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Labour market participation for young people with disabilities: The impact 

of gender and higher education 

Abstract  

To what extent does higher education promote labour market participation for disabled people 

in school-to-work transitions and early career trajectories? This article argues that the effect of 

higher education on labour market outcomes for disabled people must be studied in correlation 

to gender. Intersectional theory warns against the generalisability of the female and male 

experiences, and predicts that disability may influence sexism, and that gender may influence 

disableism. Norwegian full-population register data on recipients of disability benefits are used 

to explore the effect of higher education on three labour market outcomes for men and women 

with disabilities. Contrary to common intersectionality expectations, the results show that men 

experience more extreme employment disadvantages related to their disabilities than women. 

Higher education has a stronger effect on participation for disabled women than for disabled 

men. However, gender differences in participation are smaller for people with disabilities than 

for the general population.  
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Introduction 

Previous research has shown that people with disabilities have lower employment rates than 

the general population, and that women with disabilities are at a particular disadvantage in the 

labour market (Achterberg et al., 2009; England, 2003; Fawcett, 2000; O'Hara, 2004; Ren et 

al., 2008). The entry into the labour market is crucial for young people with disabilities, in that 

missing the transition from education to employment increases the chances of permanently 

remaining outside the labour market (Achterberg et al., 2009: 130; Franzén and Kassman, 

2005). Work exclusion has severe and lifelong consequences (Fawcett, 2000; Franzén and 

Kassman, 2005). Disabled people outside the labour market have lower scores on life quality 

indicators than the general unemployed population. Not only does 75 percent of those 

unemployed with disabilities perceive their financial situation to be less than adequate, but they 

also feel more like second-rate citizens than the non-disabled population (Legard, 2012: 7-8).  

Even though intersectional research on gender, disability and work suggests that disabled 

women experience discrimination more strongly than disabled men, the existing empirical 

research is not without ambiguity (Colella and Stone, 2005; Ren et al., 2008). There is a broad 

range of research on disability and work however, only a few studies include gender in their 

analyses (Boman et al., 2014; Kittelsaa et al., 2016; Mik-Meyer, 2015; Randle and Hardy, 

2017). 

The aim of this study is threefold: 1) to examine the gender differences in labour market 

participation among young people with disabilities; 2) to study the effect of higher education 

on labour market participation; and 3) to examine how higher education influences the effect 

of gender on labour market participation. This article uses an administrative definition of 

disability, based on registered recipients of disability benefits. An intersectionality approach is 

applied to full-population register data, and multivariate logistic regression models are 

estimated on three labour market outcomes: employment, full-time work, and job relevance. 
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When combined, the three outcomes measure not only the chances of being inside or outside 

the labour market, but also the extent of participation and its relevance for individual 

qualifications. Thus, this study covers both economic and intellectual aspects of work, and 

produces more robust results as opposed to limiting examinations to one single measure of work 

participation.  

Theoretical framework and hypotheses 

This article is theoretically based on feminist disability studies, thereby employing an 

intersectional perspective. Disability is used to describe the relation between impairments of 

the individual body and participation restrictions caused by the environment. Hence, the 

framework aims to combine the so-called medical model, (see Beaudry (2016)) and the 

approach known as the social model (see for example Altman (2001); Altman (2014); Hanisch 

(2011); Oliver (2013)).  

More specifically, the analyses rely on the so-called Nordic relational model of disability. This 

theoretical way of reasoning ‘approaches the study of disability with three main assumptions: 

(i) disability is a person-environment mismatch, (ii) disability is situational or contextual; and 

(iii) disability is relative’ (Goodley, 2011: 17). This relational model also provides the rationale 

for the operational definition in this study, which combines a medical aspect (diagnosis) with a 

social aspect (practical or financial disadvantage). 

Seeing disability as ‘a person-environment mismatch’, this study analyses the most well-known 

finding in the study of disability and employment – that disabled people have lower job 

prospects than people without disabilities (Achterberg and Yerkes, 2009; Berthoud, 2008) – as 

a mismatch in the labour market, specifically related to professional and educational contexts 

in addition to gender. 

Seeing disability as ‘situational and contextual’, we utilize the concept of intersectionality 
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(Crenshaw, 1989) here to explain how overlapping social identities relate to employment 

disadvantage. This study applies a fundamental dynamic conceptualisation of intersections, as 

opposed to the purely additive approach. The assumption is that, rather than just being layered 

on top of each other, multiple social identities may interact with each other.  

Even if disability may be viewed as relational and usefully analysed in light of intersectional 

theories, the implications for methodology and research design are not self-explanatory. 

Intersectional theories have been used in quantitative research (e.g., Covarrubias, 2011; 

Moodley and Graham, 2015; Veenstra, 2011), however, it is often argued that they are most 

fruitful in combination with qualitative methods (Bauer, 2014; Bowleg and Bauer, 2016; 

Hancock, 2007; McCall, 2005). One possible reason for this is that intersectionality is 

inherently concerned with experiences of individuals, just as the relational model of disability 

is concerned with ‘a person-environment mismatch’ (added emphasis).  

When supported by intersectional theories in investigating how disability is ‘relative’, it is 

nevertheless important to remember the power and advantages of quantitative data. To 

appreciate the usefulness of quantitative data to intersectionality, it is essential to understand 

how the quanititative approach differs from the qualitative. In McCall’s (2005) classification 

scheme of intersectional research, from anticategorical (individual diversity) at one end of the 

spectrum, to intracategorical (diversity within groups) in the middle and intercategorical 

(diversity between groups) at the other end, quantitative research is positioned towards the latter 

end. The purpose of applying quantitative methods in intersectional research is not to reproduce 

in-depth knowledge of individual experiences, but rather to reveal patterns of structural 

disadvantages that generate inequalities (Cole, 2009; McCall, 2005). The power and potential 

of quantitative intersectionality lies in understanding group-level effects in order to identify 

group-level policy interventions (Bauer, 2014; Bowleg and Bauer, 2016; Hancock, 2007). The 

rationale for using quantitative methods in intersectionality is to overcome the limitations of 
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qualitative methods, which Bowleg and Bauer (2016: 338) summarise precisely: ‘a myopic 

focus on the individual fosters primarily individual-level solutions to problems with little or no 

opportunity to intervene and alter the larger more fundamental roots of structural inequality’ .  

When developing these theoretical and methodological perspectives into hypotheses, caution is 

necessary. The link between intersectional theory and the practical application of quantitative 

methods is still underdeveloped, and many scholars point out the difficulty in interpreting 

quantitative findings from an intersectional perspective (Bowleg and Bauer, 2016; Dubrow, 

2008; Hancock, 2007). These difficulties are often articulated in discussions of the additive and 

multiplicative approaches (Dubrow, 2008), which is a cul de sac for two reasons. First, 

attempting to directly translate the theoretical meaning of ‘additive’ and ‘multiplicative’ to the 

statistical meaning of the terms (i.e., main effects and interaction effects, respectively) (see 

Bauer (2014: 12)) creates confusion between theoretical and methodological concepts and, 

consequently, uncertainty about how regression results should be interpreted. In fact, there are 

other ways to statistically model intersecting social identities beyond focusing on main effects 

and interaction effects. One option is to create dummy variables for groups and sub-groups. 

Another possibility, which this article demonstrates, is to run regressions on separate samples 

and compare variable coefficients. Therefore, pointing to the limitations of a narrow set of 

techniques is not very constructive. The problem is rather that previous quantitative studies 

have failed to communicate clearly how their choice of method and subsequent results relate to 

intersectional theory.  

Second, by focusing merely on the technicalities of quantitative methods, and their failure to 

capture the experiences of intersectional identities, we risk losing an important opportunity: 

statistical methods are particularly useful tools ‘for revealing patterns of disparity in arenas 

such as employment and income, physical and mental health, and social life’ (Cole, 2009: 177). 

Therefore, the intersectional contribution of this article is to use quantitative data to unravel 
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structural employment disadvantages for persons belonging to intersecting social groups. Even 

though the impact of the gender and disability intersection in employment has been analysed 

qualitatively before (e.g., Mik-Meyer, 2015), there are gaps in the literature related to the 

overarching population-level outcomes. The size and quality of the data set used here allows 

for exploring more than one intersection (disability, gender and educational attainment) and for 

observing diversity in inequalities both within and between social groups in the population (see 

Bauer, 2014: 16). This means that the study is not purely intercategorical, but is rather situated 

between the intra- and intercategorical points in McCall’s (2005) intersectionality scheme.  

Without entering into the more complex theoretical debates of feminist theory, it is sufficient 

to note that the hypotheses in this article are informed by two classical insights from such 

theories. First, it is assumed that gender is fundamentally interrelated with other categories such 

as ability, class, sexual orientation, ethnicity, and age (McBride et al., 2015; Yuval-Davis, 

2006). Second, it is assumed that gender is a hierarchical construct, leaving women at a 

disadvantage – not least in the labour market (Jones et al., 2006: 411). Various theories have 

attempted to explain this; for example, the theory of gendered organizations (Acker, 1990) and 

the theory of the ideal worker (Cooper, 2000: 395 in Randle and Hardy (2017: 449)). This leads 

to the first hypothesis: 

H1: Disabled women experience employment disadvantages more strongly than disabled men. 

On the other hand, theories of stereotypical gender perceptions predict that disabled men 

experience stigmas related to their disability more strongly than disabled women (Deegan, 

1985; Mik-Meyer, 2015). This is due to the fact that physical impairments are perceived to be 

at odds with stereotypical masculine characteristics (e.g. strength, rationality, efficiency) and 

less contradictory to stereotypical feminine behaviour (e.g. helplessness, emotional sensitivity, 

weakness, shyness) (Mik-Meyer, 2015: 580-581; Stone and Colella, 1996). The masculine 
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identity – normally a source of employment privilege – is dislodged by the intersection with 

disability, causing a gendered transformation into stereotypical perceptions of femininity. Thus, 

it is the disabled man who is ‘“twice penalized”, first by his impairments — his weak and 

imperfect body — and second or consequently by his “wrong” biological sex’ (Mik-Meyer, 

2015: 591). In contrast, the female identity is not distorted by disability in the same way. 

Therefore, the second hypothesis contradicts the first:  

H2: Disabled men experience employment disadvantages more strongly than disabled women. 

Higher education is an important predictor for success in the labour market for people, in 

general, and particularly important for people with disabilities (Bliksvær and Hanssen, 2006; 

Borg, 2008; Loprest and Maag, 2007; Vedeler and Mossige, 2010). Several studies have found 

the effect to be twice as strong for disabled people as for the general population, even though 

both educational and employment levels are lower for people with disabilities (Bliksvær and 

Hanssen, 2006). However, very little is known about how higher education influences the 

chances of employment for men versus women with disabilities. Recent research on Norwegian 

disability employment rates indicate that gender differences are decreasing and that the gender 

effect in the total population is slightly stronger than in the disabled population (Kittelsaa et al., 

2016; Tøssebro and Wik, 2015). At the same time, more women than men with disabilities are 

pursuing higher education (Kittelsaa et al., 2016), which is the general pattern among non-

disabled as well. The fact that education levels among women are increasing and gender 

differences in employment are decreasing might indicate that women enjoy a stronger education 

effect on work outcome. A reasonable assumption is that education causes an extra boost in 

employment chances for groups that are less privileged in the labour market, which leads to the 

following interactive hypothesis on gender and higher education:  

H3: Women with disabilities are likely to experience a stronger positive education effect on 

work outcome than men with disabilities. 
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Furthermore, the family life of disabled people is likely to influence participation in paid work, 

but research is limited on this topic and results are contradictory (Kittelsaa et al., 2016: 50). 

Kjeldstad and Lyngstad (2011) found that living with a partner and having children strengthens 

traditional gender roles for people with disabilities, more so than among the general population. 

Their results indicate that men with disabilities prioritize paid work over household work, while 

women with disabilities tend to have less paid work in order to have more time and energy for 

children and homemaking. These effects hold only if just one of the couple is disabled; when 

both partners are disabled, the division of household work and paid labour is more equal than 

among the non-disabled population. Another study by Dyck and Jongbloed (2000) found that 

having a supportive partner at home is conducive to a woman’s ability to work in spite of her 

disability. This article acknowledges that marriage and children are likely to affect work 

outcomes, but makes no assumptions about the direction of such effect. 

Data and methods 

The analyses rely on a full-population dataset of Norwegian register data from Statistics 

Norway, made available through microdata.no, which is a research infrastructure developed by 

Statistics Norway and Norwegian Social Science Data Services. Microdata.no includes 

administrative, educational, financial and welfare data for the entire Norwegian population. An 

integrated user interface (similar to Stata) allows for statistical analysis. Microdata.no 

incorporates built-in data protection to avoid compromising the anonymity of individuals in the 

data. A cross-sectional dataset was extracted for the year 2015, consisting of people who were 

20-35 years old in November 2015. This is the most recent year with close-to-full data coverage 

on all variables of interest. The total number of individuals in the data set is 1. 719.712, and 

20,207 of these received one or both disability benefits in November 2015. Since the aim is to 

observe the relationship between education and job outcomes of disabled people in school-to-

work transitions and early career trajectories, the age span of interest was set at 20 to 35. 
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Statistical definitions of young people sometimes use a cap of 24 (OECD, youth population, 

15-24) or 29 years old (Eurostat young population, 16-29). In this study, however, the cap was 

pushed to 35 years old, because disability may considerably extend the age at which a person 

completes school. The age limit of 20-35 years excludes most of those who acquired their 

disability after graduating and those who developed a reduced work capacity as a result of old 

age. Normally, persons under the age of 20 have not yet made the transition from education to 

working life (Dag and Kullberg, 2010: 289). At the same time, disabled persons older than 35, 

who have not yet entered the labour market, are likely to remain outside the labour market 

(Achterberg et al., 2009: 130). One implication of a focus on young age is that a significant 

proportion of the population are enrolled in some type of education, which may be a reason for 

not seeking labour market integration. This potential negative education effect was adjusted 

for.  

  

Disability. A proxy variable was used to identify people with disabilities: recipients of basic or 

attendance benefits. Basic benefits are entitlements meant to cover necessary additional 

expenses incurred due to permanent injuries, illness, disabilities or congenital malformationsi. 

Attendance benefits are entitlements for people requiring long-term private care and 

supervision due to illness, injury or congenital disability. They cover personal assistance, 

including training and stimulation, but do not cover assistance with household chores. For both 

basic and attendance benefits the need for additional expenses normally has to last 2-3 years or 

more. Neither type of benefit is connected to activity requirements such as work or education. 

Persons with mental health impairments may be eligible for both benefits, accounting for 15-

18 percent of the total number disability benefit recipients in 2015/2016, according to the 

Norwegian public welfare agency.  
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(Self-)employed. A person’s status in the labour market is summarized in a dummy variable, 

coded 1 if a person was employed or self-employed and 0 if a person was unemployed and/or 

actively seeking work. Economically inactive persons were considered unemployed 

irrespective of their daily activities; voluntary, educational or other.  

Full-time work. Persons who worked 30 hours per week or more were coded 1. Those who 

worked less than 30 hours a week were coded 0. Unemployed persons were coded missing. 

Relevant work. This variable captures the relationship between educational and occupational 

level. Persons coded 0 were overqualified for their jobs, while persons coded 1 had the same 

educational level, or less, than what is normally required for their position. The Norwegian 

standard classification of occupation, STYRK-08 (Statistics Norway, 2011), which has a 

hierarchical structure where the required level of education is given for each class of 

occupations, was applied. The occupation variable was coded 1-4 from primary education to 

higher tertiary education. The educational variable was coded correspondingly, but additionally 

includes the value 0 for people with no education (Statistics Norway, 2006). Subsequently, 

comparing educational level to occupational level produced the relevant work variable.  

Gender. The effect of gender is captured with a dummy variable, for which women were coded 

1 and men 0.  

Higher education. A person with at least one year of higher education was coded 1. The value 

0 was given to those with less than one year of higher education (Statistics Norway, 2006). The 

cut-off is at one year to avoid capturing the effect of prolonged studies due to difficulty finding 

a job.  

Control variables. Age was coded in years (20-35). Marital status is provided as a dummy for 

married and registered partners (1) and everyone else (0). Children is a dummy variable, coded 

1 for persons with at least one child (biological or adopted) under the age of 18 living in the 
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same household as at least one of their parents. The student variable is a dummy control for 

persons who were currently enrolled in education on all levels. Individuals may have been 

working and studying simultaneously. In addition, unobserved heterogeneity across industries 

was controlled for in models 2 and 3, by adding industry-fixed effects (Statistics Norway, 

2007). See the appendix table A1, and note that the disability distribution across industries was 

very similar to the full-population distribution.  

Logistic regression analysis 

The effect of gender and higher education was estimated on the three binary outcome variables 

using logistic regression (Menard, 2002). In order to compare predictor effects for the disabled 

population to those of the general population, separate models were estimated. Industry-fixed 

effects were added to the models for full-time work and relevant workii. Fixed effects were not 

included in the first model of employment because industries cannot explain probabilities of 

being employed, since unemployment is unrelated to industry.  

The tables report average marginal effects (AME) of the logistic regression models because of 

the problems associated with interpretation of log-odds ratios (ln-OR) and odds ratios (OR). 

According to Mood (2010: 67-68), ln-OR and OR cannot be interpreted substantively because: 

1) the effects reflect unobserved heterogeneity and 2) the unobserved heterogeneity may vary 

across samples. Since coefficient effects are compared across models with different 

populations, AME were used for interpreting and comparing the direction and magnitude of 

predictor variables. AME express the average effects of variables on the probability of the 

outcome variable being 1 (see Mood, 2010: 75).  

Interpreting interaction effects  

The coefficient of the interaction between higher education and gender shows the difference 

between the effect of higher education for women versus men. This means that, when the 

interaction term is positive, higher education has a stronger effect on women than on men. 
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When the interaction term is negative, the opposite is true. Whenever an interaction term is 

included, both its constitutive terms must be included as well, in order to avoid biased estimates 

(Brambor et al., 2006). The coefficients of the constitutive variables are not to be interpreted as 

direct, unconditional or main effects (Brambor et al. 2006; Kam and Franzese 2007: 20). The 

constitutive terms show the effect of each variable when the other is equal to zero. In other 

words, when the interaction between higher education and gender is included, the coefficient 

for higher education is the effect of higher education for men, whereas the coefficient for 

women is the effect of being female for people without higher education. When an interaction 

term is found to be statistically significant, there are no main effects of its constitutive variables 

and a model without the interaction is thus a misspecification of the relationships between the 

two predictor variables and the outcome variable (Brambor et al., 2006). 

Results 

Descriptive statistics 

Table 1 shows the distribution and gender proportions of variables for recipients of disability 

benefits and for the total population, respectively. Variables in bold are the three dependent 

variables. The disabled population had a larger share of women (52%) than the total population 

(45%). This corresponds well to other measurements of disability, which all reflect a higher 

proportion of women (Molden and Tøssebro, 2012: 349). Less than half of the people with 

disabilities were employed (47%) as opposed to 72 percent of the total population. These 

numbers also correspond well to earlier research on Norwegian disability data, where the 

employment rates were found to be 42 percent and 74 percent, respectively (Falkum and 

Solberg, 2015). More women (56%) than men with disabilities were working, whereas the 

opposite was true for the total population (48% female). Fifty-three percent of those who 

worked and had a disability were working full-time, which overlaps with survey data 

prevalence: 58 percent working full-time (Hansen et al., 2011). In comparison, the full-time 
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prevalence among those who worked in the total population was 66 percent. There was no 

gender discrepancy in terms of full-time work among the disabled, contrary to that of the total 

population, where women (39 percent) worked less full-time than men (61%). In both 

populations, most of the people who were employed had relevant work. Women were less 

overqualified for their jobs than men, but the gender differences were small. This holds for both 

the disabled and the total population. Recipients of disability benefits were clearly less educated 

(25%) than the total population (39%), which is consistent with earlier estimations (Grue and 

Finnvold, 2014). Of those with higher education among the disabled, 72 percent were women. 

In the total population, 60 percent were women.  

[TABLE 1 here] 

The effect of gender and higher education on work outcome 

The effect of predictor variables was modelled using logistic regression on three labour market 

outcomes: employment, full-time work and relevant work. Separate models were estimated for 

the disability population, comparing results to estimations for the general population. Average 

marginal effects (AME) and standard errors (SE) were reported; significance levels were 

denoted with stars. Models 2 and 3 have added industry-fixed effects, but coefficients were not 

reported. Results are displayed in table 2.  

[TABLE 2 here] 

Employment. In model 1a, the effect of being female was negative but not statistically 

significantiii. The effect of higher education on employment was positive, strong and significant. 

People with higher education were 36 percent more likely to participate in the labour market 

than those who did not have higher education. In contrast to the disabled population, the general 

population showed a negative and significant employment effect for women (-3,2%). 

Moreover, the effect of higher education amounted to only roughly a third (13.1%) of the effect 
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for disabled people. In other words, higher education was almost three times as important for 

disabled people in terms of entering the labour market.  

To further evaluate the intersecting effect between gender and higher education, an interaction 

term was added to the model. The interaction was significant, which means that, although no 

overall effect of gender on employment was found, there was a statistically significant gender 

effect among people with higher education. The effect of higher education was 7.2 percent 

stronger for women than for men. The AME of women without higher education remained 

statistically insignificant. The coefficient for higher education showed the effect of higher 

education for men, which was 31.2 percent. The effect of higher education for women was 38.4 

percentiv. To find out if these results were unique to the disabled, they were compared to those 

of the general population. Here, the interaction effect was statistically significant with roughly 

the same strength as in the disability sample (6.2%). The difference was that the effect of being 

female among people lacking higher education was statistically significant and negative. In 

other words, women who did not have higher education were less likely to be employed than 

men without higher education. This negative female effect was not found among the disabled. 

Furthermore, the effect of higher education was much smaller among the general population 

than for people with disabilities: 9.6 percent for men and 13.8 percent for women.  

To summarize the results from model 1, disabled women with higher education were more 

likely to be employed than disabled men with higher education. In the general population, the 

effect of being a woman was negative among people without higher education, and positive for 

people with higher education. In addition, people with disabilities enjoyed three times the effect 

of higher education on employment than did the general population. 

Full-time work. Moving on to model 2, the same predictor variables as above were examined 

in relation to full-time work. In addition, these models contained dummy effects to control for 
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variations across industries. In Model 2a, without the interaction term, women with no higher 

education were eight percent less likely to work full-time than men without higher education. 

The effect of higher education was positive and significant, but smaller (11.9 percent) than in 

the employment model. Results for the full population were similar except that higher education 

had no effect on probabilities for full-time work. 

The interaction effect in model 2b was significant, however, indicating that the effect of higher 

education on full-time work was 8.5 percent stronger for women than for men. Among persons 

without higher education, women were 10.7 percent less likely to work full-time. The effect of 

higher education on full-time work for men was 6.1 percent, while it was more than twice as 

large for women: 14.6 percent. Again, women enjoyed a stronger effect of higher education 

than men on labour market participation. However, among people without higher education, 

women were doing worse than men. For the general population, the effect of higher education 

for men was significant and negative (-7.7%). The interaction was significant, and the effect of 

12.5 percent was stronger than among the disabled. This also entails that non-disabled women, 

as opposed to non-disabled men, had a positive effect of higher education on full-time work 

(12.5 - 7.7 = 4.8%). Here, too, the effect of being a woman among people with no higher 

education was significant and negative (-16.5%).  

The essence of model 2 is that the effect of higher education on full-time work was stronger for 

people with disabilities than for the total population. In addition, the positive effect of higher 

education was stronger for women than for men, in both populations. 

Relevant work was estimated in model 3. The effect of higher education in this model must be 

interpreted with caution, as educational level is part of the dependent variable. The effect was 

negative throughout all models. The coefficients of higher education simply reflect that the 

more education a person had, the more likely it was that she would be overqualified. This effect 
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does not reflect a person’s position on the career ladder and is not a good predictor of success. 

Moving on, gender had no effect whatsoever on job relevance for disabled people in model 3a. 

The total population model showed a significant, though small, overall negative effect of being 

female (-0.05%).  

For the disabled, the interaction term was not significant, which means that there were no 

gender differences involved in the likelihood of being overqualified. 

Discussion 

This article has analysed the effect of gender and higher education on three different 

employment outcomes. The analyses clearly show that higher education had a stronger effect 

on employment and full-time work for people with disabilities than it did for the non-disabled 

population. These results are similar to previous research on the effect of education on 

employment for people with disabilities (Bliksvær and Hanssen, 2006; Borg, 2008). Still, the 

effect of higher education should not be over-emphasized, since degree of disability is not 

controlled for. It is rather likely that those characteristics that increased the chances of 

graduating from higher education were the same characteristics that increased the chances of 

labour market success (see 'creaming effect' in Aakvik, 2003). Another likely explanation is 

that those with higher educational levels had jobs that were less physically demanding and more 

compatible with declining health (Burker et al., 2004; Kidd et al., 2000). 

More interesting than the overall effect of higher education is how higher education intersects 

with gender. The analyses found that women benefited more from higher education than men, 

which supports hypothesis H3, that higher education had a stronger effect on women’s labour 

market success. This effect was the same for both the disabled and the total population.  

[TABLE 3 here] 



 

 18 

Table 3 summarizes the effects of the interaction between women and higher education on the 

three labour market outcomes. Overall, women with disabilities had equal or better chances in 

the labour market than disabled men. Hypothesis H1, that disabled women are more 

disadvantaged than disabled men, is not supported. This contradicts most of the earlier 

empirical research (Achterberg et al., 2009), but rather supports more recent indications that 

gender equalities among disabled people are decreasing, at least in the Nordic countries 

(Kittelsaa et al., 2016). The second hypothesis (H2), predicting that disabled men are more 

disadvantaged than disabled women, cannot be rejected, even though the results were slightly 

ambiguous. The empirical analyses do not conclude than disabled women were superior to 

disabled men, but rather indicate that disability evens out the usual inequality between men and 

women in the labour market.  

There was one situation in which disabled women had lower chances of success than disabled 

men; namely, full-time work for women without higher education. Part-time work has 

historically been women’s work (Rosenfeld and Birkelund, 1995) and previous quantitative 

analyses have found that the effect of being female on part-time work is stronger for people 

with disabilities than for the non-disabled population (Kittelsaa et al., 2016). In the findings, 

the effect of being a woman on part-time work was stronger for people without disabilities, 

however, the difference in size effect was small.  

Although still subject to scholarly debate, part-time work is not necessarily viewed as a 

drawback (Mósesdóttir and Ellingsæter, 2017). Research has found that part-time work can be 

a ‘bridge’ into the labour market rather than a ‘trap’ for women (Nätti, 1995). In fact, 80 percent 

of women in Norway who work part-time do so voluntarily. However, men and women have 

very different reasons for choosing part-time work, reflecting structural gender inequalities, 

according to a study of voluntary part-time work in Norway (Egeland and Drange, 2014). 

Women are three times more likely than men to choose part-time work due to family care and 



 

 19 

logistics, while men give suboptimal health as the main reason for voluntary part-time work 

(Egeland and Drange, 2014). The authors suggest that the strong gender segregation of Nordic 

labour markets may be a factor explaining gender inequalities in part-time work. Men work in 

the private sector, and women in the public sector, causing a gender gap in wages and a 

traditional division of care and “bread-winning” in the family (Borchorst et al., 2012). The 

empirical results in this article correspond to earlier research on part-time work and gender, 

even after controlling for industry-fixed effects. Nevertheless, the gender gap was slightly 

smaller for the disabled population than for the general population. Thus, the common 

intersectional hypothesis of disadvantage due to membership in two subordinate groups is not 

supported for disabled women in the case of full-time work.  

Earlier research on occupational attainment finds negative gender effects for women with 

disabilities related to job relevance, especially for women with minimum education (Boman et 

al., 2014). The results in this study do not support this statement, neither for women with higher 

education nor for women without higher education. Men and women with disabilities had equal 

chances of securing a relevant job.  

Overall, the empirical findings in this study challenge the common hypothesis of intersectional 

theory, that women with disabilities are being penalized for belonging to two minority groups. 

Rather, the evidence supports hypotheses of stereotypical gender perspectives that predict that 

disability is less of a stigma for women than for men, causing gender inequalities to even out 

among the disabled. Disability may cause distortion of the male identity; depriving disabled 

men of the privilege it otherwise is to be a man in the labour market. The results indicate that 

the gendered experience of the disabled man in employment and work situations have nothing 

in common with the gendered experiences of an able-bodied man. This contradicts earlier 

research on labour market participation for women with disabilities (O'Hara, 2004), but can be 

explained by results from research on work place discrimination. Both Nordic and international 



 

 20 

research find that stereotypical perceptions of disabled people are more in contrast with 

masculine characteristics and that men, in general, experience stronger penalties related to the 

intersection of gender and disability than do women (Colella and Stone, 2005; Mik-Meyer, 

2015; Ren et al., 2008; Stone and Colella, 1996).  

Conclusion: Contributions, limitations and further research  

This article explores the intersectionality of gender and disability and the effect of higher 

education on labour market participation for men and women with disabilities. The most 

important contribution to the intersectional literature is the application of intersectional theory 

to full-population data and the robustness this lends to the quantitative results. The empirical 

analyses reveal a surprising dynamic between gender and disability, which has previously only 

been explored qualitatively using small samples. The traditional intersectional hypothesis about 

double marginalisation is not supported. Quite the contrary, this article concludes that disability 

harms the male identity more strongly than it does the female identity, resulting in smaller 

gender inequalities among disabled people than among the general population.  

In spite of a rich data set, the unobserved heterogeneityv in the disability data is a serious 

limitation. The dynamic between gender and disability is likely to be affected by whether 

impairments are visible or hidden and whether the disability is related to physical or mental 

illnesses. Nevertheless, the results found here represent average robust effects for the entire 

population, including the total population of disability benefit recipients. Rather than being 

disregarded because of a lack of nuance, the findings should provide a solid ground for further 

research in which employment outcomes for various types and degrees of disability are 

explored.  

Another limitation is the cross-sectional nature of the data. This excludes possibilities to control 

for long-term economic inactivity, which has been found to be a strong predictor for 

unemployment (Franzén and Kassman, 2005). Long-term economic inactivity (more than six 
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months unemployed) may be a source of reverse causation in the first model – the only model 

including unemployed individuals. However, since results from all three models point in the 

same direction, there is no reason to be overly concerned with long-term inactivity being an 

influential omitted variable. Further longitudinal studies should take care to adjust for long-

term inactivity. 

The findings in this article point towards greater gender equality, which should inspire further 

research on gender and career trajectories of disabled people. Currently very little is known 

about the types of jobs and professional positions for which women and men with disabilities 

are recruited (England, 2003; Grue and Finnvold, 2014). There is a concern that disabled 

people, particularly women, are crowding in low-paid and low-status jobs (England, 2003); 

however, the results found here may indicate otherwise. Further research is needed to explore 

how the career trajectories of disabled people differ by gender.  
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Tables 

 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics in comparison to total population and gender proportions within each variable 

(F/M)  

 Disability benefit recipients Total population 

Total N  20207 1718712 

 F 52% M 48% F 45% M 55% 

(Self-) employed 47% 72% 

 F 56% M 44% F 48% M 52% 

Full-time work 53% 66% 

 F 50% M 50% F 39% M 61% 

Relevant work 86% 83% 

 F 56% M 44% F 52% M 48% 

Higher education  25% 39% 

 F 72% M 29% F 60% M 40% 

Married 10% 19% 

 F 69% M 31% F 58% M 42% 

Children  29% 37% 

 F 62% M 38% F 58% M 42% 

Students 20%  16% 

 F 59% M 41% F 54% M 45% 

Age (mean) 26.8 27.9 

 F 27 M 26.6 F 27.7 M 28 
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Table 2. Average marginal effects (AME) of logistic regression of entering employment (Model 1), full-time work 

(Model 2) and relevant work (Model 3) for disability benefit recipients versus total population.  

Average marginal effects on employment 

 Model 1a. Model 1b. Interaction term 

 

Disability benefit 

recipients Total population 

Disability benefit 

recipients Total population 

 AME SE AME SE AME SE AME SE 

Women -0.002 0.006 -0.032** 0.000 -0.015 0.008 -0.051** 0.001 

Higher education 0.360** 0.008 0.131** 0.001 0.312** 0.014 0.096** 0.001 

Women x high edu      0.072** 0.013 0.062** 0.002 

Married 0.137** 0.013 0.012** 0.001 0.138** 0.013 0.012** 0.001 

Children 0.084** 0.008 0.031** 0.001 0.084** 0.008 0.031** 0.001 

Student -0.059** 0.009 -0.147** 0.001 -0.122** 0.009 -0.146** 0.001 

Age 0.001 0.001 0.006** 0.000 0.002 0.001 0.006** 0.000 

         

N 19210 1021792 19210 1021792 

Log likelihood -11927 -552920 -11919 -552360 

Pseudo R 0.100 0.059 0.100 0.084 

         

Average marginal effects on full-time work with industry-fixed effects 

 Model 2a.  Model 2b. Interaction term 

 

Disability benefit 

recipients Total population 

Disability benefit 

recipients Total population 

 AME SE AME SE AME SE AME SE 

Women -0.080** 0.010 -0.114** 0.001 -0.107** 0.012 -0.165** 0.001 

Higher education 0.119** 0.010 0.000 0.001 0.061** 0.018 -0.077** 0.001 

Women x high edu      0.085** 0.021 0.125** 0.002 

Married 0.068** 0.014 0.008** 0.001 0.068** 0.014 0.006** 0.001 

Children 0.053** 0.010 -0.006** 0.001 0.053** 0.010 -0.003** 0.001 

Student -0.155** 0.011 -0.171** 0.001 -0.151** 0.012 -0.178** 0.001 

Age 0.011** 0.001 0.021** 0.000 0.012** 0.001 0.021** 0.000 

         

N 9567 778709 9567 778709 

Log likelihood -5469 -396354 -5461 -394324 

Pseudo R 0.173 0.208 0.174 0.212 

         

Average marginal effects on relevant work with industry-fixed effects 

 Model 3a.  Model 3b. Interaction term 

 

Disability benefit 

recipients Total population 

Disability benefit 

recipients Total population 

 AME SE AME SE AME SE AME SE 

Women 0.005 0.007 -0.005** 0.001 -0.000 0.018 -0.017** 0.002 

Higher education -0.351** 0.009 -0.362** 0.001 -0.556** 0.013 -0.368** 0.001 

Women x high edu      0.007 0.019 0.014** 0.002 

Married 0.024 0.009 -0.014** 0.001 0.024 0.001 -0.014** 0.001 

Children 0.015 0.007 0.015** 0.001 0.015 0.007 0.015** 0.001 

Student -0.080** 0.007 -0.084** 0.001 -0.080** 0.007 -0.084** 0.001 

Age 0.005** 0.000 0.004** 0.000 0.005** 0.001 0.005** 0.000 

         

N 8362 718773 8362 718773 

Log likelihood -2288 -218015 -2288 -217990 

Pseudo R 0.333 0.318 0.333 0.318 

Note: Significance probabilities, *p<0.01, **p<0.001, industry effects for models 2 and 3 not reported 
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Table 3. The effect of the interaction between being female and higher education on labour market participation 

 Disabled population Total population 

No higher 

education 

Higher 

education 

No higher 

education 

Higher 

education 

Model 1: 

Employment 0 + - + 

Model 2: Full-

time work - + - + 

Model 3: 

Relevant work 0 0 - + 

 

 
 

i Basic benefits cover expenses related to assistive technology; transport; guide dog; prostheses and special 

bandages; extra food costs due to dietary restrictions; additional wear on clothes, bed linen and shoes.  

ii Coefficients of industry-fixed effects are not reported because they serve to control for unobserved heterogeneity 

across industries – substantial interpretations of their coefficients do not contribute to explaining gender and 

educational effects on labour market participation, which is the focus of this article.  

iii In the following paragraphs, the term ‘significant’ is used to mean ‘statistically significant’ 

iv The effect of higher education for women is the effect of higher education for men, plus the interaction effect: 

0.312 + 0.072 = 0.384.  

v Theoretically, differences between basic and attendance benefit recipients could have been estimated. However, 

both benefits are granted on the basis of the same long-term or permanent injuries, illnesses or disabilities. 

Therefore, variations in education and gender effects may as well be greater within, rather than across, the two 

groups. 
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Appendix 

 
Table A1. Industry distributions for recipients of disability benefits and total population 

 
Disability benefit 

recipients Total population 

A Agriculture, forestry and fishing 1% 0% 

B Mining and quarrying 1% 2% 
C Manufacturing 5% 7% 

D Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 0% 0% 
E Water supply, sewerage, waste management and remediation activities 0% 0% 

F Construction 6% 9% 

G Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles 16% 16% 
H Transport and storage 3% 5% 

I Accommodation and food service activities 3% 5% 
J Information and communication 3% 4% 

K Financial and insurance activities 1% 2% 
L Real estate activities 1% 1% 

M Professional, scientific and technical activities 5% 5% 

N Administrative and support service activities 4% 6% 
O Public administration and defence; compulsory social security 4% 5% 

P Education 7% 7% 
Q Human health and social work activities 32% (27%*) 21% (21%*) 

R Arts, entertainment and recreation 2% 2% 

S Other service activities 2% 2% 
T Activities of households as employers; undifferentiated goods and services 

producing activities for households for own use 0% 0% 

U Activities of extraterritorial organisations and bodies 0% 0% 

Total 100% 100 

* Percentage excluding sheltered work employment. Sheltered work per definition belongs to the category ‘Q 

Human health and social work activities’ (SN2007) 

 

 




