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Abstract
Purpose The COVID pandemic was a severe blow to all workers, but it may ultimately have a silver lining for some workers 
with disabilities if it makes work from home easier and more acceptable. In addition, the pandemic is shaking up traditional 
workplace structures and causing employers to rethink how essential tasks can be done, which may broaden their views of 
workplace accommodations. We assess the potential for the pandemic to improve employment opportunities for people with 
disabilities. Methods This article analyzes pre-COVID data on disability and home-based work from three representative 
data sources—the American Community Survey, American Time Use Survey, and Current Population Survey. We employ 
both cross-tabulations and regressions to predict work at home. Results We find that workers with disabilities are more likely 
than those without disabilities both to work primarily from home and to do any work at home. This is true for both employees 
and self-employed workers. Workers with disabilities face similar wage gaps in on-site and home-based work, indicating that 
while increased availability of home-based work may create more employment opportunities for workers with disabilities, 
it is unlikely to erase wage disparities. While workers with disabilities are currently more likely to be working primarily 
from home, only 34% are in occupations with high potential for home-based work, compared to 40% of workers without 
disabilities. Conclusions Workers with disabilities are currently more likely to work from home and many may benefit from 
expanded work-at-home opportunities, but the types of jobs they hold constrain this potential. Research is needed to see how 
home-based work evolves as the economy recovers from the pandemic over the next several years.
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Introduction

Working from home became the “new normal” for many 
workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. Millions of people 
sheltered in place, staying at home and working remotely, 
and connecting to colleagues through email, cell phones, 
and web-based video conferences. But what will happen fol-
lowing the crisis? Will we return to the “old normal” ways 

of working, or will more employers recognize that working 
from home can benefit both themselves and employees?

The answers may be especially crucial for millions of 
people with disabilities who are currently non-employed, 
but who want to work [1]. The pandemic-related upswing in 
working from home may have long-term benefits for many 
workers, especially workers with disabilities. Apart from 
the value of social distancing during the pandemic, there 
are long-recognized costs and benefits to working at home 
[2]. One principal advantage is the flexibility it provides. 
Flexibility is of particular value for people who have physi-
cal or mental impairments that make it more challenging to 
work in traditional workplace settings, as well as for those 
who care for young infants or older relatives. Reducing 
commuting time and expense is valuable for all workers, 
and it may be especially beneficial for people with mobility 
impairments who find it difficult or costly to travel outside 
the home.

In addition, work from home has unique benefits for those 
with health issues that require frequent breaks from work, 
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such as those with mental or cognitive issues who can bene-
fit from being away from a stressful environment [3], or who 
need to remain close to medical equipment and therapeutics 
at home. It may also help people who have recurring medical 
appointments, unpredictable flare-ups of their conditions, 
or other issues that make working consistently at a job site 
difficult, if not impossible.

Potential downsides for all workers include greater social 
isolation, increasingly blurred lines between work and home 
life, and being “out of sight, out of mind” for promotion 
and training opportunities. All of these drawbacks may par-
ticularly impact more marginalized groups such as people 
with disabilities, women, people of color, and the LGBTQ 
community [4].

For employers, potential downsides of working from 
home include increased difficulty monitoring employee 
work, and possibly lower productivity and morale if employ-
ees become too distracted at home and disconnected from 
peers. On the other hand, worker productivity may increase 
if workers are less stressed by commuting and less distracted 
by co-worker interruptions. Their satisfaction may also 
increase, leading to lower employee turnover.

There is policy interest in expanding work-at-home 
options for workers with disabilities. The World Health 
Organization specifically endorsed telework for people 
with disabilities during the pandemic [5], and scholars have 
argued that the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Com-
mission (EEOC) should update its guidance on telework 
to reduce employers’ ability to present an undue hardship 
defense with respect to telework accommodations [6].

What are the implications of the pandemic-related 
upswing in working from home? Will this lead to increased 
work opportunities for people with disabilities? We use 
three pre-COVID datasets to explore patterns and trends in 
home-based work for workers with and without disabilities. 
The datasets measure both work done primarily at home 
and any work done at home. Second, we estimate how the 
disability wage gap may vary between home-based workers 
and non-home-based workers to see whether home-based 
work may alleviate or exacerbate wage disparities. Third, 
we explore the potential for home-based work among peo-
ple with disabilities by analyzing the current occupational 
distribution in relation to recent occupation-based estimates 
of how many tasks can be done at home. Fourth, we use 
these findings for informed speculation on the potential for 
increased employment of people with disabilities due to the 
increased availability of work from home (and potentially 
other work accommodations) as employers rethink how 
to organize work after the pandemic. Finally, we lay out 
a research agenda for exploring post-COVID patterns of 
home-based work for workers with and without disabilities.

Literature Review

Employment of People with Disabilities

In 2019, less than a third (30.9 percent) of working-age peo-
ple with disabilities were employed, compared to three-quar-
ters (74.6 percent) of people without disabilities [7]. The 
figures for workers both with and without disabilities had 
increased since the end of the previous recession in 2010, 
but it is noteworthy that the disability employment rate grew 
especially quickly in the increasingly tight labor markets 
of 2015–2019. The disability employment rate rose by 4.0 
points from 2015 to 2019, compared to an increase of 2.4 
points for workers without disabilities. This relative advance 
was, however, largely undone by the greater employment 
losses of workers with disabilities in the 2020 COVID 
recession. The total employment of people with disabilities 
decreased by 11.2% from February to July 2020, compared 
to a decrease of 6.7% for people without disabilities.1

Why are people with disabilities less likely to be 
employed? While some individuals with disabilities have 
limitations that make gainful work difficult, many face other 
barriers to employment [8]. Employer audit studies that we 
and others have conducted show that employers are less 
likely to express interest in job applications from people 
with disabilities, even when their resumes are identical to 
those of applicants without disabilities and the disabilities 
are irrelevant to job performance (e.g., a person with a spinal 
cord injury applying for an accounting job) [9–11].

Other studies show that once hired, many workers with 
disabilities face negative stereotypical attitudes and expec-
tations from managers, supervisors, and co-workers that 
limit their career growth and the quality of their work-life, 
including more negative treatment from management [12, 
13]. While most co-workers support disability accommoda-
tions, these can sometimes generate jealousy and resentment 
[14]. Employees with disabilities also face a gap in pay after 
accounting for productive characteristics such as education 
and job experience [13, 15, 16]. They also express feelings 
of lower job security and are more likely to be laid off by 
employers when times are bad [13, 17]. In short, like other 
members of marginalized groups, workers with disabilities 
appear to be “last hired, first fired.” These disparities are 
linked to lower job satisfaction among workers with dis-
abilities, although they have similar levels of organizational 
commitment and turnover intention as have workers without 
disabilities [13].

1 Calculated from monthly data at https ://www.bls.gov/webap ps/
legac y/cpsat ab6.htm.

https://www.bls.gov/webapps/legacy/cpsatab6.htm
https://www.bls.gov/webapps/legacy/cpsatab6.htm
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Working from Home

A key concern for employers is whether productivity 
suffers when their employees work from home. A large-
scale randomized field experiment in a Chinese company 
addressed this concern. Half the workforce was randomly 
assigned to telecommuting while the other half kept 
reporting to the office [18]. Worker productivity was 13% 
higher among telecommuters. In addition, it was reported 
that their satisfaction was higher and turnover was lower. 
The results appear to be validated by a study finding that 
productivity did not go down after the shift to remote work 
in the pandemic [19], and by other pre-pandemic studies 
of remote work reporting an increase in work performance 
[20, 21]. Amid Covid-19 and workplace shutdowns, many 
businesses recognized that this pandemic increased crea-
tivity and innovation among their employees and have cho-
sen to extend remote work options permanently [19, 22].

This finding is supported by a study of Flemish employ-
ees’ telework perceptions during the Covid-19 crisis [23]. 
It found that workers mainly had a positive outlook on 
remote work, stating that they were more efficient and 
less exhausted. The overwhelming majority also said 
that telework and remote conferencing would become 
permanent features of their work. However, some people 
expressed fears that telework would diminish their promo-
tion opportunities and weaken ties with their co-workers 
and employers.

Because it challenges the very idea of how work should 
be organized, the merits of telework have been argued for 
decades [24]. Some businesses have expressed concerns 
about reduced teamwork and collaboration among workers 
[25], while others have been attracted by the value telework 
adds. For example, employers can gain access to valuable 
human resources that would otherwise be difficult to recruit 
if not for work flexibility [26]. To that end, telework is espe-
cially crucial for some people who want to work but often 
cannot due to constraints from other aspects of their lives, 
such as child and elder care [24].

A competing argument points out that telework may blur 
the divide between work and home roles, which can increase 
stress and reduce job performance [27]. Some believe that 
telework is not as effective when home responsibilities 
present themselves, as some people are unable to establish 
boundaries between the two [28]. Still, research finds that 
the intersection of telework and home-life does not neces-
sarily produce unfavorable results. It seems that those who 
have greater home responsibilities are actually more produc-
tive teleworkers than those without [29]. In other words, 
teleworking may lead workers to organize their lives more 
efficiently. They may, for example, compartmentalize house-
hold chores and job duties and manage them more effec-
tively [30]. This idea is supported in research by Madsen 

[31], who found that telework led to a reduction in both work 
and family conflict and stress.

In the following section, we discuss how telework may be 
considered a form of providing reasonable accommodation 
for people with disabilities, which can increase employment 
rates.

Disability and Working from Home

A recent review finds 17 studies over the 2000–2020 period 
that focused on telework and disability; it divides them up 
into studies that focus on overall employment opportunities, 
work patterns and accommodations, performance, policy, 
and work-life balance [32]. Most of the studies discussed 
the potential advantages and issues surrounding telework 
and disability without using or developing new empirical 
data. The authors of the review conclude there is a “scarcity 
of empirical data that can provide an in-depth understanding 
of the lived experience of those two groups [workers with 
and without disabilities] of home-based teleworkers” [32].

Among the empirical studies, a survey of 373 employed 
people with disabilities that measured accommodation use 
finds that telework’s main benefits as a disability accommo-
dation are the reduction of pain- and fatigue-related barriers 
to traditional employment [33]. A European study finds that 
telework is linked to higher job satisfaction and lower absen-
teeism among workers with disabilities [34]. In addition to 
viewing telework as a form of disability accommodation, 
Moon et al. [35] find that employees in general see telework 
as a way to achieve greater work-life balance and as a strat-
egy for reducing pain and fatigue not formally recognized as 
disability-related. In turn, employers view telework not only 
as a disability-related accommodation, but also as a way to 
achieve broader job restructuring goals [36, 37].

The positive and negative aspects of telework for people 
with disabilities are explored by Baker et al. [38], who report 
that while telework can provide increased opportunities for 
hiring people with disabilities, it may also “place severe con-
straints on the type of work, workplace environment and the 
interactions, and accumulation of social capital for people 
with disabilities” [p. 42]. The authors are concerned about 
finding ways to reduce the social isolation experienced by 
many teleworkers and increase their participation in the 
workplace community, especially because people with dis-
abilities experience greater social isolation in general. Two 
case studies of successful accommodation through telework 
are presented by West and Anderson [39].

McNaughton et al. also look at the pros and cons of tel-
ework, focusing on people who use augmentative or alterna-
tive communication means [40]. They find that the people 
in their study identified the elimination of travel time and 
flexible work schedules as a major benefit of telework, while 
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also expressing concerns about feeling isolated and the dif-
ficulty of separating their home and work lives.

The question of whether courts treat telework as a rea-
sonable accommodation is obviously relevant. Mulvaney 
examines whether the current growth of telework will have 
an impact on U.S. courts’ reluctance to interpret telework as 
a “reasonable accommodation” under the Americans with 
Disabilities Act [41]. Employer arguments against telework 
as a disability accommodation may be undercut now that 
many employers have allowed their employees to work from 
home during the pandemic. Mulvaney cites a 2019 Bloomb-
erg Law study that finds that historically, most courts have 
sided with employers and have ruled that telework is not a 
reasonable accommodation because it prevents employees 
from performing an essential job function, namely on-site 
attendance. Now that many employers require people to 
work from home, it may become more challenging for com-
panies to claim that telework prevents employees from doing 
essential job duties [6]. On the other hand, courts may see 
that the pandemic is a unique circumstance and continue to 
side with employers by ruling that telework is not a reason-
able accommodation and that physical presence is an essen-
tial function of the job. This may be especially true if work 
quality or efficiency suffers during the pandemic.

Data

To shed light on home-based work for people with disabili-
ties, we make use of three representative surveys, all con-
ducted by the Census Bureau. The American Community 
Survey (ACS) implemented six disability questions in 2008 
that distinguish among the broad categories of visual, hear-
ing, cognitive, and mobility impairments, and two activity 
limitations (difficulty with self-care, and difficulty going 
outside alone). We use its data from 2009 through 2018. 
Following the Census Bureau method, people are defined 
as having a disability if they respond yes to one or more of 
the six questions. We do not have information on the time 
of onset of disability, so we cannot distinguish between con-
genital and acquired disabilities. We restrict our analysis 
to employed civilians who worked in the prior week and 
answered the commuting question: “How did this person 
usually get to work LAST WEEK?” Those who responded 
“worked at home” are counted as primarily working at home. 
Across 2009–2018 our sample includes 13,019,338 workers 
without disabilities and 810,897 workers with disabilities.

The second survey we use is the American Time Use 
Survey (ATUS) over the 2008–2018 period. This is based 
on the representative Current Population Survey (CPS). Five 
months after a household leaves the CPS rotation, one per-
son in the household is surveyed about every activity they 
engaged in during one day. The CPS and ACS use the same 
disability questions, so we define disability in the same way 

in both datasets. A limitation of the ATUS is that the disabil-
ity measure comes from the earlier CPS survey; therefore, 
there is at least a 5-month lag between the disability measure 
and the ATUS work-at-home measure, which makes the dis-
ability measure less reliable as there is time for the onset, 
disappearance, or change of severity of some disabilities. We 
use the ATUS files matched to CPS for 2008 to 2018, which 
contain 39,380 observations on workers with disabilities and 
1,413 on workers without disabilities. We define someone as 
doing work at home if they described any activity of work-
ing on their primary job during the reference day, and doing 
it in “respondent’s home or yard.” A general exploration 
of telework using the ATUS is provided by Pabilonia and 
Vernon [42].

The third survey we use is the CPS Disability Supplement 
done in May 2012 and July 2019. This supplement asked a 
variety of questions to explore the employment situation of 
people with disabilities, including questions identifying any 
work at home (“Do you do any work at home for your job or 
business?”), whether the home-based work is paid, whether 
it is based on a formal arrangement with the employer, and 
reasons for home-based work. The combined supplements 
have samples of 93,281 employed people without disabilities 
and 3,896 with disabilities.

An important note is that the ACS and ATUS measures 
of home-based work are very different, with the ACS meas-
uring whether someone worked primarily from home, and 
the ATUS measuring whether someone did any work from 
home for their main job during the reference day. The CPS 
Supplement includes both of these measures.

Most of our tables are based on simple cross tabulations. 
In Tables 4 and 7, however, we present linear probability 
models that predict the likelihood of home-based work, 
with controls including personal characteristics along with 
detailed occupation dummies. Including occupation dum-
mies means the estimates can be seen as comparisons of 
workers with and without disabilities within the same occu-
pation. Also, in Table 8 we present the results of standard 
wage equations, using personal characteristics, labor market 
experience, and detailed occupation to predict the natural 
logarithm of wages. The results can be easily translated into 
average percentage wage differentials between home-based 
workers with and without disabilities, and between home-
based and on-site workers with disabilities.

Results

Working Primarily From Home

Workers with disabilities are more likely than those with-
out disabilities to work primarily from home. As shown in 
Table 1, an average of 5.7% did so in the 2009–2018 period, 
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compared to 4.6% of workers without disabilities (columns 
1 and 2). The rates of home-based work are especially high 
among workers with mobility impairments (6.8%) or dif-
ficulty with activities inside the home (7.1%) or outside the 
home (7.2%) (column 2). The differences by type of dis-
ability are illustrated in Fig. 1. The disability gap is smaller 
but still highly significant when confined just to employees 
(3.3% compared to 2.8%, in columns 3 and 4), and expands 
slightly and remains significant when limited only to the 
self-employed (23.1% compared to 21.3%, in columns 5 and 
6).

The disability gap is maintained across almost all per-
sonal characteristics in the breakdowns in Table 2. Work-
ers with disabilities remain more likely than those without 
disabilities to primarily work at home across gender, race/
ethnic, and education categories, and regardless of whether 
they live alone, live with children under age 18, live with 
elders age 65 or older, or live in a house with Internet access 
(columns 1 and 2). The exception is that there are no signifi-
cant differences by disability status for middle-aged workers 
(age 35–49 or 50–64), so the disability gap is concentrated 
among younger and older workers (18–34, and 65 plus). The 
younger cohort of workers with disabilities may be more 
challenged in finding employment and more likely to work 
from home as they look for stable work. In comparison, the 
older cohort of workers with disabilities may be more likely 
to have retired from prior jobs and opted for telework as a 
convenience. Also, it is possible that middle-aged workers 
with disabilities are more motivated to work on site since 
they are at the peak of their earnings capacity and do not 
want to receive a wage penalty for working from home.

The occupational distribution does not explain the dis-
ability gap in home-based work. As shown in Table 3, work-
ers with disabilities are significantly more likely to work 
primarily at home in each of the six major occupations.

These relationships are tested more rigorously in Table 4 
using linear probability regressions that control for demo-
graphic characteristics and detailed occupation (Probit 
regressions produced similar results). As can be seen, work-
ers with disabilities were significantly more likely to be 
working primarily at home, both overall and when confined 
to employees (columns 1 and 4). Controlling for other vari-
ables, workers with vision or hearing impairments are less 
likely than workers without disabilities to work primarily at 
home. In contrast, workers with mobility impairments and 
difficulty outside the home are more likely to do so (columns 
2 and 5).

How is home-based work changing over time? Figure 2 
shows that workers with disabilities were more likely to 
work primarily at home over the 2009–2018 period. The 
home-based work rates increased for both workers with dis-
abilities (5.3% to 6.0% after smoothing) and workers without 
disabilities (4.0% to 5.2%) over this period, but the disabil-
ity gap narrowed. Table 4 confirms these trends, showing 
a positive trend in home-based work for both groups, but a 
more positive trend for workers without disabilities. Note 
that while the disability-year interaction is negative, the 

Table 1  Work primarily at 
home by disability status, 
2009–2018

*Significant difference from non-disability sample at p < 0.05
**p < 0.01

Figures reflect percent who primarily work at home (from American Community Survey)

All workers Employees Self-employed

No disability Disability No Disability Disability No disability Disability

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

All 4.6% 5.7%** 2.8% 3.3%** 21.3% 23.1%**
Hearing impairment 5.8%** 3.0%** 22.1%**
Vision impairment 4.7%* 2.9%** 20.0%**
Cognitive impairment 4.9%** 3.0%** 23.0%**
Mobility impairment 6.8%** 4.0%** 25.6%**
Difficulty with self-care 7.1%** 4.4%** 25.9%**
Difficulty outside home 7.2%** 4.5%** 29.0%**
N 13,019,338 810,897 11,669,172 706,291 1,350,166 104,606
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Fig. 1  Work primarily at home by disability status, 2009–2018
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overall predicted trend for workers with disabilities remains 
positive when the interaction and main effects are added.

Any Work at Home

While the ACS results clearly indicate that workers with dis-
abilities are more likely to work primarily at home, this may 
not apply to doing “any work” at home. The results from 

Table 2  Work primarily at home by disability status, 2009–2018

* Significant difference by disability status at p < 0.05 
**p < 0.01

Figures reflect percent who primarily work at home (from American Community Survey)

All workers Employees Self-employed

No disability Disability No disability Disability No disability Disability

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

All 4.6% 5.7%** 2.8% 3.3%** 21.3% 23.1%**
Gender
Female 4.8% 6.0%** 3.0% 3.6%** 27.7% 29.9%**
Male 4.4% 5.4%** 2.6% 2.9%** 17.7% 19.6%**
Race and ethnicity
White non-Hispanic 5.3% 6.3%** 3.2% 3.5%** 23.0% 24.4%**
Black 2.8% 3.6%** 1.8% 2.4%** 21.1% 21.1%**
Hispanic 3.0% 4.1%** 1.8% 2.5%** 15.4% 17.6%**
Other 4.1% 5.4%** 2.9% 3.6%** 16.4% 19.4%**
Age
18–34 2.8% 3.2%** 2.0% 2.3%** 20.1% 20.4%
35–49 4.9% 4.8% 3.1% 3.0% 20.5% 21.2%
50–64 5.7% 5.7% 3.3% 3.3% 21.3% 22.3%**
65 plus 9.5% 10.4%** 4.7% 5.4%** 26.2% 26.4%
Education
No HS 3.3% 4.8%** 1.8% 3.0%** 13.3% 16.1%**
Some HS, no degree 2.7% 4.4%** 1.6% 2.6%** 14.0% 17.3%**
HS degree 3.2% 4.2%** 1.7% 2.3%** 17.2% 19.7%**
Some college 4.2% 5.6%** 2.6% 3.2%** 21.4% 24.1%**
Associate’s 4.1% 5.1%** 2.5% 3.1%** 22.8% 23.5%
Bachelor’s 6.6% 8.4%** 4.2% 4.9%** 28.3% 30.0%**
Master’s 6.4% 8.6%** 4.3% 5.0%** 31.0% 32.8%*
Professional degree 5.0% 9.8%** 3.0% 4.9%** 11.7% 19.8%**
Ph.D 6.2% 11.8%** 4.1% 7.5%** 20.8% 28.7%**
Live alone
Yes 4.5% 5.6%** 2.7% 3.2%** 21.1% 23.0%**
No 5.3% 6.1%** 3.5% 3.7%** 22.7% 24.0%**
Live with children under age 18
Yes 4.7% 6.1%** 2.8% 3.5%** 21.7% 23.5%**
No 4.4% 4.6%** 2.7% 2.8% 20.7% 21.9%**
Live with elders age 65 or older
Yes 4.4% 5.1%** 2.7% 3.0%** 20.9% 22.3%**
No 6.0% 8.5%** 3.4% 4.7%** 23.9% 25.9%**
Live in house with Internet access
Yes 5.0% 6.1%** 3.2% 3.6%** 22.1% 24.2%**
No 4.2% 5.3%** 2.5% 3.0%** 20.6% 22.3%**
N 13,019,338 810,897 11,669,172 706,291 1,350,166 104,606
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the ATUS in Table 5 indicate that this is the case. Asked 
about all their activities during a reference day, 22.7% of 
the employed respondents with disabilities said they per-
formed any paid work at home during the day, which is not 
significantly greater than the 21.7% of employed respondents 
without disabilities who gave the same response.

Broken down by disability type, the only significant dis-
ability gap in any home-based work occurred for workers 
with mobility impairments, of whom 26.4% reported any 
home-based work compared to 21.7% of workers without 
disabilities. Broken down by broad occupation, the only sig-
nificant disability gap occurred in management occupations 
(columns 1 and 2), but this significant difference disappears 
when examining employees and self-employed separately 
(columns 3 to 6). So the overall gap may reflect the increased 
likelihood of workers with disabilities to be self-employed 
(where the rate of home-based work is higher in general). 
The disability differences, both among employees and the 
self-employed, remain statistically insignificant in regres-
sions that control for demographic characteristics and occu-
pation (not reported but available).

The story is slightly different in analyzing the larger sam-
ple in the combined CPS Disability Supplements done in 
2012 and 2019. While the simple comparisons in Table 6 
indicate that workers with disabilities are more likely to pri-
marily work at home, the regressions in Table 7 (columns 
1 to 3) find that this difference is no longer statistically sig-
nificant when controlling for demographic characteristics 
and occupation.

In contrast to the ATUS results, however, both simple 
comparisons and regressions show that workers with dis-
abilities are more likely than those without disabilities to do 
any work at home (Table 6, columns 1 and 2, and Table 7, 
columns 4 to 6). The regressions also show that employees 
with disabilities are more likely to be paid for work at home 

and have a formal arrangement with their employer (Table 7, 
columns 7 and 8). Work at home appeared to increase for 
employees in general from 2012 to 2019 (columns 2, 5, 7, 
and 8 of Table 7, consistent with the positive time trend from 
ACS data in Table 4), but the insignificant interactions with 
disability status do not point to different trends for workers 
with and without disabilities.

Examining the reasons workers offered for working at 
home, Table 6 shows that workers with disabilities were less 
likely to cite reduced commuting and coordination of work 
and family needs, and more likely to cite illness, disability, 
or health reasons.

Therefore, the ATUS and CPS results give a somewhat 
mixed message on disability differences in working at home. 
While the ATUS results do not show significant differences 
by disability status in doing any work at home (either in 
simple comparisons or regressions), the CPS regression 
results point to a significantly higher likelihood of work at 
home for both employees and self-employed workers, and 
a higher likelihood of paid work and a formal arrangement 
for employees with disabilities compared to those without 
disabilities. We put a somewhat heavier weight on the CPS 
results, given the larger sample size and the additional meas-
ures related to work at home. Also, as noted in the data sec-
tion, there is at least a five-month lag between the disability 
measure and the work at home measure for the ATUS data, 
making the disability measure less reliable in the ATUS 
data.

Wages of Home‑Based Workers

How does working at home affect the wages of workers with 
and without disabilities? Table 8 reports on wage regressions 
with standard controls that include detailed occupation. As 
shown at the bottom of the table, the disability pay gap is 

Table 3  Work primarily 
at home by disability and 
occupation, 2009–2018

*Significant difference by disability status at p < 0.05 
**p < 0.01

Figures reflect percent who primarily work at home (from American Community Survey)

All workers Employees Self-employed

No disability Disability No disability Disability No disability Disability

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

All 4.6% 5.7%** 2.8% 3.3%** 21.3% 23.1%**
Management 7.8% 11.0%** 4.7% 5.6%** 23.9% 27.3%**
Professional/technical 5.1% 7.0%** 3.3% 4.2%** 27.1% 30.6%**
Service 3.7% 5.2%** 2.1% 3.3%** 17.5% 19.8%**
Sales 5.9% 6.3%** 3.7% 3.3%** 20.8% 22.2%**
Administrative 3.7% 4.8%** 2.8% 3.6%** 32.0% 33.5%
Blue-collar 2.2% 2.9%** 1.1% 1.5%** 12.5% 14.2%**
N 13,019,338 810,897 11,669,172 706,291 1,350,166 104,606
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Table 4  Predicting work primarily at home

Robust standard errors in parentheses
*p < 0.05
**p < 0.01

Dep. var. = primarily work at home (from American Community Survey)

All workers Employees

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Disability
Any 0.006** 0.008** 0.004** 0.005**

(0.000) (0.001) (0.000) (0.001)
Vision − 0.004** − 0.001*

(0.001) (0.001)
Hearing − 0.002** − 0.003**

(0.001) (0.000)
Cognitive 0.001 0.001

(0.001) (0.001)
Mobility 0.008** 0.006**

(0.001) (0.001)
Self-care 0.002 0.003*

(0.001) (0.001)
Outside home 0.022** 0.015**

(0.001) (0.001)
Year .00113** .00113** .00116** .00130** .00130** .00131**

(0.00002) (0.00002) (0.00003) (0.00002) (0.00002) (0.00002)
Disability*year − 0.00051** − 0.00028**

(0.00012) (0.00010)
Demographics
Female 0.002** 0.001** 0.002** 0.000 − 0.000 0.000

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
White non-Hispanic (excl.)
Black − 0.020** − 0.020** − 0.020** − 0.011** − 0.011** − 0.011**

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Hispanic − 0.012** − 0.012** − 0.012** − 0.007** − 0.007** − 0.007**

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Other − 0.012** − 0.012** − 0.012** − 0.004** − 0.004** − 0.004**

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Age 18–34 (excl.)
Age 35–49 0.017** 0.017** 0.017** 0.008** 0.008** 0.008**

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Age 50–64 0.026** 0.026** 0.026** 0.011** 0.011** 0.011**

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Age 65 plus 0.059** 0.059** 0.059** 0.021** 0.021** 0.021**

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Live alone 0.009** 0.009** 0.009** 0.011** 0.010** 0.011**

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Live with children under age 18 0.006** 0.006** 0.006** 0.004** 0.004** 0.004**

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Live with elders over age 65 0.009** 0.009** 0.009** 0.007** 0.007** 0.007**

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Education dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Occupation dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
n 13,334,984 13,334,984 13,334,984 11,930,178 11,930,178 11,930,178
R-squared 0.017 0.017 0.017 0.010 0.010 0.010



Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation 

1 3

slightly larger among homeworkers (-13.5%) than among 
non-homeworkers (− 10.4%) (column 1), with similar gaps 
when looking just at employees or self-employed workers 
(columns 2 and 3). While the differences in these disability 
gaps between homeworkers and non-homeworkers are small, 
they are statistically significant.2

Along with comparing workers with and without disabili-
ties, another interesting comparison is between homeworkers 
and non-homeworkers. Table 8 shows that employees with-
out disabilities earn slightly more on average (3.7%) if they 
work primarily at home, while the difference for employees 
with disabilities is not significant. In contrast, self-employed 
workers earn less by working at home, with home work gaps 
of 8.1% among workers without disabilities and 8.6% among 
those with disabilities (each of these gaps is statistically sig-
nificant by itself, but the difference between these gaps is 
not significant).

The principal implication from these results is that the 
pay gaps faced by workers with disabilities are not substan-
tially altered by working at home: they continue to earn less 
than workers without disabilities when working at home. 
Therefore, the potential benefit of increased home-based 
work for people with disabilities would appear to lie in 
greater employment opportunities, not increased pay.

Potential for Jobs to be Done at Home

The analysis of current patterns in home-based work begs 
the question of what jobs can potentially be done at home. 
The expansion of computer and information technologies 
enables more and more jobs to be done remotely. In a 2020 
study, Dingel and Neiman studied which jobs could poten-
tially be done entirely at home, using data on occupational 
characteristics from the federal O*Net database [43]. They 

assign a potential to each occupational category, the cat-
egory designated with a two-digit number, and then present 
a score for each category reflecting how many jobs within 
that category could be done entirely at home. Those scores 
are replicated in column 1 of Table 9. The actual number 
of workers working primarily at home in the 2014–2018 
period (using ACS) is shown in column 2. The numbers of 
actual home-based workers in each category (column 2) are 
uniformly lower than the number of potential home-based 
workers (column 1), illustrating substantial room for expan-
sion of home-based work in each occupational category. 
There is a strong positive correlation of 0.59 between the 
two measures, as shown at the bottom of Table 9, providing 
some validation for Dingel and Neiman’s measures of which 
occupations are more amenable to work at home.

How much potential is there for workers with disabilities 
to work primarily at home? Column 3 of Table 9 shows the 
number of workers with disabilities in each of the two-digit 
occupational categories. People with disabilities appear to 
have less potential for expanding telework in their current 
jobs: the distribution of workers with disabilities has a strong 
negative correlation of -0.68 with the potential for jobs to be 
done entirely at home, as shown at the bottom of Table 9. 
This negative relationship is also demonstrated by estimat-
ing the percent of jobs that could be done entirely at home, 
using current occupational distributions of workers with and 
without disabilities. Based on their current occupational dis-
tributions, Table 9 shows that close to two in five (39.5%) of 
the jobs held by workers without disabilities could be done 
entirely at home, compared to only one-third (34.0%) of the 
jobs held by workers with disabilities.

In sum, while workers with disabilities are more likely to 
be working from home currently, their current jobs offer less 
potential for substantially expanding the extent to which they 
could work primarily at home. This reflects their dispropor-
tionately greater likelihood of being in service and blue-
collar occupations that are less amenable to home-based 
work (e.g., buildings and grounds cleaning and maintenance, 
where workers with disabilities have the greatest representa-
tion). It is also possible that the nature and severity of their 
disabilities are more likely to limit them to those occupations 
that cannot be done from home.

Discussion

These results strongly point to the value that work at home 
has for many people with disabilities. While people with 
disabilities face various barriers in obtaining jobs, these 
barriers are most likely to limit their access to professional 
and other white-collar jobs where home-based work is often 
more feasible and productive; as seen in Table 9, they are 
more likely to be in lower-paying blue-collar and service 

0.0%
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2.0%

3.0%

4.0%
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6.0%
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Fig. 2  Telework by disability status, 2009–2018

2 The differences in the disability gaps between homeworkers and 
non-homeworkers are all significant at p < .001, while the differences 
in the homeworking gaps between workers with and without disabili-
ties are significant at p < .001 for all workers and employees, but not 
for self-employed workers.



 Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation

1 3

Table 6  Type and reasons for work at home by disability status, 2012 and 2019

*Significant difference from non-disability sample at p < 0.05 
**p < .0.01

Based on Current Population Survey disability supplements in May 2012 and July 2019. Limited to employed workers

All workers Employees Self-employed

No disability Disability No disability Disability No disability Disability

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Typically work at home 4.7% 7.9%* 2.7% 3.5% 22.8% 33.1%*
Any work at home 23.0% 26.3%* 19.1% 18.7% 58.8% 69.9%*
 Hearing impairment 29.5% 19.8% 73.0%*
 Vision impairment 22.3% 15.8% 64.4%
 Cognitive impairment 21.3% 15.8% 65.4%
 Mobility impairment 27.0%* 18.7% 67.8%
 Difficulty with self-care 37.2%* 20.9% 81.3%*
 Difficulty outside home 27.4% 20.9% 63.0%

Paid for work at home 14.1% 13.6% 14.1% 13.6% na Na
Formal arrangement with employer to work at home 10.8% 11.7% 10.8% 11.7% na Na
If work at home, reasons for doing so
 Less commuting 14.0% 9.5%* 15.9% 11.6% 8.2% 6.3%
 Reduced expenses for transportation, food, etc 5.1% 5.5% 5.2% 6.0% 4.7% 4.8%
 Coordinate work and family needs 15.9% 11.0%* 17.8% 13.1% 10.3% 7.7%
 More control over life 12.6% 8.9%* 13.3% 10.4% 10.4% 6.7%
 Illness, disability, health 1.7% 9.6%* 2.1% 10.0%* 0.7% 9.0%*
 Mandated to reduce employer costs 3.9% 4.7% 5.1% 6.9% 0.6% 1.2%
 Mandated for trans. mgt. or pollution reqs 1.0% 0.7% 1.2% 1.1% 0.2% 0.0%*
 More productive 27.1% 23.3% 31.9% 31.4% 12.9% 10.8%
 Business at home 21.2% 35.1% 6.4% 13.7%* 65.1% 67.9%
 Other 22.2% 21.6% 26.2% 28.8% 10.4% 10.5%

n 93,281 3,896 83,152 10,129 3,239 657

Table 5  Any work at home by 
disability status, 2008–2018

*Significant difference from non-disability sample at p < 0.05 
**p < 0.01

All workers Employees Self-employed

No disability Disability No disability Disability No disability Disability

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

All 21.7% 22.7% 17.9% 15.9% 52.7% 57.9%
Hearing impairment 22.3% 15.3% 58.8%
Vision impairment 19.6% 15.2% 49.6%
Cognitive impairment 20.5% 14.4% 48.8%
Mobility impairment 26.4%* 17.6% 68.9%*
Difficulty with self-care 24.0% 15.6% 61.4%
Difficulty outside home 24.0% 15.4% 56.8%
Occupation
Management 33.3% 46.7%* 27.1% 33.5% 56.5% 67.3%
Management-related 27.7% 19.4% 23.3% 13.4% 67.0% 41.4%
Professional/technical 33.8% 31.9% 30.5% 28.2% 68.9% 65.2%
Service 11.4% 9.0% 8.1% 6.2% 44.5% 38.4%
Sales 23.5% 31.2% 18.8% 19.7% 48.7% 70.1%*
Administrative 10.9% 10.6% 9.2% 6.4% 58.3% 94.5%*
Blue-collar 9.1% 9.8% 6.6% 7.7% 32.0% 27.3%
n 39,380 1,413 34,567 1,154 4,813 259



Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation 

1 3

Table 7  Predicting work at home with CPS supplement

Robust standard errors in parentheses
*p < 0.05
**p < 0.01

Primarily work at home Any work at home Paid for work at 
home

Formal arrange-
ment to work at 
home

All workers Employees Self-employed All workers Employees Self-employed Employees Employees

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Disability 0.009 0.002 0.020 0.048** 0.032** 0.104** 0.023** 0.020**
(0.006) (0.004) (0.028) (0.010) (0.009) (0.030) (0.008) (0.007)

Disability *(2019  
year dummy)

0.008 0.004 0.026 − 0.008 − 0.004 − 0.038 − 0.005 0.005
(0.009) (0.006) (0.040) (0.014) (0.013) (0.043) (0.012) (0.011)

2019 year dummy 0.007** 0.009** 0.005 0.020** 0.024** 0.016 0.039** 0.035**
(0.001) (0.001) (0.009) (0.003) (0.003) (0.011) (0.002) (0.002)

Female 0.018** 0.009** 0.103** 0.006 0.002 0.085** 0.007 0.016**
(0.003) (0.003) (0.018) (0.005) (0.005) (0.018) (0.005) (0.004)

Age − 0.000 0.001 − 0.000 0.007** 0.007** 0.005 0.005** 0.004**
(0.001) (0.000) (0.003) (0.001) (0.001) (0.003) (0.001) (0.001)

Age squared 0.000** − 0.000 0.000 − 0.000** − 0.000** − 0.000 − 0.000** − 0.000**
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Race
White non-His-

panic (excl.)
Black − 0.015** − 0.010** − 0.014 − 0.059** − 0.053** − 0.031 − 0.042** − 0.031**

(0.003) (0.003) (0.028) (0.006) (0.006) (0.031) (0.006) (0.005)
Hispanic − 0.010** − 0.008** − 0.013 − 0.040** − 0.032** − 0.075** − 0.031** − 0.021**

(0.003) (0.002) (0.020) (0.005) (0.005) (0.026) (0.005) (0.004)
Other − 0.010* − 0.010** 0.032 − 0.052** − 0.045** − 0.078** − 0.036** − 0.027**

(0.004) (0.003) (0.026) (0.008) (0.008) (0.030) (0.007) (0.006)
Education
No HS degree 

(excl.)
HS degree 0.002 − 0.005 0.073** − 0.001 − 0.008 0.091** − 0.010* − 0.007

(0.003) (0.003) (0.021) (0.006) (0.005) (0.033) (0.004) (0.004)
Some college 0.012** − 0.002 0.105** 0.042** 0.022** 0.199** 0.013* 0.014**

(0.004) (0.003) (0.025) (0.007) (0.006) (0.036) (0.005) (0.005)
Associate’s degree 0.011* − 0.003 0.120** 0.044** 0.029** 0.192** 0.018** 0.019**

(0.005) (0.004) (0.027) (0.008) (0.007) (0.039) (0.006) (0.006)
Bachelor’s degree 0.024** 0.005 0.147** 0.116** 0.099** 0.229** 0.081** 0.057**

(0.005) (0.004) (0.025) (0.008) (0.008) (0.036) (0.007) (0.006)
Graduate degree 0.031** 0.008 0.178** 0.192** 0.181** 0.243** 0.125** 0.089**

(0.006) (0.005) (0.032) (0.011) (0.011) (0.040) (0.010) (0.009)
Occupation dum-

mies
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

N 97,177 86,391 10,786 97,177 86,391 10,786 86,391 86,391
R-squared 0.104 0.059 0.257 0.255 0.247 0.280 0.197 0.151
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jobs where home-based work is generally less feasible. In 
addition, self-employed workers have more choice about 
where to work than do employees (who must obtain an 
employer’s permission), so the higher rate of home-based 
work among self-employed workers with disabilities likely 
indicates the advantages of home-based work [44].

At least some of the employment barriers faced by work-
ers with disabilities may be lessened by working from home. 
Employers may be more willing to hire workers with disa-
bilities for home-based positions due to lower concern about 
workplace accommodations and attitudes of supervisors and 
co-workers; discomfort may be lessened by remote interac-
tion. The possibility of home-based work does not excuse 
employers from creating more welcoming and accessible 
workplaces. But it is nevertheless possible that home-based 
work may cause employers to take a closer look at what 
workers with disabilities can do rather than at how they fit 
into a traditional workplace.

In line with these benefits, pay levels and raises for home-
based workers may be determined more by actual job per-
formance than irrelevant stereotypes and office dynamics 
that can disadvantage workers with disabilities. However, 
our results show that the disability wage gap is just as large, 
and possibly larger, among home-based workers than among 
on-site employees. This indicates that while increased 

availability of home-based work may improve employment 
opportunities for workers with disabilities, it is unlikely to 
erase wage disparities without other interventions.

Working from home can be a reasonable accommodation 
under the Americans with Disabilities Act [45], but some 
employers are resistant to ADA requirements and small 
employers are not covered by the law [46]. Some people 
with disabilities are frustrated that employers are suddenly 
so willing to accommodate workers without disabilities dur-
ing the COVID pandemic after resisting disability accom-
modations for so long [47, 48]. Almost all workers (with 
and without disabilities) receive accommodations to meet 
their personal needs, even simple items such as having an 
employer-provided chair in which to sit. By shaking up 
the structure of work, the crisis may spur employers’ and 
employees’ creativity in devising new ways to meet employ-
ees’ needs, both at home and in the worksite.

The types of jobs currently held by workers with dis-
abilities may, however, greatly constrain their ability to ben-
efit from the increased availability of working from home. 
We estimate that only 34% are in occupations with a high 
potential for home-based work, compared to 40% of workers 
without disabilities. Some jobs simply require face-to-face 
interaction, such as being a home health aide, food server, or 
haircutter, and others require working in a location directly 

Table 8  Predicting wages of 
those working primarily at 
home

All regressions include controls for gender, race/ethnicity (3 dummies), education (8 dummies), labor mar-
ket experience both linear and squared, state (50 dummies), occupation (481 dummies), and year (9 dum-
mies)
Robust standard errors in parentheses
*p < 0.05
** p < 0.01

Dependent variable = ln(hourly pay). Based on 2009–2018 ACS data for those working 50–52 weeks last 
year

Sample All workers Employees Self-employed

(1) (2) (3)

No disability, non-homeworker (excluded)
No disability, homeworker − 0.067** 0.036** − 0.084**

(0.012) (0.014) (0.006)
Disability, non-homeworker − 0.11** − 0.11** − 0.122**

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Disability, homeworker − 0.212** − 0.132** − 0.212**

(0.011) (0.013) (0.011)
Observations 11,294,676 10,177,511 1,117,165
R-squared 0.441 0.489 0.262
Estimated disability pay gap for
Non-homeworkers − 10.4%** − 10.4%** − 11.5%**
Homeworkers − 13.5%** − 15.5%** − 12.0%**
Estimated homework pay gap for
Workers without disabilities − 6.5%** 3.7%** − 8.1%**
Workers with disabilities − 9.7%** − 2.2% − 8.6%**
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Table 9  Potential for jobs to be 
done at home

Sources: Column 1 data are from Dingel and Neiman (2020); columns 2 and 3 data are calculated from 
2014 to 2018 American Community Survey microdata

Percent of jobs 
that could be done 
entirely at home

Percent of jobs 
done primarily from 
home,
2014–2018

Percent of workers 
who have dis-
abilities,
2014–2018

NAICS Code (1) (2) (3)

11 Management occupations 87.0% 8.2% 4.5%
13 Business and Financial 

Operations Occupations
88.0% 9.6% 4.3%

15 Computer and Mathemati-
cal Occupations

100.0% 10.5% 3.8%

17 Architecture and Engineer-
ing Occupations

61.0% 4.8% 4.0%

19 Life, Physical, and Social 
Science Occupations

54.0% 4.7% 3.6%

21 Community and Social 
Service Occupations

37.0% 4.2% 6.1%

23 Legal Occupations 97.0% 6.4% 4.3%
25 Education, Training, and 

Library Occupations
98.0% 3.0% 4.4%

27 Arts, Design, Entertain-
ment, Sports, and Media 
Occupations

76.0% 16.4% 4.8%

29 Healthcare Practitioners and 
Technical Occupations

5.0% 2.3% 3.9%

31 Healthcare Support Occu-
pations

2.0% 5.9% 7.1%

33 Protective Service Occupa-
tions

6.0% 1.5% 5.7%

35 Food Preparation and Serv-
ing Related Occupations

0.0% 1.2% 5.9%

37 Building and Grounds 
Cleaning and Mainte-
nance Occupations

0.0% 3.2% 8.7%

39 Personal Care and Service 
Occupations

26.0% 9.5% 6.1%

41 Sales and Related Occupa-
tions

28.0% 6.3% 5.4%

43 Office and Administrative 
Support Occupations

65.0% 4.4% 5.9%

45 Farming, Fishing, and 
Forestry Occupations

1.0% 5.5% 6.1%

47 Construction And Extrac-
tion Occupations

0.0% 2.8% 5.4%

49 Installation, Maintenance, 
and Repair Occupations

1.0% 2.8% 6.3%

51 Production Occupations 1.0% 1.9% 7.0%
53 Transportation and Material 

Moving Occupations
3.0% 1.9% 7.1%

Correlation of columns (1) and (2) 0.59
Correlation of columns (1) and (3) − 0.68
Based on current distributions, estimated 

percent of jobs that could be done 
entirely at home for:

Workers without disabilities 39.5%
Workers with disabilities 34.0%
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with co-workers or with large capital investments, such as 
on an assembly line. Workers with disabilities are currently 
more likely to be in these kinds of low-level service and 
blue-collar occupations. The pandemic may lead employers 
to rethink some of these jobs to be more amenable to work 
at home. For example, some work requiring team-based 
interaction may be moved to virtual conferences, and many 
administrative tasks may be migrated on-line. Technology 
is clearly a critical factor in work at home [49]: even manu-
facturing jobs may be increasingly done at home with new 
technologies such as 3D printing.

The question of intersectionality with gender, race, and 
ethnicity is important. We found that the disability gap in 
home-based work was slightly smaller but still strongly 
significant among Blacks and Hispanics/Latinos (Table 2). 
Given that the pandemic may have hit these groups harder, 
it will be interesting to see how disability combines with 
these other characteristics in determining the effects of 
home-based work on Black and Hispanic/Latino workers 
with disabilities.

A potential barrier to home-based work for people with 
disabilities is that a large number of such jobs now require 
Internet access. As shown in Table 2, people with disabili-
ties are more likely than those without disabilities to work 
at home whether or not their homes have Internet access, 
but it is clear that Internet access opens more possibili-
ties for work at home. The pandemic has made broadband 
access even more important. From the 2018 ACS, we cal-
culate that people with disabilities are less likely to live in 
homes with Internet access, constraining their employment 
prospects. Although there has been improvement, 17% of 
non-employed working-age people with disabilities lived in 
a home without Internet access in 2018, compared to 9% 
of people without disabilities. Any substantial expansion 
of employment that includes home-based work is therefore 
likely to involve efforts to increase Internet access in homes 
of people with disabilities.

We are not claiming that increased opportunity to work 
at home is an unmitigated good for people with disabilities. 
As noted initially, there are disadvantages to home-based 
work, such as social isolation and career-growth limitations. 
Clearly it should not be used by employers to avoid mak-
ing reasonable accommodations or to avoid incorporating 
workers with disabilities into workplace cultures and making 
efforts to ensure an environment that values and respects all 
employees.

Conclusion

The pandemic can be seen as a massive test of employers’ 
ability and willingness to accommodate workers. It may 
radically transform the way we think about and perform our 

jobs. Our key question is what implications the pandemic 
will have for the employment of people with disabilities, 
with a focus on the role of home-based work. Our answers 
are necessarily speculative, but we inform our conclusions 
by analyzing pre-COVID data over the 2009–2019 period on 
disability and work at home. The key results are:

• Among both employees and self-employed workers, 
workers with disabilities are more likely to work at home 
than otherwise-similar workers without disabilities.

• Rates of working primarily at home are higher among 
workers with disabilities across broad occupational, gen-
der, race/ethnicity, age, and education groups, as well as 
when considering whether the person lives alone, with 
children, or elders, except that there is a little difference 
by disability status among middle-aged workers.

• Rates of working primarily at home are highest for peo-
ple with mobility impairments, difficulty with self-care, 
and difficulty going outside alone.

• The rates of working primarily at home increased for 
workers both with and without disabilities over the 2009–
2018 period, but increased more for workers without dis-
abilities, so the disability gap in home-based work nar-
rowed over this period.

• Compared to on-site work, workers with disabilities 
doing home-based work face slightly larger wage gaps 
relative to workers without disabilities.

• Despite their higher current likelihood of working at 
home, workers with disabilities are currently less likely 
than those without disabilities to work in occupations 
with high potential for home-based work.

What further research is needed? It will be interesting to 
see how home-based work evolves as the economy recov-
ers over the next several years. Workers without disabilities 
may discover many advantages of working from home and 
catch up to the rate of home-based work for people with 
disabilities. But as suggested here, employers may find that 
home-bound people with disabilities are a valuable pool for 
re-imagined jobs. Along with the overall rate of home-based 
work, it will be valuable to analyze two questions concerning 
occupation: which occupations will have increased rates of 
home-based work, and whether there will be a shift in the 
occupational distribution of workers both with and with-
out disabilities if they gravitate to occupations with greater 
opportunities for home-based work.

Another important research topic is the compensation lev-
els of home-based workers. We find that the disability pay 
gap is just as large, or larger, among home-based workers 
than among on-site workers, suggesting a similar treatment 
of people with disabilities in the two settings. It is possi-
ble, however, that pay patterns could change as employers 
rethink work tasks and measures of productivity. Workers 
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with disabilities may especially benefit if they are increas-
ingly judged on their work tasks rather than on the basis of 
stereotypes that shape their current pay and work conditions 
[12].

While standard data sources such as the ACS, CPS, and 
ATUS will provide valuable data on trends in home-based 
work and its relation to demographics and pay, it will be 
important to collect new data on the experiences of workers 
with disabilities who are doing home-based work. Such data 
may include new quantitative and qualitative data that gather 
information on the perceived advantages and disadvantages 
of home-based work.

Some of the important topics to be considered are: (1) 
social isolation—do virtual meetings effectively substitute 
for in-person meetings in helping people with and without 
disabilities stay connected, and are there enough meaning-
ful opportunities for collaborating and socializing with co-
workers?; (2) opportunities for training, promotions, and 
raises—do home-based workers feel (and are they in actu-
ality) “out of sight, out of mind” when it comes to career 
growth?; (3) work-family balance—does home-based work 
help people manage their home responsibilities with chil-
dren and elders, or does this create too many distractions 
for productive work?; (4) intersectionality—does home-
based work have similar effects on workers with disabilities 
across racial, ethnic, and gender categories?; (5) managing 
one’s disability—does home-based work help people better 
cope with the time, energy, and physical demands posed by 
many disabilities, thereby improving their work-life experi-
ence, and even their health?; (6) worker organizing—is it 
harder for home-based workers to join together, through 
unions or other collective means, to demand better pay 
and treatment?; and (7) disability inclusive employment 
policy—does the current prevalence of home-based work 
require new or revised policies and laws to combat dis-
crimination and support reasonable accommodation, equal 
pay, and equal employment opportunity for people with 
disabilities [50]?

In focusing on working from home, we do not want to 
ignore the cataclysmic loss of millions of jobs during the 
pandemic, which hit people with disabilities especially 
hard. Without minimizing the current devastation, it is 
worth considering how the structure of work may change 
when the crisis abates, and the economy eventually recov-
ers. Will working remotely become a viable lasting option 
for more of us, or will it continue to be viewed as a special 
benefit or accommodation outside the “normal” way most 
people do our jobs? The way we answer this question has 
the potential to open up job opportunities for people with 
disabilities and help them achieve greater economic and 
social equality.
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