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The participation of people with disabilities in labour markets is critical for the
functioning and growth of economies: more than 15% of the global population have
a disability, and this number is only rising as populations age. As of 2019, there are
nearly 26 million people with disabilities in Indonesia alone.

However, little research has been done on the economic lives of people with
disabilities. In Indonesia, people with disabilities struggle to join the labour force,
with only 28% of those with severe disabilities in the labour force before the
pandemic, compared with 66% of those without disabilities.

The COVID-19 pandemic opens up new questions for the inclusion of people with
disabilities, at work and in crisis response and recovery, as noted by UNDP. The
pandemic has created a new population of disabled people with ‘long COVID’, and
has worsened physical and mental health, creating an even greater need for
awareness of abilities and disabilities in the workplace.

My recently published journal paper, on people with disabilities in Indonesia,
highlights the experiences of people with various types of disabilities in the
workplace, as well as the importance of access to healthcare. I analysed a large
household survey covering about 30,000 people across Indonesia, which included
those with different types of disabilities, ranging from chronic physical illnesses, to
depression, to difficulty hearing, seeing, or completing everyday activities. I used
advanced econometric methods to model the employment and wage gaps disabled
people face.

I found important differences depending on how disability numbers are measured.
The lack of reliable data about disability means we have to infer who has a disability
from the information we have. Counting those with medical diagnoses as disabled
mainly captures those with access to healthcare, and who are therefore able to
receive these diagnoses. Often, those who are employed are more likely to have
health insurance and access to healthcare.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/iloasiapacific/50165186881/in/photolist-2jqVGkc-qtah7o-w3jMd1-wZkZ7F-w3thiD-LGy7rE-wZT5Tp-wGJjSy-wGJhyf-wHqM98-wqP9hU-wqMfjs-wHVpnR-wHqQEg-LGy7yo-GdjSxS-G9FUep-G7sEnW-G9LL96-Fk674b-FQvmhW-Fkmsek-FkaYSN-wYArZo-Gfx4F6-Fk6431-GdeXwE-FQqsoJ-FkgLdM-G7nE4E-Gfx1gR-FkgBsR-GfwVmF-FQqpkE-G7nFh1-dyYMo9-GdeWfG-vtXD9g-Fk6oLQ-G9G5Xt-2jqVGyU-2jqVFQe-FkgS3c-2jqVGS9-2jqSXg7-2jqVG1e-2jqX1KH-LGy7nm-2jqX2u3-LGy7fN/
https://www.who.int/disabilities/world_report/2011/report.pdf
https://en.unesco.org/inclusivepolicylab/sites/default/files/analytics/document/2020/9/200825_Policy%20Report_Inequitable%20Impact%20of%20COVID%2019%20in%20Indonesia.pdf
https://www.monash.edu/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/1107138/Disability-in-Indonesia.pdf
https://www.undp.org/blogs/our-crisis-response-must-include-people-disabilities
https://www.ada.gov/long_covid_joint_guidance.pdf
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/04/08/coronavirus-means-working-from-home-for-many-but-some-say-its-easier-said-than-done.html
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/IJM-01-2020-0022/full/html
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(20)30161-4/fulltext
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In contrast, definitions that are based on people’s lived experiences – such as
assessing their abilities to do certain activities or assessing their mental wellbeing –
give a very different picture of disability. This highlights the significance of unequal
access to healthcare and medical diagnosis, even before the pandemic.

I found that all people with disabilities are less likely to be in the labour force and
employed, although these gaps are often reduced by accounting for differences in
other characteristics, such as education or gender. Other research has confirmed
that many people with disabilities of any kind are employed in the informal sector,
which means that they may have faced additional employment instability during the
pandemic.

When they are employed, people with lived-experience disabilities earn up to 22%
lower wages than their abled counterparts with the same characteristics. This gap
holds up through many ways of analysing the data, including when we directly
compare each disabled person to someone who has very similar characteristics
except for disability. These results are also robust to accounting for the fact that
disabled people may self-select out of the workforce, because of the wage gaps
they might face, or other characteristics that may be different to those of abled
people.

Meanwhile, people with disabilities that are medically diagnosed often face no
difference, or earn higher wages, than their abled counterparts. Analysis suggests
that this may be explained by the fact that those who are employed in high-quality
jobs have better wages, and health insurance and access to healthcare, enabling
them to receive these diagnoses.

I then explored whether the lower wages of disabled people might be explained by a
lack of productivity in the workplace, as classic economic models suggest. I tested
whether the gaps are different for people with physical disabilities who work in
sectors or occupations that require physical labour, or who report that their jobs
require physical labour. I found no evidence that differences in wages are easily
explained by differences in productivity.

These inequalities have only increased during the pandemic, when many people
with disabilities, especially those in vulnerable forms of work, may have lost their
jobs and faced increased challenges. A survey found that people in Indonesia with
disabilities faced income decreases of 50–80% as a result of COVID-19.

When people with disabilities lose their jobs, they may have more difficulty being
rehired than those without disabilities – perhaps in part because of the
discrimination or other disadvantages documented in my work. Another survey

https://www.cardno.com/news-insights/accessing-and-improving-social-assistance-for-people-with-disabilities-in-indonesia/
https://en.unesco.org/inclusivepolicylab/sites/default/files/analytics/document/2020/9/200825_Policy%20Report_Inequitable%20Impact%20of%20COVID%2019%20in%20Indonesia.pdf
https://www.lpem.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/WP-LPEM-063_Assessing_Indonesias_Inclusive_Employment_Opportunities_for_People_with_Disability_in_the_Covid-19_Era.pdf
https://www.lpem.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/WP-LPEM-063_Assessing_Indonesias_Inclusive_Employment_Opportunities_for_People_with_Disability_in_the_Covid-19_Era.pdf
https://www.cardno.com/news-insights/accessing-and-improving-social-assistance-for-people-with-disabilities-in-indonesia/
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found that more than 65% of people with disabilities became poorer during the
pandemic, and unable to afford basic expenses. Only 41% of disabled people in
Indonesia have had access to social protection during the pandemic.

Giving people with disabilities access to skills development opportunities, such as
Kartu Prakerja in Indonesia, can help them find jobs and narrow wage gaps. This
program, targeted towards people with disabilities along with other vulnerable
groups, offers online training opportunities and certification, along with financial
incentives once they complete the training.

Interventions are needed going forward. Making sure that people with disabilities
have the support they need, and do not face discrimination, are central to enabling
their livelihoods. Remote work, when made accessible, can offer an opportunity for
some disabled people. Financial support for work-from-home technologies may help
make them more equal. Employers and disability support services may also benefit
from financial support to implement accessibility interventions. Future research
during and after the pandemic will show how and whether these interventions
reduced the wage and employment gaps people with disabilities face.
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https://www.dfat.gov.au/publications/development/covid-19-crisis-experiences-people-disabilities-indonesia
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---ifp_skills/documents/publication/wcms_746909.pdf
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https://www.ilo.org/jakarta/info/public/pr/WCMS_748053/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-2019-nCoV-Disability-2020-1
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---ifp_skills/documents/publication/wcms_746909.pdf
https://devpolicy.org/disability-and-labour-markets-in-indonesia-20211102/

