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 » 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

Summary of major 
fIndIngS
a. different perceptions of workplace capacity

Different stakeholders had differing perspectives on the 
level of knowledge and availability of accommodations 
and supportive workplace practices. generally people 
with episodic disabilities who were no longer in the 
workforce, as well as disability organisations that represent 
them, and academics think employer knowledge is low 
and that much more can be done to support employees.

B. awareness 

“How long do employers have to accommodate?”

Despite some reporting that workplace policies and 
practices are in place, there was a noted lack of 
awareness regarding episodic disabilities generally and 
the kinds of accommodations that might be utilised to 
support someone staying in or gaining employment. 
this was raised by all survey stakeholder groups as a 
critical barrier to employment participation.

c. productivity 

“The challenge with regard to employment practices is 
the need to serve clients and accommodate employees 
at the same time.”

issues related to productivity concerns were raised by all 
survey stakeholder groups. employers could not conceive 
of why they should hire someone knowing they had 
an episodic disability as their productivity was thought to 
be lower than other workers and their level of 
absenteeism and need for supports higher. People living 
with episodic disabilities thought that these perceptions 
were a significant barrier to being hired or retained in the 
workforce, and felt that these beliefs did not represent 
a fair assessment of their workplace contributions.

ExEcutIvE Summary 
Many people in Canada live with ‘episodic disabilities’ 
and the numbers are expected to increase1. these 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. in Canada, it is estimated that today:

 » over 4 million Canadians are living with arthritis2 
 » 20% of Canadians will experience an episode of 
mental illness in their lifetime3

 » Between 55,000 and 75,000 Canadians are 
living with multiple sclerosis4 

 » 65,000 Canadians are living with hiv5 

the research evidence suggests that substantial numbers 
of Canadians with episodic disabilities are willing and 
able to work.6 in order to improve the work outcomes 
for people living with episodic disabilities, the Canadian 
Working group on hiv and Rehabilitation (CWghR) 
funded by Scotiabank undertook research to better 
understand the complex barriers to employment 
participation and the types of initiatives that might 
work to address these barriers. 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.

mEthodology
Using a cross-disability approach, with a specific focus 
on the episodic nature of many of these disabilities, 
an extensive survey of stakeholders and key informant 
interviews were conducted to determine:

 » Knowledge of episodic disabilities and 
employment accommodation strategies

 » Current employment activities

1 http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/accessibility/ 
2 http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/cd-mc/musculo/arthritis-arthrite-eng.php 
3 http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/cd-mc/mi-mm/mi_figures-mm_figures-eng.php 
4 http://www.mssociety.ca/en/involved/advocacy/socact_brief_fin2010PreBudgetConsult_Aug09.htm 
5 http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/aids-sida/publication/survreport/2009/dec/index-eng.php 
6 http://www.srdc.org/en_news_details.asp?id=28526 
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develop new awareness raising 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 

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

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

 » 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 

concluSIon
the Canadian Working group on hiv and Rehabilitation 
(CWghR) and Scotiabank look forward to partnering in 
2012 on new initiatives aimed at evolving established 
practices in order to be more accommodating of the 
difficulties faced by people living with episodic disabilities 
and to build a more inclusive Canadian workplace.

d. workplace hostility

“Why should they get a preference?”

Survey participants reported that co-worker resentment or 
hostility related to the perception that accommo dations, 
such as flexible work hours, as a type of favouritism 
was a barrier. People living with episodic disabilities 
reported being afraid to disclose their disability and 
request accommodations due to negative comments 
from co-workers and managers. 

E. training needed

“Managers should be educated about the various 
types of disabilities and how it may affect the person 
and the workplace.”

training is particularly needed for managers and 
supervisors of people with episodic disabilities. general 
awareness raising regarding what episodic disabilities are 
and how they can be accommodated in the workplace 
is needed. Face to face training is preferred.

Summary of 
rEcommEndatIonS
develop new training resources 

 » What episodic disabilities are, how they may 
manifest within a workplace environment and 
the appropriate accommodation strategies to 
address them

 » Address concerns regarding absences and 
productivity, particularly within certain types of 
industries (for example, within those requiring 
24 hour staffing and those relying on billable hours)

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

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

 » Answer the question: Why should employers 
hire a person with an episodic disability? 


