
Competitive Integrated Employment

What is Competitive Integrated 
Employment (CIE)?
Individuals with disabilities can pursue 
jobs that provide the same benefits, 
opportunities, and outcomes as other 
employees receive. This includes: 1) earning 
the same wage as employees without 
disabilities who perform the same or similar 
work; 2) being in the same work locations 
and interacting with colleagues who do 
not have disabilities; and 3) having the 
same opportunities to advance and receive 
benefits as other employees.1 Employment 
may be full- or part-time, and the individual 
can also work as an employee or through 
self-employment. When employment meets 
these criteria, it is called Competitive 
Integrated Employment (CIE). 

How does CIE benefit the person  
with a disability?
For most of us, work is a source of identity, 
feelings of normalcy, financial support, and 
socialization. The same is true for people 
with disabilities. However, the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics in 2017 found that only 
17.9% of people with disabilities were 
employed.2 Being unemployed puts people at 
risk for living in poverty, as well as limiting 
interactions with others—both of which 
negatively impact health and quality of life.3 

How does CIE benefit employers  
that hire people with disabilities?

• Mirroring an inclusive society. Diversity 
brings unique solutions that benefit not  

Peyton Denzer, 17, puts a dog into a kennel at Dig My Dog kennel in Springdale, Arkansas.  Denzer, who has an intellectual 
disability, was so successful in her summer employment at the kennel that she was offered a job during the school year.
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only employees, but customers, too.

• Branding. Hiring people with disabilities 
fosters a reputation of warmth, inclusion, 
and diversity.4 

• Capitalizing on an under-tapped resource. 
Having employees with disabilities creates 
innovation, improves productivity, and boosts 
profitability.5 Employees with disabilities 
have lower rates of absenteeism and higher 
rates of retention than employees without 
disabilities, and they increase workforce 
morale and employee engagement.6 

How do you do it? 
CIE is centered around the needs, 
strengths, and goals of the individual and 
is developed with the employer to meet 
the business’ specific needs. CIE uses best 
practices in transition planning, including 
self-determination skills, person-centered 
planning activities, and collaboration 
with employment specialists (guidance 
and vocational counselors) and employers, 
ensuring that the best match is made 
between the employee with disabilities  
and the workplace. 

Employers state that if a potential 
employee comes to them with “soft skills,” 
they can easily be taught the skills to do a 
specific job. These soft skills include having 
polite, courteous, and friendly interpersonal 
communication skills, a good work ethic, 
being a team player, self-discipline and 
self-confidence, and knowing when and 
how to ask for help. For some people with 
disabilities, these skills need to be directly 
taught and practiced. In Jamia and Peyton: 
I Can Work, Jamia Davis learns soft skills 
as part of her on-the:job experience, and in 
Untapped, Anthony Canty learns soft skills 
as part of classroom instruction. Building 
these soft skills is an essential foundation 
for any potential employee. Having work 
experiences while students are still in 
high school can help students build and 
practice these important soft skills. In fact, 

one of the best predictors of a student with 
disabilities having a job once they graduate 
is if they have a job while still in school. 
For instance, Peyton, Garrett Shows, Alan 
Wagner and Mariah Romero (from the 
transition films) participate in paid jobs 
while still in high school.  

Transition planning (which includes self-
determination skills and person-centered 
planning) is another important part of 
successfully helping people with disabilities 
achieve CIE. Transition planning should 
begin with simple tasks that build self-
determination when children are very 
young and then continue in more “formal” 
forums as students get older, such as taking 
a leadership role in special education 
planning meetings and/or participating 
in person-centered planning activities. 
Guidance counselors and vocational 
rehabilitation personnel should be involved 
in sessions like these as early as possible. 

Person-centered planning helps lead 
to CIE that meets the individual’s needs. 
In a scene from Intelligent Lives, Naomie 
Monplaisir works with her “social capital 
team” to find the best job match for her 
skills, interests, and availability of natural 
supports. Through this planning she finds a 
job that interests her and allows her to  
be successful. 

Naomie Monplaisir learns how to set curlers with 
Empire Beauty School instructor Anthony Riggi in 
Warwick, R.I.  Naomie, who has Down syndrome, 
interned at Empire and was then hired as a Project 
Assistant at $12/hour.
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Partly through his “Circle of Support,” 
person-centered planning meetings, and 
the use of natural supports, Micah Fialka-
Feldman obtains a job as a teaching assistant 
that not only lets him use his unique skills 

and experiences, but capitalizes on those 
same skills and experiences for the benefit 
of other Syracuse students. CIE provides 
individuals with disabilities the opportunities 
to be economically and socially empowered.
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