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Impact on People 
with Disabilities

A report on how deeply the pandemic has 
affected the populations served by Easterseals 
and how everyone can best support their 
recovery and resilience, as we work to open 
new and better opportunities for people with 
disabilities.

A P R I L  2 0 2 1  

Study conducted by Accenture



Foreword

March 2020 was a pivotal month for me and so many others. As we 

listened to news reports about COVID-19, there were many 
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livelihood? How long will I have to work from home? Is there 

something else I should be doing right now to protect myself? And on, 

and on ƿso many questions with very few answers. In some ways, it 

was almost paralyzing to watch the news and see the numbers go up 

ƿinfection rates and death rates. An invisible terrorist was holding us 

hostage, with the means of combatting it still not fully known.

Many had to work from home, either alone or alongside their spouse 

or loved one, and children attending school virtually. This surfaced an 

entirely new set of issues: isolation and loneliness; health challenges; 

feeling stuck; tension from working in close quarters with family; 

trying to secure the right equipment; trying to find a quiet space; 

Zoom and Teams meetings fatigue; and so much more. As I write this 

letter, these issues still persist . We realize that these are uncertain 

times for all of us. But they are especially daunting for the vulnerable 

people we serve. 

We created this report to highlight the disproportionate effects of 

COVID-19 on people with disabilities. Society largely neglected these 
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since its onslaught.

Easterseals is on the ground in communities nationwide, committed 

to responding to the ever-increasing demands for services during the 

pandemic. Our network of Affiliates has been delivering critical 

services and supports needed by people with disabilities, seniors, 

veterans, and their families. But much more is needed. It is our 

responsibility as a society to ensure these individuals will not be 

passed over any longer, as werecover from the pandemic, and 

beyond. To that end, wepresent our findings and our 
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Our environment is evolving at a rapid pace. We are in a new era and 

we can choose how we will exist in it ƿboldly or timidly ƿin hope or 

in fear ƿdpoofdufe!ps!jtpmbufe/!Juǃt!vq!up!vt/!J!ipqf!uibu!zpv!dipptf!up!

live a life worth living and embrace this and every challenge as an 

opportunity!

Letter from Angela F. Williams

Angela F. Williams,
Easterseals President 
& CEO



At Easterseals, we knew we needed to develop a granular 

understanding of the impact of COVID-19 on people with 

disabilities so that as we emerge from the pandemic, we can 

effectively focus our work to improve the systems that support 

these individuals. To that end, we commissioned the research 

that informed this report. The findings herein reflect both 

quantitative and qualitative studies conducted between January 

and March of 2021. To understand the perspectives of children, 

young adults, adults, seniors, people of color, caregivers, and 

veterans, the work included a broad survey of 557 individuals 

representing all these populations, and a remote diary project 

that engaged 22 Easterseals program participants .

We researched their experiences across five key areas (and the 

holistic services that connect those areas) including education, 

economic stability, healthcare, neighborhood and built 

environment, and social and community. We also looked at the 

impacts of COVID-19 on people of color with disabilities. This 
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intend to move forward.

Our mission

How can we ensure equity for people with disabilities? 
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cf!epof-!boe!xf!dboǃu!ep!ju!bmpof. Addressing these inequalities will require an 

ecosystem of funders and donors, policy makers, nonprofits, government 

entities, partners, and businesses.



Our findings showed that COVID-19 highlighted 
- and exacerbated - inequities affecting people 
with disabilities. 

EDUCATION

Children with disabilities are 

missing developmental 

milestones during the pandemic.

93% 54% vs

Children with disabilities have been more 

likely to miss milestones during COVID-

19 than their non-disabled peers.

ECONOMIC STABILITY
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increased financial insecurity for 

people with disabilities; this as 

the job market is evolving, 

requiring new skills and tech 

savviness.

vs

People with disabilities are less likely to 

be employed than their non-disabled 

peers (labor force rates-of-employment).

HEALTHCARE

People with disabilities are 

misunderstood by healthcare 

workers, causing reduced 

quality of care. Opportunities 

to receive care during the 

pandemic have also been 

limited.

46%

People who used Easterseals services 

have been unable to access services 

during COVID-19.

NEIGHBORHOOD + BUILT 

ENVIRONMENT 

People with disabilities are less 

comfortable than others using 

certain technologies and are 

acutely impacted by the digital 

divide, with less access to 

the Internet and devices overall.

53% 24% vs

During the pandemic, people with 

disabilities have felt less comfortable 

using technology for critical tasks than 

their non-disabled peers.

18% 62% 



SOCIAL + COMMUNITY

Isolation has been the main 

cause of stress during COVID-19 

and has limited individuals from 

engaging in stress relieving 

activities, such as meeting up 

with friends.

87% 76% vs

People with disabilities feel more 

isolated than their non-disabled peers.

PEOPLE OF COLOR WITH 

DISABILITIES

Hardships are compounded for 

people with disabilities who are 

also people of color.

Black Americans have felt a collective 

loss of safety, belonging, and wellbeing 

during the pandemic.

HOLISTIC CARE

Individual needs are 

interconnected but are treated 

in isolation in traditional 

service streams.

The pandemic has witnessed a sudden 

degradation of many social 

determinants of health, leading to 

a swift rise in multifaceted community 

needs. The need for holistic care has 

become acute.
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or sugar to make the 
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Parent of child who uses Easterseals 

services, Georgia

Our findings showed that COVID-19 highlighted -
and exacerbated - inequities affecting people 
with disabilities. 
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Xfǃsf!cbmbodjoh!po!b!qsfdjqjdf!ƿseeing the path that 

brought us to this point, yet delicately making our way to 

a new era that ensures people with disabilities are treated 

equitably and not left behind.

Angela F. Williams,
Easterseals President & CEO
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Before COVID-19, people 
with disabilities were 
already at a disadvantage.

Historically, people with disabilities have been under-reported and 

overlooked. They have faced discrimination in employment, with many 

employers not understanding their talent and potential; in healthcare, at the 

hands of doctors who lack training on their unique needs; and in 

society, with heavy stigmas being placed on their worth.

Thus, the hardships this group has faced during COVID-19 are not new; 
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C O N T E X T



Education and engagement 
in academic environments 
connect to health 
and wellbeing.

The connection between 
qfpqmfǃt!bddftt!up!boe!
understanding of healthcare 
services and their 
own wellbeing.

The connection between the 
financial resources people 
have and their health.

The connection between 
characteristics of the 
contexts within which 
people live, learn, work, and 
play and their health and 
wellbeing.

The connection between 
where a person lives and their 
health and wellbeing.

ECONOMIC
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HEALTHCARE

NEIGHBORHOOD 
+ BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT

SOCIAL + 
COMMUNITY

EDUCATION

COVID-19 highlighted 
these inequities and 
exacerbated them.

When we look at the impact COVID-19 has had on people with disabilities, 

we see the hardship they face in the following critical areas of their lives:

Á Education: 93% of respondents who are students with significant 

disabilities and 89% of all students with disabilities reported difficulty 

meeting milestones during COVID-19.

Á Economic Stability: 27% of respondents with disabilities reported a 

decline in financial health during COVID-19.

Á Healthcare: 25% of respondents with disabilities reported decreased 

physical health during COVID-19.

Á Neighborhood + Built Environment: 17% of respondents with disabilities 

reported having poor quality or no access to the Internet.

Á Social + Community: 79% of respondents with disabilities reported 

feeling isolated during COVID-19 with 31% feeling very isolated.
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