
 

COMPETITIVE INTEGRATED EMPLOYMENT  
FOR PEOPLE WITH INTELLECTUAL AND DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES:  

MYTHS AND TRUTHS 
 
The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) is a bipartisan bill passed by Congress in 
2014 that established competitive integrated employment (CIE) as a national priority for people 
with disabilities, including people with intellectual and developmental disabilities (I/DD).  WIOA 
is intended to improve employment outcomes for individuals with disabilities and shows 
Congress’ commitment to expanding opportunities for CIE.   
 
CIE, as defined by WIOA, has three primary components: 

 Competitive – Individuals with disabilities are paid the same as people without disabilities 
for doing the same or similar work.  The law specifies that competitive pay cannot be less 
than minimum wage.  

 Integrated – Individuals with disabilities have opportunities to interact with co-workers 
without disabilities in the workplace to the same extent as any other employee performing 
the same or similar work.  The focus is on interacting with non-disabled co-workers, not 
with supervisors or disability support providers.  

 Employment – Employment means full or part-time work, including self-employment. 
 
Compared to other approaches, such as group-based employment models or sheltered workshops, 
participation in CIE is more likely to result in improved outcomes for people with I/DD.  For 
example, individuals who receive state I/DD services and work in CIE earn more than individuals 
receiving I/DD services who work in group-based employment.1 People with I/DD working in CIE 
report having more friends who are not staff or family, participating in more activities in the 
community, and are more likely to be involved in making decisions for themselves.2 
 
MYTH: Most people with I/DD are unable to work in the regular workforce and should be 
employed by a “work center” or “sheltered workshop.” 
 
TRUTH:  People with disabilities can — and do — work in all areas of the American 
workforce.  Millions of individuals with disabilities, including people with I/DD, can and do obtain 
CIE in the regular workforce.  While there may be some people who have significant disabilities 
and severe health conditions that preclude employment, the vast majority of people with 
disabilities can work in CIE.  CIE placements can be achieved in traditional jobs with 
accommodations, supported or customized employment, job carving and other supports as 
needed. 
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CIE helps people with disabilities access the greater community, build relationships with people 
without disabilities, and develop new skills and self-esteem. It also helps them to earn money to 
get out of poverty, use less Medicaid services, and have meaningful ways to spend their days.  As 
with most people, individuals with disabilities rise to meet higher expectations. 
 
MYTH: Most people with I/DD do not want to work in the regular workforce. 
 
TRUTH:  Most people with disabilities want, and should be given the opportunity, to work 
in regular jobs alongside people with and without disabilities.  
 
According to the 2015 Kessler Foundation National Employment & Disability Survey,3 the majority 
of people with disabilities – 68 percent – are working or involved in work-related activities, 
including actively preparing for employment and searching for jobs. The National Core 
Indicators™ (NCI), which evaluates the outcomes of state’s disability services,  reported that in 
2017, almost one-half (46.7%) of people with I/DD who did not already have a paid job in the 
community said they would like to have one.4   
 
MYTH:  People with disabilities need to learn employment skills in sheltered environments or 
segregated training programs before they are ready for CIE. 
 
TRUTH:  People with disabilities are most successful in employment when they receive on-
the-job training, not in separate or sheltered training programs.  People with disabilities 
learn best in the environment where they will be working, rather than having to transfer what 
they learned in a training program to a new work environment.  Studies have demonstrated that 
individuals who go straight into CIE end up receiving higher wages and cost taxpayers 
significantly less money than individuals with similar impact of disabilities who receive pre-
vocational services in sheltered environments prior to pursuing CIE.  One study concluded that 
there was a 42.5% cost reduction and a 15.1% increase in earnings for individuals with disabilities 
who went straight into CIE rather than first receiving pre-vocational services in sheltered 
workshops.5 
 
MYTH: People with I/DD are safer working in segregated or sheltered environments than working 
in the community. 
 
TRUTH: Research and experience have shown that people with disabilities are safest when 
they have relationships with people who are not paid staff and when they are known in 
their communities.  People with disabilities are more likely to experience abuse, neglect, and 
exploitation when they are separated and out of sight in segregated settings where there is very 
little oversight and accountability.6  People who work in the community report having their rights 
respected more often than those who do not work in the community.  People who work in the 
community also report feeling less afraid in their daily lives and are more likely to have someone 
they can go to if they do feel afraid.7 
  

https://kesslerfoundation.org/kfsurvey15
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MYTH: Hiring people with I/DD is not good for business. 
 
TRUTH:  Hiring and accommodating people with I/DD is not only the right thing to do, but it 
also improves the bottom line.  The US Chamber of Commerce Report, “Leading Practices on 
Disability Inclusion,” highlights best practices for hiring and supporting people with disabilities 
and shows that this is good for the bottom line.8 Similarly, a DePaul University study shows that 
the costs for employers to make accommodations for employees with disabilities are very minimal 
compared to the benefits the company obtains.9 
  
Another recent nationwide study of more than 200 organizations, “Employing People with 
Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities,” found that more than three-quarters of employers 
rated their employees with I/DD as “good” to “very good” on most performance factors – including 
work quality and productivity.  Nearly three-quarters of companies that hire workers with I/DD 
reported a positive experience, with fully one-third of high-performance organizations--based 
on measures of profitability, market share, revenue growth, and customer satisfaction over 
time--saying the experience exceeded expectations.10  
 
MYTH: Students with I/DD in school should only focus on academics and life skills, and should 
begin their training and search for CIE after they exit the school system. 
 
TRUTH:  Planning for transition from school to employment is a critically important part of 
the education of students with disabilities and is required by the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).  The IDEA requires that transition planning begin by age 16, 
and best practice is to begin by age 14. 
 
There is immense value in obtaining employment experience while a student is still in school. In 
fact, work experience during school years more often leads to successful employment after 
transition.  Research shows that getting a job after graduation is most likely to occur when: work 
experiences happen throughout secondary school and begin early in secondary school; when 
integrated paid work is experienced before students exit school; and when participation in work 
experience is supported by families.11  Apprenticeships can also be an important pathway for 
students transitioning to CIE.  
 
MYTH:  People with disabilities who choose to work end up spending most of their daytime hours 
at home with nothing to do. 
 
TRUTH:  People with disabilities who do not work full-time can receive supports to 
participate in other programs and activities in the community when they are not working 
to create a complete meaningful day.  These activities can include, for example, volunteer work; 
post-secondary, adult or continuing education; accessing community facilities such as a local 
library, gym or recreation center; participation in retirement or senior activities (for older adults); 
or anything else people with and without disabilities do in their off-work time.  These activities 
can support career exploration for people who are not yet working or who are between jobs, 
supplement employment hours for people who are working part-time, or serve as a retirement 
option for older adults with disabilities.  State disability systems use different terms for these 

https://www.uschamber.com/sites/default/files/documents/files/020709_DisabilityInclusion_final.pdf
https://www.uschamber.com/sites/default/files/documents/files/020709_DisabilityInclusion_final.pdf
https://www.i4cp.com/trendwatchers/2014/10/15/what-your-d-i-policy-is-missing-employing-people-with-intellectual-and-developmental-disabilities#.VD-EFUITNKk.twitter
https://www.i4cp.com/trendwatchers/2014/10/15/what-your-d-i-policy-is-missing-employing-people-with-intellectual-and-developmental-disabilities#.VD-EFUITNKk.twitter
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types of activities – community life engagement, community-based non-work, wraparound 
supports or community integration services.      
 
People with I/DD who are working in CIE actually spend more time engaged in community 
activities compared with people who are not working or who are in sheltered workshops.  NCI 
data reporting on state’s I/DD systems shows that people who are working in CIE are more active 
in the community and have developed more meaningful natural supports, including participating 
in community groups and activities.12  
 
The Collaboration to Promote Self Determination (CPSD) is a collaboration of national organizations 
representing people with disabilities and their families committed to educating Congress and federal 
agencies about what people with disabilities need to rise out of poverty and live more independently.  
We advocate for major systemic reform of the nation’s disability laws and programs so people with 
disabilities can become employed, earn competitive wages, live independently in inclusive 
communities, and rise out of poverty.  More information at www.thecpsd.org.  
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