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This study examines whether employment status and workplace accommodations are
associated with perceived well-being among workers with disabilities. Data from the
2006 Participation and Activity Limitation Survey conducted by Statistics Canada were
used to test the relationship between employment status, receipt of workplace accom-
modations and well-being. Findings indicated that fully utilized permanent employees
showed greater life satisfaction and less perceived disability-related discrimination than
either temporary workers or permanent workers who were underemployed. These find-
ings support the theory that inadequate employment is associated with deleterious effects
on employee well-being due to inferior need fulfilment and reduced social status. Work-
place accommodations were associated with higher levels of well-being for all workers
with disabilities and helped to mitigate the negative effects of temporary status
and underemployment. These findings supported the theoretical extension of main effect
and buffering models of workplace stress to the prediction of perceived workplace
discrimination.

Introduction

Workers with disabilities experience a dispropor-
tionately high level of job insecurity, underem-
ployment and unemployment compared with
workers without disabilities, but very little
research has examined the impact of these factors
on well-being for this group of workers. Among
employed workers, individuals with disabilities

are more likely to experience job insecurity
(Cunningham, James and Dibben, 2004; Kaye,
2009; Schur et al., 2009) and to be in temporary
jobs. People with disabilities tend to be employed
for fewer hours than peers without disabilities
(Bruyère, Erickson and VanLooy, 2000), and are
over-represented in entry-level and part-time jobs
(Kaye, 2009; Schur et al., 2009). Furthermore,
underemployment, where an individual’s skills
and education are underutilized (Feldman, Leana
and Bolino, 2002), is more prevalent among
workers with disabilities (Jones, 2007; Kaye,
2009).

Research on workers with disabilities has
focused on employment discrimination (Hum
and Simpson, 1996; Lengnick-Hall, Gaunt and
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Kulkarni, 2008; Schur, 2002; Wooten and James,
2005), employer accommodations (Balser and
Harris, 2008; Campolieti, 2009; Crampton and
Hodge, 2003; Cunningham, James and Dibben,
2004; Williams-Whitt, 2007) and public policy
setting (Campolieti and Krashinsky, 2006;
Campolieti and Lavis, 2000). Studies examining
employment status, job insecurity and well-being
(e.g. De Cuyper and De Witte, 2006) have largely
ignored workers with disabilities, and questions
related to the impact of workplace accommoda-
tions on worker well-being remain unanswered
(Balser, 2007).

In this paper, we explore the effects of tempo-
rary work and underemployment on people with
physical, cognitive and emotional disabilities,
using data from the 2006 Participation and Activ-
ity Limitation Survey (PALS) data set (Statistics
Canada, 2008). Based on theories emphasizing
innate human needs, and theories focusing upon
socially constructed roles and status, we predict
that the extent to which people with disabilities
are able to fully engage in labour-force activity
will be positively associated with life satisfaction
and negatively associated with perceived discrimi-
nation. Based on models of stressors, strains and
coping, we conceptualize workplace accommoda-
tions as a valuable resource for workers with dis-
abilities with the potential to lessen the negative
effects of job insecurity and underemployment.

Much prior research has shown that underem-
ployment (Friedland and Price, 2003; McKee-
Ryan et al., 2009) and job insecurity (Frone, 2008;
Hellgren and Sverke, 2003; Mauno, Leskinen,
and Kinnunen, 2001) are associated with lower
levels of psychological and physiological well-
being. Dooley and his colleagues (Dooley, 2003;
Dooley and Prause, 2005; Grzywacz and Dooley,
2003) argue that unemployment, inadequate
employment and adequate employment should
be arranged on a continuum reflecting varying
degrees of worker health and well-being. Apply-
ing this framework to the experiences and out-
comes of workers with disabilities, we contribute
to extant knowledge regarding this understudied
population.

Theoretical background

Individuals with disabilities ‘have the same aspi-
rations as the rest of the population, including

meaningful work, decent housing, financial secu-
rity, friendships, health and a high quality of life’
(Bond and Campbell, 2008, p. 33). Theoretical
perspectives on innate human needs and socially
constructed statuses support the importance of
participation in paid employment for the well-
being of persons with disabilities.

Innate human needs

Classic theories, such as Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs theory, Alderfer’s ERG theory (Alderfer,
1972) and job characteristics theory (Hackman
and Oldham, 1976), assume that individuals strive
for survival, for positive relationships with other
people, and for personal growth and develop-
ment. More recently, the eudaimonic view of well-
being (Ryan and Deci, 2001) focused on the
importance of striving to realize one’s full poten-
tial, functioning fully and achieving mastery for
individuals to thrive and flourish. Unlike hedonic
models that focus only on achieving pleasure and
avoiding pain, ‘Eudaimonic theories maintain
that not all desires – not all outcomes that a
person might value – would yield well-being when
achieved. Even though they are pleasure produc-
ing, some outcomes are not good for people and
would not promote wellness’ (Ryan and Deci,
2001, pp. 145–146). In the eudaimonic view,
persons with disabilities will experience a higher
quality of life when they have opportunities to
fully develop their talents through education and
training as well as opportunities to exercise those
abilities to achieve a higher level of independence
and contribution to society.

Consistent with the eudaimonic view, self-
determination theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000)
identifies autonomy and competence as basic
psychological needs that must be fulfilled for psy-
chological growth, vitality and well-being. Self-
determination theory posits that activities are
intrinsically motivating if they are freely chosen
and allow the individual to build and demonstrate
competence and mastery. Furthermore, partici-
pation in intrinsically motivating activities is
thought to enhance life satisfaction and psycho-
logical health.

In summary, multiple theoretical streams posit
the importance of fulfilling innate human needs
for individual well-being. These theories imply
that paid employment can enhance well-being
for persons with disabilities to the extent that it
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provides opportunities to develop and utilize
one’s competencies as well as to broaden self-
determination and individual contributions to
society.

Socially constructed statuses and stigmas

Theories focusing on the socially constructed
nature of human motivation include status char-
acteristics theory (Ridgeway, 1991) and social
identity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1986). Status
characteristics theory posits that status distinc-
tions between demographic groups arise as a
result of systematic group differences in access to
social and material resources (Ridgeway, 1991).
Groups with full access to resources develop
greater capabilities than those with partial access
and, as a result, perform more effectively in task
situations. Recurring experiences with group dif-
ferences in performance create expectations that
certain groups will outperform other groups.
Over time, these differential performance expec-
tations result in status differences between groups,
whereby those groups with full access to resources
come to be more highly valued and treated more
positively than others. Status characteristics influ-
ence motivation, because membership in a high-
status group becomes associated with receipt of
opportunities and support, and therefore indi-
viduals become motivated to attain the highest
possible status.

While status characteristics theory examines
how others perceive the focal person, social iden-
tity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1986) concentrates
on how individuals regard themselves. Social
identity theory posits that an important compo-
nent of the self-concept is the determination that
an individual is a member of one or more socially
significant groups. Because people typically strive
for a positive self-concept, they have a bias in
favour of groups in which they hold membership
(Brewer, 2007). Membership in a relatively low
status group poses a challenge to the self-concept,
because it implies that one is an inferior person
(Crocker and Luhtanen, 1990).

As a demographic group, workers are granted
higher status than recipients of government
welfare programmes, including disability entitle-
ments (Hall and Parker, 2010). For instance,
experimental research has shown that individuals
with mental illness are less stigmatized if they
participate in gainful employment (Perkins et al.,

2009). Furthermore, employment in an occupa-
tion that fully utilizes one’s skills and abilities
maximizes one’s status within the paid work
sphere, because fully using one’s skills will result
in better performance. According to status char-
acteristics theory, strong performance leads to
higher expectations for one’s contributions,
which in turn, is systematically linked to positive
interpersonal treatment (Aquino and Thau, 2009;
Morand, 2000). Both higher self-esteem and
better interpersonal treatment resulting from
full utilization in paid employment are likely to
result in improved well-being for persons with
disabilities.

Employment status and well-being for workers
with disabilities

From the perspective of theories emphasizing an
innate need for growth and development, work
that fully develops and utilizes one’s knowledge,
skills and abilities is likely to maximize well-being.
Such employment provides opportunities to fulfil
individual needs for autonomy, competence and
mastery (Ryan and Deci, 2000) as well as a height-
ened level of self-determination and a sense of
contributing to society and the economy (Ryan
and Deci, 2001; Vogel-Scibilia et al., 2009).

Work that fully utilizes one’s skills and abilities
is also likely to generate a maximum level of social
status and self-esteem. An important factor influ-
encing social status is occupational status, and
occupations requiring greater skills and more edu-
cation are generally highest in prestige (Weeden
and Grusky, 2005). Employment in a job provid-
ing the highest possible occupational status for
one’s particular skill set maximizes the opportu-
nity to achieve status and esteem in the eyes of
oneself and others.

Underemployment is less fulfilling in that it
does not allow one to realize one’s full potential in
terms of building and exercising talents as well as
in terms of status and self-esteem. Temporary
work also reduces well-being with the threat of
loss of employment as a source of existence, inde-
pendence, competence, status and esteem. Hence,
in both the innate and socially constructed theo-
retical perspectives, underemployment and tem-
porary work are likely to be associated with a
significantly lower level of well-being compared
with being permanently employed in a job that
fully utilizes one’s abilities.
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Well-being is a complex construct which can
be assessed in many different ways. Measures of
satisfaction and strain are used in research as
positive and negative indicators, respectively, of
individual well-being (Liu, Spector and Jex, 2005;
Redman and Snape, 2006; Yang, Che and
Spector, 2008). In the PALS data set, well-being
was assessed with survey items asking about sat-
isfaction with several life areas as well as the job.

H1: Persons with disabilities show the highest
level of life satisfaction if they are permanently
employed and fully utilizing their knowledge,
skills and abilities, compared with individuals
who are underemployed in permanent jobs or in
temporary positions.

The PALS survey also asks several questions
about whether respondents perceive themselves
to be victims of disability-related discrimination.
Research has shown that perceived discrimination
is negatively associated with mental and physical
health (Pascoe and Richman, 2009; Redman and
Snape, 2006). Hence, perceptions of disability-
related discrimination reflect stressors consistent
with the experience of psychological and physi-
ological strain.

Employment status is likely to be associated
with perceived discrimination because workers
may attribute less desirable status to disability-
related discrimination. Individuals who are
underemployed may conclude that they have been
denied employment that utilizes their skills and
qualifications more fully because of their disabil-
ity status. Workers in insecure temporary work
arrangements may surmise that they have been
denied access to permanent employment due to
disability. By comparison, individuals who are
permanently employed in jobs that fully utilize
their skills and education have received better
opportunities to achieve their fullest career poten-
tial, and hence, are less likely to perceive them-
selves as victims of discrimination. Supporting
the notion that a lower level of achievement in
the employment arena is linked to perceptions
of discrimination, Balser (2002) reported that
employees with disabilities who were offered
opportunities for training were less likely to per-
ceive discrimination.

H2: Persons with disabilities show the lowest
level of perceived disability-related discrimina-
tion if they are permanently employed and fully
utilizing their knowledge, skills and abilities,

compared with individuals who are underem-
ployed in permanent jobs or in temporary
positions.

Importance of workplace accommodations

As a result of the Disability Discrimination Act in
the UK, the Americans with Disabilities Act in
the USA, the Employment Equity Act in Canada,
and the European Community directive prohi-
biting discrimination on the basis of disability
(Crampton and Hodge, 2003; Cunningham,
James and Dibben, 2004), employers in many
countries are now required to provide reasonable
accommodation to workers with disabilities.
Accommodation means providing an accessible
workplace as well as modifying workspaces,
tools, work hours and other work components to
allow workers with disabilities to perform job
tasks. ‘Reasonableness’ of accommodations gen-
erally means that employers are required to
provide needed modifications up to the point
where doing so would cause them undue finan-
cial hardship (Crampton and Hodge, 2003).
Although providing accommodations is required,
research shows that the receipt of workplace
accommodations is mediated by the managerial
decision process, which is influenced by perceived
cost–benefit trade-offs and other behavioural
factors (Barraquier, 2011). Thus, there is variabil-
ity in the extent to which individual workers
with disabilities receive the accommodations they
require in order to be productive.

The objective of providing workplace accom-
modations is to increase employment opportuni-
ties for persons with disabilities. Surprisingly little
is known, however, about the impact of receiving
workplace accommodations on worker outcomes.
Prior research has shown that receiving work-
place accommodations is positively associated
with job retention (Burkhauser, Butler and Kim,
1995), and surveys of employers have documented
that managers believe providing accommodations
generates positive outcomes (Schartz, Hendricks
and Blanck, 2006). If workplace accommodations
broaden job opportunities, they should enable
workers with disabilities to develop and utilize
their talents more fully, to demonstrate self-
worth and mastery, and to enhance their status
and occupational prestige. Theories focusing on
innate human needs and emphasizing socially
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constructed statuses predict that these types of
opportunities will enhance workers’ well-being.

Conversely, the lack of needed accommoda-
tions is likely to reduce employment opportunities
for workers with disabilities. Thus, failures to
accommodate properly result in impediments to
personal growth and development, individual
worth and mastery, and enhanced personal and
occupational status. Such barriers to need fulfil-
ment and status attainment are denoted in the
literature as stressors. Stressors result in strain
and reduced well-being unless the individual has
sufficient resources to cope (Liu, Spector and Jex,
2005; Redman and Snape, 2006).

H3: Receiving needed accommodations is posi-
tively associated with life satisfaction and nega-
tively associated with perceived discrimination
for workers with disabilities.

Researchers have posited and tested moderated
models of occupational stress (Jex and Crossley,
2005; Redman and Snape, 2006). Studies have
documented a moderating effect of resources on
the association between stressors and resulting
strains (Malek, Mearns and Flin, 2010; Redman
and Snape, 2006; Tourigny, Baba and Wang,
2010). Based on the idea that accommodations
serve as a resource for coping with the stressors
of underemployment and temporary work, we
predict that receiving needed workplace accom-
modations reduces strain for workers with dis-
abilities by mitigating the impact of stressors.
Specifically, whereas temporary work and under-
employment are predicted to be negatively asso-
ciated with life satisfaction and positively
associated with perceived discrimination, accom-
modations are depicted as buffering those damag-
ing effects. Hence, accommodations positively
moderate the relationship between temporary
work or underemployment and satisfaction,
which results in the slope of the regression line
becoming less steeply negative (i.e. more positive).
Accommodations negatively moderate the rela-
tionship between temporary work or underem-
ployment and perceived discrimination, which
results in the slope of the regression line becoming
less steeply positive (i.e. more negative).

H4: Receiving needed accommodations posi-
tively moderates the association between
underemployment/temporary work and life
satisfaction.

H5: Receiving needed accommodations nega-
tively moderates the association between under-
employment/temporary work and perceived
discrimination.

Methods
Sample

We tested our hypotheses using data from the
2006 PALS, a post-census survey conducted by
Statistics Canada. The 2006 survey represents the
most recently available data, as the PALS is con-
ducted every five years (the next survey is in 2011,
and that survey will not be based on a randomly
selected sample). A national sample of respond-
ents was selected on a stratified basis, based on
age, geography and their activity limitations (for
detailed description of the sampling process, refer
to Statistics Canada (2007)). Data were collected
over the telephone from late 2006 to early 2007.

Many persons with disabilities responding to
the PALS survey are out of the labour force
because they reached retirement age or for other
reasons. We eliminated respondents who did not
fit Statistics Canada’s established criteria for
being disabled, who were under age 18 or over age
64, who were permanently retired, who were
unable to work for pay even if workplace accom-
modations were granted, and those whose labour
force status could not be determined. Listwise
deletion of missing data resulted in a sample size
of 2987 for the analysis.

Measures

Employment status. The primary independent
variables of interest were unemployment, non-
participation in the labour force, temporary
employment and underemployment. We created
four mutually exclusive and exhaustive groups
indicating different levels of these variables. The
first analytical group consisted of respondents
reporting that they currently held a temporary
job. Underemployment is commonly assessed
with a subjective measure (e.g. Feldman et al.,
2002), and the PALS survey included two items
asking respondents whether their job gives
them the opportunity to use all their education,
skills or work experience and whether their job
requires the level of education they possess.
Response options were yes (1) or no (0), and
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the Kuder–Richardson measure of reliability for
dichotomous item indices was marginally
adequate for analysis (0.67). We considered par-
ticipants in permanent jobs who provided a ‘yes’
response to both questions to be fully utilized in
their jobs. Participants in permanent jobs who
responded ‘yes’ to one of the underemployment
questions and ‘no’ to the other were moderately
underutilized. Participants in permanent jobs who
responded ‘no’ to both underemployment ques-
tions constituted the greatly underutilized group.

Workplace accommodations. The other inde-
pendent variable of importance to this study was
the receipt of workplace accommodations. Only
those respondents who reported that they were
working for pay were asked about workplace
accommodations. The 14 different types of
accommodations included on the survey form
were (1) job redesign, (2) modified hours, (3)
human support, (4) technical aids, (5) a computer
with Braille, large print, voice recognition or a
scanner, (6) communication aids, (7) a modified
or ergonomic workstation, (8) a special chair/
back support, (9) handrails or ramps, (10) appro-
priate parking, (11) an accessible elevator, (12)
accessible washrooms, (13) accessible transporta-
tion, and (14) other equipment, help or work
arrangement. Respondents indicated whether
they required each of the 14 items. For each
required item, respondents were asked whether or
not they had received the item at their current
workplace. Following Campolieti (2009), we
determined workplace accommodations by calcu-
lating the percentage of needed accommodations
that each respondent had received.

Dependent variables. The PALS survey includes
a ‘satisfaction with life module’ consisting of five
questions. Respondents were asked to rate their
feelings on a scale of 1 (very dissatisfied) to 10
(very satisfied) regarding (1) relationships with
family members, (2) relationships with friends, (3)
health, (4) job or main activity, and (5) they way
they spend their time. We took the average
responses to these five items to measure life satis-
faction (a = 0.74).

The PALS ‘labour force discrimination module’
includes eight items. Respondents were asked to
respond yes (1) or no (0) regarding whether in the
past five years, they had been: (1) refused a job
interview, (2) refused a job, (3) refused a job

promotion, (4) given less responsibility than their
co-workers, (5) denied a workplace accommoda-
tion, (6) paid less than other workers in similar
jobs, (7) denied other work-related benefits or
(8) exposed to some other kind of discrimination,
because of their disability. Our measure of per-
ceived discrimination took the average score on
these eight items and indicated the proportion of
‘yes’ responses reported by each participant
(Kuder–Richardson reliability measure = 0.73).

Control variables. In our hypothesis-testing
analyses, we controlled for several factors that
might be significantly related to the dependent
variables of life satisfaction and perceived dis-
crimination. These controls included gender
(1 = female, 0 = male), age, urban (1) or rural
(0) residence, age at disability onset, disability
type and disability severity.

The PALS data set provides an overall severity
score for the individual, which takes into account
the cumulative effect of multiple disabilities. This
was reported on a four-point scale created by Sta-
tistics Canada on the basis of several survey ques-
tions. Respondents were asked whether they had
each of a set of ten different types of impairments,
specifically, hearing, seeing, communication,
mobility, agility, pain, learning, memory, devel-
opmental and emotional. Having a particular dis-
ability is coded as a 1, while not having it is coded
as a 0. Respondents also reported the level and
frequencies of difficulties experienced for each of
these categories. A formula was derived to take
into consideration the number, level and fre-
quency of difficulties with each of the ten func-
tional impairments. On the basis of graphical
analysis and consultation with data users, four
categories of disability severity were developed,
with 1 indicating mild, 2 indicating moderate, 3
indicating severe, and 4 indicating very severe
limitations (for specific information, see Statistics
Canada (2007, pp. 28–36)).

In the analyses examining employed respond-
ents, we added more control variables. Tenure
with the employer in years and whether the
respondent was a union member were taken
from survey responses. Organization size was
assessed by number of employees working for the
employer as reported by PALS respondents,
coded as 1 = less than 20, 2 = 20 to 99, 3 = 100 to
499, and 4 = over 500. A set of eight dummy vari-
ables indicated occupational category for the job,
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based on Statistics Canada’s National Occu-
pational Classification for Statistics (NOC-S):
(1) management, (2) professional, (3) technical,
(4) clerical, (5) sales/service, (6) supervisors, (7)
trades, and (8) labourers.

A set of nine dummy variables indicated indus-
try category for the employer, based on the
North American Industry Classification System
(NAICS): (1) agriculture, forestry, fishing and
hunting (1.3%), (2) mining, utilities and construc-
tion (7.5%), (3) manufacturing (11.1%), (4) whole-
sale and retail trade (19.1%), (5) business services
(17.2%), (6) education, health care, and social serv-
ices (21.4%), (7) recreation, tourism, and food
services (5.5%), (8) other services (1.7%), and (9)
public administration (15.2%). In addition to these
controls for industry, we identified PALS respond-
ents who worked for employers whose industries
were covered by Canada’s Employment Equity
Act, which covers workers with disabilities.
Table 1 shows descriptive statistics, and Table 2
shows correlations between key study variables.

Analysis

Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis
was used for hypothesis testing. To test Hypoth-
esis 1 and Hypothesis 2, control variables were
regressed on life satisfaction and perceived dis-
crimination at Step 1, and the dummy variables
indicating the three employment status categories
of temporary worker, permanent/greatly under-
utilized, and permanent/moderately underutilized
were entered at Step 2 (permanent/fully utilized
was the comparison category). To test Hypotheses
3–5, which concerned receipt of workplace accom-
modations, OLS regression analysis was con-
ducted on the data for employed respondents
only. Control variables were regressed on life sat-
isfaction and perceived discrimination at Step 1.
Receipt of workplace accommodations was
entered at Step 2, and the three employment status
categories of temporary worker, permanent/
greatly underutilized and permanent/moderately
underutilized were entered at Step 3 (permanent/
fully utilized was the comparison category). At
Step 4, three multiplicative interaction terms were
entered to assess the moderating impact of
workplace accommodations on the association
between employment status and the outcome vari-
ables: (1) accommodations ¥ temporary worker,
(2) accommodations ¥ permanent/moderately

underutilized, and (3) accommodations ¥
permanent/greatly underutilized.

As required by Statistics Canada, all multivari-
ate analyses were weighted so that the results
reflect the population (for details, see Statistics
Canada, 2007). Fractional weights (i.e. sampling
weight for the individual � average of all sam-
pling weights) were used to ensure that the de-
grees of freedom in the regression analysis were
not inflated. Examining the unweighted analyses
indicated that the weighting had virtually no
effects on the conclusions of the study.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics

Variable Mean
or %

SD

Demographics
Age 48.2 8.5
Gender (1 = F, 0 = M) 47.5%
Urban (1 = Y, 0 = N) 84.1%
Age of disability onset 32.7 14.8
Disability severity (1 to 4) 1.7 0.3

Disability types
Hearing (1 = Y, 0 = N) 25.0%
Seeing (1 = Y, 0 = N) 14.5%
Developmental (1 = Y, 0 = N) 1.0%
Memory (1 = Y, 0 = N) 4.8%
Learning (1 = Y, 0 = N) 9.1%
Emotional (1 = Y, 0 = N) 12.2%
Pain (1 = Y, 0 = N) 71.8%
Agility (1 = Y, 0 = N) 52.4%
Mobility (1 = Y, 0 = N) 53.3%
Communication (1 = Y, 0 = N) 4.9%

Outcome variables
Life satisfaction (1 to 10) 7.43 1.16
Discrimination (% of 8 items) 48.0%

Employment Status Categories:
Permanent greatly underutilized (1 = Y, 0 = N) 14.4%
Permanent moderately underutilized (1 = Y,

0 = N)
22.3%

Permanent fully utilized (1 = Y, 0 = N) 54.6%
Temporary (1 = Y, 0 = N) 8.7%
Workplace accommodations (% of 14 items) 89.5%

Employment variables
Tenure (years with current employer) 12.2 9.6
Union member (1 = Y, 0 = N) 45.5%
Organization size (1 = LT 20 to 4 = GT 500) 3.5 0.9
Employment equity industry (1 = Y, 0 = N) 7.6%

Occupation category
Management 5.8%
Professional 18.2%
Technical 18.0%
Clerical 14.4%
Sales/service 19.4%
Supervisors 5.2%
Skilled trades 8.6%
Unskilled labourer 10.4%
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Results

The results of the regression analyses are shown in
Table 3. Hypothesis 1 predicted that persons with
disabilities would show the highest level of life
satisfaction if they were permanently employed
and fully utilizing their knowledge, skills and
abilities, compared with individuals who were
underemployed in permanent jobs or in tempo-
rary positions. The regression results for life sat-
isfaction showed that the dummy variables
indicating the different employment statuses were
significant predictors of life satisfaction and
explained an additional 2% of the variance when
added after the controls. Compared with fully
utilized permanent employees (the comparison
category), all other categories of workers were
significantly less satisfied, as predicted.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that persons with dis-
abilities would show the lowest level of perceived
disability-related discrimination if they were per-
manently employed and fully utilizing their
knowledge, skills and abilities, compared with
individuals who were underemployed in perma-
nent jobs or in temporary positions. The regres-
sion results for perceived discrimination in
Table 3 showed that the dummy variables indicat-
ing the different employment statuses explained
an additional 2% of the variance when added after
the control variables. Compared with permanent,
fully utilized employees (the comparison cat-
egory), all other categories of workers reported
significantly more perceived discrimination, as
predicted.

Hypothesis 3 predicted that receiving needed
accommodations would be positively asso-
ciated with life satisfaction and negatively associ-
ated with perceived discrimination. Regression
analyses testing this prediction showed that
receiving a higher percentage of necessary work-
place accommodations was a positive predictor of
life satisfaction (b at Step 2, prior to entry of
employment status categories = 0.28, p < 0.001; b
at Step 3, prior to entry of interactions = 0.23,
p < 0.01) and a negative predictor of perceived
discrimination (b at Step 2, prior to entry of
employment status categories = -0.84, p < 0.001;
b at Step 3, prior to entry of interactions = -0.80,
p < 0.001). Hence, Hypothesis 3 was fully
supported.

Furthermore, significant interactions indicated
that the main effects of employment status wereT
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contingent upon the extent to which a worker
received needed accommodations. Hypothesis 4
and Hypothesis 5 predicted that workplace
accommodations would positively moderate
the association between underemployment/
temporary work and well-being. The findings
shown in Table 3 indicated substantial support
for this prediction. In the prediction of satisfac-
tion (Hypothesis 4), the two-way multiplicative
interaction between being a temporary worker
and receiving accommodations was significant, as
was the interaction between accommodations and
being greatly underutilized in a permanent job.
These interactions explained an additional 2% of
the variance. In the equation predicting discrimi-
nation (Hypothesis 5), accommodations inter-
acted significantly with all three employment
status variables and explained an incremental 4%
of the variance.

Figure 1 shows plots of the moderating effects
of receiving workplace accommodations on well-
being for temporary workers. As predicted in
Hypothesis 4, the relationship between temporary
status and satisfaction, shown in the top panel,
becomes more steeply negative as workers receive
a lower proportion of needed accommodations.
The region of significance for this interaction
(Preacher, Curran and Bauer, 2003, 2006) indi-
cated that the negative association between tem-
porary status and satisfaction becomes significant
when workers receive 83% of their needed accom-
modations or less. Hence, temporary workers
with disabilities receiving 83% of their needed
accommodations or less suffer in terms of life
satisfaction compared with their counterparts
who are not in temporary jobs.

The bottom panel of Figure 1 shows a plot of
the relationship between perceived discrimination

Table 3. Regressions examining the impact of workplace accommodations

Predictor Outcome

Life satisfaction Perceived discrimination

Unstandardized b (SE) Standardized b Unstandardized b (SE) Standardized b

Industry: 9 categories controlled
Occupation: 8 categories controlled
Equity industry (1 = Y, 0 = N) 0.03 (0.09) 0.01 -0.14 (0.07) -0.03
Union (1 = Y, 0 = N) 0.04 (0.06) 0.02 -0.17 (0.05) -0.08***
Organization size -0.13 (0.03) -0.10*** 0.00 (0.02) 0.00
Tenure at employer 0.01 (0.003) 0.07** -0.007 (0.002) -0.07**
Age -0.01 (0.003) -0.07** -0.001 (0.002) -0.01
Female (1 = Y, 0 = N) 0.14 (0.05) 0.06** 0.17 (0.04) 0.08***
Urban (1 = Y, 0 = N) -0.08 (0.06) -0.02 -0.36 (0.05) -0.12***
Age at disability onset 0.003 (0.002) 0.04 -0.006 (0.001) -0.08***
Disability severity -0.43 (0.04) -0.30*** 0.30 (0.03) 0.24***
Disability type:10 types controlled
DR2 for Step 1 0.23*** 0.31***
Accommodations (1) 0.28 (0.08) 0.06*** -0.84 (0.07) -0.21***
DR2 for Step 2 0.003*** 0.04***
Employment statusa

Permanent/moderately underutilized (2) -0.40 (0.06) -0.13*** 0.39 (0.05) 0.15***
Permanent/greatly underutilized (3) -0.27 (0.07) -0.08*** 0.17 (0.06) 0.06**
Temporary (4) -0.53 (0.08) -0.12*** 0.40 (0.07) 0.10***
DR2 for Step 3 0.02*** 0.02***
Interactions
(1) ¥ (2) 0.32 (0.21) 0.10 -1.09 (0.17) -0.40***
(1) ¥ (3) 1.28 (0.23) 0.33*** 1.07 (0.18) 0.31***
(1) ¥ (4) 1.51 (0.22) 0.29*** -1.23 (0.17) -0.27***
DR2 for Step 4 0.02*** 0.04***
Adjusted R2 0.27*** 0.26***

Note: Regression coefficients are reported at each step. Sample size = 2987.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
aComparison category is permanent, fully utilized employee.
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and being a temporary worker. As predicted in
Hypothesis 5, the relationship between temporary
status and discrimination becomes more steeply
positive as workers receive a lower proportion of
needed accommodations. The region of signifi-
cance for this interaction (Preacher, Curran and
Bauer, 2003, 2006) indicates that the positive
association between temporary status and dis-
crimination becomes significant when workers
receive 81% of needed accommodations or less.
Hence, receiving more than 81% of needed
accommodations mitigated perceptions of work-
place discrimination associated with being a tem-
porary worker.

Figure 2 shows plots of the moderating effect of
receiving accommodations on well-being for per-
manent, greatly underutilized workers. As pre-
dicted in Hypothesis 4, the relationship between
underutilization and satisfaction becomes more
steeply negative as workers receive a lower pro-
portion of needed accommodations (top panel of

Figure 2). The region of significance for this
interaction indicated that the negative relation-
ship between underutilization and satisfaction
becomes statistically significant when workers
receive 70% of needed accommodations or less.
As predicted in Hypothesis 5, the relationship
between underutilization and perceived discrimi-
nation becomes more steeply positive as workers
receive a lower proportion of needed accommo-
dations. The region of significance indicates that
this relationship is statistically significant for
workers receiving 36% of needed accommoda-
tions or less.

Figure 3 shows a plot of the moderating effect
of accommodations on the relationship between
moderate underutilization and perceived discrimi-
nation. As predicted in Hypothesis 5, the relation-
ship between moderate underutilization and
perceived discrimination becomes more steeply
positive as workers receive a lower proportion of
needed accommodations. The region of signifi-

Figure 1. Interaction between workplace accommodations and temporary status on life satisfaction and discrimination
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Figure 2. Interaction between workplace accommodations and high underemployment on life satisfaction and perceived discrimination

Figure 3. Interaction between workplace accommodations and moderate underemployment on perceived discrimination
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cance indicates that this relationship becomes
significant for workers who receive 88% of needed
accommodations or less.

Discussion

This study sought to provide some answers to two
significant research questions. First, we attempted
to add to knowledge regarding the relationship of
well-being for workers with disabilities to experi-
ences of temporary work and underemployment.
Second, we tried to contribute to understanding
of the impact of providing needed workplace
accommodations to the well-being of workers
with disabilities.

Regarding the first research question, we found
substantial evidence that permanent employment
which fully utilizes an individual’s knowledge,
skills and abilities is positively associated with
well-being for workers with disabilities. This
employment status was associated with a higher
level of life satisfaction and less perceived dis-
crimination than including permanent employ-
ment in which one’s skills are underutilized or
temporary employment. These findings suggest
that the reported higher incidence of unemploy-
ment for workers with disabilities in comparison
with their counterparts without disabilities
(Cunningham, James and Dibben, 2004; Kaye,
2009; Schur et al., 2009) has troubling implica-
tions for individual well-being.

Regarding the second research question, we
found convincing evidence that receiving needed
workplace accommodations increases well-being
for workers with disabilities. Receiving needed
accommodations had a clear positive association
with life satisfaction and negative association with
perceived discrimination. These findings support
the critical importance of workplace accommo-
dations for the well-being of persons with disabili-
ties. In addition, consistent with moderated
models of occupational stress and strain (Redman
and Snape, 2006), receiving workplace accommo-
dations buffered the negative effects of underem-
ployment and status as a temporary worker on
well-being.

Implications for theory

These findings are consistent with the conclusions
of Dooley and his colleagues (Dooley, 2003;

Dooley and Prause, 2005; Grzywacz and Dooley,
2003) that employment status should not be
dichotomized as working versus unemployed, but
rather that poorer-quality jobs generate signifi-
cantly less positive outcomes for workers with dis-
abilities than high-quality jobs do. Furthermore,
our findings were strongly supportive of the con-
ceptual framework proposed in the introduction.
The theoretical underpinnings of our framework
emphasized the importance of fulfilling innate
human needs (Alderfer, 1972; Ryan and Deci,
2000, 2001) and of achieving a valued social status
(Ridgeway, 1991; Tajfel and Turner, 1986) for
individual well-being. Permanent employment
that fully utilizes one’s knowledge, skills and abili-
ties fulfils both the innate human need for growth
and development and the desire to attain the
highest possible social status (Weeden and
Grusky, 2005). Our findings clearly show that this
employment status is associated with the highest
level of well-being for workers with disabilities.
Our findings suggest that individuals with dis-
abilities aspire to more than merely having their
existence needs fulfilled. Rather, they seek equita-
ble opportunities to develop and utilize their
capabilities to the fullest. Our findings also show,
however, that many workers with disabilities
report experiencing workplace discrimination and
that these experiences are linked to underemploy-
ment and holding a temporary rather than a per-
manent position. Hence, many workers with
disabilities continue to encounter barriers in the
pursuits of their aspirations.

As a next step for this research programme,
longitudinal research should be undertaken to
assess whether perceptions of discrimination
decline as a person progresses from underemploy-
ment or temporary work state to a fully utilized
state, and whether this change is moderated by
the type of work involved. Future research could
also investigate why and under what conditions
workers with disabilities perceive themselves to
experience workplace discrimination. Possible
avenues to explore include the impact of stigma-
tization, failure to achieve personal career aspira-
tions or employment in organizations providing
few opportunities for career growth and deve-
lopment. Are workers with more stigmatizing
disabilities more likely to report experiencing
workplace discrimination? Among workers with
disabilities, are individuals with the highest
career aspirations most likely to perceive
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disability-related discrimination? Does the receipt
of a promotion reduce perceptions that the work-
place is discriminatory? Is employment in an
organization that provides high levels of training
and empowerment negatively associated with the
perception of workplace discrimination due to
disability status?

The findings of the current study also support
main effect and buffering theories on the impact
of workplace stressors on individual well-being
(Jex and Crossley, 2005). We extend theories of
occupational stress by conceptualizing inade-
quate employment as a workplace stressor. Our
conceptual rationale broadens theory by explain-
ing how workplace accommodations function
as a resource for support. While we follow other
authors in linking workplace stress to life satisfac-
tion, the conceptual rationale for our hypotheses
extends these theories by explaining their predic-
tive value for a new outcome variable, namely
perceived discrimination.

We find substantial support for our theoretical
extensions. We observe a significant main effect of
accommodations as a resource for enhancing life
satisfaction and reducing perceived disability-
related discrimination. Consistent with prior
authors reporting moderating effects of resources
under conditions of workplace stress (Redman
and Snape, 2006), we find that accommodations
buffer the negative impact of temporary work and
underemployment on life satisfaction and per-
ceived discrimination.

Future research could extend these findings by
examining why workplace accommodations have
positive direct and buffering effects on well-being
for workers with disabilities. Do accommodations
enable underutilized workers with disabilities to
contribute greater value to their organizations,
leading to improved performance appraisals and,
ultimately, greater opportunities to advance into
jobs that more fully utilize their skills and educa-
tion? Do workplace accommodations enhance
perceived organizational support for workers
with disabilities? Finally, do workplace accom-
modations allow workers with disabilities to
perform more meaningful job duties, resulting in
greater satisfaction of innate human needs?

Study limitations

One limitation of this study, which is common
among studies using secondary data sources, is

our lack of control over the measurement of con-
structs. For this reason, our measure of under-
employment was relatively simple compared with
more sophisticated psychometric assessments
(e.g. Feldman et al., 2002; McKee-Ryan et al.,
2009). We used the category of temporary work to
represent job insecurity, while previous authors
have utilized more sophisticated measures (e.g.
Kinnunen et al., 2000). Our measure of unem-
ployment was standard, however, and consistent
with the criteria used to create official government
statistics (Statistics Canada, 2008).

Another limitation of the study is the cross-
sectional nature of the data set. We are not able to
follow these workers longitudinally to determine
the temporal ordering of the independent and
dependent variables in this study. It is conceivable
that individuals who are more satisfied in life and
perceive less discrimination could be more desir-
able as employees and therefore more likely to
achieve permanent jobs that utilize their skills and
abilities (Mauno, Leskinen and Kinnunen, 2001);
however, our data set did not allow us to test for
causal ordering among the predictor variables.
Furthermore, the main effect of accommodations
is unlikely to be caused by the individual’s level
of life satisfaction or perceived discrimination,
and providing accommodations to workers with
more positive attitudes would be discriminatory.
Finally, the moderating effect of accommodations
on the impact of underemployment and tempo-
rary status on well-being is difficult to explain
when the causal ordering of the independent and
dependent variables in this study is reversed.

Despite its limitations, the 2006 PALS data set
is valuable for contributing to our knowledge of
the experiences of workers with disabilities. The
large representative sample allows us to create
population estimates of our study parameters.
The thoroughness of the survey instrument
provides useful information on employment
outcomes and the provision of workplace
accommodations, and we are able to contribute
conclusive evidence of the value of permanent
jobs that fully utilize the knowledge, skills and
abilities of workers with disabilities. Furthermore,
we are able to demonstrate that public policies
requiring the provision of workplace accommo-
dations are effective for enhancing the well-being
of this population of workers. Given the strengths
of the data set, its limitations were a necessary
trade-off to generate these contributions to the
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limited extant knowledge on the well-being of
workers with disabilities.
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