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International Day of People with Disabilities

A note on terminology

The International Day of People with Disabilities (IDPWD), observed every year on December 3, 
was proclaimed by the United Nations General Assembly in 1992. IDPWD is an opportunity to 
celebrate the achievements and contributions of people with disabilities, improve our 
understanding of the barriers people with disabilities face, and evaluate our effort towards 
inclusive and accessible communities and workplaces. This guide provides information, resources, 
and actionable advice for building workplaces that are accessible and inclusive.

This year’s theme, declared by the United Nations, is “Transformative solutions for inclusive 
development: the role of innovation in fuelling an accessible and equitable world.” For more 
information about IDPWD, please visit the International Day of People with Disabilities website 
and the United Nations information page.

DEI language – and disability language in particular – is constantly evolving. Context, connotation, 
tone, and individual preferences play a role in what terminology is acceptable. For example, the 
connotation of a word may change (for positive or negative), or the terminology that someone 
may prefer in reference to themselves may change.

There is a great deal of debate around the use of person-first and identity-first language. 
Person-first language places emphasis on the person as an individual first and less emphasis on 
their disability. For example, “person with a disability” instead of “disabled person”. Person-first 
language should be used unless you know an individual prefers identity-first language. 
Identity-first language places the disability identity first. For example, “disabled person” instead 
of “person with a disability”. Identity-first language is preferred by many people with disabilities, 
particularly those who view their disability as an important part of their identity. However, it is 
best only to use this type of language if you know it is what the person prefers.

In this guide, we use person-first language, but the “correct” choice between the two varies 
between individuals. As terminology evolves, it is always best practice to ask wherever possible.

Further reading

Defining disability

It is generally accepted in disability communities that disabled and disability are not bad words 
and that euphemisms for these words, like differently abled or diverse ability, should be avoided 
unless explicitly requested. “Disability” refers to a broad range of medical conditions an individual 
can have from birth, due to an accident, or developed over time, which impact an individual’s 
ability to function.1 Disabilities can be visible or invisible, permanent, temporary, or episodic.

Glossary of Terms, Canadian Centre for Diversity and Inclusion
Disability Language Style Guide, National Center for Disability and Journalism
Inclusive Language in Media: A Canadian Style Guide, Humber College
Inclusive language: The dos and don'ts, Business Disability Forum

https://idpwd.org/
https://www.un.org/en/observances/day-of-persons-with-disabilities/
https://www.ccdi.ca/glossary-of-terms/
https://ncdj.org/style-guide/
http://www.humber.ca/makingaccessiblemedia/modules/01/transript/Inclusive_Language_Guide_Aug2019.pdf
https://businessdisabilityforum.org.uk/knowledge-hub/resources/inclusive-language-the-dos-and-donts/
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There are two common ways of looking at disability: the medical model and the social model.2 3 4      
The medical model of disability suggests that disability is caused by a condition, impairment, or 
difference. This model sees disability as a deficiency or abnormality and implies that disability is 
addressed through medical or other treatments. Under the medical model, medical professionals 
are the experts on disability, and it is the responsibility of the disabled person to “fix” their 
disability. The social model of disability suggests that disability is caused by the design and 
structure of society and the environment, both physical and social. That is, disability is socially 
constructed. This model sees disability as an aspect of someone’s identity, like race or gender, and 
implies that disability is addressed by removing societal and environmental barriers. Under the 
social model, people with disabilities are the experts on disability, and everyone is responsible for 
removing the barriers that cause disability.

The social model is a newer concept, and it is argued that it offers substantially more solutions for 
improving the lives of people with disabilities than the medical model. The key message of the 
social model is that if we listen to the needs of people with disabilities and work together to 
remove barriers, we can create more accessible workplaces and communities where everyone can 
participate to their full potential.

Further reading

Canadian disability statistics

Glossary Medical Model of Disability versus Social Model of Disability, Citizens for Accessible 
Neighbourhoods
Social Model vs Medical Model of disability, Disability Nottinghamshire
The Social Model of Disability Explained, Alliance for Equality of Blind Canadians

One in five Canadians above the age of 15 – or 6.2 million people – have at least one 
disability.5
1.6 million Canadians with disabilities are unable to afford the aids, devices, or medication 
they require.6
People without disabilities make a higher average personal income after-tax ($39,000) than 
those with disabilities ($19,200-$34,300, depending on disability type).7
Approximately 59% of working-age adults with disabilities are employed compared to 
approximately 80% of those without disabilities.8
39% of unemployed Canadians with disabilities have the desire and potential to work.9
Over 14% of Canadians who are unemployed due to a disability indicated that appropriate 
accommodations would enable them to work.10
Among working-age adults with disabilities, 37% require at least one workplace 
accommodation to be able to work,11 and 20% of employees with a disability require no 
accommodations at all.12
Over half of the workplace accommodations cost absolutely nothing to implement, and the 
remaining have a typical cost of $500 (USD).13 The most common type of workplace 
accommodations required are flexible work arrangements and workstation modifications.14

https://canbc.org/blog/medical-model-of-disability-versus-social-model-of-disability/
https://www.disabilitynottinghamshire.org.uk/index.php/about/social-model-vs-medical-model-of-disability/
http://www.blindcanadians.ca/publications/cbm/16/social-model-disability-explained
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A 2018 report found that organizations that excel in disability inclusion were more likely to 
outperform their peers with an average of 28% higher revenues, 200% higher net income, and 
30% higher profit margins.18 Organizations that commit to accessibility send the message that 
people with disabilities are welcome, making them more likely to be chosen by people with 
disabilities, as well as their friends and families.19

If your organization intends to recognize IDPWD, it is essential that there is already meaningful 
action in place toward disability inclusion. Below, we outline some specific actions organizations 
can take to create inclusive and accessible workplaces for people with disabilities.

Creating inclusive and accessible workplaces

Communicate the organization’s commitment to disability inclusion and accessibility

Benefits of accommodations reported by employers include retaining valued employees, 
increasing employee productivity, and avoiding costs related to training a new employee in 
the same job.15
Over 30% of people with disabilities say that their disability makes it difficult for them to 
change jobs or advance in their careers.16
48% of Canadians, and 55% of Canadians with disabilities, believe a person is more likely to 
be hired or promoted if they hide their disability.17

Communicating Your Commitment to Accessibility: Tips for Employers, Partnership on 
Employment & Accessible Technology (available in the Knowledge Repository)
Expressing a Commitment to Disability Inclusion, Employer Assistance and Resource Network 
on Disability Inclusion (EARN)
Getting Started with Disability Inclusion, Disability:IN
5 tips for employee communications about disability inclusion, Understood

Set goals related to disability inclusion

Embedding Disability Inclusion in DEI Plans, Accessible Employers
Examples of Diversity and Inclusion performance goals: how to set and achieve them, 
Together
How to Create a Disability Inclusion Plan, Accessibility.com
Inclusion@Work: A Framework for Building a Disability-Inclusive Organization, EARN
Setting Diversity and Inclusion Goals, Lever

Audit internal practices and policies. Partner with disability and accessibility organizations to 
assess and build your organization’s disability competencies.

HR Inclusive Policy Toolkit, Canadian Association for Supported Employment
Employer Toolkit, Hire for Talent
Accessible Employer Self-Assessment, Presidents Group (available in the Knowledge 
Repository)

https://portal.ccdi.ca/kbarticle/1877-Communicating-Your-Commitment-to-Accessibility-Ti
https://askearn.org/page/expressing-a-commitment-to-disability-inclusion
https://disabilityin.org/resource/getting-started-with-disability-inclusion/
https://www.understood.org/en/articles/internal-communications-disability-inclusion
https://accessibleemployers.ca/resource/embedding-disability-inclusion-dei-plans/
https://www.togetherplatform.com/blog/diversity-and-inclusion-performance-goals-examples
https://www.accessibility.com/blog/how-to-create-a-disability-inclusion-plan
https://askearn.org/page/inclusion-at-work-a-framework-for-building-a-disability-inclusive-organization
https://www.lever.co/blog/a-step-by-step-guide-to-cultivating-diversity-and-inclusion-part-2-setting-diversity-goals-that-resonate/
https://supportedemployment.ca/hrtoolkit/
https://hirefortalent.ca/toolkit
https://portal.ccdi.ca/kbarticle/2446-Accessible-Employer-SelfAssessment?ru=browsetopics&rv=35
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How to celebrate IDPWD in your workplace

External organizations that support with policy development, accessibility audits, and training:
– Abilities Centre LEAD Canada™ program 
– March of Dimes Canada Employment Services and Training Institute
– Accessibility Services Canada
– Canadian Association for Supported Employment
– Canadian Council on Rehabilitation and Work
– Enabling Access
– Hire for Talent
– Ready, Willing & Able
– Rick Hansen Foundation

Facilitate the creation of a disability-focused employee resource group

7 Benefits of Disability Employee Resource Groups, Equidox
Disability Employee Resource Groups – An effective tool for strengthening companies’ 
inclusion efforts, DiverCity
Employee Resource Group/Business Resource Group Resources, Disability:IN
Establishing and Maintaining Successful Employee Resource Groups, EARN
Fostering Disability-Inclusive Workplaces Through Employee Resource Groups, EARN
How disability ERGs support inclusion during unprecedented times, HR Dive
Starting a Disability Employee Resource Group (ERG), VMware Accessibility

Host a workshop, training session, speaker, or lunch and learn event.
Donate to a disability charity.
Support employees to volunteer with disability organizations.
Take action in your workplace to remove barriers and improve accessibility for people with 
disabilities
Listen to the voices and experiences of people with disabilities. Share articles, host a book 
club, or organize a watch party.
– Cripple Media, “The first-ever media company by and for young disabled creatives.”
– 10 awesome books for adults about disabilities, accessibility and inclusion, Easter Seals Canada
– 5 Books You'll Love by Authors with Disabilities, Rick Hansen Foundation
– Disability Visibility: First-Person Stories from the Twenty-First Century, Alice Wong
– Disabled writers, Disability Visibility Project
– 10 movies and films for adults about disabilities, accessibility and inclusion, Easter Seals Canada
– Focus on Ability Short Film Festival
– Portraits – People with Disabilities, National Film Board of Canada

https://abilitiescentre.org/programs/lead-canada
https://www.modcemploymentservices.ca/
https://www.marchofdimes.ca/en-ca/programs/businesstraining/Pages/Training-Institute.aspx
https://accessibilitycanada.ca/
https://supportedemployment.ca/employers/
https://ccrw.org/business-solutions/
https://www.enablingaccess.ca/workplace-accessibility
https://hirefortalent.ca/
https://readywillingable.ca/employers/
https://www.rickhansen.com/become-accessible
https://equidox.co/blog/employee-resource-groups/
https://divercitymag.com/2021/06/17/disability-employee-resource-groups-an-effective-tool-for-strengthening-companies-inclusion-efforts/
https://divercitymag.com/2021/06/17/disability-employee-resource-groups-an-effective-tool-for-strengthening-companies-inclusion-efforts/
https://disabilityin.org/resources2/erg-brg-resources/
https://askearn.org/publication/erg-toolkit
https://askearn.org/publication/disability-inclusive-workplaces-erg-fact-sheet
https://www.hrdive.com/news/how-disability-ergs-support-inclusion-during-unprecedented-times/587436/
https://sheribyrnehaber.medium.com/starting-a-disability-employee-resource-group-erg-14f306a813cb
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/explore/charities/?q=disability
https://volunteer.ca/index.php?MenuItemID=345
https://cripplemedia.com/
https://easterseals.ca/en/10-awesome-books-for-adults-about-disabilities-and-accessibility/
https://www.rickhansen.com/news-stories/blog/5-books-youll-love-authors-disabilities
https://disabilityvisibilityproject.com/book/dv/
https://disabilityvisibilityproject.com/tag/disabled-writers/
https://easterseals.ca/en/10-movies-and-films-about-disabilities-accessibility-and-inclusion/
https://www.focusonability.com.au/
https://www.nfb.ca/subjects/people-with-disabilities/portraits/
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Breaking Down Work Barriers for People with Disabilities, Cardus (available in the Knowledge 
Repository)
Building an Inclusive Workplace Tipsheet, David C. Onley Initiative for Employment & 
Enterprise Development (available in the Knowledge Repository)
Doing Things Differently: A Disability Rights At Work Handbook, Canadian Labour Congress
The Power of Inclusive Workplaces, Rick Hansen Foundation

Accessibility Is Good For Business, Government of Ontario (available in the Knowledge 
Repository)
Business Case (PDF), Ready, Willing & Able
Disability and leadership: Engendering visibility, acceptance, and support, Heidrick & 
Struggles International
Getting to Equal: The Disability Inclusion Advantage, Accenture, Disability:IN, and the 
American Association of People with Disabilities
Hiring people with disabilities can improve your bottom line. Here's why. Canadian Disability 
Participation Project
The Business Case for Inclusion: People with Disabilities, Employment Accessibility Resource 
Network
The Business Case to Build Physically Accessible Environments, The Conference Board of 
Canada (available in the Knowledge Repository)
Why Hiring People with Disabilities is Good for Business in the “New Normal”, Presidents 
Group (available in the Knowledge Repository)
Why it makes good business sense to hire people with disabilities, The Conversation

Additional information and further reading

The business case for disability inclusion

Creating inclusive and accessible workplaces

Make a public statement of support or spread the word through social media
– CCDI Toolkit: Responding to social issues – The ‘when’ and the ‘how’ of workplace 
responses (PDF)

For more ideas and tips for hosting an event, see Celebrating International Day of People with 
Disability: Information kit for workplaces (PDF), from the International Day of People with 
Disability Australia (additional information kits available for schools and community groups)

https://www.ccdi.ca/media/3614/toolkit-responding-to-social-issues-en.pdf
https://www.ccdi.ca/media/3614/toolkit-responding-to-social-issues-en.pdf
https://www.idpwd.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/information-kit-workplaces.pdf
https://www.idpwd.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/information-kit-workplaces.pdf
https://www.idpwd.com.au/events/event-planning-kits/
https://portal.ccdi.ca/kbarticle/2829-Breaking-Down-Work-Barriers-for-People-with-Disab
https://portal.ccdi.ca/kbarticle/1912-Building-an-Inclusive-Workplace-Tipsheet
https://canadianlabour.ca/doing-things-differently-guide/
https://www.rickhansen.com/news-stories/blog/power-inclusive-workplaces-recap
https://portal.ccdi.ca/kbarticle/1951-Accessibility-Is-Good-For-Business?ru=browsetopics&rv=35
http://readywillingable.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/RWA_BusinessCase_FactSheet_FA_WEB.pdf
https://www.heidrick.com/en/insights/human-resources-officers/disability_and_leadership_engendering_visibility_acceptance_and_support
https://www.accenture.com/_acnmedia/pdf-89/accenture-disability-inclusion-research-report.pdf
https://cdpp.ca/resources-and-publications/new-fact-sheet-infographic-hiring-people-disabilities-can-improve-your
https://earn-paire.ca/employers/the-business-case-pwds/
https://portal.ccdi.ca/kbarticle/1943-The-Business-Case-to-Build-Physically-Accessible-?ru=browsetopics&rv=35
https://portal.ccdi.ca/kbarticle/1906-Why-Hiring-People-with-Disabilities-is-Good-for-B?ru=browsetopics&rv=35
https://theconversation.com/why-it-makes-good-business-sense-to-hire-people-with-disabilities-164476
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A Template for Developing a Workplace Accommodation Policy, Canadian Human Rights 
Commission
Accommodation policy and procedure, Ontario Human Rights Commission
CCDI Webinar: Accommodations - The ultimate checklist (available in the Knowledge 
Repository)
Duty to Accommodate: A General Process For Managers, Government of Canada
The Fundamentals - Accommodation Options, Government of Canada
Workplace Accommodation Guide, Presidents Group (available in the Knowledge Repository)

Accommodations

Invisible Disability Project
4 ways to be an ally to people with Invisible Disabilities, Everyday Feminism
Living With Invisible Disabilities Publications, Invisible Disabilities Association
Invisible Disabilities in the Workplace, Canadian Equality Consulting
Let's Talk About Invisible Disabilities, Rick Hansen Foundation
Respecting invisible disabilities is everyone's job, United Way Greater Toronto

Invisible disabilities

https://www.chrc-ccdp.gc.ca/en/resources/publications/a-template-developing-a-workplace-accommodation-policy
https://www.ohrc.on.ca/en/policy-primer-guide-developing-human-rights-policies-and-procedures/7-accommodation-policy-and-procedure
https://portal.ccdi.ca/kbarticle/1541-CCDI-Webinar-Accommodations--The-ultimate-checkli
https://www.canada.ca/en/government/publicservice/wellness-inclusion-diversity-public-service/diversity-inclusion-public-service/working-government-canada-duty-accommodate-right-non-discrimination/duty-accommodate-general-process-managers.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/government/publicservice/wellness-inclusion-diversity-public-service/health-wellness-public-servants/disability-management/fundamentals-accommodation-options.html
https://portal.ccdi.ca/kbarticle/2518-Workplace-Accommodation-Guide
https://www.invisibledisabilityproject.org/
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Feverydayfeminism.com%2F2014%2F09%2Fally-people-invisible-disabilities%2F&data=04%7C01%7Camelia.wong%40ccdi.ca%7Cbcbbad89fb1a4317039608da06acc772%7C27720c551b05470eb90f8fb033a01c9c%7C0%7C0%7C637829636389932491%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=qz4CacJqpNCrkvGC2O62HSQdEiO0%2BLqvDEz8HI28nYg%3D&reserved=0
https://invisibledisabilities.org/publications/
https://canadianequality.ca/invisible-disabilities-in-the-workplace/
https://www.rickhansen.com/news-stories/blog/lets-talk-about-invisible-disabilities
https://www.unitedwaygt.org/issues/respecting-invisible-disabilities-is-everyones-job/
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