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Abstract
Objectives. Technological, sociopolitical and environmental forces are changing the working world and
creating conditions that could be disadvantageous to young adults with disabilities. Our study aims to
examine the thoughts and perceptions held by young adults with disabilities regarding the future of work.

Methods. One-on-one semi-structured interviews with Canadian young adult (ages 18-35 years) with a
disability were conducted. Participants were asked questions on their thoughts and perceptions regarding
the impact the changing nature and availability of work on their labor market involvement and career
aspirations. Themes that emerged from the data were inductively examined.

Results. Twenty-two young adults were interviewed of which just over half were employed full-time.
Career aspirations and work-related decisions were primarily shaped by a participant’s health needs.
Aspects of the future of work were seen as a more proximal determinants to employment. Digital
technologies were expected to impact working conditions for people with disabilities and create barriers
and facilitators to employment. Participant who were securely employed held positive expectations
regarding the impact of digital technology on their work. Conversely, participants working precariously
held negative appraisals regarding the impact of digital technologies on employment opportunities.

Conclusions. Initiatives that support labor market engagement of young adults with disabilities should
consider changes in the future of work and emerging health needs while also accounting for the
availability of secure work arrangements.

Background
The future of work, characterized by large-scale interrelated technological, sociopolitical and
environmental trends, is expected to drastically transform the working world and, despite potential
bene�ts, contribute to employment and health inequities in the working population (1–3). Few studies
have examined how speci�c subgroups of workers may be disadvantaged by the changing nature of
work. Our study focuses on the thoughts and perceptions held by young adults with disabilities regarding
the future of work. Past studies show that young adults with disabilities experience barriers to entering
and advancing within the labor market compared to their peers without disabilities, and these barriers
have been attributed to their disability and the characteristics of the work context (4). The future of work
may alter conditions with which young adults with disabilities work and that permit person-job �t and
long-term engagement in the labor market. Through a qualitative research approach, our study examines
thoughts and perceptions held by young adults regarding the future of work that may intersect with the
experience of living with a disabling health condition and being at the early career phase.

A growing body of research within industrialized countries shows that the future of work encompasses a
diverse set of forces that are expected to disrupt every industry, disrupt every industry, change work
conditions and impact the types of availability of job (1–3, 5). The digital transformation of the economy
is most often considered a de�ning feature of the future of work. Studies indicate that the developmentLoading [MathJax]/jax/output/CommonHTML/jax.js
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and application of diverse digital technologies – such as arti�cial intelligence (AI) and machine learning
systems, advanced robots, smart sensors, Internet of Things, blockchain technology or self-driving
vehicles – are occurring at a faster pace compared to past periods of technological adoption and are
resulting in signi�cant change to the world of work (6–8). However, it is important to acknowledge that
not all changes in the future of work are related to technology. Social (e.g., generational changes in the
workforce), political (e.g., growing populist sentiments) and environmental changes (e.g., climate change
and the green economy) are also impacting the nature of work and have signi�cant implications for
different groups of workers (1, 2, 9). Recent studies indicate that the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated
the advancement and adoptions of different digital technologies, contributed to displacement of some
workers and has widened employment inequities across the working population (1).

Studies indicate the future of work is associated with new opportunities for the working population
including the creation of new occupations and increased demand for workers with advanced technical
and soft job skills (10). Other research highlights potential disadvantages in the future of work, including
an erosion of standard employment opportunities (e.g., full-time permanent jobs) and a rise in non-
traditional and contingent employment (e.g., freelancing and gig work). Of speci�c concern, recent
studies indicate that the future of work may be fragmented (9). Some groups of workers, especially those
precariously employed and in lower-skilled jobs with repetitive tasks, may be more likely to be negatively
affected by growing the application of technology that automates work (11, 12). Continued advancement
of technologies may also mean that workers in higher-skilled jobs could also be displaced in the future of
work. Given the scope of change expected and the potential for its changes to contribute to inequities in
the labor market, the future of work may play a signi�cant role in determining an individual’s
socioeconomic position and mobility, and exposure to risk factors for physical and mental health in the
working population (13, 14).

One group of labor market participants who may be particularly affected by changes in the future of work
are young adults with disabilities. In Canada, where the current study was conducted, close to two million
youth and young adults live with a disability that contributes to activity limitations and social role
participation restrictions. Studies indicate that a disability can impact entry and advancement in the
world of work, as well as career aspirations (15). For instance, population-level data from Canada shows
that the employment rate of youth (18–24 years, 32%) and young adults (25–35 years, 54%) living with a
disability is signi�cantly lower than their counterparts without a disability (52% and 82%, respectively)
(15). Studies indicate that young adults with disabilities who are employed are more likely to report fewer
work hours, lower income, more lost productivity, and greater barriers to career advancement than their
non-disabled peers (4, 15–17). At the same time, new digital technologies could result in some bene�ts to
employment and address barriers to inclusion within the working world (e.g., opportunities to for work-
from-home) (9). Limited research has examined how the future of work will impact young adults with a
disability. A small number of studies of people not living with disabilities show that young adults may be
more likely to be affected by the digital transformation of the economy than compared to other age
groups. Compared to middle-aged and older adults, young workers are likely to enter the labor market
through occupations that are three times more likely to be automated and are disproportionately moreLoading [MathJax]/jax/output/CommonHTML/jax.js
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likely to rely on a digital platform to obtain paid work (12, 18). For young adults, a disability has the
potential to exacerbate vulnerabilities within the future of work.

Through in-depth interviews conducted with Canadian young adults living with disabilities, our study
addresses two overarching objectives which include to: 1) examine the perceptions held by young adults
with disabilities regarding their work history and their long-term employment prospects; and 2) determine
if there are aspects of the future of work that would change the labor market experiences of adults with
disabilities. Findings from this study can inform the design of strategies that are resilient to the future of
work and can support employment entry and advancement of young adults with disabilities.

Methods
We conducted one-on-one interviews with young adult Canadians (ages 18–35 years) who reported
having a health condition that contributed to activity limitations. To capture breadth and depth in
thoughts and feelings regarding the future of work, we aimed to recruit participants who differed
according to gender, disability type and employment.

Interviewees were identi�ed through an existing cohort of young adults with disabilities who participated
in a previous study on school-to-work transition and had consented to be contacted for future research
(4). Email invitations and a study background were sent to potential participants. Interested participants
were asked to contact a member of the research team to con�rm eligibility, provide informed consent and
schedule an interview. The interview process began in February 2020, and a rolling recruitment strategy
was taken with additional participants recruited to address emerging themes. As an example, our study
was conducted at the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic where lockdown orders were being
implemented to control COVID-19 transmission. Additional interviews were conducted to capture
emerging themes related to the impact of lockdown restrictions and policies that addressed the
occupational spread of COVID-19. Participant recruitment occurred until no new themes emerged from
the interviews (19). Participants received a $25 honorarium for their involvement. To protect
con�dentiality, personal identifying information was removed from interview transcripts and all
participants were assigned a unique ID number. Study procedures were cleared by the research ethics
board of the University of Toronto (REB# 38706). All data collection and analysis were performed in
accordance with research ethics guidelines and regulations for human subjects.

Interview questions
Interviews were semi-structured and conducted over the phone. Interviews began by asking participants
about their past experiences entering and advancing within the world of work with a disability. Speci�c
questions were then asked about a participant’s career aspirations and how having a disability could
impact their ability to meet career goals. Participants were also asked questions on their thoughts and
perceptions regarding the future of work, including the role of digital technologies, changing nature and
availability of work and the role of sociopolitical and environmental conditions on their future
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involvement in the labor market and ability to meet career aspirations. All interviews were recorded and
transcribed verbatim. A research coordinator checked all transcribed data for accuracy.

Data analysis
Our study took a constructivist perspective (20, 21). We inductively examined themes that emerged from
the data to build an understanding of the future of work for young adults with disabilities (20).
Transcripts were reviewed by three members of the research team, and an initial codebook was
collaboratively developed and revised through several iterative collaborative conversations. Utilizing the
codebook, two transcripts were coded by four investigators to ensure dependability. The codebook was
re�ned through additional discussions with the investigative team and applied to the analysis of the
remaining transcripts. A primary and secondary coder conducted comprehensive line-by-line coding of
transcripts. Once coding was complete, prominent themes were extracted and speci�c codes nested
within each theme were identi�ed. Throughout the analytical process, codes and themes emerging from
the data were discussed in analysis meetings with some members of the investigative team at which
time any inconsistencies were resolved by consensus. Our analysis leveraged expertise from a
multidisciplinary research team with expertise in qualitative research methods and a background in
industrial and organizational psychology, economics, medicine and public health, occupational health,
public policy, organizational behavior and human resource management. All coding and thematic
analysis were conducted using the software program NVivo (22).

Results
We interviewed 22 young adult participants (age range 24–36 years). Close to two-thirds of participants
(64%) identi�ed as women and one participant identi�ed as non-binary. At the time of the interview, 55%
of participants worked full-time ( ≥ 30 hours/week), 27% worked part-time hours (<30 hours/week), and
18% reported not working or being furloughed as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Over half of
participants indicated a physical disability (55%), and 45% reported a mental health or cognitive
disability.

We identi�ed two thematic categories which contained multiple subthemes. The �rst thematic category
was related to career aspirations and work-related decisions. When asked about the future of work, young
adults with disabilities who participated in our study described that health was the primary determinant
of career decisions rather than changes to the nature and availability of work. Accordingly, most
participants indicated that their career aspirations and work-related decisions were primarily shaped by
their health needs and changes to the nature of work were seen as a more proximal determinant to their
ability �nd and sustain employment. Within this thematic category, participants highlighted issues
around health uncertainty, whether they anticipated long-term sustainability of work, the availability and
need for supports and accommodations, and the importance of job security to reduce stress and help
meet health needs.
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Page 7/20

The second thematic category was related to the role of digital technologies in transforming working
conditions for young adults with disabilities. Participants described how advanced digital technologies
could impact their working conditions and create barriers and facilitators to employment Within this
theme there were parallels to the �rst theme in that issues of long-term changes and sustainability were
discussed, the availability of workplace supports and additional training, and the job security afforded (or
not) by technology. Participants also discussed issues of person-job �t and hard and soft job skills
needed in the future of work. The following sections examine key �ndings in greater depth.

Thematic Category A. Young adults with disabilities reported that career aspirations and work-related
decisions were more likely to be shaped by health needs and expectations, not changes in the future of
work

For young adult participants who were living with a disability, discussions on the future of work centered
on career aspirations they held and longer-term employment expectations. Despite including multiple
probes in our interview guide regarding how the nature and availability of work could change, there was a
general hesitation for participants to think about their working life too far into the future. Instead, most
participants anticipated that their health would worsen over time or their disability would contribute to a
greater number of activity limitations that would restrict employment participation in ways that met their
career goals. Accordingly, participants reported that they were less likely to feel that different trends that
characterize the discourse on the future of work could impact their career in the long-term. For instance,
one participant who lived with a mental health disability and was employed in multiple part-time jobs at
the time of the interview re�ected on perceptions of the future and noted that:

“It’s di�cult for me to think about the future because I used to make plans and then life would go in very
unexpected ways, so I just stopped. I’m trying [to] re-grow that part of myself, the part that can sort of
make plans and try and think about the future, but it’s really hard to re-grow something that you’ve killed
again and again for years.” - Participant ID#164

Participants tended to take a shorter-term perspective towards their career and prioritized the
management of their disabling health condition when making employment decisions. These decisions
were often directly tied to the characteristics of their health condition. Among participants who were able
to �nd employment that was well-suited to their health needs, there was hesitancy to leave their current
job even if that meant they were not pursuing their career aspirations. One participant living with a mental
health disability who was not working at the time of the interview highlighted their goal of �nding
employment that could support a health condition that �uctuated in severity.

“I know that my health can �uctuate a lot in a year, it goes from feeling �ne to not several times over a
year. Because it’s unpredictable it can affect everything. It can affect how well I can look for a job and
how well I can perform at a job. It could have a big impact. I also think that the wrong job could … if I was
in a job that was too high stress or they’re not accommodating enough, it could make mental health
worse just on its own.” – Participant ID#128
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The requirement to �nd work that supported health in the future was exacerbated for those with a
disabling health condition that was described as progressively worsening over time. One participant who
held a full-time permanent job at the time of the interview and was living with a physical disability held
expectations regarding worsen health over time, �nding a job that offered workplace supports was the
most important career goal. The same participant described hesitancy about leaving their current job in
order to pursue career aspirations.

“…my disability is one that progresses with time. I will get weaker as time goes on. That obviously is
something I have to think about [when making career-related decisions]. Will my job continue to be
�exible in that way? Like I said, I think it would be very hard for me to want to leave this [job] and go to
another job not knowing how they [employer] would treat this type of situation.” -Participant ID#117

Participants repeatedly described speci�c job characteristics that would support their health and
informed the types of jobs they aspired towards obtaining. Most participants, especially those with a
disability that had more complex treatment and self-management requirements, emphasized the
importance of obtaining a job with security and where workplace supports were readily available (e.g., job
accommodations, scheduling �exibility, health bene�t plans). Relatedly, participants also talked about the
importance of �nding employment within certain sectors (e.g., banking, public service, health care) that
are perceived as offering more accessible working conditions for people with disabilities. For example,
one participant with a physical disability who was employed in a permanent full-time job at an academic
institution described the importance of employer-provided drug plan in shaping career decisions.

“Yeah, I can't [think about leaving current employment]…If I ever were to apply to a job at a different
corporation or university, I would have to �rst ask, do their bene�ts package cover the [drug] for the
amount that I have, and covers not things that aren’t pre-existing, that existed after the fact…It makes it a
little bit more pointless to even apply to jobs if I know that’s the case, so I've more or less have had to
resign myself to continue to work at my institution as it stands.” – Participant ID#102

Young adult participants in our study emphasized the importance of selecting and retaining a secure job
with workplace supports to sustain employment with a disability. At the same time, access to secure
employment was affected by labor-market conditions in an economy where employers are increasingly
reliant on gig workers to complete job tasks. In particular, participants frequently described that the
availability of secure employment arrangements was decreasing (e.g., full-time permanent work).
Contingent employment arrangements (e.g., shorter-term contracts, seasonal work, gig work, freelancing
and microtasks) were more commonly available. Of note, participants expected that the likelihood of
working in a contingent arrangement stemmed from the growing adoption of digital technologies that
automated job tasks or an increasing number of apps being used by companies that facilitated access to
short-term contracts. One participant described working as a customer service representative where job
tasks were increasingly being automated and there was increasing competition for a limited number of
shifts. The same participant described the desire for greater job security and scheduling predictability.
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“Things gradually improve and then what’s good one week it can revert back to something bad the
following week. We were getting more projects overall at the [company name], like my company, who are
third party for [company name]. But now one of the projects is going to end. So, then all those people are
basically out of work so I’m going to be competing against them for the �nite number of shifts that are
available left. So, me getting four shifts a week it’s not likely anymore. I may only get two shifts a week
and then that affects your income. And then at that point you’re like why I should stick it out with this job.
Where can I go to another job and get �ve days a week guaranteed every week?” – Participant ID#121

Some participants felt that having a disability meant that they were more likely to be excluded from
secure employment arrangements compared to their peers not living with a disability. As a result, they
may be more likely to be forced to work contingently. It is important to highlight that some participants
acknowledged that contingent work arrangements could offer some bene�ts for people with disabilities
including an opportunity to enter the labor market and obtain work experience or scheduling �exibility
that could support their health. However, for the most part, participants tended to describe negative
consequences of contingent work such as exclusion from legislative protections, not having access to
workplace supports or feeling that their employment was precarious in comparison to those working
securely. One participant in a full-time permanent job with a physical disability re�ected on the
implications of the gig economy for people with disabilities.

“A lot of times, the gig economy is seen as a good thing, that maybe it will actually include people with
disabilities furthermore. I’m sure that’s about the reality too. But I actually think the gig economy could be
quite dangerous for people with disabilities, the inclusion of people with disabilities speci�cally, partly
because right now accommodations are enshrined in [employment legislation] So, when you move into a
gig economy, you are no longer an employee, you are a contractor.”.- Participant ID#101

Participant’s career aspirations were less likely to shaped by changes in the future of work. Instead, work-
related decision-making was largely driven by need to support health but constrained by access to secure
employment arrangements. At the same, participants all highlighted that technology was affecting the
way they performed their jobs and would change employment conditions in the future.

Theme B. Digital technologies could transform working conditions for young adults with disabilities and
change the requirement for specialized job skills

The digital transformation of the economy was considered by participants as the most predominant
factor that could change working conditions in the future. Participants described examples of technology
that they encountered within their existing work that had affected their employment, such as AI systems,
cloud computing, Internet of Things devices and virtual reality. Advancements in existing digital
technologies and the emergence of new technologies were described by participants as having both
potential opportunities and barriers for people with disabilities. For instance, participants often noted that
certain digital technologies could be used as a tool to provide greater �exibility to work schedules and job
task performance, support work-from-home arrangements and reduce physical job demands.

Loading [MathJax]/jax/output/CommonHTML/jax.js



Page 10/20

Participants who worked securely in white-collar jobs were more likely to hold positive evaluations
regarding the impact of digital technology for people with disabilities compared to those in contingent
employment. For example, one participant who worked full-time described the bene�ts of digital
technologies in enabling work-from-home arrangements to improve accessibility for people with
disabilities:

“…if there’s more advances in technology where people can have the same software they’re using at work
and being able to use that at home, I think it will give, especially for people with disabilities, more
opportunities to be able to have a job and keep a job. Like, with our company right now, they’re looking at
options for cloud software for us to use from our computers…I think facilitating work at home, maybe
access to other spaces that wouldn’t normally be accessible to people otherwise... - Participant ID#173

Interestingly, the role of digital technologies on long-term employment was often discussed within the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic which was ongoing at the time of the study interviews. Participants
who were securely employed noted that their workplaces increased the provision of digital platforms to
facilitate work-from-home arrangements in response to COVID-19 lockdown orders. The opportunity to
perform job duties from home was seen by participants as an important change to their working
condition that enabled them to manage their health needs. One participant living with a physical
disability noted how the implementation of digital technology in response to the COVID-19 pandemic had
important implications for their employment accessibility. At the same time, the participant indicated
frustration regarding being denied similar accommodations in the past.

“I think that’s the number one important thing, to have good technology for all these companies, to be
able to accommodate all of their employees. For example, during that time when I was looking for a job
and I applied to places and I would ask them about options for working from home, a lot of them would
say, oh, no, we don’t do that. But now, with this virus that is happening, almost everyone is working from
home and I know a lot of those companies have employees that are working from home right now. I’m
like, oh, was it just because of my disability, that you didn’t want to hire me, or you just weren’t thinking
ahead in that kind of way at that time? It’s something that I was thinking about because I feel like it’s very
easy for a lot of companies to do this. I think technology is very important.” – Participant ID#117

However, digital technology was not seen as bene�cial to all participants. Participants who were
employed in contingent work or not employed at the time of the study reported more concerns about the
application of digital technology to the working world and on their ability to sustain employment in the
long-term. Participants who indicated that their employment was precarious described automated
devices (e.g., digital kiosks) or AI-enabled systems (e.g., chatbot customer service representatives) as
examples of digital technologies that reduced their availability of shifts, decreased the number of job
tasks for which they were responsible and increased competition for a limited number of positions. Also,
participants who were employed in contingent arrangements felt that advancements in the development
and application of different digital technologies within their workplaces would continue to negatively
impact their employment over time and contribute to greater precarity or displacement from the labor
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market all together. For example, one participant working precariously in the service industry highlighted
perceived risk of work being automated:

“I don’t think technology would be a good thing in my job because…customers could interface with a
computer screen and it tells them everything they want to know. What use are us to be there? We’re
dispensing information. The more technologically advanced things get it’s the less likely they’ll [employer]
need us. Even the [fare] collectors, there’s no more collectors in the [company] anymore because they’ve
been phased out because of [digital payment systems]. Technology is a good thing but then…it’s a bad
thing too because you need that human connection sometimes that’s kind of missing when you just deal
with a robot” – Participant ID#121

Within the context of the intersection between digital technology and contingent employment, several
participants indicated the importance of employer- or policy-level supports to protect people with
disabilities from being negatively affected by the increasing use of digital technologies. For example, one
participant noted that despite employer investments in the design and application of digital technologies
there should be workplace policies and managerial practices that provide job security and support to
workers with disabilities.

“I think that technology can only do so much if those technological advances are not paired with
structural and institutional attitudes of accessibility and…When I look at technological advances, they
seem to mostly prioritize an ethic of productivity. And so, when it comes to disabled workers,
technological advancement help business and help employers because now disabled workers can be just
as productive as a non-disabled worker. And absolutely when disabled people, we live precarious lives
and we don’t know what our future will look like in terms of our income, and our access to social bene�ts
are very limited in this province. We want to be working and we want to feel secure in that work.” –
Participant ID#169

The increasing reliance on machines to automate work tasks was described as creating an opportunity
within workplaces that can be �lled by human workers. Several participants noted that human workers,
especially those with a disability, can make important contributions to the work environment. Additionally,
some participants also downplayed the risk of automation to their employment. Instead, fears of
machines replacing employment opportunities in the future was downplayed in circumstances where a
person was working in a job where they felt that their health was supported.

“I mean, a robot could de�nitely do a good chunk of my role, but, at the end of the day, I have to gain more
strategic leverage to, sort of, overcome that...The people operations is always going to be a factor. I mean,
you see bank tellers and the ATM machine coming in, and, yeah, it took some jobs, but now, they phased
it, work on client management. I’m not too worried, but I’m not...like, as long as I’m not in an environment
where it’s high stress, high pressure. That is the only thing I worry about...” – Participant ID#146

Stemming from re�ections on the digital transformation of the economy, interview participants evaluated
the match between the job skills they possessed and the types of jobs they anticipated to emerge in theLoading [MathJax]/jax/output/CommonHTML/jax.js
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future. A majority of participants indicated that having, at the minimum, a baseline level of digital literacy
would provide an entry point to the workforce. As an example, one participant who was not working at the
time of the interview described that a major goal was to �nd employment with a start-up company. They
described the requirement to possess digital literacy and obtaining coding skills to compete for available
entry level jobs in start-ups that were increasingly becoming more reliant on digital technologies. They
noted that:

“A lot of people start as some type of data analyst…A lot of start-ups look for people who just know
Python, or even know basic web development, so I had to learn a little bit of HTML and CSS along the
way...I do see the utility of having a tangible and hard skill. Because university teaches a lot of soft
skills…But, again, it’s not even about the piece of paper [referring to a university diploma], it’s about being
able to utilize it, like, utilize the skills that they teach you." – Participant ID#137

Other participants described that digital technologies were changing at a rapid rate, and it was important
to continue building more complex technological skills to access career advancement opportunities and
avoid being made redundant in the working world. For instance, one participant working in the
information technology �eld at the time of the interview described the need to keep up with new and
emerging digital technologies through online courses.

“Some of them [courses] are paid, of course, not everything, but there are a lot of free resources, webinars
and seminars and stuff. I am up to date, to be honest. Right now, 5G technology is coming, for instance.
I’ve been in the 5G webinar just a couple of days ago...If you don’t keep up with technology advancement,
you’re pretty much done, you’re out of the technology land.” – Participant ID#193

Along with the development of technological job skills, participants acknowledged that soft skills (e.g.,
communication, critical thinking and collaboration) were also valued by employers. Building soft skills
could enable young adults to provide uniquely human elements to workplaces that were increasingly
relying on digital technology. However, the ability to develop and implement soft skills could be limited for
people with disabilities who face psychosocial barriers in the work environment. Some study participants
reported being more likely to feel socially excluded within the workplace and less likely to obtain
opportunities to develop teamwork skills. For example, one participant in a full-time position at a �nancial
institution described the barriers faced to developing soft skills and the steps to address those barriers.

“I’ll take on sort of advisory positions and that’s my way of improving my softer skills, which I think
sometimes that’s been also a challenge sometimes in the people with disabilities. Because often some
people with disabilities take extreme social isolation. And that makes it challenging to develop your social
skills, which are honestly in the future of work seems to be a bigger thing than an actual degree. I think
that’s also a barrier. So, I’m always doing a bit of that as I grow in my career and making sure that I spend
time and learning how to articulate my job in effective communication.” – Participant ID#101

Challenges in obtaining job skills were also frequently attributed to the demands associated with living
with a disability, including the amount of time that was directed towards the management of health (e.g.,Loading [MathJax]/jax/output/CommonHTML/jax.js
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resting, being physically active, attending healthcare appointments). Other participants indicated that
certain types of disabilities like those with mental health or cognitive limitations contributed to di�culties
learning new job skills. For instance, one participant re�ected on how a mental health disability made
obtaining a post-secondary education challenging. Based on previous experience, the participant noted
that obtaining new skills to compete for jobs of the future would be di�cult.

“I �nished university a year and a bit ago. And it was very di�cult. Originally, when I went into university, I
was planning on doing an undergrad and then training to be an occupational therapist. A few years into
university, that just had to go, because I could barely �nish my BA. And once I was done that, I mean you
have no idea the number of all-nighters I pulled to try and get my brain to think the way I needed it to. I
was mush by the end of it. So, I couldn’t really think about doing other school. Now, I’m not mush
anymore, so maybe one day, but it’s still pretty closed. I wouldn’t rule it out completely, but also it’s di�cult
to think about.” – Participant ID#164

Relatedly, work arrangements at the time of interview frequently determined the extent to which a
participant felt that they could obtain both technological and soft job skills needed for career
advancement. For instance, participants employed in contingent work often indicated having a weaker
connection to the workplace and felt that their employers were less likely to provide them with job skills
development opportunities. On the other hand, participants working securely were more likely to indicate
access to employer-led job skills development opportunities. For instance, one participant who was
securely employed in the publishing industry described the provision of training opportunities from their
employer so that they could keep up with technological changes within their industry. They noted that:

“Yeah, lately one of the appealing things about this company that I’ve come to was that they give a yearly
stipend that you can put towards education. One of the big things in my industry, as much as I talk about
how much I love books and the printed books and all this stuff, there’s also been a big movement towards
data and data analysis and trend patterns and that kind of thing. I have had it in my head, taken a few
classes this last year looking at computer science and statistics, things like that”. - Participant ID#120

Overall, digital technology was seen as the most prominent driver of change to the nature and availability
of work in the future. Perceptions regarding the impact of technology on employment and opportunities
to obtain necessary job skills for the future of work were related to whether or not a participant reported a
secure work arrangement.

Discussion
The future of work has important implications for young adults with disabilities as they enter and
advance within the labor market. Through study interviews, we found that young adults living with
disabilities may be less focused on how the changing nature of work impacts their employment and,
instead, may direct their attention towards the management of their health needs. The digital
transformation of the economy has the potential to disrupt person-job �t and contribute to greater
complexity in employment experiences and the requirement for specialized job skills. Those holdingLoading [MathJax]/jax/output/CommonHTML/jax.js



Page 14/20

contingent employment may be more likely to be adversely affected by digital technologies and may
have limited access to job skills development opportunities. Our �ndings have public health implications.
Challenges participating in the future of work can create unpredictability in sustaining employment and
accessing resources (e.g., income, job accommodations and health insurance) that support health (13,
14, 23). Strategic thinking is required to consider the intersection between personal and health-related
needs in the design of initiatives that foster employment in the future of work and are tailored to the
needs of young adults with disabilities.

Our study is one of the �rst to interview young adults with disabilities on their thoughts and perceptions
regarding the future of work. Interestingly, study participants were less likely to think about how different
aspects of the future of work could impact their ability to enter and advance within the working world.
Participants were more likely to emphasize how their health or involvement in different social roles would
impact their long-term employment. Our �ndings align with past studies showing that young adulthood is
an important transitional phase where a person may make multiple occupational and life changes with
the goal of �nding full-time permanent employment that meets career goals and can offer opportunities
for career advancement (24). Having a disability adds to the complexity of this life phase and may
contribute to a young person placing a greater emphasis on making work-related decisions that prioritize
the management of their health needs (25). Accordingly, when compared to their peers without a health
condition, young adults with disabilities may be less likely to focus on the broader range of long-term
changes related to the future of work that could directly or indirectly impact their employment. At the
same time, our study aligns with growing research that emphasizes the importance of employer-provided
accommodations to address barriers to inclusion for young adults with disabilities as they enter the
working world (4). Our study brings to light a potential disadvantage facing the young adults with
disabilities that we interviewed; a focus on shorter-term work decisions may facilitate entry into the
working world but also pose barriers to career advancement and participation within a labor market that
is rapidly changing. Additional research comparing young adults with and without disabilities on
thoughts and perceptions of the future of work represents an important future research direction.

Digital technology was recognized by participants with disabilities as an aspect of the future of work that
would have a signi�cant impact on their long-term employment. The advancement of diverse digital
technologies are shifting the division of labor between human workers and machines (1, 7). For young
adults with disabilities, this shift in the division of labor may substantially impact physical and
psychosocial job demands and perceptions of job control and signi�cantly alter aspects of the work
environment with which they are exposed. Of interest, for participants in our study, existing work
arrangements were associated with the perceptions they held regarding how digital technology could
impact employment. Study participants working in contingent employment were more likely to indicate
that digital technology would contribute to greater job insecurity, result in job displacement and increase
competition for limited number of full-time and permanent employment when compared to those who
held secure employment. Recent analyses show that contingent employment is an increasingly common
feature of the labor market, especially for youth and young adults and people living with disabilities (26,
27). Past studies also indicate that not only can employment in contingent work limit access to resourcesLoading [MathJax]/jax/output/CommonHTML/jax.js
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to support health (e.g., living wages, health insurance, paid sick leave, pension plan, social support) it can
also increase susceptibility to automation (11, 14). These trends were felt acutely by our participants.
Moreover, advancements in AI and machine learning systems coupled with accelerated employer
investment in digital technologies in response to the COVID-19 pandemic have the potential to exacerbate
precarity for young adults with disabilities who hold a contingent work arrangement, widen health and
social inequities and give rise to novel barriers and facilitators to employment (1, 28–30). Our study
provides a foundation for additional research to examine the impact of emergent digital technologies on
the employment of young adults with disabilities. Building insights on the impact of digital technology on
the employment of people with disabilities and other vulnerable groups is essential to informing the
design of policies and practices that offer employment protection and can mitigate potential health
consequences.

Participants who indicated being securely employed were more likely to describe how technology would
enable job performance and increase employment accessibility when compared to those in contingent
work arrangements. A recent synthesis of evidence describes how different digital technologies could
address the barriers to employment reported by people with disabilities. In particular, digital technologies
can provide scheduling �exibility (e.g., virtual telework platforms), address physical limitations (e.g.,
smart manufacturing robots) or automate repetitive tasks (e.g., self-driving cars) (6, 31). The use of
digital technology within workplaces can help to eliminate barriers to inclusion for people with disabilities
within the labour market and be used to meet the requirements of recent international (e.g., UN
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability (32)) and country-level disability accessibility
legislation (e.g., Accessible Canada Act (33)). Based on the �ndings of our study additional research is
required to examine ways in which digital technology can be leveraged for young adults with disabilities
who could be entering employment in secure or contingent work arrangements. Additional research may
be especially important within a world of work that is increasingly reliant on AI-enabled applications used
for human resource management (e.g., job selection and performance management) whose development
and use of complex algorithms have the potential to introduce and reinforce biases against people with
disabilities as they transition into work (9). Employers and policymakers should be encouraged to
develop policies and programs that ensure equitable applications of digital technologies on diverse
groups of workers and direct supports to those working in jobs most likely to be disrupted by digital
technologies in the future.

Related to discussions on the impact of digital technology, participants noted that the future of work was
associated with the requirement to obtain specialized technological and soft skills to obtain jobs of the
future, complement job tasks being performed by machines and advance within their careers (10, 34). Yet,
having a disability as a young person can create unique barriers to accessing skilling opportunities.
These challenges could be exacerbated for those in contingent work who may be less likely to access
employer-led job skills training. Our interview �ndings can be contextualized within existing labour-market
studies which project a signi�cant shortage of workers who possesses job skills most required by
employers (3, 35). For instance, Canadian data estimates that by 2031 there will be a shortage of two
million workers who possess specialized technological skills (35). Not surprisingly, upskilling andLoading [MathJax]/jax/output/CommonHTML/jax.js
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reskilling initiatives have been a major focus of policy and programmatic development aimed to prepare
the workforce for the future of work (10, 36). The extent to which people with disabilities are included in
the design and implementation of these initiatives is unclear. Of speci�c concern, challenges to upskilling
and reskilling has the potential to contribute longer-term exclusion of people with disabilities from higher
quality employment. Additional research is required to understand how to adapt the design of job skills
training initiatives for people with disabilities and identify strategies so that they are accessible to a
broader subset of the working population.

Our study �ndings can be contextualized through the lens of a person-job �t model. Past studies show
that the �t between a person (e.g., physical and mental job demands, working conditions requirements)
and their job (e.g., job-related knowledge, skills, abilities, experience a person holds) can affect the
appraisals they hold towards their employment participation (e.g., job strain, career satisfaction, job
engagement), determine their job performance (e.g., productivity) and career advancement and personal
well-being (37–39). Past studies also indicate a disability can be associated with restrictions to acts that
can disrupt the �t between a person and their job (40). The future of work has the potential to disrupt
person and work environment characteristics that affect the employment for young adults with
disabilities. Drawing from a person-job �t model, our research underscores the importance of innovative
strategies for young adults with disabilities that promote job skills acquisition and encourage job-related
behaviors that may be undertaken within the boundaries of contingent work arrangements and can
enable career advancement within the future of work. At the same time, steps at the employer-level and at
the policy-level should also be implemented to ensure that changes to the work environment and broader
labour-market conditions do not disproportionately disadvantage young workers with disabilities and
other vulnerable groups.

A strength of this study is the inclusion of a diverse group of Canadian young adult participants living
with disabilities employed in secure and contingent work arrangements and who provided depth and
breadth in their thoughts and perceptions regarding the future of work. Also, our research team consisted
of investigators from a range of different disciplines who provided a unique lens to the research that was
applied to our iterative coding process and interpretation of key themes that emerged from the data. At
the same time, it is important to acknowledge that thinking about work-related challenges and
opportunities from a future-facing perspective could be challenging for young adults with disabilities.
Accordingly, the impact of the future of work may only be truly realized over time as participants are
exposed to different technological, sociopolitical, demographic and environmental trends. To address this
limitation, we suggest that subsequent research should draw on methodologies in the �eld of future
studies and draw on participatory approaches to build potential scenarios regarding the future of work for
people with disabilities (41). Moreover, these studies could enable the generation of policy and
programmatic recommendations that are future-oriented and well-suited to the needs of people with
disabilities.

Conclusion
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The future of work can shape the work experiences of young adults with disabilities as they transition
into the labor market. Our qualitative study suggests that having a disability may limit the extent to which
individuals consider various external trends that characterize the future of work. While technology is
changing the ways in which work is performed and requirement for specialized job skills, the bene�ts
may only be realized by those in more secure employment arrangements. This is a critical �nding,
because being excluded from the future of work can play a signi�cant role in determining health and
social inequities for the working population living with a disability. As such, our study has important
population health implications. Subsequent research to understand how different aspects of the future of
work can result in the inclusion or exclusion of young adults with disabilities is needed.
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