Job Creation: The Contribution of People with Disabilities
Background:
According to the federal Bureau of Labor Statics’ latest report (Current Population Survey, November 2010), people with disabilities experience a much higher unemployment rate (14.5%) than those without disabilities (9/1%). The disparity between people with and without disabilities is much greater for participation at all in the labor force. The survey shows the following:

Labor Force Participation Rates



Disability
No Disability

Men (age 16-64)





  35.9%
   82.4%

Women (age 16-64)





  31.2%
   65.2%

However, the American public has expressed strong support of businesses that choose to hire job seekers with disabilities. In fact, one national study indicated 87% of the American public would prefer to give their business to companies who do so (Gallop Poll, University of Massachusetts, and America’s Strength Foundation, 2006). So this represents a great opportunity to expand employment for people with disabilities at businesses in their communities.

In Wisconsin, people with disabilities receive employment assistance through the State Division of Vocational Rehabilitation (DVR) and the state’s Medicaid funded long-term support system (Family Care, IRIS, and county human service and mental health agencies). DVR regularly reports that earnings gained by program participants more than offset the program’s cost.

Many people with the most significant disabilities can now attain integrated employment when their talents are discovered and well-matched with business needs. The Wisconsin Department of Health Services has sponsored a great deal of training in the latest methods of employment supports and now service providers statewide are working to expand their integrated employment services.  However, much more needs to be done to expand opportunities for employment of people with disabilities.
Job Creation and People with Disabilities:

Emerging best practices in employment services for people with disabilities include customized employment and microenterprise. Customized employment means individualizing the employment relationship between employees and employers in ways that meet the needs of both. It is based on an individualized determination of the strengths, needs, and interests of the person with a disability, and is also designed to meet the specific needs of the employer. These techniques are improved methods to determine an individual’s best talents and turn them into contributions to the business community and local economy.  Individuals who receive public benefits, many who currently work below the minimum wage, are now becoming productive members of their communities. The cost for these best practices is less over the long term than current programs that do not integrate the individual with local businesses.

Strategies for Advocacy:
The Wisconsin Departments of Health Services, Public Instruction and Workforce Development must ensure local collaboration among managed care organizations, human service departments, employment service providers, schools, parents and DVR staff to promote integrated employment for people with disabilities.

Expand outreach and education to families, businesses and schools so Wisconsin communities expect people with disabilities to go to work and contribute to the economy. 

Expand partnerships with business communities to share the success of people with disabilities as valued assets to their bottom line.

Continue funding and technical assistance to Community Rehabilitation Programs that are expanding efforts to help people get community jobs.

The long-term care system should assume that everyone can work and that integrated employment is the expected outcome of employment services.

Family Care and IRIS staff need training in current integrated employment methods and the use of qualified employment service providers.

Provider organizations need fair payment for integrated employment outcomes. Funders need to prioritize this in their fee structures.
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