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THE ECONOMICS EDITOR 

PARTICIPATION AND ACTIVITY LIMITATION SURVEY (“PALS”) 
By: Cara L. Brown, MA and  Sarah Tomlinson, BA (Honours) 

In 2001, Statistics Canada conducted a survey that collected information on disabled children and 

adults within Canada. Those individuals with a disability are classified as individuals whose everyday 

activities are limited because of a condition or health problem. In previous editions of The Economics 

Editor,1 we presented results from the Public Use Micro-Data File (PUMF) that captured the raw data and 

actual responses to the survey from which we determined, using regression analysis, the deficit in wages 

due to severity and type of disability. 

Below, we summarize information published by Statistics Canada from the PALS 2001 survey in terms 

of the prevalence and incidence of disability, and comparisons of schooling levels, unemployment, non-

participation, and median income levels between the disabled and non-disabled, differentiated by gender. 

Based on the information gathered in the survey, approximately 12.4% of the Canadian population is 

classified as having a disability.2 The province with the largest population having a disability is Nova Scotia 

with 17.1% compared with only 8.4% for Quebec.  Not surprisingly, the proportion of the population with a 

disability becomes larger as individuals age.  Only 13.3% of individuals aged 0-14 years of age are 

classified as having a disability compared with 40.5% for those aged 65 and over and 53.3% for those aged 

75 and over.  More women (13.3%) reported a disability than men (11.5%). 

Disability Among Adults3 
       
      Among adults aged 15 years and over (with and without disabilities), mobility problems are the type of 

disability most often reported (10.5% of adults).  Women (12.2%) are more likely to have mobility problems 

than men (8.6%).  As well, more than 10% of adults report they have activity limitation related to chronic 

pain.  Again, a larger proportion of women (11.4%) than men (8.8%) report activity limitation due to chronic 

pain.  Among adults, aged 15 years and over who have a disability, 71.7% indicated they suffered from 

mobility problems while 69.5% of disabled adults indicated chronic pain. 

      The prevalence of disability increases as a person ages; this is especially true for disabilities related to 

mobility, agility, hearing, vision and pain.  For example, only 2% of adults aged 15 to 24 indicated they had a 

mobility-related disability compared with 31.5% for those aged 65 and over.   

       The severity of a disability not only depends on the type of disability but also on the number of 

disabilities suffered by someone.  Only 18.2% of adults with disabilities reported having only one 

disability whereas 29% reported having three, and 27.7% reported suffering from four or five different 

ailments. 
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 1   See Cara L. Brown, MA and J.C.H. Emery, Ph.D, 2001 PALS Results: Wage Gaps Due to Disability The Economics Editor, June 2005 
vol. 2, issue 6; and Cara L. Brown, MA, Additional Findings from the 2001 PALS, with Comparisons to the 1991 HALS The Economics 
Editor, July/August 2005 vol. 2, issue 7. 
 2  Note the Canadian total excludes the Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut. 
 3  Source: Statistics Canada, A Profile of Disability in Canada, 2001 catalogue no. 89-577-XIE (Ottawa: Minister of Industry), 2002. 
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      Based on this information, one-third of adults (34.1%) with disabilities had a mild degree of disability whereas 

26.9% experienced a severe disability and 14% reported having a very severe disability.  Slightly more men (36.4%) 

than women (32.2%) reported a mild disability compared with 28.3% of women and 25.1% of men who reported a 

severe disability. The proportion of men and women who suffered from a very severe disability was relatively the same 

for both. 

      Among age groups, 45.1% of adults aged 45 to 64 indicated they have a severe to very severe disability compared 

with only 39.5% of those aged 65 years and over. This may be because an individual is more likely to experience the 

highest level of activity and the widest scope of activities during their working years.4 

Disability Among Working-Age Adults 

      Among the working age population (with and without disabilities), 7.5% are limited in their activities due to pain or 

discomfort.  8.3% of working age women and 6.7% of working age men reported pain-related limitations.  Of those 

working age people who have pain-related limitations, 70% experience pain constantly and 30% experience recurrent 

periods of pain.   

      Pain related disability increases gradually from age 15 to 64.  2.0% of all 15 to 24 year olds (with and without 

disabilities) report pain related disability compared with 13.1% for those aged 45 to 64.  

Disability Among Persons Aged 65 and Over 

      Among those aged 65 and over, mobility problems are the most common disability reported.  23.3% of adults aged 

65 to 74 and 42.9% of adults aged 75 and over reported having mobility problems.  Women aged 65 and over with 

disabilities (84%) are more likely to report mobility difficulties compared with men aged 65 and over with disabilities 

(70%). 

Figure 1: Level of Education Attained, Males 

 

 

Source: Statistics Canada, Education, employment and income of adults with and without disabilities - tables, Catalogue no. 89-587-XIE, 2003,
Table 1.1 and Table 2.1
1 The population excludes persons living in institutions, on Indian reserves, and in the Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut
2 High school education level includes persons who have attended courses at postsecondary institutions and who may or may not have a high
school graduation certificate. Excludes persons with a postsecondary certificate, diploma or degree. Examples of postsecondary institutions
include community colleges, institutes of technology, CEGEPs, private trade schools, private business colleges and schools of nursing. College
education level includes non-degree-granting institutions such as community colleges, CEGEPs, private business colleges and technical
institutes.

Highest Level of Educational Attainment, total all age groups (15 to 64), Canada - Males1
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 4  Note a large proportion of elderly persons with severe and very severe disabilities live within an institution and will therefore not be included in the survey. 
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Education, Employment and Income of Adults With and Without Disabilities 

       Based on the Participation and Activity Limitation Survey (“PALS”) from Statistics Canada, we can compare 

education levels, employment statistics and income levels of those with and without disabilities in Canada. 

       Figure 1 and Figure 2 compare the highest level of education attained for males and females with and without 

disabilities. 

Figure 2: Level of Education Attained, Females 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
       Based on Figure 1 and Figure 2, statistics show individuals (both male and female) without a disability are more likely 

to have higher levels of education.  For example, the highest level of education attained for 39% of males and 27% of 

females with disabilities is less than high school, compared with 27% of males and 24% of females without a disability.  

Similarly, only 10% of males and 20% of females with a disability have a university degree compared with 20% of males 

and 21% of females without a disability.   

       Figure 3 and Figure 4 (on page 4, following) compare the rate of unemployment and participation rate for males and 

females with and without disabilities. 
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Source: Statistics Canada, Education, employment and income of adults with and without disabilities - tables, Catalogue no. 89-587-XIE, 2003,
Table 1.1 and Table 2.1
1 The population excludes persons living in institutions, on Indian reserves, and in the Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut
2 High school education level includes persons who have attended courses at postsecondary institutions and who may or may not have a high
school graduation certificate. Excludes persons with a postsecondary certificate, diploma or degree. Examples of postsecondary institutions
include community colleges, institutes of technology, CEGEPs, private trade schools, private business colleges and schools of nursing. College
education level includes non-degree-granting institutions such as community colleges, CEGEPs, private business colleges and technical
institutes.

Highest Level of Educational Attainment, total all age groups (15 to 64), Canada - 
Females1
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Figure 3: Labour Force Statistics, Males 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4: Labour Force Statistics, Females 
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Source: Statistics Canada, Education, employment and income of adults with and without disabilities - tables, Catalogue no. 89-587-XIE, 2003, Tables 3.1
and 4.1
1 The population excludes persons living in institutions, on Indian reserves, and in the Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut

Labour Force Activity, total all age groups (15 to 64), Canada - Males1
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Source: Statistics Canada, Education, employment and income of adults with and without disabilities - tables, Catalogue no. 89-587-XIE, 2003, Tables 3.1
and 4.1
1 The population excludes persons living in institutions, on Indian reserves, and in the Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut

Labour Force Activity, total all age groups (15 to 64), Canada - Females1
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Table 1 below compares the median income level of adults with and without a disability within Canada.  

 
Table 1: Median Income of Adults by Province 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

        

       As shown in Table 1, in all provinces, the median income for males and females without a disability is higher than 

for those with a disability. Overall, Canadian men without a disability have a median income level of $31,133 com-

pared with $21,981 for Canadian men with a disability: a –30% deficit. Similarly, Canadian women without a disability 

have a median income level of $19,504 compared with $12,152 for women with a disability: a –38% deficit. Regres-

sion analysis is needed, however, to determine how much of these gaps is due strictly to disability; and because 

these are median income levels, these deficits reflect an “average” level of severity ranging from mild to very severe. 

See Additional Findings from the 2001 PALS, with Comparisons to the 1991 HALS The Economics Editor, July/

August 2005 vol. 2, issue 7 for exact wage gaps by severity of disability that have been empirically determined using 

regression analysis. 
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Canada1 Men Women
Without Disabilities $31,133 $19,504

With Disabilities $21,981 $12,152
Newfoundland and Labrador Men Women

Without Disabilities $25,112 $13,049
With Disabilities $13,412 $8,591

Prince Edward Island Men Women
Without Disabilities $22,862 $16,494

With Disabilities $18,993 $10,283
Nova Scotia Men Women

Without Disabilities $27,588 $16,312
With Disabilities $20,610 $10,421
New Brunswick Men Women

Without Disabilities $26,812 $15,750
With Disabilities $15,636 $10,163

Quebec Men Women
Without Disabilities $29,206 $18,243

With Disabilities $17,604 $10,740
Ontario Men Women

Without Disabilities $34,800 $21,492
With Disabilities $23,435 $12,337

Manitoba Men Women
Without Disabilities $30,012 $19,001

With Disabilities $24,525 $13,547
Saskatchewan Men Women

Without Disabilities $29,909 $17,695
With Disabilities $22,209 $15,130

Alberta Men Women
Without Disabilities $33,150 $18,762

With Disabilities $25,785 $13,516
British Columbia Men Women
Without Disabilities $32,304 $19,459

With Disabilities $21,788 $14,303
Source: Statistics Canada, Education, employment and income of adults with and without
disabilities - tables, Catalogue no. 89-587-XIE, 2003, Tables 5.1 to 6.11
1 The population excludes persons living in institutions, on Indian reserves, and in the
Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut
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N o n - P e c u n i a r y  D a m a g e s  -  S a m p le  A w a r d s

Canada: 2.0% Canada: 6.1%
Vancouver: 2.8% Vancouver: 4.2%
Toronto: 1.5% Toronto: 6.5%
Edmonton: 3.7% Edmonton: 3.7%
Calgary: 6.1% Calgary: 3.1%
Halifax: 2.1% Halifax: 4.3%
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* Based on 12-month rolling average.  Source: Statistics Canada
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Consumer Price Index Unemployment Rate

For the month of Feb. 2007


