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Work disability is a global challenge. While many factors
influencing work disability are similar across countries and
available solutions are broadly applicable, substantial dif-
ferences arise across nations due to macroeconomic influ-
ences. Challenges experienced by workers in Kinshasa are
clearly different from those in Kyoto. Across global socio-
economic strata, the success of various work disability
prevention strategies may vary by historical, economic and
social context, governmental and benefit systems, and labour
conditions. Bangladesh illustrates a context where work dis-
ability prevention extends far beyond employer-based return-
to-work programs. Approximately 85% of the Bangladeshi
labour force is employed in the informal economy, where
workers generally lack formal employment contracts, dis-
ability insurance, occupational health services, or structured
return-to-work arrangements [1]. Consequently, in Bangla-
desh and other similar countries, preventing work disability
requires community-based, public health, and social protec-
tion approaches rather than relying solely on employer-led
occupational rehabilitation.

The World Bank categorizes national economies into four
income groups: low income, lower-middle income, upper-
middle income, and high income [2, 3]. Thresholds differ
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each fiscal year, but these categories have proven useful for
tracking economic changes and guiding international devel-
opment research. Work disability challenges differ across
these income groups, with low- and middle-income coun-
tries (LMIC) sometimes having fewer financial resources
and regulatory policies that support workplace safety and
return-to-work programs than high-income countries (HIC).
Healthcare and disability insurance systems also differ
substantially across income groups, with a lack of studies
comparing conditions from countries classified in those cat-
egories. Less has been published comparing conditions and
factors that contribute to work disability by socioeconomic
strata.

Disparities between LMIC and HIC related to research
development and knowledge dissemination have been
explained by inadequate and/or lack of resources for
research, lack of capacity and supportive teams to assist
researchers, poor research structure or academic career
paths, gender disparities, language barriers, low interaction
between researchers from different institutions, and other
factors [4, 5]. There is a growing perception that researchers
and scientific inquiry more generally must assume responsi-
bility for solving societal problems.

The societal importance of addressing work disability to
achieve economic growth is recognized for countries at all
economic levels. One of the United Nation’s 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDG) is SDG 8 Decent Work and Eco-
nomic Growth.[6] However, in LMICs, work disability fre-
quently arises from intersecting social determinants, includ-
ing chronic disease, poverty, malnutrition, climate-related
hazards, gender inequality, informal employment, and
limited access to healthcare. These interconnected factors
suggest that work disability prevention should be concep-
tualized as both a labour issue and a broader public health
challenge. This links occupational rehabilitation with SDG
3 Good Health and Well-Being as well as broader social
determinants of health.

These SDGs will only be met through decisions based on
quality information, data, and research results highlighting
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key issues and best frameworks for optimizing work abil-
ity. One major challenge among English-language journals
focussing on work disability is a relative dearth of informa-
tion and data from LMIC. Most available research in these
journals originates from HIC, but continuing development
and capacity building efforts are aimed at increasing research
conducted and reported within LMIC to shed better light on
their unique challenges and solutions. As seen in Table 1,
based on data extracted from Clarivate’s Journal Citation
Reports available since 2017, the majority of publications
in the Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation (JOOR) have
corresponding authors based in HIC.

This situation appears to be changing. Data from 2024
and 2025 indicate increasing contributions from LMICs,
with 2025 having the lowest percentage of authors from
high-income countries (91.5%). For the first time, 2025
also featured two papers from authors in low-income coun-
tries (Ethiopia and Uganda) [7, 8]. While this trend towards
increasing contributions from authors in LMIC will need to
be monitored over the coming years, the change is promis-
ing and very welcome. LMICs offer unique opportunities
to advance work disability prevention research because of
rapidly changing, dynamic labour markets, expanding digital
economies, large informal workforces, demographic tran-
sitions, and increasing exposure to climate-related occu-
pational risks. Furthermore, research conducted in these
settings can contribute new perspectives and contextually
grounded solutions that may enrich work disability preven-
tion frameworks globally.

The trend is consistent with efforts by the JOOR editorial
team to diversify the editorial board and invite contributions
from researchers in LMICs. It is also consistent with efforts
of the work disability prevention research community to be
more inclusive of LMIC in conferences and publications. In
2023, the international conferences of ICOH’s Work Dis-
ability Prevention and Integration (WDPI) and Prevention
of Work-Related Musculoskeletal Disorders (PREMUS)
subcommittees were held jointly for the first time within a
LMIC (Bengaluru, India). This provided an opportunity to
extend the WDPI and PREMUS communities outside the

typical HICs that have traditionally supported the scien-
tific conferences. In 2029, with the intention of overcoming
barriers, the 8th International Work Disability Prevention
and Integration (WDPI) Conference will be held in Bra-
zil. This will be the first in the South Hemisphere. Hosting
the conference in Brazil may further broaden participation
from researchers across Latin America and other underrep-
resented regions, strengthening international collaboration
and knowledge exchange. The publishing trends may also
reflect broader changes to the publishing landscape and tech-
nology that assists new authors to locate suitable journals for
their work. The Springer Nature Article Processing Platform
(SNAPP), which was rolled out broadly in 2023, is one such
example.

Ideally, increased contributions from LMIC represent an
opportunity for understanding how work disability varies
across socioeconomic conditions and whether disability
prevention models and interventions in HICs are equally
relevant or require modification. In many countries, there is
a growing focus on disability as a health outcome in public
health research, and this topic has grown with the matu-
ration of research and academic productivity in the social
sciences. Research is needed to explore how work disability
research can continue to be promoted in academia, govern-
ment, and research publishing, especially in LMIC. Many
LMICs have experienced rapid expansion of digital platform
work in ridesharing, food delivery, freelancing, and e-com-
merce logistics. While these forms of work increase labour
market participation, they also introduce new occupational
risks including algorithmic work intensification, extended
working hours, road traffic injuries, psychosocial stress,
and limited access to workers’ compensation or rehabili-
tation services. Understanding work disability within plat-
form-based employment represents an important emerging
research priority for LMICs.

Climate change also presents an emerging occupational
rehabilitation challenge in many LMICs through increasing
exposure to extreme heat, flooding, cyclones, and climate-
sensitive diseases affecting agricultural, construction, trans-
port, and outdoor workers [9—11]. Future work disability

Table 1 Percentages of articles published annually since 2017 within the journal of occupational rehabilitation based on country of correspond-

ing author
2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

High 275 (96.5%) 266 (96.0%) 294 (94.8%) 341 (95.8%) 344 (96.7%) 347 (97.5%) 297 (97.4%) 354 (93.7%) 357 (91.5%)
Upper-middle 10 (3.5%)  8(2.9%) 13 (4.2%) 12 (3.4%) 12(3.4%) 9 (2.5%) 8 (2.6%) 20 (5.3%) 23 (5.9%)
Lower-middle 0 3(1.1%) 3 (1.0%) 3(0.8%) 0 0 0 4 (1.1%) 9(2.3%)
Low 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 (0.5%)
Total Publica- 285 277 310 356 356 356 305 378 391

tions

Classifications are based on World Bank economic classifications for the year of publication
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prevention frameworks should incorporate climate resilience
alongside traditional workplace injury prevention. Although
rehabilitation services have expanded in LMICs over recent
decades, access remains concentrated in urban centres and
is often unaffordable for many workers. Occupational reha-
bilitation is not yet systematically integrated into primary
healthcare or national labour protection systems, leaving
many injured workers without coordinated pathways back
to productive employment.

We call upon all researchers in the fields of work dis-
ability prevention and occupational rehabilitation to think
globally. Research from LMICs should move beyond test-
ing whether existing high-income models are transferable.
Instead, studies conducted in LMICs offer opportunities to
generate contextually grounded theories of work disability
that incorporate informal labour markets, family caregiv-
ing, social protection gaps, digital platform work, and envi-
ronmental vulnerabilities. Such evidence has the potential
not only to improve local practice but also to enrich global
occupational rehabilitation science.

References

1. Labour Force Survey 2022: Bangladesh. Government of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics; 2023.

2. Metreau E, Young KE, Eapen SG: Understanding country income:
World Bank Group income classifications for FY26 (July 1, 2025-
June, 2026). https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/opendata/understand
ing-country-income--world-bank-group-income-classifica (2026).
Accessed August 10, 2026 2026.

3. Our World in Data: World Bank income groups 2025. https://
ourworldindata.org/grapher/world-bank-income-groups (2026).
Accessed 10 Aug 2026 2026.

4. Shumba CS, Lusamblili AM. Not enough traction: barriers that
aspiring researchers from low- and middle-income countries
face in global health research. J Global Health Econ Policy.
2021;1:2021002. https://doi.org/10.52872/001¢.25802.

5. de Souza DL, André Luiz Zambalde AL, Mesquita DL, de
Souza TA, da Silva NLC. The perspective of researchers on
the challenges of research in Brazil. Educacdo e Pesquisa.
2020;46:€221628. https://doi.org/10.1590/S1678-4634202046
221628.

6. Sustainable Development: The 17 Goals. https://sdgs.un.org/goals
(2026). Accessed 10 Aug 2026.

7. Wondimu H, Misganaw H, Melkamu G. Sustainable liveli-
hoods and disability at work: experiences, resources, and cop-
ing in Ethiopia. J Occup Rehabil. 2026. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$10926-026-10398-4.

8. Moran GS, Goldfarb Y, Ben-Dor IA, Hadas-Grundman S, Kalha
J, Baillie D, et al. Multicultural implementation-experiences of
peer support workers in MH services: qualitative findings of
UPSIDES innovative intervention-an international multi-site
project. J Occup Rehabil. 2026;36(3):863-76. https://doi.org/10.
1007/510926-025-10320-4.

9. Stein PJS, Stein MA, Groce N, Kett M, Akyeampong EK, Alford
WP, et al. Advancing disability-inclusive climate research and
action, climate justice, and climate-resilient development. Lancet
Planet Health. 2024;8(4):e242-55. https://doi.org/10.1016/S2542-
5196(24)00024-X.

10. Nilsson M, Kjellstrom T. Climate change impacts on working
people: how to develop prevention policies. Glob Health Action.
2010. 3(1) https://doi.org/10.3402/gha.v3i0.5774.

11. Kjellstrom T, Freyberg C, Lemke B, Otto M, Briggs D. Estimating
population heat exposure and impacts on working people in con-
junction with climate change. Int J Biometeorol. 2018;62(3):291-
306. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00484-017-1407-0.

Publisher's Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

@ Springer


https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/opendata/understanding-country-income--world-bank-group-income-classifica
https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/opendata/understanding-country-income--world-bank-group-income-classifica
https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/world-bank-income-groups
https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/world-bank-income-groups
https://doi.org/10.52872/001c.25802
https://doi.org/10.1590/S1678-4634202046221628
https://doi.org/10.1590/S1678-4634202046221628
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-026-10398-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-026-10398-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-025-10320-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-025-10320-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2542-5196(24)00024-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2542-5196(24)00024-X
https://doi.org/10.3402/gha.v3i0.5774
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00484-017-1407-0

	The Global Challenge of Work Disability Prevention Research
	References


