
survey methodology, can raise the risk of dropouts, due to the time commitment and hiatus between
rounds (234). To address this limitation, we chose to conduct two rounds of surveys to minimize
participant fatigue and dropout (235). At the same time, additional rounds could have enabled the study
team to move closer to achieving consensus.
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Of note, strategies recommended in this report were developed by taking a broader definition of
disability. While an inclusive design approach can mean that policies and programs should be accessible
to all individuals, it is possible that individuals require more specific supports that meet the demands

of their disability. We acknowledge that in certain cases, the program and policy supports described in
this report should be tailored to individual needs and experiences to be successful. Relatedly, our report
focuses on and elaborates on the top-ranked strategies. There were, however, a number of strategies
identified in each challenge area that received lower agreement in terms of their importance. Additional
research is required to study the impact of these lower-ranked strategies as they could hold promise for
certain individuals living with disabilities.

Final remarks

In this report, we highlight a range of strategies that can be utilized to support the inclusive employment
of young persons living with disabilities that are relevant to six key challenges that characterize the
future of work. The different strategies are relevant to a wide range of stakeholders who take a future-
focused approach towards addressing the barriers to employment participation as a person enters their
career and across the working life course.
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