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Background

• Disability is more prevalent with: 
– Higher age

– In low socioeconomic groups
– Among the unemployment

– In work environment where:
• Long working hours
• Heavy work
• Noise at work
• Low level of authority



Background

• The prevalence of women receiving disability 
benefits is increasing in Iceland

• In Iceland women are 60% of those receiving 
disability benefits

• 94% of those receiving disability benefits due 
to fibromyalgia are women

• Relativelely few disabled individuals re-enter 
the labour market 



Objectives

1. What characterizes women receiving disability
benefits and what distinguishes them from other 
women?

2. What characterizes women with fibromyalgia
receiving disability benefits and what distinguishes 
them from other women receiving disability 
benefits?

3. What prevents women with fibromyalgia who 
receive disability benefits from re-entering the 
labour market?



Material and Method

• Interviews with 9 women with fibromyalgia
and receiving disability benefits

• The study includes all women who received
disability benefits in Iceland in December
2005

• Demographic information on women aged 16-
66 years was obtained from the National 
Statistical Institute



Prevalence of disability 
among women

Prevalence is 8,6%

Capital region 8,0%
Other region 9,7%



Prevalence of disability among 
women by age
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Marital status of women
receiving disability benefits
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Single mothers receiving
disability benefits
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Main reason for disability
by age groups
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Prevalence of fibromyalgia as main 
reason for disability among women

*Thorlacius S, Ranavaya MI, Stefánsson SB, Walker R. (2002). Classifying Fibromyalgia: Taxonomic 
lessons from the Icelandic disability registry. Disability Medicine 2002; 2: 39-44 .
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Women receiving disability with 
fibromyalgia and age 
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Fibromyalgia and marital status
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Material and method

• In-depth interviews with 9 women diagnosed 
with fibromyalgia and receiving disability 
benefits

• The transcribed interviews were analyzed 
using the method of grounded theory 



The process from work 
to disability

• A positive outlook on work
– Happy at work, enthusiastic in keeping their work

• Symptoms of fibromyalgia lead to sick leave 
• Back to work – some amendments at work
• Back on sick leave 
• Eventually they have no other options then to 

stop working



Factors associatet with the
onset/worsening of symptoms of fibromyalgia

• Life events that have caused strain 

• Strain from work:
– Workload
– Lack of flexibility
– Heavy manual work
– Excessive demands
– Low level of authority
– Lack of support from management



Factors preventing women with
fibromyalgia from re-entering work
• Their wellbeing

• Work situations
– Lack of flexibility at work

• Part time jobs
• Flexible working hours



Conclusion

• Three main groups of women receiving
disability benefits have been identified as 
being vulnerable

• Preventions should be aimed at reducing risks 
for musculosceletal disorders and psychiatric 
disorders 

• A further look into social status of single 
mothers is needed



Conclusion

• Women with fibromyalgia that receive
disability benefits would have more 
possibilities going back to work if the 
labour market was more flexible in 
offering part time jobs and flexible 
working hours
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