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Land Acknowledgement 

Realize acknowledges this land on which we work. For thousands of years, Turtle Island has been the 
territory of many First Nations, Inuit and Métis Peoples. 

Today, this place we call Canada, is still the home to many Indigenous peoples and we are grateful to 
have the opportunity to live and work and on this land. 

We also acknowledge the many other peoples who have contributed to this place we now call home. 
We want to acknowledge the many traditions and cultural backgrounds that are represented.  

You, your families, and your ancestors, all have roles to play in making this space an inclusive and 
welcoming one and for that, all of us at Realize say, Thank You! 

About Realize?  

Realize is the leading national, charitable, organization working to improve the health and well-being of 
people living with HIV and other episodic disabilities, across the lifespan, through integrated research, 
education, policy, and practice (www.realizecanada.org).  
 
Formed in 1998, Realize (formerly the Canadian Working Group on HIV and Rehabilitation) promotes 
innovation and excellence in rehabilitation in the context of HIV and other chronic and potentially 
episodic conditions. In order to promote a comprehensive approach, Realize is multi-sectoral and multi-
disciplinary in its membership and activities. 
 
Realize members come from across Canada, as well as internationally, and include people living with 
HIV and other chronic conditions, members of community-based HIV and disability organizations, 
national associations of health professionals, government agencies, private businesses, universities, and 
the employment sector. Members elect a five – twelve-person Board of Directors to guide the 
organization. 

 
For more information, please contact us at:  
1240 Bay Street, Suite 600  
Toronto, ON M5R 2A7  
+1 416 513-0440 or at info@realizecanada.org  
www.realizecanada.org  
 
 
© 2021 Realize  
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Background 

(The research and preparation of this Pandemic Brief were completed as part of two larger projects on 
episodic disability and work, and COVID 19 funded by Employment and Social Development Canada.) 

The informal research informing this Pandemic Brief was 
undertaken to get a better understanding of employers’ 
experiences across a range of industry sectors in Canada 
with accommodating employees living with episodic 
disabilities specifically, and other disabilities more broadly. 
We were interested in how the COVID-19 pandemic has 
impacted accommodations in the workplace.  In March 2021 
we conducted semi-structured interviews with employers in 
Ontario and New Brunswick (i.e., CEOs/Executive 
Directors/Managers/Supervisors) about their experiences 
with workplace accommodation and how this has changed 
in the context of the pandemic. Interviewees’ workplaces 
represented a range of different economic sectors, including 
post-secondary education, retail, provincial government, 
healthcare, and the non-profit sector. (Note: our focus was 
on employers. Employees’ experiences, including those  
considered “essential workers”, were not captured in our 
research.) 

These workplaces ranged in size between 8 and 10,000 
employees, and individual interviewees had between 4 and 
133 people reporting directly to them. At the time of the 
interviews (under varied pandemic restrictions), 55% of 
interviewees reported that their workplaces had moved to 
remote (at home) operations completely while the 
remaining 45% reported their workplaces had some 
combination of on site and home-based work arrangements 
in place. Three interviewees had dealt with employees who 
contracted COVID-19, and one interviewee had contracted COVID-19 themselves. Interviewees had each 
been working in their current roles for 1 to 26 years, respectively. About half of the interviewees self-
identified as living with a disability, chronic illness, or mental illness.  

The observations and recommendations contained in this Pandemic Brief have been drawn from these 
interviews. All interviewees have been assigned pseudonyms to ensure anonymity. 

 

Episodic disabilities 
 (or illnesses) are chronic conditions 
characterized by periods of wellness 
and illness that may vary in severity, 
length, and predictability from one 
person to another. By “episodic” we 
refer to fluctuating, or sometimes 
unpredictable periods, degrees and 
severity of illness and function. This is 
a working term and definition, and 
we recognize that other terms (e.g., 
recurrent, cyclical, non-static) are 
also used and may be appropriate in 
different contexts. Examples include 
multiple sclerosis, arthritis, diabetes, 
HIV, hepatitis C, chronic pain, some 
forms of cancer, mental illness and 
more recently longer term 
manifestations of COVID-19 infection. 
 
Workplace accommodation  
The “duty to accommodate” refers to 
the obligation of an employer (or 
service provider or union) to take 
steps to eliminate any workplace 
rules, practices, or physical barriers 
that may have an adverse impact on, 
or cause disadvantage to, employees, 
prospective employees or clients. 
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Findings and recommendations at a glance 

Context (ways of working during the COVID-19 pandemic) Workplaces have had to adapt constantly to 
new or changing restrictions as research reveals more about the epidemiology of COVID-19. Measures 
previously seen as workplace accommodations and reserved for those who could prove their need for 
them (for example, with medical documentation of disability), are now offered to all employees who 
require them to continue working. More on page 6 

Consequences (physical and mental health during the pandemic) Factors related to the pandemic have 
taken a physical and mental toll on employees, whether they had pre-existing disabilities, or not.  For 
example, some employees have begun to deal with migraines, eye strain, back pain, and carpal tunnel 
syndrome due to the increase in time they spend sitting and working in front of a computer screen. 
Isolation, loss of childcare, grief, and rapidly changing work environments have given rise to mental 
health challenges. Some employees living with disabilities have lost access to in-person supports 
formerly accessed through their work, such as personal attendants. More on page 7 

Positive outcomes emerging in workplaces due to the pandemic 

De-stigmatizing accommodations As workplaces have had to offer accommodations – like remote 
work and flexible hours – to all employees to keep operating, these accommodations have become 
de-stigmatized and normalized. The pandemic has helped uncouple workplace accommodations 
from the negative stereotypes evoked by the concept of disability. More on page 7 

Re-imagining work Employers described how the pandemic helped to dispel myths about different 
types of accommodations, as well as challenge assumptions about the inherent benefits of 
traditional work set-ups regarding how, when, and where work must be completed to ensure 
workers’ productivity. More on page 8 

Lasting infrastructure Many workplaces have acquired the tools or transferred onto the 
technological platforms needed to make remote work as efficient as possible. These changes will 
provide organizations with infrastructure they can continue to use in the future to expand the types 
of accommodations they can offer. More on page 9 

Potential workplace accommodation solutions 

Universal design Universal design in the workplace recognizes that individuals face different 
struggles and barriers to employment During the pandemic, employees who have had access to 
flexible hours and remote work have been able to use these accommodations for different 
purposes to address the challenges they face managing work, personal obligations, and their health. 
More on page 9 

Flextime Flextime and compressed work weeks don’t change what work gets completed or the 
quality of this work; instead, they give employees the option to get work done in a non-standard 
way. During the pandemic, both have benefited employees in different ways. More on page 10 
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Remote work While remote work has forced many people without disabilities to consider their 
need for altered workplace practices and procedures, it has reduced the accommodation needs for 
some people living with disabilities. With remote work, some people with disabilities can manage 
their needs differently in a way not available to them in the onsite workplace. More on page 11 

Recommendations 

Continue provision of accommodations post-pandemic Given the relative success of remote work 
and flextime for employees during the pandemic, (both employees living with disabilities and those 
who are not), workplaces should attempt to continue to offer these options to all employees, or to 
integrate them into existing practices to create hybrid workplaces. More on page 12 

Check in with individual employees With increased uncertainty and mental health struggles during 
the pandemic among the general population, as well as the additional isolation employees with 
disabilities may be facing while working from home or in isolation, it is important that employers 
check in with their employees and ask open ended and more specific questions. More on page 12 

Incorporate universal design While it is imperative to ensure that employees with disabilities 
always have access to the accommodations they require, employers also benefit from offering 
accommodations more broadly to all employees, helping them stay healthier, more efficient, and 
more productive. More on page 13 

Promote mental health It is especially important to promote mental health with all employees 
during the pandemic due to the rise in anxiety and distress generally. One suggestion is promoting 
“emotional PPE” [i.e., personal protective equipment] alongside physical PPE and working towards 
creating a trauma-informed workplace. More on page 13 

Remote work considerations Employees should be made aware of available ergonomic 
accommodations they can access through their workplace, such as large monitors, split keyboards, 
etc., and should be allowed and encouraged to turn their cameras on or off as needed during virtual 
meetings. Keep virtual meetings (length and frequency) under control and consider providing 
education to all employees about digital accessibility. More on page 14 

Facilitate self-education Workplace leaders, including managers and supervisors, should be 
encouraged to pro-actively learn about the potential negative health impacts of the pandemic on 
employees, and be given the tools to do so. They should also be seek out information about how 
best to accommodate employees to promote positive mental health and reduce barriers to 
accessing accommodations. More on page 14 

Sick leave and other recommendations Based on what we’ve learned from this pandemic, 
employers whose workplaces do not provide sick leave should reconsider. Employers should 
periodically check in with employees to ensure that accommodations are still effective and 
sufficient in the constantly changing context. More on page 15 

References  page 15 
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Context (ways of working during the COVID-19 pandemic) 

“It really opens your mind to somewhere you didn’t think you’d have to go.” Early in 2020, employers, 
managers, supervisors, and CEOS across the country, like Kendra, suddenly found themselves grappling 
with something they hadn’t experienced before – a global pandemic. From one day to the next, they 
were forced to radically adapt their workplace practices, including, for many, having to rapidly switch 
their employees from on-site to remote work. Workplaces have found little certainty or stability in the 
year since, as employers and employees constantly adapt to new restrictions as research reveals more 
about the epidemiology of COVID-19.  

Living in a global pandemic was a new experience for most people including those living with disabilities, 
but unlike their non-disabled colleagues, people living with disabilities have more experience living with 
unpredictability, uncertainty, and having to find ways to work within workplaces not designed with 
them in mind. Conversely, many non-disabled persons had never confronted firsthand a need for 
accommodations, or having to make changes to work environments, scheduling, or flow, in order to 
meet workplace expectations, deliverables, and deadlines.  

Employers may never have had personal reasons to challenge traditional conceptions of work, or to 
reimagine where, when, or how work can be completed. Once the pandemic struck everything changed 
so quickly. As diversity and inclusion advisor Rebecca explained, “so many people who never considered 
flexibility…came face to face with why they need it, whether it’s for caregiving responsibilities, or 
internet bandwidth, or different time zones”.  

During this rapid transition, measures previously seen as workplace accommodations – reserved for 
those who could prove their need for them (for example, with medical documentation of disability) – 
were now offered to all employees who required them to continue working. Such measures included 
provisions needed to enable remote work and the option to work flexible hours both throughout the 
day and week. Many white-collar workplaces that had previously been unable to provide the supports 
and conditions needed for remote work when requested by employees with disabilities, were forced, 
“to figure it out for everybody all at once”, as executive director Randy described it. Transitioning to 
remote work required some employers interviewed to purchase laptops, cell phones, assistive 
technologies like dictation software, large monitors, split keyboards, ergonomic mice, and ergonomic 
chairs for their employees. Others had to expand networks to allow employees to access secure servers 
from their homes or transfer other systems online. In all cases, these allowances – or ostensive 
accommodations – appear to have been provided to all employees on an equal basis, despite the 
previous medical documentation required if employees desired to access them.  

back 
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Consequences (physical and mental health in the workplace during the 
pandemic) 

Understandably, a wide range of factors related to the pandemic have taken a physical and mental toll 
on employees, regardless of whether they had pre-existing disabilities or not.  Some employees have 
begun to deal with migraines, eye strain, back pain, and carpal tunnel syndrome due to the significant 
increase in the number of hours they spend sitting and working in front of a computer screen. Others 
discovered they have functional limitations - which may be considered disabilities – that they had been 
unaware of previously. For example, in moving to virtual meetings, or mixed remote and in-person 
meetings where some attendees are wearing face masks, some employees have discovered they have 
hearing or communication difficulties. Still others have had old injuries aggravated by their new work 
conditions. The “additional challenges” of the pandemic have “layered” on top of one another in 
different ways for different individuals, according to CEO Leanne. She elaborated,  

“If you have responses due to grief, due to social exclusion, due to lack of exercise or health 
status, those may layer on to other experiences that bring disabilities you didn't know about to 
light. If you've had COVID or you’re suffering from depression or anxiety due to a year of horror, 
that may amplify MS (multiple sclerosis), or trigger arthritis, or bring back chronic pain.”  

Some employees with disabilities have lost access to in-person supports formerly accessed through their 
work, such as personal attendants. Isolation, loss of childcare, grief, and rapidly changing rules and work 
environments have also given rise to mental health challenges for many people during the pandemic. 
For example, office manager Kendra described how the formerly very interactive reception desk at her 
workplace has gained more of a “call-centre feel” during the pandemic. Employees with disabilities may 
be grappling with additional anxiety due to the greater health risk they face if exposed to COVID-19. The 
negative effects of isolation, especially if people live alone or cannot access regular supports, may also 
be amplified for employees with disabilities.  Increased screen time may potentially lead to employees 
dealing with greater exposure to triggering and/or traumatic news.  

back 

Positive Outcomes  

De-stigmatizing accommodations  

As workplaces have had to offer what were previously considered accommodations - such as the option 
to work remotely and to work flexible hours - to all employees, these accommodations have become 
more de-stigmatized and normalized. By de-stigmatizing accommodations, the pandemic has helped to 
uncouple workplace accommodations from the negative stereotypes often evoked by the concept of 
disability. In normalizing accommodations, the pandemic has helped to change understandings about 
the need for accommodations from a deficit model to one that recognizes universal vulnerability. For 
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example, CEO Madeline explained, “The one good thing about COVID is that we can talk about mental 
health and stress, and the stress of remote work, in a way that’s literally impacting everybody.” In other 
words, employees living with disabilities are no longer singled out as needing accommodations to make 
up for functional limitations caused by their conditions. In the current context, all employees may need 
accommodations to help them deal with the challenges of remote work. In fact, remote work itself has 
been widely legitimized as an accommodation during the pandemic, as managers like Michelle felt that 
previously “remote work wasn’t really seen as real work.” Though there is nothing inherently wrong, or 
undesirable, about workplace accommodations including those required and provided due to disability, 
they continue to carry significant stigma in North American workplaces. As CEO Madeline described it, 
“If I chose to work from home one day a week just so I could focus, I know before the pandemic it would 
have raised questions like, ‘Oh is the CEO just so lazy they take Fridays off?’, whereas now that everyone 
is stuck working from home…some of that stigma has been taken away.”  

back 

Re-imagining work  

Understanding the theoretical benefits of accommodations, and seeing their positive effects firsthand, 
are two vastly different experiences. Employers described how the pandemic helped to dispel myths 
about different types of accommodations, as well as challenge assumptions about the supposed 
inherent benefits of traditional work set-ups regarding how, when, and where work must be completed 
to ensure workers’ productivity. For example, post-secondary administrator Amy recognized that prior 
to the pandemic, she had believed “that you had to be at work 100% of the time in order to be able to 
do the work.” However, moving to a hybrid model during the pandemic has “made [her] challenge 
[herself] on ‘Why do we work Monday to Friday 8:30-4:30? Why do we all have to be in an office every 
day? Why can’t we split days up? Why can’t we, work on a Saturday and take a Friday off, if that works 
better for us?’” Danielle, a senior manager in a government department, similarly recognized that she 
had previously wrongfully assumed that productivity would be compromised if her employees worked 
from home; “It made me realize work can be completed, or productivity or priorities can be met, no 
matter the particular need for accommodation or disability.”  

While transitioning to remote work, employers also had to confront their assumptions about work 
processes versus the required “deliverables.” For example, non-profit CEO Madeline asserted remote 
work “makes work about the deliverables, as opposed to the hours that you're sitting at your desk. 
Because those are two very different things. Yeah, we can always track the bums in seats, but that 
doesn't mean you're actually getting what you need.” She also commented on how moving from in-
person to virtual meetings has allowed her and her employees to ask, “why are we coming to [this] 
meeting on Zoom, rather than having a meeting for the sake of the meeting?”  

back 
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Lasting infrastructure 

Many workplaces have now acquired the tools or transferred onto the technological platforms needed 
to make remote work possible and efficient. This will provide organizations with infrastructure they can 
continue to use in the future to expand the types of accommodations they offer. For example, Danielle 
described how a past employee had quit their job soon after beginning it due to ulcerative colitis. Back 
then, the employee had wanted to work remotely but “work just was not set up for it. Now if that 
happened, they could manage easily because everyone’s set up remotely.” Employers shared that they 
are much more likely to take advantage of this infrastructure to offer accommodation and flexible work 
in the future now that the systems are in place. “Remote work just opened up a whole new world to 
us,” noted senior manager Danielle.  

Advancements in technological accessibility have also helped to democratize remote work. For example, 
diversity and inclusion advisor Rebecca noted that she had previously struggled to locate funding for 
automatic closed captioning services that could be integrated with Zoom (one of the predominant video 
conferencing platforms) needed by employees with auditory disabilities during virtual meetings. 
However, in late 2020, Zoom introduced an automatic closed captioning, or live transcription, option for 
all paid educational, professional, and business accounts, and has since promised to make it available to 
all Zoom users in late 2021. General awareness about the importance of digital accessibility has 
increased as well during the pandemic and is being taken into consideration by more organizations and 
businesses in expanding contexts, including during meetings, webinars, and online events. For example, 
CEO Leanne noted that before the pandemic, her workplace often held remote meetings using 
teleconferencing software, but has since moved to video conferencing during the pandemic, which is 
more accessible to different users.   

back 

Potential Workplace Accommodation Solutions 

Universal design 

“Universal design” means the design of products, environments, programmes and services to be usable 
by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialized design. (UN 
CRPD, Article 2). It promotes flexibility in use – designs that can be used differently by different people 
to suit their needs. While universal design cannot ever be a full substitute for the provision of 
accommodations, it can help increase the overall accessibility of a workplace, subsequently reducing the 
number of additional individual accommodations required by employees with disabilities. Imagine the 
differences between stairs and a ramp – while the former can only be used by some, the latter can be 
used by wheelchair users, caregivers pushing strollers, and many more.  

While employees with disabilities can request permission to work flexible hours and/or to work 
remotely as forms of accommodations, flextime can also be embedded into a workplace’s policies so 
that they are accessible to all, regardless of whether an employee has a diagnosed disability or not. 
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Universal design in the workplace recognizes that individuals face different struggles and barriers to 
employment.  

During the pandemic, employees who had the possibility of flexible hours and remote work have been 
able to use these for different purposes to address the challenges they face managing work, personal 
obligations, and their health. For example, non-profit CEO Leanne, recognized that people struggling to 
cope with lifestyle changes during the pandemic may not be clinically anxious or depressed but may 
instead be having “an appropriate response to what’s going on right now.” Universal design allows 
employers like Leanne to “not pathologize everything” and instead “meet people where they’re at.”  

It is important to note that many employees have not had the privilege to access flexible hours and 
remote work during the pandemic, and not all employees who do have found these changes helpful.   

back 

Flextime  

Flextime, which represents one type of flexible work, may refer to a variety of different scenarios that 
allow employees to change or vary when or how much they work, including changing:  

• when they work during the day or evening  
• the number of hours they work per day 
• the number of consecutive hours they work per day  
• the number of hours they work per week 
• which days they work each week, and/or  
• which weeks they work each month. 

 
Another form of flexible work is offering a compressed work week that allows employees to increase the 
number of hours they work per day to decrease the number of days they work per week, or the number 
of weeks they work in a season.  

Flextime and compressed work weeks don’t change what work gets completed or the quality of this 
work. Instead, they give employees the option to get work done in a different or non-standard way. 
During the pandemic, both have benefited employees in different ways. For example, some employees 
have used flextime to work in the evenings so that they are available to provide childcare or school 
supervision during the day, or compressed work weeks to alternate when they work with when their 
partner works. Conversely, employees recovering from COVID-19 have benefited from flextime that 
allows them to work as much as they are able to on a given day without having to take sick days or enter 
absences. Non-profit CEO Leanne noted that in her workplace, “except for meetings we mostly don’t 
care when people do their work except if you are having to meet people internally or externally.”  

back 
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Remote work 

“Remote can work. I think employees are safer and are healthier if they can work part of their week at 
home and I think they’re getting just as much done” - post-secondary administrator  

While remote work has forced many people without disabilities to consider their need for altered 
workplace practices and procedures, it has reduced the need for accommodations among some people 
with disabilities. As diversity and inclusion advisor Rebecca explained, “because of the flexible remote 
working situation, some people living with disabilities are able to manage their needs differently in a 
way that wasn't available to them when we were in person in the workplace. Some barriers have 
changed, or disappeared, or they’re self-managed whereas before they may have required 
institutionalized support [or accommodations].” For example, previously, if an employee working on-site 
experienced an episode of disability like a migraine, they may have had to finish their workday early to 
go home and address it. Now if the same employee experiences a migraine while working remotely, and 
thus already has access to the files and system needed to work from home, they may be able to treat 
their migraine and potentially still complete their day’s work – outside of regular hours. People dealing 
with mental illness are also afforded more options to deal with potential distress or triggers when 
working from home as opposed to working in front of others in a shared location.  

Remote work offers many of the benefits of universal design by enabling people to complete the same 
quality and quantity of work as others in different ways. Virtual meetings allow workers – including 
those recovering from COVID-19 and so unable to work in-person – to continue to participate in the 
workplace. For example, workers too unwell to sit for long periods or dress in professional attire during 
a flare-up of their episodic condition, could still join virtual meetings - but while resting more 
comfortably or with the option to remain muted or off-camera.   

Remote work also eliminates the need for people to commute to, and/or travel for, work, allowing: 

• Someone with an autoimmune disorder protect their health by decreasing their exposure to 
others  

• Someone with chronic fatigue to rest as needed during the day and preserve their energy for 
work tasks instead of spending it commuting  

• Someone living in a rural location to spend more time working instead of commuting to a 
workplace 

• Parents to avoid getting stuck in rush hour traffic trying to travel from work to pick up their 
children after school or extracurricular activities  

• The elimination of the financial burden of travel - such as paying for public transportation or 
parking - for someone who is low-income.   

back 
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Recommendations  

Continue provision of accommodations post-pandemic  

“Can we please remember post-pandemic that all the same things that we've been able to implement 
are still options for people with disabilities? Even when/if COVID disappears.” – diversity and inclusion 
advisor 

 While universal design is beneficial to all, it does not preclude the continued need for accommodations, 
not least of all because such accommodations are mandated by law (i.e., employers must provide 
accommodations to people with disabilities until the point of undue hardship). Moreover, different 
iterations of universal design in different workplaces may also give rise to new disabilities, as evidenced 
by the rise in eye strain and back pain seen in the move to remote work.  

Many of the accommodations people with disabilities had been requesting from their workplaces for 
decades prior to the pandemic were not provided to them until the pandemic suddenly required most 
employees to be able to work remotely and access flexible work arrangements. Given the relative 
success of these accommodations when provided to employees during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
workplaces should continue to offer them to all employees, or to integrate them into existing practices 
to create hybrid workplaces. Further, now that the infrastructure for these types of accommodations 
has been set up, workplaces must ensure they continue to offer them as accommodations to all 
employees with disabilities in the future.  

back 

Check in with individual employees  

“Understanding how the pandemic has impacted employees has helped us provide accommodations 
that match up with our operations.” – office manager 

Given the increase in uncertainty and mental health issues experienced among the general population 
during the pandemic, as well as the additional isolation employees may be facing while working from 
home, it is important that employers stay in close contact. Post-secondary administrator Amy described 
checking in on employees working remotely as the equivalent to what would happen “if they were in 
the office next door to you. You would stick your head in the office and say, ‘Hi. How are you making 
out?’” This is especially important for employees with disabilities living alone, or those with known 
mental illnesses.  

Check-ins can be accomplished remotely in several ways. Employers may begin a practice of weekly or 
monthly phone calls or e-mail messages with individual employees, establishing an online group chat, or 
schedule periodic casual social events online - such as mocktails or ugly sweater or costume calls - that 
invite employees to speak more candidly about their personal lives. When checking in with individual 
employees, employers should ask both open-ended questions about how they are doing in general, as 
well as more directed and topical questions about how they are doing with specific challenges or 
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changes to work procedures. “What do you think of our operations? What can we do as an employer to 
make your job even just a little bit stress free? Is there anything to do that might [make it] a little bit 
more efficient and effective for you?” 

As office manager Kendra noted, rather than wondering about how employees are coping, it is simplest 
and most direct to just ask. This practice helps employers make more informed decisions as well as 
opens the door for employees to admit that they are struggling so they can ask for accommodations if 
they are needed. For example, Kendra described how she learned through her monthly check-ins with 
individual employees that they were struggling with the new “call centre” feel of their office’s 
operations during the pandemic, which in turn led to her establishing rotating on-site and off-site shifts 
and alternating work tasks to give them more variety in their work and allow them to recoup their 
mental health when working from home.  

back 

Incorporate universal design  

“We haven’t questioned it. We haven’t said, ‘you need to provide documentation.’ So it’s enough now 
for somebody to say, ‘can I work 12 hours a day for four days and take three days off?’” – Post-
secondary administrator  

While it is imperative to ensure that employees with disabilities always have access to the 
accommodations they require, employers also benefit from offering accommodations more broadly to 
all employees which helps them stay healthier, more efficient, and more productive. Removing the onus 
from individual employees to justify their need for accommodations helps address barriers around the 
burden of proof. Research has shown that accommodation requirements of disclosure discourage 
employees with disabilities from asking for accommodations both due to the risks of subsequent ableist 
discrimination and the highly personal nature of this information (Gignac et al., 2021; Irvine, 2011; 
Lindsay et al., 2018; Pilling, 2013; Russinova et al., 2011; Sarrett, 2017). Other employees may not have 
medically documented or recognized impairments or access to doctors to receive this documentation 
but may still benefit from accommodations like flexible hours or remote work for different purposes to 
address different personal challenges.  

back 

Promote mental health  

It is always important to promote mental health, but it has been especially important during the 
pandemic. There has been a marked increase in mental illness and distress among the general 
population. Non-profit CEO Madeline recommends promoting “emotional PPE” [i.e. personal protective 
equipment] alongside physical PPE by paying close attention to intersectionality and working towards 
creating a trauma-informed workplace. For employees currently working remotely, and thus clocking 
significant screen time, she suggests giving employees advance notice if there are upcoming potentially 
triggering news items like police brutality verdicts and giving them permission to work offline or log off 
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in response as needed. Others recommend regularly reminding employees about the benefits and 
mental health programming and counselling they can access through their employment during the 
pandemic and notifying them of upcoming available mental-health related webinars. If possible, 
employers should consider increasing employees’ benefits for mental health supports - particularly for 
employees working remotely who formerly accessed on-site counselling at work – and ensuring that 
mental health challenges and episodes of mental illness qualify for sick days. Varying employees’ work 
tasks and locations, such as allowing workers to alternate between working on-site and from home may 
also promote positive mental health.  

back 

Remote work considerations  

Employees should be made aware of available ergonomic accommodations they can access through 
their workplace, such as large monitors, split keyboards, ergonomic mice, and ergonomic chairs. They 
should also be allowed and encouraged to turn their cameras on or off as needed during virtual 
meetings. Employers should also reduce the number of virtual meetings they hold to address the fatigue 
these tend to engender for employees. Workplaces should also consider providing education to all 
employees about digital accessibility, for example by providing technology and tutorials for how to use it 
– such as closed captioning - during virtual meetings and events. Employees struggling with eye strain 
from increased screen may be taught how to reduce the blue light in their screens.  

back 

Facilitate self-education 

Workplace leaders, including managers and supervisors, should be encouraged to pro-actively learn 
about the potential negative health impacts of the pandemic on employees, and be given the tools to do 
so. They may be notified of upcoming workshops and presentations being given by non-profit groups 
working with and representing people with disabilities that are publicly accessible online during the 
pandemic. In particular, they should be encouraged to learn about the impacts of the pandemic and 
isolation on people with pre-existing mental illnesses and invisible illnesses, as they may be unaware of 
how their struggles have been exacerbated by the pandemic, particularly when they are working 
remotely. Conversely, employers should also seek out information about how best to accommodate 
employees during the pandemic, promote positive mental health, and reduce barriers to accessing 
accommodations, especially since employees who may not have needed accommodations prior to the 
pandemic may be facing new needs now.  
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Sick leave and other recommendations  

“The pandemic is unpredictable and episodic disability is unpredictable. They’re similar. Much like the 
pandemic, accommodations must always be reviewed and followed up to determine, ‘Are they working? 
Do adjustments need to be made?’” – office manager  

Employers whose workplaces do not provide sick leave should reconsider this policy given what has 
been learned during the COVID-19 pandemic. Those working in-person or who hold mixed meetings 
where some attendees are on-site may consider distributing clear face masks among teams who have a 
member who has communication difficulties or is d/Deaf or hard of hearing. Given both the prolonged 
nature of the pandemic and the associated changes it has required among workplaces, as well as the 
fluctuating nature of episodic disabilities and mental health, employers should periodically check in with 
employees who have accommodations to ensure these accommodations are still effective and sufficient 
in the current context. Lastly it is also important for employers to recognize and validate their own 
challenges during the pandemic, as “you don't stop being a person when you're an employer.”  
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