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Introduction 
This report describes a Needs Assessment survey and key informant interviews 
undertaken by the Canadian Working Group on HIV and Rehabilitation 
(CWGHR) to examine the complex barriers to employment faced by people living 
with episodic disabilities1.  As this is a research report, the datasets have been 
included throughout the report. The needs assessment was undertaken by 170 
participants from key stakeholder groups including Owners/Directors/Executive 
Directors, Manager/Supervisors, Human Resource Professionals, Academics, 
Researchers, participants in the Ontario Episodic Disability Network (OEDN), and 
People Living with Episodic Disabilities. Each stakeholder group received a 
targeted set of questions aimed at uncovering their understanding of episodic 
disabilities in the workplace, workplace practices, perceived barriers and areas 
for improvement.  
 
Notably, employers and people living with episodic disabilities, 
researchers/academics and OEDN members differed considerably in their 
perceptions of employer knowledge and workplace practices relating to 
supporting people with episodic disabilities in employment. The latter group 
viewed employer knowledge as being much lower and the provision of 
accommodations as being less frequent than did employers when asked to self-
assess these processes.  
 
All respondents were asked about their preferences related to training needs, 
training formats and new proposed initiatives intended to better support people 
living with episodic disabilities in employment. Results from the needs 
assessment have demonstrated that more training and educational resources are 
necessary in order to ensure that all key stakeholders are better informed. In 
particular, resources and training are needed about episodic disabilities, their 
impact on the workplace and the appropriate application of accommodations 
(such as flex time, adjustment of work duties, working from home) in order to 
enable people living with episodic disabilities to participate in employment.  
 
Targeted training is considered to be particularly important for supervisors and 
managers as these staff regularly interact with employees with disabilities on 
matters relating to working hours and work duties. General awareness raising is 
required for all employees in order to address issues of stigma and perceived 
favouritism experienced by people living with episodic disabilities as well. 
Preferred training formats were face-to-face training and a toolkit of electronic 
and print resources. The development of a clear business case for hiring people 

                                            
1 ‘Episodic disabilities’ are lifelong conditions that are characterized by periods of good health interrupted by periods of 
illness or disability. These periods may vary in severity, length and predictability from one person to another. Some 
common examples of episodic disabilities include multiple sclerosis, arthritis, diabetes, HIV/AIDS, hepatitis C, chronic 
fatigue syndrome, migraines, chronic pain, and some forms of cancer and mental illness. 
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living with episodic disabilities was viewed by participants as an important 
initiative. As well, the development of a program that publicly celebrates 
companies who are doing well in accommodating people with episodic disabilities 
was seen as a valuable initiative. Participants also indicated that the 
development of a program to mentor employers in accommodation practices for 
people living with episodic disabilities would be helpful. 
 
Key informant interviews were undertaken with 6 individuals selected for their 
knowledge of the unique challenges faced by people living with episodic 
disabilities in finding and retaining employment.  These included individuals in the 
fields of policy, government, research, labour, and people working at 
organisations representing people with episodic disabilities. Key informant were 
asked questions that related specifically to the training formats, topics and 
initiatives ranked as most valuable by participants in the Needs Assessment.  It 
was thought that key informants would be best suited to provide insights into the 
possible benefits and unique challenges associated with developing new 
initiatives and training resources. Key informants raised a number of factors to 
consider in the development of new educational resources and programs, such 
as suggested narrative frameworks to be considered when developing the 
business case for employing people with episodic disabilities, and existing 
programs which could inform the development of employment support programs.    
 
Based on the results of the needs assessment and key informant interviews a 
number of new educational resources and initiatives are recommended.  
 

Recommended New Training Topics: 
New materials are needed that specifically address: 
 Concerns regarding absences and productivity, particularly within certain 

types of industries (for example, within those requiring 24 hour staffing, 
those relying on billable hours etc.) 

 What episodic disabilities are, how they may manifest within a workplace 
environment and the appropriate accommodation strategies to address 
them. In particular, the management of flexible work hours, duties and 
productivity issues  

 Front-line managers and supervisors to better explain how episodic 
disabilities should be managed within a workplace environment 

 Stigma related to episodic disabilities in the workplace 
 Strategies for people with episodic disabilities themselves on how to 

handle concerns raised in interview situations, disclosure and moving in 
and out of the workplace 

 Co-worker hostility or resentment related to the perception that 
accommodations are ‘unfair’ 

 Why an employer should hire a person with an episodic disability  
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Based on the results of this report, recommended new initiatives include the 
development of a range of initiatives.  
 

Recommended New Awareness Initiatives:  
 A clear business case for hiring people with episodic disabilities was 

viewed as a critical initiative.  The development of the business case 
should be undertaken through a consultative and research informed 
process and should invite a number of stakeholders to be involved.  

 A program that publicly celebrates companies who are doing well in 
accommodating people with episodic disabilities 

 Targeted training for managers and supervisors about managing people 
living with episodic disabilities in the workplace 

 Awareness raising program or materials (face-to-face training, electronic 
and print resources) on episodic disabilities generally  

 A mentoring program for employers in developing appropriate 
accommodations for people living with episodic disabilities that provides 
strategies particularly related to flex-time, working from home and return to 
work processes. This program would be of particular benefit if it included 
concrete ways to address productivity and scheduling concerns, 
particularly within certain industries that require workers to largely be on 
site or require 24 hour scheduling.  

  
It is recommended that the refinement and development of the above-mentioned 
initiatives be pursued for the duration of this project over the course of the next 
two years. By doing so CWGHR, with the integral support of Scotiabank, will 
develop an innovative, integrated and comprehensive strategy for managing the 
workplace challenges facing people living with episodic disabilities as well as 
contribute to the development of a more inclusive Canada. 

Current Context 
‘Episodic disabilities’ are lifelong conditions that are characterized by periods of 
good health interrupted by periods of illness or disability. These periods may vary 
in severity, length and predictability from one person to another. Some common 
examples of episodic disabilities include multiple sclerosis, arthritis, diabetes, 
HIV/AIDS, hepatitis C, chronic fatigue syndrome, migraines, chronic pain, and 
some forms of cancer and mental illness. 
 
New medications and treatments have led to many people with episodic 
disabilities living longer and enjoying healthier, more active lives. Many people 
with episodic disabilities want to work. However, many people living with episodic 
disabilities encounter complex barriers to engaging in employment.  The 
unpredictability of episodes of illness and the varying severity of illness can make 
it very difficult to stay in the workforce. For many persons with episodic 
disabilities, going to work may result in loss of their critical disability income and 
extended health benefits, as well as encountering barriers within work and policy 
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environments. Therefore, identifying and examining options to help persons with 
episodic disabilities enter or stay in the labour market is important not only for 
policy-makers and employers, but also for countless Canadians and families 
living with episodic disabilities. 
 
Canada must continue to meet labour force demands but is currently faced with 
an aging population. As a result, it is critical that the talents of people living with 
disabilities be better available to employers. This is only possible through 
evolving Canada’s workplace knowledge and practices to better meet the needs 
of people with disabilities, including those that are episodic, at work.  
 
Scotiabank and the Canadian Working Group on HIV and Rehabilitation 
(CWGHR) have established a partnership under which CWGHR would examine 
the complex barriers to employment faced by people living with episodic 
disabilities.  This report outlines the process for this investigation and the 
research findings. It also provides specific recommendations for new initiatives 
aimed at better supporting employers and people living with episodic disabilities 
in working together for more inclusive workplaces.   
 

Rationale 
Using a cross-disability approach, with a specific focus on the episodic nature of 
many of these disabilities, this project aims to enhance information to promote 
access to employment for people with episodic disabilities.  This project will 
increase awareness among employers, managers and supervisors, vocational 
rehabilitation specialists, human resources practitioners, organizations that work 
with people with episodic disabilities, people living with episodic disabilities and 
their co-workers, to promote increased access to and accommodation in 
employment for people with episodic disabilities.  
 

Project Activities 
To date, the activities of this project were guided by CWGHR’s Episodic 
Disabilities Advisory Committee 2(of which Scotiabank is a member) in 
consultation with the steering committee and the management committee. The 
primary project activities were to: 

1. Create a steering committee made up of key stakeholders (e.g. 
Scotiabank employees, researchers, academics, organizations that 
represent people living with episodic disabilities, employers, CWGHR 
employees and people living with episodic disabilities) to guide the 

                                            
2 The Episodic Disabilities Advisory Committee (EDAC) is an Ad Hoc Committee of the Canadian Working Group on HIV 
and Rehabilitation. The EDAC guides and provides strategic advice on initiatives related to episodic disabilities being 
undertaken by CWGHR at both the national and provincial levels and CWGHR’s role in responding to these issues. This 
EDAC is a multi-sector committee that includes representation from at least four different sectors; employer/HR 
professional, insurance, national and provincial organizations, episodic disability groups and people living with episodic 
disabilities. 
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development of the activities. The steering committee is guided by a 
Terms of Reference. 

2. Conduct a qualitative needs assessment, over the Winter / 
Spring/Summer 2011, with employers, researchers, academics, Episodic 
Disability Network (EDN) participants, and people living with episodic 
disabilities to determine: 

  Knowledge of episodic disabilities and employment 
accommodation strategies 

  Current employment activities 
  Needed support for further capacity building in the area of episodic 

disabilities and employment 
 The experiences and needs of people with episodic disabilities who 

have intermittent work capacity 
2.1. Conduct interviews and focus groups with: employers, researchers, 
academics, EDN participants, and people living with episodic disabilities 
who have experience in the job market. 
2.2. Work closely with disability networks such as the EDN, and the 
Ontario Episodic Disabilities Network (OEDN)3 to ensure the needs 
assessment is as accurate, relevant, and of the highest quality possible. 
Having participation from EDN, and the OEDN participants in interviews or 
focus groups, providing input on the needs assessment, or circulating 
information to their own networks of contacts would be extremely valuable 
to the project. 
2.3. Presenting the needs assessment findings to Scotiabank, by August 
2011. Scotiabank and CWGHR to explore opportunities and forums to 
jointly present the findings.   

3. Developing an educational and communication strategy which will focus 
on content and process for working with employers on issues of episodic 
disabilities based on the findings of the needs assessment.  

 
As per activity 2.3, this report provides an overview of the Needs Assessment 
survey and key informant interviews undertaken as part of this project.  It then 
provides a series of recommendations for moving forward on the development of 
the educational and communication strategy focussed on the content and 
process for working with employers on issues related to supporting employees 
with episodic disabilities.  
 

                                            
3 The Ontario Episodic Disability Network The purpose of the OEDN is to identify needs within Ontario from a 
uniquecross-disability approach with the overall goal to increase the engagement and capacity of Ontario to improve the 
lives of people living with episodic disabilities.Rather than work in silos, the current 25 participants of the OEDN work to 
collaborate on cross-disability research, advance public policy and promote broad 
integration to strengthen episodic disability initiatives in Ontario. 
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Needs Assessment Survey Overview and Results 

Methods 
An extensive Needs Assessment survey was developed and undertaken with key 
stakeholders to assess the current practices, knowledge and areas for needed 
support related to people living with episodic disabilities in employment. The 
survey was hosted in Survey Monkey, an online survey platform. Participants 
were invited to take the survey via email, and the survey invitation was circulated 
to a number of groups including the Human Resources Professionals 
Association, Scotiabank, CWGHR’s own contact database of HIV and 
employment organisations. As well, the survey was circulated to more than 100 
private companies which were drawn from a number of resources which 
identified Canada’s Best Employers and Canada’s Best Diversity Employers. As 
well, the survey was circulated to members of CWGHR’s OEDN and EDN who 
then circulated the survey amongst their membership. CWGHR’s academic 
partners were also invited to take part in the survey and publicise it through their 
own research networks.  
 
The needs assessment was structured to provide different questions to 
participants depending on what role they identified with most. Needs Assessment 
results were analysed as grouped responses for: 

 Employer and Human Resource (HR) Professionals 
 Academics/Researchers 
 Ontario Episodic Disability Network Participants 
 People living with Episodic Disabilities 

 
This report will provide an analysis based largely on grouped responses, with the 
exception of the final section of the survey, entitled New Initiatives and Activities 
which was undertaken by all survey respondents.    

Limitations of Research 
This research, like other qualitative research, is limited in its capacity to quantify 
the participant responses. The data collected throughout the research activities 
was analysed for broad themes relative to the project objectives. As a result, this 
report does not provide a comprehensive list of all responses made by all 
participants, but instead highlights common patterns. This research is also limited 
in terms of the sample studied. Participants self-selected to participate in the 
Needs Assessment survey, and were invited to participate in key informant 
interviews and therefore are not representative samples of the population at 
large. Also, it is possible that some individuals fit into more than one participant 
group for the Needs Assessment survey and may have taken the survey twice. In 
terms of scope, this report is not intended to represent the views of all employers 
nor all people living with episodic disabilities in Canada. It also does not describe 
all relevant support programs or initiatives in Canada. Instead it is intended to 
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provide insight into the employment barriers faced by participants, and guide the 
future initiatives of this project.  
 

Respondent Profile 
1. Are you a(n)? 
 Most respondents to the survey indicated they were either a 
Manager/Supervisor (37.0%, total responses= 54) or a Person living with an 
Episodic Disability (31.5%, total responses =46). An overview of the respondent 
characteristics is provided below.  

 
 
 
A number of respondents selected ‘Other’ to describe the role they themselves 
play. Within the ‘Other’ category, the following represent the range of responses 
provided: 

 Clerical 
 Rehabilitation Practitioner 
 Case manager 
 Bank Officer 
 Policy analyst  
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 Housing worker  
 Accounting Officer 
 Customer Relations Representative 
 Employee 
 Financial Consultant 
 Sales 
 Technical Analyst 
 Volunteer 
 AIDS Service Organisation (ASO) worker 
 Social worker 
 Allied Health Professional 
 both a participant and person living with an episodic disability 
 Person living with HIV/AIDS 

 
A wide range of stakeholders is represented in this list and several respondents 
used this category to indicate membership in more than one category, as several 
were both people living with an episodic disability as well as another category.  
 

Employer and HR Professionals Results 
This category includes responses from any participants who selected one of the 
following roles at the survey start: 
 

 Owner/Director/Executive Director 
 Manager/Supervisor 
 HR Professional 
 Other 

 
Questions posed included sections relating to the following categories: 
 

 Organisation Type 
 Training and Knowledge of Episodic Disabilities 
 Workplace Practices 
 Barriers to Hiring and Retention 
 Suggested Improvements 
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Organisation Type 
2. What type of organisation do you work for?  
The majority of these respondents work for a for-profit company. A breakdown of 
these responses is provided below.  
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3. How large is your organisation?  
Most respondents were employed at very large companies. A significant number 
of respondents however also fall into the small to medium category.  

 

 

Training and Knowledge of Episodic Disabilities 
4. Are you familiar with the term 'Episodic Disabilities'? 
As this group largely represents commercial employers and supervisors, it is 
significant that many have heard of the term ‘episodic disabilities’, with 68.1% of 
respondents saying they had heard the term. These results are limited in that 
respondents self-selected to participate and certainly those who might never 
have heard of the term before might have avoided participating in the survey. 
Some comments provided by participants under the ‘Other’ category included 
two individuals who learned of the term through taking the survey, and one 
individual who indicated they were familiar with the illness described as episodic 
disabilities but had not heard the term itself before.  
 
 5. How would you describe your current level of knowledge related to supporting 
people with Episodic Disabilities in employment? 
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Most respondents indicated that their knowledge related to people with episodic 
disabilities and employment was either Average (35.4%) or Low (31.3%). This 
indicates that there is room for improvement through training and awareness 
raising initiatives.  
 

 
6. Have you previously received any training on the topic of Episodic Disabilities 
and employment? If yes, please briefly describe it below: 
 
Most respondents had never had any training on the topic, with 81.1% answering 
‘No.’ A few participants noted that information regarding disabilities and 
employment; episodic disabilities is not well understood and/or are there no 
resources/support available in my jurisdiction. 
 
The minority that had undertaken training did so in a variety of ways including: 

 CWGHR training including the pilot program for HR professionals  
 Supported Competitive Employment for Individuals with Mental Illness 

through Virginia Commonwealth University Rehabilitation Research and 
Training Center  

 Workplace training as an employment rehabilitation counsellor, disability 
claims manager, nurse, etc  
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7. What, if anything, would you say was missing from your previous training? 
A range of answers was provided to this question. A number of participants noted 
that they felt nothing was missing from their previous training. Others stated that 
they felt success and challenge stories from both those living with and from 
employers would be very valuable training tools. Participants also noted that 
working on specific case examples would be important.  
Other responses included: 

 Specific examples of potential accommodation and supports on how to 
propose them, re-activate them, work through them with the various 
parties 

 How to open the eyes of appropriate stakeholders to this issue, as well as 
information on how to stay on the correct side of our legal obligations in 
this specific jurisdiction 

 How to educate employers, Canada Pension Plan (CPP), income support, 
Employment Insurance (EI) and other bureaucracies about episodic 
disabilities. 

 Various strategies for accommodating employees with Episodic 
Disabilities 

 

Workplace Practices 
8. Does your workplace have clear processes for people with episodic disabilities 
who want to return to work after an absence?  
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 51.4 46 
No 24.7 21 
Don’t know 21.2 18 
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Comments related to this question included participants stating that either 
nothing was in place or the same policies as those that applied to other people 
with disabilities were applied to people living with episodic disabilities too.  Many 
just noted that they had disability polices and HR procedures in place. 
 
One respondent mentioned a new program designed to manage attendance, but 
commented that it might have detrimental effects for people living with episodic 
disabilities. As this program uses statistical norms regarding absences to flag 
any employees that exceed these norms, the respondent wondered if this 
caused extra attention to be paid to the attendance of people with episodic 
disabilities. 
 
9. Does your workplace have clear anti-discrimination policies and complaints 
processes? 
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 91.8 78 
No 2.4 2 
Don’t know 5.9 5 
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Comments included:   

 very new and as a result of bill 168 
 Most organizations … have basic "anti-harassment" policies and fairly 

simplistic complaints processes 
 We have policies in place that are reviewed quarterly, and an escalation 

process. Zero tolerance is the message 
 I think it is common sense 
 I know that X is a fair company to work for and would hope they do 
 Policies and practices are clear regarding this 
 Policies are in place, but unionized employees generally call in their shop 

steward as the employer may have an agenda which conflicts with the 
employee's rights 

 Each employee goes through respect in the workplace training and we 
are continuously promoting Employment Equity, and there are complaint 
processes and procedures documented 

 Our organization has clear "Guidelines for Business Conduct" outlining 
these policies and processes 
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10. Does your workplace have clear processes for people with disabilities 
(including those that are episodic) to request workplace accommodations?  
 
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 91.8 78 
No 2.4 2 
Don’t know 5.9 5 
 

 
Comments included: 

 policies are seemingly silent 
 In my last organization, employees really had no where to turn to discuss 

their needs - the HR team had a limited understanding of what to do and 
panicked when approached for fear of not being able to provide the right 
information and setting the company up for a Human Rights Complaint 
and/or legal battle 

 We did have an occupational nurse but her role was really unclearly 
defined 

 Policy outlines process albeit quite vaguely 
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 We have an Employee Relations and Health department that available for 
support and implementation 

 I am pretty sure the employer has policies in place, but it requires 
disclosure of the disability, which people living with HIV/AIDS (PHAs) may 
be unwilling to do 

 We have a very comprehensive disabilities policies but not it does not 
specify episodic though 

 We have a disabilities management professional on staff and a variety of 
formal and informal flexible work arrangement options. 

 they need to be updated 
 There are guidelines to advise your manager as well as a form that is 

available to all employees to make a request 
 
 
11. Does your workplace allow flexible work hours and working from home as 
options? 
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 81.0 68 
No 10.7 9 
Don’t know 8.3 7 
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Many participants made the distinction between flexible hours and working at 
home as options, and stated that flexible hours were often a possibility, but not 
working from home. For some, the work from home option was not applicable as 
the nature of work undertaken required the employee to be in a particular 
location, such as at a health care organization or at a manufacturing location. 
Other comments included: 

 Special accommodations would need to be made. It would be part of a 
personal plan 

 Very much depends on the nature of the work 
 In some departments there is flex hours, job share programs in place. 
 Available to staff who give business case 
 Due to security reasons this is not always possible for employees to work 

from home 
 Sometimes. Depends on the manager 
 We have flex time, and a rigorous work from home allowance 
 Only for some positions 
 Yes, however only for certain positions (and it is still subject to manager 

approval). The majority of positions require employees to be at work 
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12. Does your workplace provide a private ‘quiet space’ that can be used by 
employees to rest and/or take medications?  
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 51.8 44 
No 38.8 33 
Don’t know 9.4 8 
 

 
Some participants responded that it depended as some locations of the same 
company varied in what they had available. Many ‘head office’ locations were 
noted as having a quiet space, but not the smaller external offices. One 
participant noted “I have a private office but not everyone does. I doubt 
housekeeping would have such a space, for example.” Other locations that were 
mentioned that could be used as a quiet space included:  
 

 Room with a couch and dim lighting, as well as a cot, in our Head Office. 
Many of our other locations have similar support. 

 Bathroom 
 Each location is required to have a curtained area as outlined in our 

Occupational Health and Safety. 
 Kitchen 
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 Couch in kitchen 
 A first aid area, but nothing private 
 Prayer Room 
 We have a health unit with quiet rooms at our main building 

 
 
13. What other accommodation practices or policies have been employed at your 
workplace to support people with episodic disabilities in employment? How 
successful were they? Please describe these below: 
 
Although a few individuals responded that they were unsure about what 
additional accommodations had been employed, or that no other 
accommodations had been employed a range of accommodation practices were 
listed by other respondents including (in order from most to least common): 
 

 Adjusted/flexible hours or shifts  
 Return to Work programs  
 Employee Assistance Programs or Employee and Family Assistance 

Programs  
 Specialized equipment (headsets, software etc...)  
 Workplace assessments with Occupational Therapist (OT)  

 
Other individual accommodation strategies mention included: 

 Buddy system in the workplace so another staff is always available to 
back fill if someone requires time off 

 Reduced hours at early signs of an oncoming episode  
 Change in duties, temporary or permanent 
 Working with another employee 
 OHS Nurse on staff fulltime 
 Forums in the past on HIV education 
 Compressed time.  
 Massage therapy 
 In-house showers which are wheelchair accessible  
 Holding positions while the employee recovers or is medically well enough 

to return to work 
 Absence without pay 

 

Suggested Improvements 
14. What improvements do you think should be made to employment practices to 
better accommodate people living with episodic disabilities? 
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The majority of respondents suggested that more employer and employee 
awareness/education about the capacity of people living with episodic disabilities 
was necessary to improve the accommodation of people living with episodic 
disabilities at work. One participant noted that what is needed is:  
“Awareness! Having been to a number of CWGHR events, I feel the frustration 
of those suffering from ED in getting the word out to employees and employers 
to WORK TOGETHER rather than either party being frustrated/angry/isolated. 
Stigma around ED needs to be removed but will take a long time before people 
are feeling more comfortable about openly discussing their personal situations.” 
 
In particular, it was suggested that hiring staff could benefit from having a better 
sense of what people living with episodic disabilities are capable of contributing 
in the workplace:  “Like all people with disabilities, education and awareness to 
hiring personnel of the wide scope of tasks that people can/will do. However, the 
person hiring needs to 'get it' diversity and be open”.  
 
More employer awareness/education about specific accommodations that are 
useful to people living with episodic disabilities was also seen as being required 
to improve things.  
 
A number of respondents suggested that increased flexibility regarding working 
hours and duties would be key improvements for people living with episodic 
disabilities in the workplace. One respondent noted that there needs to be: 
“Compassion for the individual. Thinking outside the box. one of my staff., they 
are wheelchair bound, but on certain snow days the bus will not go up their 
street. I have an arrangement that they can work another day.” 
 
A number of participants suggested that improved policies and processes 
related to work would create a better working environment for people living with 
episodic disabilities. In particular, clearer processes for the disclosure of 
disability and for requesting accommodations are noted as being needed. As 
well, many existing policies are viewed only as being applicable to people with 
unchanging disabilities, and do not differentiate for people whose disabilities are 
episodic.  
 
 Other suggested improvements included: 

 Greater understanding of the concept and consideration of the impact of 
episodic disabilities in organizational design 

 For those on persons with disabilities (PWD) income, there should be 
more flexibility to move in and out of temporary employment without losing 
benefits 

 There should be tax incentives and support programs for employers to 
provide part-time jobs that meet the $500 max claim over PWD income 

 Better early and safe return to work (ESRTW) programs; clear parameters 
that match medical to function in the workplace 
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 Development of policy to ensure the job safety of those with HIV/AIDS 

Barriers to Hiring and Retention 
15. What, in your opinion, are the three biggest barriers related to hiring people 
with episodic disabilities? 
 
 A number of concerns were listed by respondents but the most common barriers 
were (in order of prevalence) 
 

 Concerns regarding higher levels of absenteeism 
 Lack of knowledge and stigma 
 Perceptions of other employees related to perceived favouritism 

 
Concerns regarding higher levels of absenteeism 
Concerns from employers about meeting work/staffing requirements were the 
most frequently noted barriers to hiring people living with episodic disabilities.  As 
one respondent stated: “Employment history is often sporadic and does not 
increase the level of assurance that the individual would be a better choice for 
hiring than someone who does not have an episodic disability.”  
 
As well, concerns about other staff having to undertake additional work related to 
absences was noted as a barrier to hiring. Comments included: 

 “It puts a significant strain on the people left to do the work when the 
person with the disability is away. The biggest barrier is having to fill that 
gap, when it becomes necessary, and still meet the needs of the people 
left behind. It could create problems with the other employee having to 
"pick up the slack"  

 “It's difficult to keep a pool of particularly trained individuals for ‘casual 
employment’"  

 
Some specific industries viewed issues relating to absenteeism as being 
particularly problematic: “Our large population is Sales...and absenteeism is 
harmful to our business in all aspects” Another respondent noted that in 
industries that require 24 hour staffing, accommodating one individual with 
preferential hours “impacts the whole team and basically relegates another staff 
to a position s/he does not want - leads to morale problems and staff turnover.” 
 
Cost issues related to the perceived higher levels of absences were also 
considered to be a significant barrier to hiring. Some respondents commented 
that financial targets made it difficult for managers to appropriately stagger back 
to work scheduling for a person with an episodic disability trying to return to work. 
Another respondent noted: “we are so focused on the day to day needs and time 
constraints that the "additional" time and cost to help support and employee with 
an episodic disability "seems" to be cost, time and maintenance prohibitive vs. 
hiring an "able bodied/minded" individual.” 
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Lack of knowledge and stigma 
Many respondents commented that a lack of education and/or stigma associated 
with episodic disabilities were barriers to hiring people living with episodic 
disabilities. In particular, a “lack of knowledge, workplace culture, [and] 
assumptions about the cost of accommodation” was considered to be barriers to 
hiring. In some cases, respondents commented that the “lack of personnel doing 
the hiring to understand the broad range of duties an individual can do” was a 
barrier. As well, specific resources were needed to offset concerns about 
“mental illness and how employers are missing out on a large pool of capable 
workers.”  
 
Perceptions of other employees related to perceived favouritism 
Several respondents noted that the perception of other staff that 
accommodations constituted favouritism were a barrier to hiring people with 
episodic disabilities.  Respondents wondered how people with episodic 
disabilities would fit into the workplace, and said that staff morale was affected 
when accommodations, such as sick leave, extended absences or adjusted 
scheduling/job duties were offered to the employee living with an episodic 
disability.  
 
16. What, in your opinion, are the three biggest barriers related to keeping people 
with episodic disabilities in employment? 
 
Concerns regarding absences and productivity were the most frequently noted 
response to this question. Co-worker and management lack of knowledge and 
insensitivity were the second most noted response. And a lack of knowledge 
about accommodations was the third highest response. Other barriers noted 
included: 
 

 Lack of communication between employer/manager and person living with 
the episodic disability 

 Cost of accommodations  
 Concern that ongoing work might exacerbate illness  
 Concerns about disclosure process 

 

Outstanding Questions 
17. What is one outstanding question related to living with an episodic disability 
and employment that you cannot find an answer for? 
 
A range of questions were posed by participants. Developing educational/training 
resources that address these questions could be critical in improving knowledge 
and supports for people living with episodic disabilities that are, or hope to, be 
employed. Questions included: 
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 How long do employers have to accommodate?  
 Why should they get a preference? 
 The government offers different programs to support accommodation in 

the workplace for physical disabilities- why is there nothing available that 
employers could tap into to bring in supports such as tai chi, massage, 
meditation etc that would help individuals with episodic disabilities 
maintain optimal health and reduce overall stress in the workplace? 

 How to open the eyes of stakeholders to this issue? 
 This seems harsh, but "why would I hire someone who I know may have 

significant time off, when there are so many able bodied people with the 
same qualifications looking for employment?" 

 Transportation. Who is responsible for it? This is a very fine line especially 
in an office that works alternate hours than most.  

 How to balance the lessened productivity due to absenteeism when 
someone becomes ill. Who does the work? 

 How to manage a person with an episodic disability in an industry where 
"face time" and chargeable hours counts for everything? 

 What are best practices for accommodating episodic disabilities (not all 
disabilities)? 

 
18. Have you ever sought advice about accommodating a person with an 
episodic disability? 
 
Despite having such a wide range of outstanding questions related to 
accommodating people living with episodic disabilities at work, more than half of 
the respondents had never sought advice on the subject. 54.5% responded No, 
37.7% responded Yes and 7.8% responded Don’t know.  
 

Employer/HR Professional Conclusions: 
Although the survey of workplace practices suggest that many of the policies and 
procedures necessary to support people living with episodic disabilities are in 
place, respondents in this category (including owners/directors, 
managers/supervisors and HR professionals) are still encountering issues in 
hiring and retaining people in the workforce.  The balance between productivity 
and managing absences and scheduling issues is an issue at the forefront of 
employer concerns. How accommodating an employee with an episodic disability 
can be addressed in particular work environments, such as those requiring “face 
time” with clients or 24 hour scheduling seems to be particularly problematic, and 
very few concrete strategies were mentioned for addressing this.  
As well, there is a general lack of knowledge regarding what episodic disabilities 
are and what the impact may be within the workplace. Concerns regarding the 
capacity of individuals with episodic disabilities are barriers to both hiring and 
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longer term-engagement in employment. At times, this lack of knowledge can 
also lead to co-worker resentment and low staff morale.  

Academic/Researcher Results 
This category includes responses from any participants who selected one of the 
following roles at the survey start: 
 

 Academic 
 Researcher 

 
Questions posed included sections relating to the following categories: 
 

 Training and Knowledge of Episodic Disabilities 
 Suggested Improvements 
 Barriers to Hiring and Retention 
 Outstanding Questions 
 Research Priorities 

 
Training and Knowledge of Episodic Disabilities 
19. How would you describe your current level of knowledge related to people 
with Episodic Disabilities and employment? 
 
40% of participants described their level of understanding as ‘Excellent’, 40% as 
‘Average’ with only 20% describing their level of understanding as ‘Good’.  
 
20. Did you study or have you conducted any research on episodic disabilities? 
 
The majority (80%) of respondents have studied or undertaken research in the 
area. 
 
21. Did you study or have you conducted any research on episodic disabilities 
related to employment? 
 
The majority (80%) of respondents have studied or undertaken research in the 
specific area of employment and episodic disability. 
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22. How would you describe employer knowledge about accommodating the 
needs of people living with episodic disabilities in the workplace? 
 
Most respondents (80%) describe employer knowledge as ‘Low’ while 20% 
describe it as average.  
 

 
 
Suggested Improvements 
23. What improvements do you think should be made to employment practices to 
better accommodate people living with episodic disabilities? 
 
According to respondents, improvements needed included: 
 

 Training and outreach with employers. Encouraging leadership among key 
employers, better accountability measures increased resources and 
information for people living with episodic disabilities. 

 More information re: duty to accommodate, better anti-stigma work. 
 Increased flexibility in the workforce to accommodate the unpredictable 

and sometimes episodic nature of illness. 
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 Better awareness; better appreciation of the severity of needs for 
accommodation; more creativity in utilizing accommodations that would 
help those with episodic problems; less stigma or dismissing of episodic 
disabilities. 

 Training should be expanded for employers to develop an understanding 
of the accommodations needed (flexible hours, ability to return to work 
after a period of illness). 

 
Barriers to Hiring and Retention 
24. What, in your opinion, are the three biggest barriers related to hiring people 
with episodic disabilities? 
The most frequently mentioned barriers related to productivity and absence 
related concerns. As one participant noted there are “worries that they will be 
absent for extended periods of time on an ongoing basis.” The next most 
frequently noted barriers were low employer knowledge about episodic 
disabilities, stigma and a lack of understanding regarding what accommodations 
may be used.  
 
Other barriers noted included: 

 Hostile workplace cultures 
 Unpredictability of when an episode might arise 
 Fear of losing benefits if having to leave the workforce due to a major 

episode of illness 
 The adaptations/accommodations they need will be expensive  
 Employers don't understand that there is a "grey area" in the realm of 

disability 
 
25. What, in your opinion, are the three biggest barriers related to keeping people 
with episodic disabilities in employment? 
 
A lack of flexibility in benefits and employment practices and policies was viewed 
as the biggest barrier to retaining a person with an episodic disability in 
employment.  One respondent noted a “Lack of accommodations/changes to 
work that would accommodate the needs of individuals with episodic disabilities.” 
The next most commonly noted barrier was a lack of awareness about episodic 
disabilities and the accommodations that might be required.  
 
Other barriers noted: 

 Co-worker hostility  
 Workload issues piling up  
 Culture of not taking holidays, work breaks, etc....may lead some to 

'overdoing it' 
  The illness itself - the unpredictability of experiencing a major episode of 

illness requiring someone to leave the workforce 
 Lack of awareness about who has an episodic disability until a crisis 

occurs. It may not be possible to make accommodations at this point  
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  Better benefits that can be drawn without having to work (example: 
prescription drug coverage on ODSP) 

 

Outstanding Questions 
26. What is one outstanding question related to living with an episodic disability 
and employment that you cannot find an answer for? 
 
Questions posed by academic/research respondents included: 
 

 The persistence of stigma and discrimination and how to tackle it 
 Why do we call it 'episodic disability' rather than 'episodic illness'? In my 

view, it is the illness that is episodic, and the disability is a consequence of 
that illness 

 When is the best time to tell an employer about an episodic disability and 
what to request? 

Research Priorities 
27. Are you aware of any recent or current research that could inform the 
development of resources for employers on the topic of supporting people with 
episodic disabilities in employment? Please describe this below and when 
possible please provide contact details. 
 
Several pieces of new research were mentioned by participants. Dr. Catherine 
Worthington, a faculty member at the School of Public Health and Social Policy 
at the University of Victoria is undertaking work on a framework of labour force 
participation among PHAs that was mentioned as being relevant to the field.  
Brent Oliver is undertaking a PhD in the Faculty of Social Work at the University 
of Calgary and his work on HIV and labour force participation was also noted. 
Workplace interventions for people with arthritis that are being developed were 
thought to be of interest to employees and employers. 
 
28. What do you think should be the research priorities related to supporting 
people living with episodic disabilities in finding and keeping employment? What 
areas or topics should be explored? 
 
Suggested research priorities included policy research that looks at which 
measures would best support flexibility of income supports and benefits would be 
of great benefit. As one participant noted, examining the factors that would make 
it easier for people living with episodic disabilities to “access and re-access 
benefits and the workplace after episodic disability flares” was considered 
important. Also, research was thought to be required on how policies could be 
altered to allow for part-time work with benefit coverage.  Looking at “how 
policies can better be coordinated among government programs” was also 
suggested. 
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A participant also suggested a pilot study that “evaluates a group of individuals in 
varying work environments and measures their health outcomes. This could be a 
precursor to a larger scale 'intervention study' whereby one evaluates the impact 
of an ideal 'flexible supportive workplace for people with Episodic Illnesses'”.  
 
Another participant suggested that “at an individual/employer level, more work 
needs to be done on the workplace culture and attitudes and the role of co-
workers as a barrier or facilitator to employment.”  
 
Finally, examining the “differences between mental health disabilities and 
physical disabilities in accessing and retaining work” was suggested as a 
potential research focus. 
 
 
29. If you were given unlimited funding and the opportunity to develop your own 
research initiative related to supporting people with episodic disabilities in 
employment, what would you research and why? 
 
With unlimited funding, one participant would “start with the above pilot study (or 
case series study design) - establish an intervention - and evaluate it comparing 
it to the control group (which is the norm) for health outcomes (disability, quality 
of life, etc) in people with episodic illnesses.” Another participant would seek to 
develop a study that examined “How individuals make their choices related to 
employment and different disability programs and why”.  
 
30. Is this topic a priority area for you? 
 
Moat respondents (75%) replied that yes it is a priory area, with 25% responding 
‘I don’t know’.  

Conclusions for Academic/Researcher  
Most respondents had undertaken education and research in the field of episodic 
disabilities and did view the area as a priority for them. Significantly, academics 
and researcher respondents viewed employer awareness of episodic disabilities 
as “Low”, which contrasts with the employers’ self-rated awareness noted above 
as being between “Low” and “Average”.  The majority of improvements 
suggested for employers focussed on additional training that addressed stigma, 
the development of appropriate accommodations and addressing employer 
concerns regarding absences and work productivity.  Increasing the capacity of 
the workplace to be flexible in responding to the needs of people living with 
episodic disabilities was a theme noted in these responses.  
 
Research priorities identified included establishing a pilot study to examine the 
effectiveness of accommodations in a real workplace environment, and looking at 
benefit and disability income support programs to better understand how 
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individuals may or may not successfully move between employment and other 
supports.   

Ontario Episodic Disability Network Participant Results  
 
This category includes responses from any participants who selected Ontario 
Episodic Disability4 Network as their role at the survey start.  
 
Questions posed included sections relating to the following categories: 
 

 Training and Knowledge of Episodic Disabilities 
 Training Provision 
 Workplace Practices 
 Suggested Improvements 

 

Training and Knowledge of Episodic Disabilities 
31. How would you describe your current level of knowledge related to 
supporting people with Episodic Disabilities in employment? 
40% stated that their knowledge was ‘Excellent’, while 40% stated it was 
‘Average’ and 20% said it was ‘Low’.  

                                            
4 The OEDN includes participants from the AIDS Committee of Toronto, Arthritis Community Research and Evaluation 
Unit Bridgepoint Health, Canadian Abilities Foundation, Canadian Arthritis Patient Alliance,  Canadian Working Group on 
HIV and Rehabilitation,  Mental Health Commission of Canada - Knowledge Exchange Centre ● Human Resources 
Professionals Association,  Multiple Sclerosis Society of Canada, Ontario Division ● Ontario Federation of Community 
Mental Health and Addiction Programs, Open Policy and The Arthritis Society. 
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32. Have you previously received any training on the topic of Episodic Disabilities 
and employment? If yes, please briefly describe it below: 
 
60% indicated ‘Yes’, while 40% indicated ‘No’.  
 
33. What, if anything, would you say was missing from your previous training? 
 
One participant noted that “More information about how to work with 
organizational stake-holders in understanding the advantages to working with 
staff who have episodic disabilities” was needed.  

Training Provision 
 
34. Have you previously provided any training, informal training or advice on the 
topic of Episodic Disabilities and employment? If yes, please briefly describe it 
below: 
The majority (60%) responded ‘No’, while 40% responded ‘Yes’.  Those who had 
provided training described it as: 
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 Transfer of knowledge from OEDN to board of directors. Posted 
information sheets to society website. Advised friends and family with 
episodic disabilities on rights and location of further resources 

 Training on Disability Management and accommodations not specific to 
episodic to all disability 

 
35. What organizations do you currently provide training or advice to on the topic 
of Episodic Disabilities in the workplace? Please check all those that apply:  
No respondents indicated that they provided training to individuals living with 
episodic disabilities. The two largest groups to whom training was provided were 
Non-profit agencies and For Profit Companies. 

 
 
36. When you are approached by external organisations about Episodic  
Disabilities and employment, what are the three most common question posed 
by these groups? 
 

 Where can resources be found? 
 Who can assist with providing support to those with episodic disabilities 

(support for the person and employer as well as health care providers)? 
 Why are illnesses now being called disabilities? 
 I want to do the right thing but don't know how?  
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 Don't really understand the laws and rights -- what I can and can't do? 
 What information can I ask for? 

 
 
37. If you do not currently provide any training or advice to external organizations 
on Episodic Disabilities and employment, what are the reasons? Please check all 
those that apply: 
 
One respondent said “Not considered a priority for our organization” while 
another indicated the question was not applicable. Another respondent said “I do 
suspect there is a lack of demand - many companies figure short or long-term 
disability will take care of things.” 
 
If applicable, please answer the following questions based on your experiences 
in the field.  

Workplace Practices 
38. How would you describe employer knowledge about accommodating the 
needs of people living with episodic disabilities in the workplace? 
The majority of respondents indicated they thought employer awareness was 
‘Low’.  
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39. Do employers have clear processes for people with episodic disabilities who 
want to return to work after an absence?  
 

 
 
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 0 0 
No 80% 4 
Don’t know 20% 1 
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40. Do employers have clear anti-discrimination policies and complaints 
processes? 

 
 
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 0 0 
No 75% 3 
Don’t know 25% 1 
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41. Do employers have clear processes for people with disabilities (including 
those that are episodic) to request workplace accommodations?  
 
 

 
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 25% 1 
No 50% 2 
Don’t know 25% 1 
 
Comments included: 

 Process in place for accommodation and follow on a annual basis 
 No most rely on agencies to work through the return-to-work (RTW) 

accommodations 
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42. Do employers allow flexible work hours and working from home as options? 
 
 

 
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 25% 1 
No 25% 1 
Don’t know 50% 2 
 
 
Comments included: 

 Some flexibility on hours and work. Service industry and need to have 
customers needs met 

 Similar to above - depends on size and type of company 
 Depending on nature of work and work business determines if this is even 

feasible 
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43. Do employers provide short term disability (STD) or long term disability (LTD) 
insurance? 
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes - both 75% 3 
Yes STD 25% 1 
Yes LTD   
No    
Don’t know   
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44. Do employers provide a private ‘quiet space’ that can be used by employees 
to rest and/or take medications?  
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 20% 1 
No 40% 2 
Don’t know 40% 2 
 

 
 
45. What other accommodation practices or policies have been employed at 
workplaces you are familiar with to support people with episodic disabilities in 
employment? How successful were they? Please describe these below: 
 

 Shift accommodation policy and attendance accommodation for greater 
than average absence 

 No policies it is done on an individual basis 
 Work/life balance which includes work flex hours seems to be effective 

with people suffering from episodic disabilities 
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Suggested Improvements 
46. What improvements do you think should be made to employment practices to 
better accommodate people living with episodic disabilities? 
 

 Better understanding of disability by employees, managers and 
companies 

 A more formal policy and understanding of what employers should be 
doing 

 Flexibility in the work place is essential. Flexibility in work hrs and at time 
work location would be very beneficial to most people with disabilities 

 
47. Have you ever sought advice on accommodating a person with an episodic 
disability in employment? 
50% of respondents indicated that had sought advice and 50% indicated that 
they had not.  
 

Ontario Episodic Disability Network Conclusions 
Most respondents within this category had previous knowledge relating to people 
living with episodic disabilities but the degree varied by participant.  
Perceptions related to employer knowledge and workplace practices differed 
significantly from the self-reported responses of employers. OEDN participants 
ranked employer knowledge as “Low”, and responded that in their experience 
most employers do not have clear anti-discrimination policies in place and do not 
have clear accommodation request policies in place.  
Significantly, no OEDN organisations involved in this survey reported offering 
training to people living with episodic disabilities on episodic disabilities and 
employment.  

Person Living with an Episodic Disability Results  
This section includes responses from participants who selected “Person living 
with an Episodic Disability” as their role at the survey start.  
 
Questions posed included sections relating to the following categories: 
 

 Training and Knowledge of Episodic Disabilities 
 Barriers to Hiring and Retention 
 Outstanding Questions 
 Workplace Practices – Current 
 Suggested Improvements 
 Workplace Practices – Previous Employers 
 Suggested Improvements 
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Training and Knowledge of Episodic Disabilities 
48. Have you previously received any training on the topic of living with an 
episodic disability and navigating employment challenges? If yes, please briefly 
describe it below: 
 
Most respondents said they had not received any training related to living with an 
episodic disability. Of the few who had received training, it included a broad 
range of subject matter.  
 
Training received:  

 I have had an ergonomic assessment. Given exercise program to follow 
and special equipment  

 First aid volunteer through work, and training for the defibrillator 
 Yes, training through the Ottawa diabetes centre, living with type 1 

diabetes 
 ACT EA [AIDS Committee of Toronto Employment Action] program help 

with putting together resume and computer classes 
 
49. What, if anything, would you say was missing from your previous training? 
 
Most participants answered either “Not applicable” (7) or “Nothing” (4) to this 
question. Some respondents noted subjects as missing from previous training 
which included specifics related to income support available through programs 
such as Ontario Disability Support Plan (ODSP), CPP, and EI, as well as 
information regarding the availability of treatment access programs (e.g. Trillium).  
 

Barriers to Hiring and Retention 
50. What, in your opinion, are the three biggest barriers related to hiring people 
with episodic disabilities? 
 
Participants reported a lack of knowledge and understanding on the part of hiring 
staff and employers as the biggest barrier to being hired as a person living with 
an episodic disability.  As one participant noted employers are “not 
understanding [or] knowing what the actual symptoms are and how they may 
impact the performance” .There was a reported particular lack of understanding 
related to “invisible symptoms which tend to cause misunderstanding and bias 
against a person” Another participant commented that “Employers may assign 
less demanding work to people living with episodic disabilities because they do 
not have a clear sense of actual abilities.” 
 
The second most commonly mentioned barrier was concerns regarding 
productivity/absences. As one participant noted there are “employer 
misconceptions about: employee competencies and how it affects [the] bottom 
line”.  Concerns about the quality and quantity of work that people living with 
episodic disabilities would produce were mentioned. One participant commented: 
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“Predictability is preferred in the workplace. How can one plan for episodes of 
work?” 
 
Stigma was a barrier to hiring noted by a number of participants, as was the 
perception that there are higher costs to the company associated  with having an 
employee with an episodic disability on staff. One participant commented that 
“companies are looking for clean bills of health.” 
 
Fears regarding disclosure of an episodic disability were viewed as a barrier to 
hiring. People with episodic disabilities commented on concerns that revealing 
their disability during the hiring process will affect the outcome of the interview 
and handling questions about time spent outside of the labour market was 
viewed as very challenging.   
 
Concerns regarding their future mobility in the company were expressed by a few 
participants. There were fears expressed that as a person living with an episodic 
disability they would be overlooked in terms of career advancement or 
promotions.   
 
There was also a noted “lack of social will to employ people with disabilities” on 
the part of some participants. One participant stated that “It is widely considered 
to just be easier to choose an employee who is viewed as non-disabled.” 
 
 
51. What, in your opinion, are the three biggest barriers related to keeping people 
with episodic disabilities in employment? 
 
Concerns about productivity and absences were viewed as the biggest barrier to 
people living with episodic disabilities staying in the workplace.  
A lack of knowledge and understanding on the part of the employer was again 
viewed as a significant barrier to workplace retention.  One participant noted  
“Managers are not educated in how to deal with these types of disabilities” and 
another commented that there was a “lack of understanding of condition, 
particularly when one is high functioning part of the time.” 
 
Not being provided with needed accommodations or flexibility was a barrier to 
workplace retention as well. In particular, a “lack of appropriate or timely 
workplace accommodations” and the “need for flexibility in work schedules” were 
seen as not being provided by employers.  
 
Contrasting with perceived barriers to hiring, a particular barrier noted in relation 
to workplace retention was resentment or hostility from colleagues and managers 
towards people living with episodic disabilities for the accommodations they 
received, which could include additional time off. One participant noted that  
“peers, managers and clients don’t understand the need for absences and resent 
them.” Another commented: “People cannot see the reason you are ill; it is 
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unclear to them if it isn't visible.”  One participant summarized the difficulty by 
stating that the issue was “the dilemma between a) seeing fairness as providing 
the same thing for each individual to access, and b) seeing fairness as... 
providing individual access to the same thing.”  This difference in perspective can 
lead to issues regarding favouritism and can significantly affect workplace 
relationships for people living with episodic disabilities.  
 

Outstanding Questions 
52. What is one outstanding question related to living with an episodic disability 
and employment that you cannot find an answer for? 
A range of questions were posed by participants that included: 

 Why do people think that having a disability or illness means you are 
intelligently inferior to others? 

 If there are existing laws or guidelines regarding replacing ill workers with 
healthy workers? 

 What is a good balance of being able to perform a job yet have time 
available to be able to be off and deal with condition? 

 Why can I not get promoted just like my peers? 
 When and how to disclose and to whom? 
 Why can't I be supported to pursue university studies where perhaps there 

exists more accommodation to the episodic nature of my disability which 
would increase my capacities to generate livelihood and could even lead 
to new solutions from an educated insider's perspective? 

 How to deal with resume gaps i.e. time periods outside labour market? 
 Self-assessment of whether having employment will jeopardize social 

assistance available? 
 How to survive without long term disability benefits? 
 How can we better educate employers about accommodating persons 

living with an episodic disability? Why aren't they more accepting? 
 How best to handle disclosure issues at an interview/pre-employment 

stage without losing the interest of the employer in hiring you? 
 

Workplace Practices – Current 
If respondents answered yes to this question (i.e. indicated that they were 
currently employed) they were asked to answer the questions below, and if no 
they were skipped to question 63 about workplace practices with previous 
employers they may have had.  
 
53. Are you currently working? For the purposes of this survey work includes only 
paid employment, and does not include volunteer work. 
 
84.2% of respondents indicated that they were currently working, while 15.8% 
said they were not currently working.   
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54. How would you describe employer knowledge about accommodating the 
needs of people living with episodic disabilities in the workplace? 
Most respondents (57.1%) described their employer’s knowledge as Average. 
 

 
 
 
 
55. Does your employer have clear processes for people with episodic disabilities 
who want to return to work after an absence?  
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 57.1 16 
No 10.7 3 
Don’t know 32.1 9 
 
The majority indicated ‘Yes’ (57.1%) with 32.1 indicating ‘I don’t know’, and 
10.7% selecting ‘No’.  
 
Comments included: 

 We have a formal procedure but it doesn't always work for both parties 
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 The return to work after a long term illness is flexible and allows for 
incremental increases of time on the job 

 This situation is dealt with by an outside agency that is focused solely on 
cost it seems. They are not understanding of the needs of the person only 
on getting you off their payroll and back on the banks as soon as possible 
even if it is not in your best interest to return to a full time position at that 
time 

 I believe it is done through our HR and they have a department that looks 
after staff who is off and when they return etc 

 Very small company where I know the employer well, and am able to 
negotiate flexibility in schedules, etc 

 There's a formal one in place but my manager and I have worked out an 
informal one and it is working fine 

 
 
56. Does your employer have clear anti-discrimination policies and complaints 
processes? 
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 75% 21 
No 7.9% 2 
Don’t know 17.1% 5 
 
 
The majority of respondents (75%) indicated ‘Yes’, with 17.9% saying ‘Don’t 
know’, and 7.9% choosing ‘No.’ 

 We have formal policies in place but they are only as good as the people 
enforcing them so there is prejudice involved 

 No staff member is discriminated against because of absence for any 
reason and the absence is kept confidential 

 There is a feeling of being unaccepted or blacklisted if the matter is 
discussed 

 I'm part of a collective bargaining unit and my employer (a very large 
organization) prides itself on diversity. That being said, not every manager 
and division is as accommodating as mine is 

 
57. Does your employer have clear processes for people with disabilities 
(including those that are episodic) to request workplace accommodations?  
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 60.7% 17 
No 14.3% 4 
Don’t know 25% 7 
 
The majority (60.7%) responded ‘Yes’, with 25% responding ‘Don’t know’ and 
14.3% responding ‘No’.  
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Comments included: 

 It has a process for people in the manual but requesting assistance is 
discouraged at lower level due to cost and you are often made to feel like 
a whiner or problem when you ask for help. I have chosen to not pursue 
requests that would help make my job easier due to the comments and 
attitudes 

 With un-noticeable disabilities there is no clear process for handling 
matters Why should they get a preference? 

 Talk to owner and negotiate accommodations 
 
58. Does your employer allow flexible work hours and working from home as 
options? 
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 63% 17 
No 22.2% 6 
Don’t know 14.8% 4 
 
 
63% said Yes, 22.2% said No and 14.8% responded ‘I don’t know’.  
 
Many participants indicated that flexible work hours were more commonly 
available than the option to work from home.  
 

 Can be requested and discussed with immediate manager, normally there 
has never been a time I was not allowed to do so 

 Yes and no. Yes for flexible work hours, but they don't really like people to 
work from home 

 
59. Does your employer provide short term disability (STD) or long term disability 
(LTD) insurance? 
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 81.5% 22 
No 11.1% 2 
Don’t know 7.4% 3 
 
The majority (81.5%) of respondents selected ‘Yes’ to this question, with 11.1% 
selecting ‘I don’t know’, and 7.4% responding ‘No’.  
 
60. Does your employer provide a private ‘quiet space’ that can be used by 
employees to rest and/or take medications?  
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
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Yes 60.7% 17 
No 25% 7 
Don’t know 14.3% 4 
 
 
60.7% replied Yes, with 25% saying No, and 14.3% responding I don’t know.  
  
61. What other accommodation practices or policies have been employed at your 
workplace to support people with episodic disabilities in employment? How 
successful were they? Please describe these below. 
 

 Larger computer screen to accommodate my vision impairment. 
 Larger screens and ergonomic chairs (but again, only if requested by 

employees) 
 Purchase of hepa filters for asthma sufferer.  
 Assessment by an OT and implementation of various equipment changes.  
 Some other team members can assist in delivering activities, if the staff 

member is not feeling well 
 Building is accessible and has an accessible washroom 
 Virtual employment available 

 

Suggested Improvements  
62. What improvements do you think should be made to employment practices to 
better accommodate people living with episodic disabilities? 
 
The majority of responses called for more education and training for managers 
and staff on understanding the types of episodic disabilities, what the impact 
could be on the workplace and appropriate accommodation strategies. As one 
participant noted “managers should be educated about the various types of 
disabilities and how it may affect the person and the workplace.” Also, having a 
local expert on these issues” was viewed as an important improvement.  
 
Other responses included: 

 The granted sick days should be increased to allow for yourself and family 
members. This should be provided to all staff and just not people with 
disabilities 

 Reduce work week if required without loss of full time status and benefits. 
Less pressure applied to return to work on a full time basis and more 
flexibility with coverage for periodic absences 

 Clear and universal practices that don't put the onus of implementation on 
the employee's shoulders 

 Need to extend the STD time for such individuals. I get the same number 
of days for STD as someone who does not have to deal with disabilities 
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 Having quarterly "check ups" to ensure all is well and discussions should 
be held in regard to personal requests about equipment, etc as to how 
they can help you continue to do the job, or improve on how you can do 
your job 

 Insurance policies should be clearly explained to staff, in case something 
happens and you can not work anymore, it should not be assumed that, 
everyone understands what the document says 

 

Workplace Practices – Previous Employers 
 
If participants responded Yes to this question they were asked to answer the 
following questions based on their previous employment experiences. If they 
responded No, they were skipped to question 73.  
 
63. Did you work in the past 10 years? For the purposes of this survey work 
includes only paid employment, and does not include volunteer work 
97.1% indicated that they had worked in the past 10 years.  
 
How would you describe your previous employer’s knowledge about 
accommodating the needs of people living with episodic disabilities in the 
workplace? 
 
The majority (35.5%) have indicated they feel their previous employer’s level of 
knowledge was ‘Low’.  
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74. Did your employer have clear processes for people with episodic disabilities 
who want to return to work after an absence?5  
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 40.7% 11 
No 59.3% 16 
Don’t know   
 
 
Most participants (59.3%) responded ‘No.  
 
Comments included: 

 Must return full time, no staged return 
 Worked for x before working for company x.  Was let go when they found 

out I was disabled 
 I really saw nothing pertaining to this topic in the company. Frankly, I am 

sure that they would probably avoid hiring people with disabilities 
 Employer had excellent knowledge of physical disability issues, but was 

not as strong with episodic disability issues. The employer was a smaller 
company (less than 50 staff). Many employees were consulting staff who 
worked from home and could work variable hours (number and timing); 
however, administrative staff did not enjoy this same opportunity 

 While leaves of absence were supported, little was done to support a 
graduated return or on an ongoing basis following. The expectation 
appeared to be one of "don't return until ready to work your full time 
hours", as few resources were available to accommodate part-time work 
or shared job responsibilities 

 
 
75. Did your employer have clear anti-discrimination policies and complaints 
processes? 
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 52% 13 
No 48% 12 
Don’t know   
 
Most (52%) responded ‘Yes’ that there were policies in place at their workplace.  

                                            
5 Due to a technical survey issue, question numbers skip from 63-74.This did not affect data collection. 
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76. Did your employer have clear processes for people with disabilities (including 
those that are episodic) to request workplace accommodations?  
 
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 30.8% 8 
No 42.3% 11 
Don’t know 26.9% 7 
 
There was quite a broad range of responses to this question, as 42.3% 
responded ‘No’ to this question, and 30.8% stating ‘Yes’ and 26.9% ‘I don’t 
know’.  
 
Comments included: 

 They incorporate people with disabilities into their recruitment strategies 
for their ongoing "local community project" but there were no special 
accommodations offered 

 No formal process existed, although requests would be considered 
 
77. Did your employer allow flexible work hours and working from home as 
options? 
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Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 29.6% 8 
No 55.6% 15 
Don’t know 14.8% 4 
 
 
The majority of participants (55.6%) responded “No” to this question.  As with 
previous answers to this question, working from home was considered to only be 
an option in some types of work.  
 
Comments included: 

 As is policy, for all employees...including those without any health issues 
 It was a retail store so this was not really an option. 
 These options were permitted by the organizations admin manual, 

however as my employer cumulatively grew frustrated at dealing with 
episodic disability, my individual job description was repeatedly refined to 
require attendance at specified days/times  
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78. Did your employer provide short term disability (STD) or long term disability 
(LTD) insurance? 
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes - Both 51.9% 14 
Yes STD 11.1% 3 
Yes LTD 7.4% 2 
No 14.8% 4 
Don’t know 14.8% 4 
 
The majority (51.9%) of participants responded, ‘Yes, both’.  
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79. Did your employer provide a private ‘quiet space’ that can be used by 
employees to rest and/or take medications?  
 
Response Response Percent Response Count 
Yes 40.7% 11 
No 55.6% 15 
Don’t know 3.7% 1 
 
 
The majority of participants (55%) responded ‘No’ to this question.  Comments 
included a few participants who said they had used their own offices as their 
‘private space’ when needed.  
 
 
80. What other accommodation practices or policies were employed at your 
workplace to support people with episodic disabilities in employment? How 
successful were they? Please describe these below: 
 
Responses included: 

 Provided contract work 
 There were no practices nor policies employed at my workplace to support 

people with any disabilities in employment. I guess they'd call the ramp to 
the front door and buttons to open a couple of doors that the government 
paid them to install might count 

 Time to attend medical appointments was never an issue - it was not 
expected to be made up, although I often felt that I should do so, given my 
workload. Equally, on days when I was not feeling particularly well (given 
side-effects of medication in the morning), I was able to come in a bit later 
and shift my working hours accordingly 

Suggested Improvements 
81. What improvements do you think should have been made to employment 
practices to better accommodate people living with episodic disabilities? 
 
The majority of respondents suggested that increased training and education on 
matters relating to episodic disabilities and the impact they may have on 
employees in the workplace as the primary improvement required. As one 
participant noted “education is the key to understanding and tolerance.” 
Other responses included: 
 

 Employers having alternate arrangements such as call-in workers 
 I believe that there should be more flexibility in sick/ill days. I feel pressure 

to return to work quickly when ill because of limited sick days 
 No swing shifts 
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 Value the quality of produced work in a results-oriented approach. Accept 
that some things (and certainly people) are uncontrollable, but that needn't 
stop work from getting done 

 Certainly, more efforts to allow working from home would have been 
helpful, especially on some days when medication side effects were more 
prevalent for me 

 Consideration of providing me with compensation towards the deductible 
required for the Trillium Drug Plan - this would have kept the group plan 
premiums lower, plus allowed me more affordable access to the 
medications (high cost) I required 

 
 
*82. Have you ever sought advice on requesting accommodations as a person 
living with an episodic disability? 
 
There was a split is responses to this question as half of the participants  
responded ‘Yes’ and half said ‘No’.  
 

People Living with Episodic Disabilities Conclusions  
Concerns regarding workplace absences and productivity on the part of the 
employer were considered to be the biggest barriers to hiring people living with 
episodic disabilities. As well, a lack of knowledge on the part of the employer 
regarding the impact of episodic disabilities on employment and the types of 
accommodations which could prove most helpful (flexible working hours, the 
need for periodic absences, pat-time work) was noted as a barrier in hiring and 
retention. Hiring concerns also included being unsure about how to handle 
questions related to gaps in employment during interviews and if employment 
may jeopardise any other income supports they may be receiving. A particular 
concern regarding co-worker resentment was noted in terms of continued 
engagement in the workforce, with participants noting that negative co-worker 
attitudes could be problematic.  
 
In contrasting workplace practices between the currently employed group and the 
group of respondents who were employed in the last 10 years, several key 
differences were observed. In general, people living with episodic disabilities who 
are currently employed reported employer knowledge on the issue as ‘average’ 
whereas those who were previously employed reported it as ‘low’. Those who are 
currently employed reported much higher levels of accommodations in place at 
their workplaces than did those who were previously employed.  .  
 
Those who were previously employed in the last 10 years reported that neither 
clear accommodation request nor return to work policies were available in the 
workplaces. They also reported that neither flex time nor working at home 
options were available to them in their previous workplaces. In particular, issues 
were noted regarding inadequate return-to-work supports and a requirement that 
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employees return full time without and staged progression in work hours or 
responsibilities. On all of these issues, the currently employed group reported 
that these policies and options were available to them.  
 

Overall Training Needs and Initiatives 
 
All respondents were streamed into answering the remaining questions regarding 
priority training areas and formats. Results reflect input from all survey 
respondents.  
 
Training topics areas were broken down into 4 sub-topics:  

 General Information about Episodic Disabilities 
 Employer based Initiatives and Actions 
 Income Supports for People with Episodic Disabilities 
 Resources and Advice 

 
Survey respondents were asked to decide whether a proposed topic area was 
either a Very High Priority, Somewhat a Priority, Not a Priority or Not Needed.  A 
break-down of each subtopic is provided below.  
 

General Information about Episodic Disabilities 
When asked to identify areas for future training, the “Employment Support 
Programs for People with Episodic Disabilities; An Overview” was identified as 
top training priority. “People with Episodic Disabilities in the Workplace; Human 
Rights Context” was the next highest priority, in terms of general training 
requirements. 
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Employer- based Initiatives and Actions 
The two main employer based initiatives participants identified for future training 
were “Developing Workplace Accommodation Policies for People living with 
Episodic Disabilities” and Raising Awareness on Episodic Disabilities within the 
Workplace”. 
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Income Supports for People with Episodic Disabilities 
Income supports were an important identified knowledge gap, and participants 
indicated that they would like training on (in order from highest to lowest 
identified priority): EI Sickness Benefits, Short-term Disability and Long-term 
Disability Insurance, followed by Canada Pension Plan - Disability and funding 
for prescriptions and care needs tied with Funding for Prescriptions and Care 
Needs. 
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Resources and Advice 
Respondents noted a need for general strategies for finding answers to 
questions related to episodic disabilities and employment in this category. 

 
 

Targeted Staff Training 
Respondents were asked to indicate if there was any particular staff member, 
excluding human resources staff, which they felt would benefit from training in 
this area. A range of responses were offered, but by far the staff group 
participants noted as most requiring targeted training were supervisors and 
managers. The direct involvement of supervisors and managers in assigning 
work hours, duties and in assessing performance are specific reasons why 
participants indicated they would most benefit from targeted training about 
episodic disabilities. As a participant commented “…it would be important for all 
managers and supervisors to have training in this area as they are the ones 
assigning workloads and on the ground with the individual.” Another stated 
“direct supervisors need to be assisted in understanding that just because you 
can’t see the illness, it is real and we need help dealing with it.” Several 
participants commented that comments they had heard their managers or 
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supervisors make disparaging comments about others living with episodic 
disabilities had discouraged them from disclosing and asking for the 
accommodations they felt they needed.  
 
Significantly, the next highest number of respondents called for all staff to 
undertake training relating to episodic disabilities. The reasons for this included 
being better able to accommodate the aging population at work, as with age 
often come disabilities and being better able to accommodate customers with 
disabilities.  Another participant noted that “Accommodation and inclusion just 
makes good business sense.”  
 
Targeted training for Senior Management/Executives was also seen to be 
beneficial as “If the very senior levels of management support and encourage an 
initiative, the rest of the organization can be held accountable, and training for 
co-workers was thought to be useful in reducing co-worker resentment related to 
perceived favouritism as a result of employment accommodations.  
 
Some participants suggested that the public at large requires more education. 
One participant commented:” the public needs ongoing education - we still have 
clients who discriminate and won't be served by certain staff.” 
 

Preferred Training Formats 
Participants were asked to rank a series of format types based on how valuable 
they were considered to be in educating key stakeholders with the most valuable 
format being closest to the number 1 and the least valuable closest to number 8 
on the scale used.  
 
By far, the format viewed by participants as being the most valuable training 
format was Face-to-Face Training Sessions, followed in order by Resources that 
are tailored to the different roles staff may play in the accommodation process 
(for example, specific resources for line supervisors, company directors etc.), 
and a Toolkit of knowledge-based electronic and print resources. The least 
valuable format for these participants was Curriculum for inclusion in relevant 
university/college programs.  
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New Initiatives and Activities 
Participants were asked to rank a range of new initiatives based on their 
perceived value in encouraging employers to better support people living with 
episodic disabilities in employment. Those that were viewed as most valuable 
achieved the score closest to one, and those they were least valuable scored 
closest to 8.  
 
The new initiative viewed as most valuable to these participants was the 
“Development of a Clear Business Case for hiring/retaining people with Episodic 
Disabilities”. This was followed by “A process to mentor employers in best 
practices in accommodations” and “A program that publicly celebrates 
companies who are doing well in accommodating people with episodic disabilities 
(like ‘Canada’s Top Diversity Employers’). The new initiative viewed as least 
valuable was “Partnerships with Unions”.   
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Additional Issues 
Participants were asked if there were any additional issues they felt needed to be 
addressed or resources they would like to see developed in order to improve 
supports for people living with episodic disabilities in finding and keeping 
employment. 
 
The majority of respondents replied that there were no additional issues. Of 
those who did raise issues, the following were included: 
 

 Consistent public awareness 
 We need to end the silence and make individuals feel safe in self 

identifying. All the programs you create will not have a positive impact if 
people feel they will be labelled and treated differently in their place of 
employment. The fact is most people do not self indentify because of fear 
of discrimination 

 While I respect the variety of impairments out there, a centralised conduit 
body that would help employers with any question and then direct to 
specialists would be useful 

 Can we find ways to concentrate earnings during periods of wellness to 
offset the financial losses accrued during episodes of reduced capacity? 
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 More resources and examples for employers and employees who work in 
industries where the business model is chargeable hours, for example 
Accounting and Law 

 Better education for employers re: episodic disabilities and for employees 
re: what supports are available to them 

 Ongoing efforts with government policy makers that are currently key in 
providing income to support to individuals living with episodic disability 

 I believe people with episodic disabilities would benefit from an 
educational program that helps them navigate through the systems that 
will help them financially, emotionally and physically 

Overall Training Needs and Initiatives Conclusions 
General awareness raising training and training related to developing 
accommodation strategies for people with episodic disabilities were considered 
to be priority training areas. More information about Employment Insurance was 
also noted as a possible area requiring additional resources. Face-to-face 
training was considered the most valuable training format, followed by resources 
that target specific staff members and then followed by a toolkit of knowledge-
based print and electronic resources. The initiatives viewed as most valuable 
were the development of a business case for hiring/retaining people with episodic 
disabilities, a process to mentor employers in best practices in accommodations 
and a program that publicly celebrates companies who are doing well in 
accommodating people with episodic disabilities.  
 

Key Informant Interviews 

Methods 
Key informant interviews were undertaken with six individuals who were selected 
for their knowledge of the issues facing employers and people living with episodic 
disabilities in finding and keeping employment. They represented a range of 
backgrounds as indicated below: 
 

 Policy experts 
 Organisations serving people with episodic disabilities 
 Unions 
 Researchers with particular expertise in the area 
 Government 
 People living with disabilities 

 
Participants were informed about the project and were sent a copy of interview 
questions in advance. They were also sent a consent form. Copies of these 
documents are available in the report appendix. Participants were also asked at 
the start of the interview for their consent using the consent protocol found in the 
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report appendix. The interviews took place over the telephone and were recorded 
and later transcribed.  
 
Key informants were asked questions that related specifically to the training 
formats, topics and initiatives viewed as most valuable by participants in the 
Needs Assessment.  It was thought that key informants would be best suited to 
provide insights into the possible benefits and unique challenges associated with 
developing these initiatives and training resources.  
 

Limitations 
Participants were selected for their expertise and knowledge and therefore 
represent particular perspectives. As the key informant questions were drafted 
before the results of the Needs Assessments were finalised (in order to facilitate 
the interviews and survey occurring simultaneously), the popularity of some 
initiatives changed over the latter part of the survey. Therefore, participants were 
asked about initiatives that were less popular than others in the final survey 
results. Where this has occurred, the questions and associated responses have 
not been included in the results below.     

Results 
Key Informants were specifically asked about their knowledge related to: 

 programs that support the hiring and retention of people living with 
episodic disabilities 

 training programs to raise awareness of episodic or other disabilities in the 
workplace 

 information about Employment Insurance 
 resources tailored to the different roles staff may play in the 

accommodation process (for example, specific resources for line 
supervisors, company directors etc.) and to different sizes of companies 

 the development of a clearly articulated business case 
 a process to mentor employers in best practices in accommodations 
 the development of a program that publicly celebrates companies who are 

doing well in accommodating people with episodic disabilities 
 best practises or initiatives from jurisdictions outside of Ontario 

 
Results for each of these categories are provided below.  
 
Hiring and Retention Support Programs for People Living with Episodic 
Disabilities 
There were no programs identified in these interviews that specifically promoted 
the hiring of people with episodic disabilities. The Ontario Job Opportunity 
Information Network for Persons with Disabilities (JOIN) was mentioned as a 
program that works to assist people with disabilities in finding employment and 
assist employers who may be looking to recruit people with disabilities. Some 
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mention was made of informal relationships that larger companies may have with 
mental health or other disability organisations like the March of Dimes in which 
recruiters might contact the disability organisation if it is part of their corporate 
social responsibility work for employees with disabilities.  One interviewee 
mentioned that the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Employment 
Standards might impact hiring practices within Ontario.   
 
Regarding the retention of people living with episodic disabilities in employment, 
although no specific programs were identified, a number of helpful resources 
were mentioned. Within the mental health community, Mental Health Works 
(http://www.mentalhealthworks.ca/) was noted as a program of significance. It is 
a national program of the Canadian Mental Health Association that provides 
employers with supports and training on addressing workplace related mental 
health issues. Also mentioned was Employment Action (employmentaction.org) a 
free job placement service funded by the government of Ontario in conjunction 
with the AIDS Committee of Toronto.  
 
The Aspiring Workforce Project is a partnership between the Mental Health 
Commission of Canada, the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health, University of 
Toronto and Queen’s University to examine the inventory of employment support 
programs and income supports in Canada and the need for mental health literacy 
in the workplace. By sharing best practices and improving program supports it is 
hoped that this project will lead to greater numbers of people with mental health 
disabilities being engaged in the workforce.  
 
If trying to develop such a program, factors to consider could include: 

 Reviewing existing programs, including government practices as they 
were viewed by one interviewee as having very high standards when it 
came to the accommodation of staff with disabilities 

 Ensuring that “business is at the table” in any program development. In 
particular, ensuring that small to medium sized businesses are involved. 
One interviewee noted that small and medium sized businesses don’t 
necessarily hire people with episodic disabilities as they are still labouring 
under the assumption that people with disabilities are expensive to 
maintain  

 Ensuring the companies understand that “a lot of those accommodations 
are low cost.” 

 The approach used in other jurisdiction where government contracts are 
awarded based on meeting a quota of people with disabilities in their staff. 

 Develop/expand on a system for ensuring that those managers who hire 
people with disabilities are reviewed on their ability to retain those 
employees and ensure that those who do well are rewarded either with 
promotions or through another means. One interviewee noted “This might 
tip the balance in favour of hiring someone with an episodic disability over 
someone else” as the manager him or herself would also stand to benefit 
from doing well at ensuring the employee with the disability was doing well 

 69



 Encouraging employers to view work as something that can take place 
outside of the traditional work environment and working hours  

 
Training Programs to Raise Awareness of Episodic or Other Disabilities in 
the Workplace 
Most interview respondents acknowledged the need for more training for 
employers on episodic disabilities. In addition to those programs mentioned 
above, one participant mentioned that Mental Health Works develops training 
programs for employers on issues related to the workplace. The development of 
new voluntary standard for psychological health and safety in the workplace is 
also being undertaken by the Mental Health Commission of Canada and is 
intended to be released in 2012.  The Job Accommodation Network was noted 
as a good resource for employers (http://askjan.org/).  
 
As well, several participants mentioned CWGHR as being the only specifically 
episodic disability focussed training provider of which they were aware.  
 
Factors to consider if developing such a program included: 

 Ensuring that front-line supervisors are aware of what an episodic 
disability is and what the impact may be on the workplace and provide “a 
better toolbox” to employers 

 Including unions and labour in any training programs 
 Including a focus on the “prevention piece” and ensure that employers 

know that episodic disabilities are better managed by allowing a person to 
take time off or work half-days or adjust work duties at the first sign of 
difficulty instead of waiting for a full-blown flare-up 

 Encouraging employers to “create a climate of support” 
 Ensuring that supervisors understand that these are conditions that could 

affect all people and have an environment of “open dialogue” 
 Including the “concept of the life-course” when considering issues 

affecting people with disabilities, in particular transitions for younger 
people into the workforce. This was noted as a feature lacking in many 
current programs for people with disabilities.  

 Ensuring that the narratives are “person-centred” and highlight that these 
are very highly skilled individuals who just happen to have an episodic 
disability instead of focusing on the disability first  

 
Information about Employment Insurance 
A number of participants commented on why Employment Insurance (EI) might 
have been flagged as a knowledge gap.  Participants mentioned that EI was 
confusing for people because it was often “difficult” to qualify for, and that in 
particular people with episodic disabilities might not work the number of needed 
hours to qualify. As well, the lack of resources related to applying for EI was 
noted as a possible reason why EI participants might have selected it as 
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something they’d like more information about. The interaction between EI and 
other supports was considered to be confusing as well. One participant stated “I 
think employers are pretty knowledgeable about the employment insurance, my 
take is that it’s mostly clients that need help being guided through that kind of a 
maze.” The only existing resource mentioned related to EI was the EI website.  
 
Resources tailored to the different roles staff may play in the 
accommodation process and to different sizes of companies 
 
Respondents generally expressed that small to mid-sized companies were more 
in need of targeted resources than larger companies with existing human 
resources departments. Staff members that were suggested could benefit from 
targeted training were supervisors of people with episodic disabilities.  
Businesses under fifty people were thought to be particularly in need of 
resources as “they still need to be aware of their obligation to accommodate 
because they still have an obligation to accommodate under human rights and I 
think a lot of businesses don’t understand that”. 
 
Small and mid-sized employers may benefit from a wider public awareness 
campaign regarding the prevalence of episodic disabilities in the workplace, the 
types of impact that it can have on work and where to go for resources and help.  
 
The Development of a Clearly Articulated Business Case 
 
The development of a business case for hiring people living with episodic 
disabilities was seen to be an important tool for supporting employers. 
Participants suggested that it could be framed in a preventative health equity 
narrative that emphasises that “if you don’t spend money investing in employees 
you are going to be spending money down the road investing in the larger social 
sectors”. As well, the business case should take a “strengths-based approach” 
and endeavour to counter the concerns related with absenteeism with clear 
information about the actual kinds of absences people might expect and contrast 
this with information that highlights the contributions people make to the 
workforce. “ 
 
The business case could also highlight that people with episodic disabilities are 
“bringing a wealth of experience” and in particular organisational skills to the 
workforce as they regularly juggle complex health needs, appointments, 
treatments etc on top of work.  As one participant noted “they are able to 
multitask and take on a multitude of things” perhaps more readily than other 
individuals.  
 
Several participants suggested that the business case should include the 
concept of “being a good corporate citizen” and emphasize the goodwill 
companies acquire by hiring and accommodating skilled workers who might 
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otherwise not be employed. This could be tied to corporate social responsibility 
initiatives as well. 
  
As well, a participant suggested that there is a shortage of people in the labour 
force currently, and there may be an opportunity to highlight this and the fact that 
with appropriate accommodations a large labour pool becomes available.  
 
Participant suggested that consultations on developing the business case should 
include labour, episodic disability groups and networks such as the Ontario 
Episodic Disabilities Network, the national Episodic Disabilities Network. 
 
A Process to Mentor Employers in Best Practices in Accommodations 
 
Some employment supports programs offer supports to both the employee with 
the disability and the employer, such as the JOIN program 
(http://www.joininfo.ca/), but there were no mentoring programs identified that 
targeted only employers in order to improve their accommodation practices 
related to people living with episodic disabilities.  
 
Some factors to consider in developing such a program are the need to have 
people with disabilities involved as mentors, and to use whenever possible real 
life stories as the basis for training materials.  Another participant spoke of the 
requirement to establish a clear incentive for both the mentor and program 
participant for taking part in the program. They noted that “mentoring programs 
can be difficult to sustain” without clear incentives.    
 
A Program That Publicly Celebrates Companies Accommodating People 
with Episodic Disabilities 
 
Key informants largely interviewed expressed support for this type of initiative 
although several expressed some concerns. One concern expressed related to 
the idea that programs that celebrate best practice in this way may,  through 
shining a spotlight on perceived accomplishments, conversely expose those 
companies as not actually doing all they should to support employees with 
disabilities. Another suggested that it may be a good idea but said it might be 
better to use financial incentives to motivate companies to change their practices.  
 
Supporters of the initiative commented that employers like to have their good 
work publicly celebrated and that if done well, this could significantly raise the 
profile of the issues facing people with episodic disabilities in employment.  
 
Another participant suggested it would be important for background research to 
be undertaken looking at how other programs like this are organized and whether 
or not they do actually achieve results in terms of raising awareness and 
encouraging better support practices.   
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Several participants suggested that the business case for hiring people with 
episodic disabilities should be developed first and can form the basis for 
employers to see the benefit in better supporting people in employment.   
 
One participant noted that “CWGHR are the key to this” and suggested that 
CWGHR should seek to raise its profile generally so that employers know that we 
are the best place to go with questions related to supporting employees with 
episodic disabilities.  
 
One participant suggested that it would be very important to have a celebrity 
endorsement, sports figure or other spokesperson with a high public profile to act 
as a program champion in order to ensure that employers are on board with the 
program.  
 
Best Practises or Initiatives from Jurisdictions Outside Of Ontario 
 
Several programs and resources were mentioned as best practices from outside 
of Ontario that could help to inform the development of new employment 
programs for people living with episodic disabilities. These included: 

 National Institute of Disability Management and Research 
 Canadian Labour Congress has recently passed a resolution for an 

awareness-raising program that could provide some relevant resources 
 Episodic Disabilities Employment Network website 
 Canadian AIDS Society Employment Programs  
 Mental Health Works  

 

Key Informant Interview Conclusions 
The key informant interviews provided a number of significant insights related to 
the development of possible new initiatives aimed at better supporting people 
living with episodic disabilities in employment. It highlighted a number of existing 
resources and programs that target people living with a particular type of 
disability (HIV/AIDS, mental health) but there were no particular programs 
designed specifically to raise the awareness of people with episodic disabilities in 
employment more generally.   

Proposed Next Steps 
While many stakeholders have some degree of knowledge related to the 
challenges involved in accessing and retaining employment as a person living 
with an episodic disability, there remains a number of significant outstanding 
knowledge and training gaps. These include: 

 Concerns regarding absences and productivity, particularly within certain 
types of industries 

 Lack of knowledge generally regarding what episodic disabilities are, how 
they may manifest within a workplace environment and the appropriate 
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 Specific training for front-line managers and supervisors intended to 
address how episodic disabilities should be managed within a workplace 
environment 

 How best to address stigma related to episodic disabilities in the 
workplace 

 Strategies for people with episodic disabilities themselves on how to 
handle concerns raised in interview situations, disclosure and moving in 
and out of the workplace 

 Addressing co-worker hostility or resentment related to the perception that 
accommodations are ‘unfair’ 

 Why an employer should hire a person with an episodic disability  
 
Several new initiatives were viewed as being particularly helpful in addressing 
these knowledge gaps. It is recommended that the following initiatives form the 
basis for moving the project forward. These include the development of  
 

 A clear business case for hiring people with episodic disabilities was 
viewed as a critical initiative.  The development of the business case 
should be undertaken through a consultative and research informed 
process and should invite a number of stakeholders to be involved.  

 A program that publicly celebrates companies who are doing well in 
accommodating people with episodic disabilities 

 Targeted training for managers and supervisors about managing people 
living with episodic disabilities in the workplace 

 Awareness raising program or materials (face-to-face training, electronic 
and print resources) on episodic disabilities generally  

 A mentoring program for employers in developing appropriate 
accommodations for people living with episodic disabilities that provides 
strategies particularly related to flex-time, working from home and return to 
work processes. This program would be of particular benefit if it included 
concrete ways to address productivity and scheduling concerns, 
particularly within certain industries that require workers to largely be on 
site or require 24 hour scheduling  

 

Conclusions 
 
Based on the findings from the needs assessment and key informant 
interviews it is the recommendation of this report that the refinement and 
development of the above-mentioned initiatives be pursued for the duration of 
this project over the course of the next two years. By doing so we will develop 
an innovative, integrated and comprehensive strategy for managing the 
workplace challenges facing people with living with episodic disabilities as 
well as contribute to the development of a more inclusive Canada.  
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A. Key Informant Interview Questions  
 

1. Our survey suggested that employers and people living with episodic 
disabilities are looking for programs that support the hiring and 
retention of people with episodic disabilities. What initiatives are you 
aware of that might fit into this category or support this aim? What might 
be some key factors to consider if developing this type of initiative? 

 
2. What training programs are you aware of that aim to raise awareness of 

episodic or other disabilities in the workplace? What are the key 
factors to consider in developing this type of training initiative? 

 
3. Our survey results suggest that employers would find resources or 

training related to developing supportive workplace communication 
practices to be useful. What in your opinion are the key factors to 
consider in developing resources about supportive workplace 
communication practices? Are you aware of any initiatives that address 
the issue of supportive workplace communication practices? 

 
4. Our survey results suggest that employers and people living with episodic 

disabilities are particularly interested in information about Employment 
Insurance. What do you think employers and people living with episodic 
disabilities need to know about employment insurance? Are you aware of 
any resources that could help to clarify Employment Insurance from the 
perspective of people living with episodic disabilities? 

 
5. Our survey suggests that resources that are both tailored to the 

different roles staff may play in the accommodation process (for 
example, specific resources for line supervisors, company directors etc.) 
and to different sizes of companies (for example, small companies 
without HR staff versus large corporations with HR departments) are 
considered to be valuable. What groups of individuals do you think would 
benefit most from targeted training materials and why? What size of 
companies do you think most require targeted training materials and why? 

 
6. Our survey results have suggested that employers are looking for a 

clearly articulated business case for hiring and retaining people with 
episodic disabilities. What factors would you consider to constitute a 
business case for the hiring of people with episodic disabilities? How 
would you frame a business case for hiring people with episodic 
disabilities?  
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7. Our survey results suggested that there is interest in developing and 
implementing two types of mentoring processes to support people with 
episodic disabilities in employment: 

 
a. a process to mentor employers in best practices in 

accommodations 
b. process to mentor employees living with an episodic disability 

 
Are you aware of any such mentoring programs? What do you think might 
be key factors to consider in developing these programs? What supports 
should these programs offer?  

 
8. Our survey results have suggested interest in the development of a 

program that publicly celebrates companies who are doing well in 
accommodating people with episodic disabilities (like ‘Canada’s Top 
Diversity Employers’) How useful would such a program be to better 
supporting people with episodic disabilities in employment? What do you 
think might be key factors to consider in developing such a program? 

 
9.  Finally, are you aware of any relevant resources, best practises or 

initiatives from jurisdictions outside of Ontario related to supporting 
people with episodic disabilities in employment that might be of interest to 
this project? 
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B. Key Informant Interview Consent Protocol 
 
Good Morning.  May I speak to {name of key informant}. This is Wendy Porch 
calling from the Canadian Working Group on HIV and Rehabilitation. I’d like to 
start by thanking you for agreeing to speak with me today. As I’ve mentioned 
CWGHR is currently undertaking a new project funded by Scotiabank to examine 
and address the complex barriers to employment experienced by people living 
with episodic disabilities. We have undertaken a Needs Assessment survey with 
stakeholders and are also hoping to conduct a small number of key informant 
interviews. In our recent survey we asked respondents (who included employers, 
academics, researchers, episodic disability organisations and people living with 
episodic disabilities) about priority topic areas and training formats needed to 
better inform employers about how to accommodate people living with episodic 
disabilities in the workplace.  We also asked respondents about the perceived 
usefulness of a range of possible initiatives intended to support people with 
episodic disabilities in finding and keeping employment.  We would like to ask 
key informants for their opinions on some of the top ranked topic areas and 
initiatives and also determine if in your opinion there are any special 
considerations to be factored into the development of such initiatives. This 
information will be used to aid in developing an educational and communication 
strategy which will focus on the content and process for working with employers 
on issues of episodic disabilities. 
 
The interview will last for 30 minutes. I will be recording the interview for later 
transcription. Interview files will be kept only on my computer, which is password 
protected. Only select staff here at CWGHR will have access to interview files 
and transcripts. We will be using quotes in our report from these interviews, and 
they will be reported anonymously, but there is always a chance that someone 
reading the report might be able to identify you as an information source. 
Therefore, I would ask you to consider this interview “on the record”.  
 
If you would like at any time to skip answering a question, you may do so. If you 
would like at any time to stop the interview, you may do so as well.  
 
Do you have any questions about the key informant interviews or the project? 
 
Can we go ahead with the interview? 
 
Could you please sign and initial the consent form I have sent you and please 
send a copy back to me? 

 79



 80

 

C. CWGHR Consent to Interview Form 
 
 
Before you participate in this interview, please complete Section A below by 
printing your name in the first space and then signing it at the end of the section. 
 
Once the interview is over, you will be asked to initial the two statements in 
Section B to indicate your agreement. 
 
 
Section A 
 
I, _______________________________, voluntarily give my consent to 
participate in this interview for the Employment and Episodic Disabilities Project.  
I have been informed about, and feel that I understand, the basic nature of the 
project.  I understand that I may withdraw from the interview at any time without 
prejudice.  I also understand that the interviews will be recorded and that my 
information is confidential.  Interview audio files will be stored on a password 
protected computer only until they are transcribed. Information from the interview 
will only be shared with other project members in an anonymised format.   
 
 
____________________________   __________________ 
 
Signature of Interview Participant                                   Date 
 
 
Section B 
 
Please initial each of the following statements after the interview has been 
completed and you have been debriefed.   
 
I was not forced to complete the interview.   Your initials: 
 
All of my questions were satisfactorily answered.   Your initials: 
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