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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: As an unexpected environmental factor causing significant economic, financial, and health challenges for
everyone, it is no wonder that COVID-19 presents significant employment-related worries for people with chronic health
conditions and disabilities.
OBJECTIVE: The purpose of this study was to explore whether higher levels of functional limitations are associated with
worry about job loss for individuals with disabilities and chronic conditions.
METHODS: Data for this study were collected to understand the effects of COVID-19 on individuals with disabilities and
chronic conditions. A total of 219 employed participants were extracted from a total of 269 individuals with disabilities and
chronic conditions. The mean age among participants was 37.83 (SD = 10.97).
RESULTS: Our hierarchical logistic regression analysis revealed that (a) demographic variables were not associated with
worry about job loss in the first block, (b) perceived COVID-19 stress (AOR = 2.90, p < 0.001) was correlated with worry
about job loss in the second block, and (c) functional limitations (AOR = 1.06, p < 0.001) were positively correlated with
worry about job loss in the third block. Overall, the entire model containing all predictor variables in three blocks explained
23% (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in worry about job loss.
CONCLUSIONS: This study contributes to the disability and vocational rehabilitation literature by examining the relation-
ship between functional limitations and worry to lose jobs in people with disabilities.
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1. Introduction

There are more than one billion people with dis-
abilities worldwide (Armitage & Nellums, 2020).
People with disabilities have a higher likelihood of

∗Address for correspondence: Emre Umucu, Assistant Profes-
sor, Department of Rehabilitation Sciences, University of Texas at
El Paso, 500 W University Ave, El Paso, Texas, 79968, USA. Tel.:
+1 915 747 7275; E-mail: eumucu@utep.edu.

(a) experiencing poverty, (b) facing higher healthcare
needs and more barriers in accessing services, and
(c) being excluded from education (Kuper & Heydt,
2019). In addition, individuals with disabilities often
face difficulties in obtaining and maintaining employ-
ment (Chan et al., 2010; Kuper & Heydt, 2019; Potts,
2005), which could be considered a significant pub-
lic health concern given that researchers (Chiu et al.,
2013; Dutta et al., 2008; Kuper & Heydt, 2019)
have reported that employment plays an integral
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role in one’s physical and psychological well-being.
For example, Muller et al. (2017) reported that un-
employed individuals with disabilities (i.e., fibromy-
algia) had the highest number of secondary health
conditions, the lowest levels of health related qual-
ity of life, the highest levels of depression, and the
lowest levels of social support and life satisfaction
when compared to full-time employed and part-time
employed individuals with disabilities. Given that
employment is associated with desirable health and
well-being outcomes, it is important to examine fac-
tors affecting employment in people with disabilities.

Functional limitations may increase the risk of un-
employment and underemployment among people
with disabilities. One study examined absenteeism
due to functional limitations in US workers (Vuong
et al., 2015). Their findings revealed that absenteeism
was significantly associated with functional limita-
tions in people with chronic conditions (Vuong et al.,
2015). In addition, their results revealed that employ-
ees with multiple chronic conditions had higher
rates of absenteeism. Brucker et al. (2016) examined
employment outcomes in individuals with disabilities
by using sensory, functional, and activity limitation
data. They reported that the presence of an activ-
ity limitation (e.g., self-care) was strongly related to
reduced odds of employment in individuals with sen-
sory or functional limitations (Brucker et al., 2016).
Lee et al. (2019) examined whether functional lim-
itations predicted work participation in head and
neck cancer survivors. Their results revealed that,
compared to participants who were unemployed, par-
ticipants who were employed had lower levels of
functional limitations in cognition, mobility, self-
care, getting along with people, daily life activities,
and participation in society (Lee et al., 2019).

The relationship between functioning and emplo-
yment has been examined thoroughly in the rehabi-
litation literature. There is, however, a lack of
research examining whether functional limitations
increase worry about loss of employment in individu-
als with disabilities. Lindesay et al. (2006) examined
the associations among age, worry, mental disorders,
and functional limitations in a community sample.
They categorized worry items into five domains: rela-
tionships/family, financial/housing, work, health, and
miscellaneous. They found that there was a negative
association between worry and functional limitations
and that this negative relationship was anomalous
(Lindesay et al., 2006). The researchers speculated
that “ . . . this [relationship] is significant only for
more severe degrees of functional limitation, so this

may reflect the fact that more severely disabled indi-
viduals are relieved of the need to seek or hold down
a job, and therefore the worry associated with this”
(p.1632) (Lindesay et al., 2006).

With the current COVID-19 pandemic, individuals
with disabilities and chronic conditions experience
significant functional, financial, and overall health
challenges (Armitage & Nellums, 2020; Jalali et al.,
2020; Umucu & Lee, 2020; Umucu, Tansey, Brooks,
& Lee, 2020; World Health Organization [WHO],
2020). Due to COVID-19, the WHO (2020) reported
some actions to reduce their potential viral expo-
sure. For instance, one suggestion was that people
with disabilities should work from home if possible.
More specifically, the WHO reported that employ-
ers should consider flexible working arrangements
allowing individuals with disabilities to telework and
should provide technology for people with disabili-
ties to complete their work from home (WHO, 2020).
In case telework is not possible, employers may
“consider allowing people with disabilities at high
risk of severe symptoms to take leave (including
paid leave) until the risk of infection is reduced”
(WHO, 2020, p.14). Although these suggestions are
very helpful for employers and communities, people
with disabilities may feel high levels of stress and
anxiety that they will lose their jobs given that not
all employers are able to provide accommodations
needed for work from home. In addition, individu-
als with higher levels of functional limitations may
need more accommodations, which employers may
have difficulty providing. The unavailability of these
additional accommodations may increase stress and
anxiety levels in individuals with disabilities and
chronic illnesses.

1.1. Purpose of the study

As an unexpected environmental factor causing
significant economic, financial, and health challenges
for everyone, COVID-19 has been a significant risk
factor for unemployment for both people with and
without disabilities. To help people with disabilities
during this pandemic, it is important to understand
risk and protective factors in employment. This exp-
loratory study therefore aimed to respond to the fol-
lowing research question: “Are higher levels of func-
tional limitations significantly correlated with worry
about job loss for individuals with disabilities and
chronic conditions, after adjusting for demographic
variables and perceived COVID-19 stress?” We hyp-
othesized that higher levels of functional limitations
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would be associated with heightened worry about
job loss among people with disabilities and chronic
conditions during the COVID-19 pandemic.

2. Method

Data for this study were collected to understand the
effects of COVID-19 on individuals with disabilities
and chronic conditions (see Umucu & Lee, 2020).
We only extracted participants who were currently
employed for this study (N = 219). A detailed descrip-
tion of the study procedures are reported in a previous
research investigation we conducted (Umucu & Lee,
2020).

2.1. Participants

A total of 219 employed participants were
extracted from a total of 269 individuals with dis-
abilities and chronic conditions. Regarding disability
types, about 61% of participants reported physi-
cal disabilities, followed by psychiatric disabilities
(19.2%), learning disabilities (11%), neurocognitive
disabilities (8.2%), sensory disabilities (6.4%), and
intellectual disabilities (2.3%). The mean age among
participants was 37.83 (SD = 10.97). Among the par-
ticipants, most (59.8%) were male, white (81.3%),
and married (57.5%). About 72% of participants had
completed at least a bachelor’s degree. Regarding
employment, 84.9% of participants reported being
paid employees and 15.1% were self-employed.
About 64% of participants reported receiving disabil-
ity benefits. Regarding workplace accommodations,
about 66% of participants reported that their employ-
ers provided accommodation/s to increase their
ability to work remotely. About 97.5% of partici-
pants reported following social distancing rules, and
93.2% of participants believed that social distancing
is effective in reducing COVID-19 risk.

2.2. Instrumentation

2.2.1. Demographic questionnaire
We used a demographic questionnaire to gather

data about participants’ age, gender, race, marital sta-
tus, and education. The demographic survey also had
questions regarding COVID-19 (e.g., social distanc-
ing, accommodations, working remotely).

2.2.2. Worry about job loss
We used a single item to measure whether par-

ticipants were worried to lose their jobs (i.e., “Are

you worried to lose your job?”). This item is dichoto-
mously coded as yes (1) vs. no (0).

2.2.3. Perceived stress

We used the adapted version of the Perceived Stress
Questionnaire-8 (PSQ-8; Umucu et al., 2018), a
shorter version of the Perceived Stress Questionnaire-
20 (PSQ-20; Fliege et al., 2005) to measure perceived
COVID-19 stress. The scale was adapted by adding
“Due to COVID-19” to the scale instruction (e.g.,
“Due to COVID-19, you feel tense?”). The PSQ-8
has a total of eight items rated on a 4-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 4 (usually).
We calculated average COVID-19 related perceived
stress scores ranging from 1 to 4, with higher scores
indicating higher levels of perceived stress. The inter-
nal consistency reliability coefficients ranged from
0.80 to 0.83 in previous studies (Umucu et al., 2018;
Umucu & Lee, 2020). In the current study, the inter-
nal consistency reliability coefficient was found to be
0.82.

2.2.4. Functional limitations

We used the World Health Organization Disabi-
lity Assessment Schedule II 12-item version (WHO
DAS-2.0; Üstün et al., 2010) to measure functional
limitations. Each item (e.g., In the last 30 days, how
much difficulty did you have in: “Standing for long
periods such as 30 minutes?”) is rated on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (none) to 5 (extreme or
cannot do). The total functional limitations score
ranges from 12 to 60, with higher scores indicating
greater functional limitations. The internal consis-
tency reliability coefficient for the WHODAS 2.0 was
0.91 in a previous study (Umucu et al., 2020). In
the current study, the internal consistency reliability
coefficient was found to be 0.95.

2.3. Data analysis

We utilized descriptive statistics to report partic-
ipants’ demographic characteristics. We conducted
a correlational analysis to examine the relationships
among variables. Finally, we conducted a hierarchi-
cal logistic regression to examine whether higher
scores in functional limitations were associated with
worry about job loss (0 = no, 1 = yes) after controlling
for demographic variables and stress among people
with disabilities and chronic conditions. In step 1,
we entered demographic covariates (i.e., age, gen-
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der [1 = male], race [1 = white]); in step 2 we entered
perceived COVID-19 stress; and step 3 we entered
functional limitations. In this study, we considered
demographic variables and perceived COVID-19
stress as covariates. All statistics were conducted with
SPSS 26.0.

3. Results

3.1. Descriptive statistics and correlational
analysis

The mean scores for stress and functional limita-
tions were 2.46 (SD = 0.67) and 29.49 (SD = 12.16),
respectively. A total of 124 participants reported
that they were not worried about losing their jobs,
and 95 participants reported that they were wor-
ried about losing their jobs. Our point-biserial cor-
relation analysis results revealed that worry about
job loss was positively associated with functional
limitations (rp.b = 0.36, p < 0.001) and perceived
COVID-19 stress (rp.b = 0.31, p < 0.001). The Pea-
rson-correlation analysis results revealed that per-
ceived COVID-19 stress was positively associated
with functional limitations (r = 0.39, p < 0.001).

3.2. Hierarchical logistic regression analysis

We entered demographic variables (i.e., age, gen-
der, race) in the first block, followed by perceived
COVID-19 stress in the second block, with functional
limitations in the third block. The first block with
demographic variables only was not significantly
associated with worry about job loss (χ2 = 1.088,
df = 3, p = 0.78) with the Nagelkerke R2 = 0.007.

The second block with demographic variables
and perceived COVID-19 stress was significantly
associated with worry about job loss (χ2 = 23.815,
df = 4, p < 0.000) with the Nagelkerke R2 = 0.14. By
examining specific variables in the second block,
perceived COVID-19 stress was significantly associ-
ated with worry about job loss (AOR = 2.90, CI 95%
[1.81–4.66], p < 0.000).

The third block with demographic variables, per-
ceived COVID-19 stress, and functional limitations
was associated with worry about job loss (χ2 = 40.74,
df = 5, p = 0.000) with the Nagelkerke R2 = 0.23.
By examining specific variables in the third block,
we found that functional limitation scores were
significantly associated with worry about job loss
(AOR = 1.06, CI 95% [1.03–1.09], p < 0.000).

Overall, the entire model containing all predictor
variables in three blocks explained 23% (Nagelkerke
R2) of the variance in worry about job loss, indicat-
ing that the model was able to distinguish between
people with disabilities and chronic conditions who
were worried to lose their jobs versus those who were
not.

4. Discussion

This exploratory study aimed to examine whether
higher levels of functional limitations among people
with disabilities and chronic conditions were asso-
ciated with greater worry about job loss during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Our results revealed that the
demographic variables of age, gender, and race were
not associated with worry about job loss during the
pandemic. COVID-19 related perceived stress was
positively and significantly associated with worry
about job loss. This finding is relatively consistent
with previous research. For example, Baert et al.
(2020) examined the expected impact of COVID-
19 on career outcomes and aspirations and found
that about 21% of employees feared losing their
jobs. Global Disability Inclusion (2020) examined
the impact of COVID-19 on both individuals with
and without disabilities. Results revealed that 13% of
individuals with disabilities believed that they would
lose their jobs in the next 1–3 months, which is
about three times greater than what people without
disabilities (5%) reported (Global Disability Inclu-
sion, 2020). In addition, 67% of individuals with
disabilities reported that they would experience acute
economic insecurity in the next 12 months, as com-
pared to 52% of people without disabilities (Global
Disability Inclusion, 2020). Indeed, with millions of
Americans being out of work as a result of the pan-
demic, it would seem that the worry about job loss
reported by participants in this study and in previous
research is well justified.

The main research question in this study was
whether functional limitations were significantly cor-
related with worry about job loss for individuals with
disabilities and chronic conditions, after adjusting
for demographic variables and perceived COVID-
19 stress. Not surprisingly, our results revealed that
functional limitations were positively correlated with
worry about job loss, even after controlling for demo-
graphic covariates and perceived COVID-19 stress.
Vocational rehabilitation (VR) professionals work-
ing with people with the most significant disabilities
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during COVID-19 and in its aftermath must remain
mindful that pre-existing severe disability effects not
only make people more vulnerable to severe ca-
ses of COVID-19, they also pose potentially devas-
tating threats to employability in our current time
of unprecedented economic volatility and societal
uncertainty.

People with disabilities, especially those with gre-
ater levels of functional limitations, may have
experienced difficulties in accessing healthcare;
transportation; and assistance with delivery of food,
medication, and personal care support during this
pandemic (Armitage & Nellums, 2020; World Health
Organization, 2020), which may make functional
limitations even more problematic and consequently
thwart their prospects for continued employment.
Previous researchers have reported that there is
a significant relationship between functioning and
employment related outcomes in people with disabil-
ities (Brucker et al., 2016; Lee et al., 2019; Muller
et al., 2017; Vuong et al., 2015). Interestingly, pre-
vious research has not systematically examined the
relationship between functional limitations and worry
about job loss in individuals with disabilities; there-
fore, our findings contribute to the current literature
by demonstrating the relationship between functional
limitations and a precursor to job loss, namely, worry
about being unemployed, among individuals with dis-
abilities and chronic conditions during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Previous research has revealed that individuals
with the most severe impairments and functional
limitations were most likely to require accommoda-
tions to perform their jobs (Zwerling et al., 2003).
Although the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
requires employers to provide reasonable accommo-
dations to people with disabilities, due to economic
challenges caused by COVID-19, employers may
have difficulty in providing these accommodations.
In addition, people with disabilities who are cur-
rently using accommodations at their workplaces
may have difficulty using these accommodations to
work remotely from home. Overall, difficulties with
procuring on-the-job accommodations and shifting
to remote or virtual work may be further increasing
worry about losing jobs among individuals with dis-
abilities who have higher functional limitations. This
issue requires further inquiry.

Although not all people with disabilities are at
high risk of contracting COVID-19 or experienc-
ing more severe symptoms of the disease, there are
some disability and chronic condition related factors

(e.g., having underlying health problems) that may
increase infection risk and more severe symptoms
(Boyle et al., 2020). Jain-Link and Taylor Kennedy
(2019) reported that only 39% of employed individu-
als with disabilities disclosed their disability to their
managers, and only 21% of individuals with disabili-
ties disclosed to human resources teams. The authors
reported that “employees with disabilities who dis-
close [their disabilities] to most people they interact
with are more than twice as likely to feel regularly
happy or content at work than employees with dis-
abilities who have not disclosed to anyone (65%
versus 27%). They are also less likely to regularly
feel nervous or anxious (18% versus 40%) or iso-
lated (8% versus 37%)” (Jain-Link & Taylor Kennedy
(2019). During the pandemic, given that some peo-
ple with disabilities may be more worried about
their increased risk of contracting COVID-19 due to
pre-existing health conditions, they may consider dis-
closing their disabilities to receive accommodations
for remote working. However, disclosing a disability
can be overwhelming as employees with disabili-
ties may worry about how their employers might
react to their disclosure and request for accommo-
dations. Future research is needed in this area to
examine whether receiving accommodations moder-
ates the relationship between functional limitations
and worry about job loss. In terms of clinical prac-
tice, rehabilitation counselors may discuss with their
clients the need for accommodations and how to dis-
close them to employers. Rehabilitation counselors
may also refer their clients to comprehensive accom-
modation resources such as the Job Accommodation
Network (Rumrill et al., 2019) for assistance with
COVID-19 related telecommuting and virtual work-
place modifications.

People with disabilities experienced lower rates
of employment than people without disabilities even
prior to COVID-19. According to the Office of
Disability Employment Policy (2020), the unemploy-
ment rate for people with disabilities (age of 16
and over) has increased from 7.2% (August 2019)
to 13.2% (August 2020). Compared to individuals
without disabilities (23%), 38% of people with dis-
abilities were laid off, furloughed or had to shut
down their businesses due to the pandemic (Global
Disability Inclusion, 2020). This could be partially
due to difficulties in accessing accommodations to
work remotely. Besides, people with disabilities are
overrepresented in low-skilled occupations that are
difficult to accommodate by working from home. In
addition to accommodation factors, it is also impor-
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tant to consider the COVID-19 pandemic as a disaster,
negatively affecting financial health in people with
and without disabilities. For example, it was reported
before the pandemic that people with disabilities
disproportionately experienced unemployment and
underemployment due to previous financial crises
and the recession (Burke et al., 2013; Fogg et al.,
2010). Therefore, it is important for us to exam-
ine protective and risk factors in employment and
underemployment in people with disabilities during
unexpected environmental crises such as the cur-
rent pandemic. Our research revealed that, even after
controlling for demographic variables and perceived
COVID-19 stress, higher scores on functional limita-
tions increased the probability of worrying about job
loss among individuals with disabilities.

People with disabilities may face more challenges
in finding and keeping their jobs due to personal and
environmental factors (Anthony, 1994; Burke et al.,
2013; Muller et al., 2017; Wang & Lin, 2013). Given
that COVID-19 increases the likelihood of unemploy-
ment and underemployment for both people with and
without disabilities, rehabilitation counselors may
further follow-up with their clients to understand
specific needs to assist them in keeping their jobs
during the pandemic, or in changing jobs if nec-
essary. In research conducted by Global Disability
Inclusion (2020) in April 2020, over 35% of individ-
uals with disabilities reported that they will need to
gain new skills to find new employment. Although
this finding needs to be further examined, rehabilita-
tion counselors may help their clients who become
unemployed due to COVID-19 to acquire new skills
that will increase their employment options. Based on
clients’ needs and goals, rehabilitation counselors can
also provide more tailored supports such as additional
counseling services and benefits counseling services
to help clients better manage their stress and anxi-
ety and functional limitations during the pandemic.
Rehabilitation counselors can also work with clients
to explore triggers related to fear of losing their jobs,
and identify and implement strategies to help clients
gain an increased sense of self-esteem and manage
their stress and anxiety.

4.1. Limitations

There are multiple limitations that VR profes-
sionals and researchers should consider when they
interpret the results of this study. First, this study
only consisted of a convenience sample of people
with self-reported disabilities and chronic conditions.

Individuals who may be less comfortable navigating
an online survey or may not have Internet access may
have been left out of the study. Second, the sample
was comprised of mainly whites and highly edu-
cated participants. Third, because worry about job
loss was assessed using a single-item measure, a com-
prehensive scale may better capture the construct. In
addition, we did not ask participants their specific
jobs. This information could be helpful to examine
the relationships among stress, functional limitations,
and job loss worry among people who occupy high-
skilled versus low-skilled jobs. All of these factors
may limit the generalizability of the study results to
the broader population of people with disabilities.

4.2. Conclusion

Overall, our exploratory study contributes to the
disability and vocational rehabilitation literature by
examining the relationship between functional limita-
tions and worry to lose jobs in people with disabilities.
Results suggest that after controlling for demographic
variables and stress, functional limitations were pos-
itively associated with worry about job loss amid
the COVID-19 pandemic. Vocational rehabilitation
professionals working with people with disabilities
during and following COVID-19 must take into con-
sideration specific disability-related work limitations
and how those can be accommodated in consideration
of social distancing requirements and the technolog-
ical milieu of the new American workplace.
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