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OBJECTIVE: To document the labour market participation rate and investigate the impact of social and economic characteristics on

this outcome among individuals with spinal cord injury or disease (SCI/D) who participated in a multidisciplinary rehabilitation
programme in Brazil.

SETTING: A specialised rehabilitation centre in southern Brazil.

METHODS: An interview was performed with former rehabilitation clients with SCI/D. A total of 111 community-dwelling

individuals with SCI/D who had been previously rehabilitated in a large regional rehabilitation centre were considered. Employment
status and demographic, injury, work, and economic characteristics were self-reported via interview. Descriptive statistical analyses
were performed.

RESULTS: The labour market participation rate was 21.6% (24 individuals). Five respondents were employed in formal work
activities, and the other 19 were involved in informal activities (self-employed). Since the onset of injury, a shorter time was
associated with nonparticipation in occupational work. Individuals with a higher level of education were more likely to be working.
Household income was higher among the participants who had returned to work than among those who had not returned.
CONCLUSION: There is a relatively low labour market participation rate among rehabilitated individuals with SCI/D in southern
Brazil. The rehabilitation services should emphasise vocational training, access to education, and employment support for
individuals with SCI/D from early onset after the injury. Public policies must be revised to support labour market participation

among individuals with SCI/D in Brazil.

Spinal Cord (2023) 61:119-124; https://doi.org/10.1038/541393-022-00846-2

INTRODUCTION

Spinal cord injury or disease (SCI/D) is a health condition
associated with drastic life changes with low prevalence and high
cost. Every year, ~500,000 individuals worldwide are victimised by
SCI/D [1]. The injury causes devastating physical disabilities that
may lead to secondary health conditions, activity limitations and
participation restrictions that negatively impact the quality of life
[2-5]. Therefore, SCI/D rehabilitation should include disability
recovery/management and community reintegration, including
social and occupational aspects of life.

Participation in daily occupational activities, including employ-
ment, is critical for health and wellbeing [6]. For individuals with
disabilities, including those with SCI/D, working can provide more
than money to support a particular lifestyle; it can also give a
sense of identity, social connections and life motivation [7, 8].
Although employment has been positively associated with quality
of life [3], a low return to work rate has been shown among
individuals with SCI/D, especially in low-income countries [9-11].

In individuals with SCI/D, the return to work process involves
negotiating uncertain everyday life situations, including physical
and attitudinal barriers [9, 12]. Several factors associated with
employment following SCI/D have been described in the literature
as determinants, such as age at the injury, time since injury,
impairment/functional status, education and training degrees,
receiving social and environmental support, and rehabilitation-
related factors [9, 13-18]. However, there is scarce information
about employment among Brazilian individuals with SCI/D.

In Brazil, support for participation in the working life of
individuals with disabilities is stated in the Brazilian inclusion
law of individuals with disabilities (Law 13.146/2015) in the Statute
of Individuals with Disabilities [19], which includes individuals with
SCI/D. This law affirmed the autonomy and capacity of these
citizens to carry out acts of civil life in conditions of equality with
other individuals. Although it represents a tremendous recent
legal advance in social inclusion in Brazil, the employment rates
among individuals with disabilities are meagre. According to the
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Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics, ~45 million people,
which corresponds to almost 24% of Brazilians, have some
disability [20]. However, only 403,255, <1%, are employed.
Additionally, previous surveys on employment among individuals
with SCl in Brazil report very low employment rates (14-15%),
especially in the southeastern region [21, 22].

To increase participation rates among individuals with dis-
abilities, the factors beyond the legal aspects involved in working
life, primarily socioeconomic and health condition-related aspects,
need to be better understood. Therefore, this study aimed to
examine the labour market participation of former rehabilitation
clients living with SCI and its association with sociodemographic,
economic, and injury-related characteristics in the southern region
of Brazil.

METHODS

Design

This descriptive cross-sectional study was conducted using interviews with
individuals with SCI/D who participated in a rehabilitation programme at a
local specialised rehabilitation centre (Centro Catarinense de Reabilitagdo,
Florianopolis, SC, Brazil) over the last 25 years. Data collection took place
from October 2019 to January 2020. Participants in working age at the
onset of data collection in 2019 (i.e., in Brazil 18-64 years for men and
18-59 years for women) were included in the study analysis. The study was
conducted according to the Declaration of Helsinki and covered by
Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina (24149619.0.0000.0121). Partici-
pants signed a written informed consent form before participation.

Participants and procedures

One hundred eleven adult individuals who fulfilled the eligibility criteria
participated in this study. They were (1) residents of Santa Catarina State
(SC, Brazil), (2) over employable age in Brazil, (3) formally diagnosed with
SCI (traumatic or non-traumatic), and (4) had already been enroled in the
local outpatient Neurological Rehabilitation Program after injury. Indivi-
duals were ineligible for the study if the researcher team identified
cognitive or communication problems in the medical record that
precluded the interview or if they could not be reached after three phone
calls on alternate days and times. In the first step, the head of the Nursing
Service screened the available clinical registry of the central data bank
(physical and electronic files) from 1996 to January 2020 and selected 254
potential individuals to participate in the study.

The selected potential participants were contacted through phone calls.
They were informed of the objectives, confidentiality and voluntary nature
of participation in the study, and those who gave consent were
interviewed. One hundred and twenty individuals were not reached by
the phone contact registered in the medical record; eight had died, four
did not meet the inclusion criteria, and one chose not to participate. The
eligible participants underwent a structured interview to collect socio-
demographic and economic data. A face-to-face interview was performed
for 55 participants who could schedule an interview. The interviews were
conducted by phone at previously agreed times for the other participants
who could not attend. Clinical injury data information was collected from
rehabilitation centre medical registries of the individuals. A trained
research team performed all procedures.

Labour market participation was the main topic of interest in our study
and was defined as involvement in a remunerative work activity. The
participants who had remunerative work activity were allocated to
employment status: employed or self-employed. Employed individuals
worked in typical scenarios with a regular work contract (full-time or part-
time). On the other hand, self-employed status means that the person does
not have a formal agreement or an employee. Most of the self-
employment activities are performed in the informal economy (a sector
of the economy that is not taxed or monitored by the government).
Participants were asked to select their current occupational situation from
a list: working (yes/no), if yes, employed or self-employed; student; or
retired (receiving a government disability benefit) before the SCl and at the
onset of the study. Moreover, information about personal income,
household income adequacy, years of education and marital status was
also collected. These are specific and straightforward questions chosen by
the researcher to answer the questions of this study. The other clinical data
were collected from the clinical discharge registry of the Rehabilitation
Centre data bank.
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Data analysis

Descriptive statistical analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics
(Version 25.0). The proportions of aetiology, origin, marital status, and sex
were described to identify the participants. Differences among the
continuous variables age, time since injury, years of education, and personal
and household income distributions between participants who had
occupational work (yes/no) and between the employment status of the
working participants (employed or self-employed) were analysed using the
Mann-Whitney nonparametric test. Categorical variables were associated
with occupational work status (yes/no) and with the employment status of
the working participants (employed or self-employed) using the chi-square
test. To further determine which variable categories were independently
associated with the binomial variables “occupational work status” and
“employment status”, binomial logistic regression analysis was performed
using these dependent variables and the variables that had previously
shown a p<0.05 in the chi-square analysis. Odds ratios and their 95%
confidence intervals were recorded for each level of the independent
variables. We chose one level of each dependent variable as a reference
group to allow the most salient interpretation of the results. The level of
significance adopted was p <0.05 for all analyses. For the chi-square and
binomial logistic regression analyses, the years of education were
categorised into education levels based on the International Standard
Classification of Education (ISCED) [23]. Categorical variables are represented
by absolute and relative frequencies. Continuous variables are reported as
the mean and standard deviation or median and interquartile interval.

RESULTS

Participant and injury characteristics

One hundred and eleven individuals with SCI participated in this
study. The median age at the beginning of the study was 39 years
and ranged from 20 to 63 years old. Most participants were male
(76.6%). Overall, the median age at onset of injury was 30 years. The
mean age was 29 years among individuals with traumatic injuries
and 38 years among individuals with non-traumatic injuries.

Most of the participants had sustained a traumatic SCI (82%)
after a motorcycle accident (27.0%) and had their injury classified
as AIS-A (61.3%). In non-traumatic SCI, the most common
aetiology was compressive myelopathies (7.2%). The mean time
since injury was 8 years (SD = 5.5), and most individuals had been
injured for less than 6 years (42.3%) at the onset of the study.
Table 1 shows the main SCI characteristics among the participants
of the study.

Social and economic characteristics

Fifty-six participants (50.5%) were married or were in a stable
relationship (civil partnership in Brazil) at the onset of the study.
Slightly more than half of the participants (54.1%) were residents
of the country regions of the State (Estado de Santa Catarina;
Brazil). The participants had a median education time of 9 years
(ranging from 1 to 18 years). Moreover, the median monthly
income was BRL 1344.50 (USD 341.24) for personal income and
BRL 2500.00 (USD 634.50) for household income (respectively
135% and 250% of the minimum wage in Brazil in 2019; i.e,, BRL
998.00). A median of three people was financially dependent on
the participant’s personal income (other householder members
who lived from the participant’s monthly income). Table 2 shows
the social and economic characteristics of the study participants.

Overview of occupational characteristics

Before SCI, 108 individuals (97.3%) reported involvement in work
activities (labour participation). Of these, 82 individuals (75.9%) were
employed in formal work activities. At the onset of the study (after
the injury), only 24 individuals (21.6%) reported involvement in the
labour market. Of these, 5 were employed in formal work activities,
and the other 19 individuals were self-employed. Most individuals
(93.7%) retired for disability after the injury. However, some
reported that they were retired at the time of the study (disability
benefit/retirement) but had informal work activities (self-employed).
The median time since the injury was 6 years (2-30).
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Table 1. Injury characteristics of participants.
Characteristic n (%) Characteristic n (%)
Aetiology
Traumatic 91 (82.0) Non-traumatic 20 (18.0)
Motor vehicle 30 (27.0) HTLV 1 (0.9)
crash
(motorcycle)
Motor vehicle 18 (16.2) Arteriovenous 1 (0.9)
crash (car) malformation
Fall 19 (17.1) Transverse 5 (4.5)
myelitis
Firearm 18 (16.2) Spina bifida 3(2.7)
Diving 5 (4.5) Compressive 8(7.2)
myelopathies
Traffic accident 1 (0.9) Osteoarticular 1 (0.9)
(pedestrian) tuberculosis
Spinal tumour 1 (0.9)

ASIA Impairment Scale (AIS)

A 68 (61.3)
B 11 (9.9)
C 5 (4.5)
D 7 (6.3)
Classification
Tetraplegia 24 (21.6)
Paraplegia 67 (60.4)
Time since injury
<1 year 0 (0)
1-5 years 47 (42.3)
6-10 years 35 (31.5)
210 years 29 (26.1)

n number, HTLV human T-cell lymphotropic virus, ASIA American Spinal
Injury Association, AIS ASIA Impairment Scale.

Impact of the individual’s characteristics on labour market
participation
The time of injury, education years, and household income were
higher among participants with occupational work activity
(p<0.02; Table 3). Moreover, education years and household
income were higher among employed workers than self-
employed workers (p <0.02; Table 3). Age and personal income
did not show significant differences among comparisons.
Furthermore, time since injury and education level (ISCED) are
associated with having or not having an occupational work
activity (p <0.05; Table 3). Compared with participants with <5
years of SCl, those with time since the injury of 6 to 10 years and
more than 10 years were 3.4 and 3.8 times more likely to have
occupational work activity (p < 0.03; Table 4). Despite ISCED levels
2 and 3 being at least 5.3 times more likely to have occupational
work activity than level 1, the analysis did not reach a statistical
significance level (Table 4). Moreover, sex and classification were
not associated with labour participation (Table 3).

DISCUSSION

Individuals with SCI/D usually undergo extensive multidisciplinary
rehabilitation to optimise participation in the community. Although
occupational employment is an essential aspect of life, little
attention is given to this aspect in general rehabilitation
programmes. Generally, these rehabilitation programmes mainly
focus on physical rehabilitation, psychological support, assistive

Spinal Cord (2023) 61:119-124

Table 2. Socioeconomic characteristics of participants.
Characteristic n (%)
Marital status

Married/stable relationship 56 (50.5)

Divorced 10 (9.0)

Single 44 (39.6)

Widower 1 (0.9)
Place of origin

Florianopolis 51 (45.9)

metropolitan area

Other towns 60 (54.1)

Median [P25;P75] usD®

Age (years) 40.0 [32;48.3] -
Education (years) 9.0 [7.0;11.0] -
Personal income? (BRL) 1344.50 [998.00;1800.00] 341.24
Household income?® (BRL) 2500.00 [1800.00;3816.00] 634.50
People living from 3.0 [2;4] -
personal income
People contributed with 2.0 [1;2] -

household income

n number, SD standard deviation, P25 first quartile, P75 third quartile, BRL
Brazilian Real, USD United State Dollar.

#Monthly value incomes.

PBRL to USD average exchange rate in 2019 (1 BRL = 0.2538 USD).

technology exploration, and caregiver support. This study shows a
relatively low labour market participation rate (21.6%) in rehabili-
tated individuals with SCI/D in southern Brazil, and overall, work
participation has occurred primarily in a self-employed manner.
Time since the onset of injury, between 1 and 5 years, was
associated with nonwork activity involvement. Participants with
more than 6 years of injury were at least three times more likely to
have occupational work activity than those under 5 years.
Furthermore, participants with more than 7 years of education
(ISCED levels 2 and 3) were approximately five times more likely to
have occupational work activity than those under 6 years.

Although there is substantial variability among countries, labour
market participation among the participants of our study is lower
than the average worldwide rates, typically between 30-40%
[10, 11, 21]. Unlike other countries, Brazil has few data regarding
employment among individuals with SCI/D. A recent international
survey reported a very low employment rate of 14% in individuals
with SCI/D in the southeastern region of Brazil [21]. Since Brazil is a
large country, it is not surprising that different areas can present
significant differences in working status in this population. If, on the
one hand, the large size of Brazil promotes a tremendous and rich
cultural diversity, it also leads to substantial socioeconomic
problems on the other hand. Krause et al. [13] showed differences
related to the geographic area in employment among individuals
with SCI/D in the United States, and the authors reported that
participants in the Midwest showed a greater employment status
(50%) than southeastern participants (26%). Moreover, when
controlling for other variable predictors, such as years of education,
geographic location was not significantly related to employment
status. This information reinforces that socioeconomic area status is
one of those sociodemographic factors that can promote significant
differences in labour market participation among individuals with
SCI/D, even in different regions of the same country.

Additionally, most of the participants in our study (93.7%)
retired for disability after the injury. This social assistance may
promote low labour market participation rates after the onset of
SCI/D, especially for employment at formal work. Our results show
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Table 3. Association of labour market participation with participant’s characteristics.
Variables Working (n=111) Employment status (n = 24)
Yes (n = 24) No (n=87) Employed (n =5) Self-employed (n = 19)
Median [P25;P75] Median [P25;P75] Median [P25;P75] Median [P25;P75] p
Age (years)? 38 [30;47] 41 [33;49] 0.31 31.5 [23.2;31] 38 [42.7;49] 0.07
Time since injury (years)® 9 [712] 6 [3;10] <0.01 8.5 [4.2,11.2] 10 [7;13] 0.23
Education (years)? 11 [9;11] 9 [6;11] 0.02 13.5 [11.2;17.2] 10 [8;11] <0.01
Personal income (BRL)? 1500.00 [1000.00;2500.00] 1290.00 [998.00;1700.00] 0.16 2450.00 [900.00;645.00] 1500.00 [1200.00;1954.00] 0.90
Household income (BRL)? 3000.00 [2400.00;5000.00] 2150.00 [1700.00;3500.00] <0.01 5217.50 [4000.00;7217.50] 3000.00 [1200.00;4000.00] 0.02
n (%) n (%) P n (%) n (%) P

SexP

Female 9 (34.6) 17 (65.4) 0.06 2 (22.2) 7 (77.8) 0.89

Male 15 (17.6) 70 (82.4) 3 (20.0) 12 (80.0)
Time since injury (ranges)b

1-5 years 5 (10.6) 42 (89.4) 0.05 2 (40.0) 3 (60.0) 0.44

6-10 years 10 (28.6) 25 (71.4) 2 (20.0) 8 (80.0)

210 years 9 (31.0) 20 (69.0) 1(11.1) 8 (88.9)
Classification®

Tetraplegia 4 (16.7) 20 (83.3) 0.49 0 (0.0) 4 (100.0) 0.27

Paraplegia 17 (25.4) 50 (74.6) 5 (29.4) 12 (70.6)

Undefined 3 (15.0) 17 (85.0) 0 (0.0 3 (100.0)
ISCED levels®

ISCED 1 (1-6 years) 1(4.2) 23 (95.8) 0.02 0 (0.0) 1 (100.0) 0.27

ISCED 2 (7-9 years) 6 (18.8) 26 (81.2) 0 (0.0) 6 (100.0)

ISCED 23 (10 years or +) 17 (30.9) 38 (69.1) 5 (29.4) 12 (70.6)

BRL to USD average exchange rate in 2019 (1 BRL = 0.2538 USD). ISCED labels: level 1 = primary education; level 2 = lower secondary education; level 3 and

above = upper secondary, post-secondary and university education.

n number, p level of significance, SD standard deviation, P25 first quartile, P75 third quartile, BRL Brazilian Real, ISCED International Standard Classification of

Education (UNESCO).
Mann-Whitney test.
PChi-square test.

that only five of the 24 individuals who returned to work were
employed. The others were self-employed. Previous studies have
shown that disability benefits are negatively related to formal
employment after injury, especially in low-income countries [16, 24].
In reviewing the critical factors related to the work participation of
individuals with SCI/D, fear of losing financial and medical benefits
has been reported as a barrier to returning to work [9, 25].
Considering these previous data, we hypothesise that the high
disability retirement/benefit rate may explain our low rate of work
labour participation, especially in employment with formal con-
tracts. Self-employment allows individuals to execute some
remunerated work activity in the informal market without registra-
tion to complement income and maintain their disability benefits.

Since SCI/D is a clinical condition that can cause severe and
permanent disabilities, the Brazilian Social Security System
provides a disability retirement/benefit for individuals with SCI/
D. However, this disability benefit has the same value as the
minimum wage in Brazil. In 2019, it was BRL 998.00 (~USD 253.29).
This wage is lower than the minimum wage necessary considering
the price of basic food set in Brazil in 2019 (BRL 4342.57; ~USD
1102.15) [26]. It is reasonable to think that this promotes an
insufficient income among the benefited people, leaving them to
supplement their income in a self-employed manner to maintain
the benefits.

Among the individual characteristics in our study, time since
SCI/D and vyears of education were associated with labour
participation. The time since injury and years of education were
higher in working participants. Additionally, a shorter time since
the injury (up to 5 years) and education level were associated with
a nonwork participation status. A review of the return to work in
individuals with SCI/D showed that employment rates improved
over time since the onset of injury [9]. Additionally, lack of
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education or training years are commonly reported barriers to
social participation, including employment after SCI/D [9, 13, 14].

Although a previous study reported that younger individuals
with SCI/D who sustained paraplegia are more likely to be
employed than those with a tetraplegia disability [13], our results
do not show an association between these features and return to
work. However, we had few participants with tetraplegia (21.6%),
which may challenge the generalisability/representativity of our
findings. The sample limitation also might have affected the
results regarding the age of the participants. Although without
reaching the established significance level, our results show a
statistical tendency for employed participants to be younger than
self-employed (Table 3). On the other hand, a recent study
showed that sociodemographic characteristics were more notably
associated with participation than were SCI/D characteristics [15].
Additionally, household income was higher among the working
participants than those not working in our study. Working as the
main activity and higher family incomes have been associated
with higher scores on participation and quality of life [15]. This
reinforces the importance of rehabilitation programmes inserting
vocational rehabilitation into their general programmes. Rehabi-
litation professionals must find creative ways to identify and
neutralise barriers to employment among individuals with SCI/D.
This means that programmes need a vocational rehabilitation
specialist on the rehabilitation team [27, 28].

Limitations

While this study focuses on labour market participation and
related factors among individuals with SCI/D in Brazil, its data
may not represent the Brazilian population. Brazil is a country
with large continental dimensions and significant variation in its
sociodemographic profile. Our study included only a sample of
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Table 4. Odds of labour market participation by participant’s
characteristics.

Working (n=111)

Variables Odds ratio 95% Cl p
Time since injury (ranges)

1-5 years Reference

6-10 years 34 1.0-10.9 0.04

210 years 3.8 1.1-12.7 0.03
ISCED levels

ISCED 1 (1-6 years) Reference

ISCED 2 (7-9 years) 53 0.5-47.4 0.13

ISCED =3 (10 years or +) 10.3 1.3-82.5 0.28

ISCED labels: level 1=primary education; level 2=Ilower secondary
education; level 3 and above = upper secondary, post-secondary and
university education.

n number, p level of significance, ISCED International Standard Classifica-
tion of Education (UNESCO).

rehabilitated individuals with SCI/D in the southern region of Brazil.
Thus, our results may be translated to other Brazilian states or other
countries with similar economic characteristics. Notably, the south-
ern state of Santa Catarina has an estimated population of seven
million habitants and a very high Human Development Index (HDI,
0.808). This HDI is similar to developed countries and the third major
among the 27 Brazilian states [29, 30].

Additionally, this study does not report knowledge on employ-
ment trajectories (times of employment and unemployment) after
discharge from rehabilitation. Future research should address this
employment trajectory, including the return-to-work trajectory.
Overall, the sample size and low recruitment rate may have
influenced the analysis and limited some interpretations of the
results of the study.

CONCLUSIONS

There is relatively low labour market participation in rehabilitated
individuals with SCI/D in southern Brazil, mainly employed
workers. Overall, work participation occurred primarily in a self-
employed manner to supplement household income. Moreover,
the time since injury and years of education were higher in worker
participants. This shows that the more individuals adapt to living
with SCI/D and the higher their levels of education are, the more
likely they are to participate in the labour market.

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

Future enhancements in rehabilitation services should emphasise
vocational training, access to education, and employment support
for individuals with SCI/D. Additionally, these results reveal a need
to revise public policies to support labour market participation
among individuals with SCI/D in Brazil.

DATA AVAILABILITY

The data will be available from the corresponding author upon reasonable request.
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