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Having a job is a key part of being connected 

employment brings a sense of purpose and 

ta from the National 

people with intellectual and developmental

disabilities who receive services from a state 
I/DD agency are employed in community jobs, 

individual integrated jobs (competitive integrated 
employment).   That means those without disabilities 
are employed at three times the rate as those with 
disabilities, despite people with I/DD demonstrating 
their strengths as members of the workforce.

Nationally, 34% of people with 
intellectual disabilities are employed. 

Of employed people with intellectual 
disabilities, 53% are employed 
competitively (i.e., they work alongside 
people without disabilities at a market-driven 
wage), 
workshop

in other settings (e.g., self-employed).

Of those competitively employed, 

other sectors such as childcare and 
landscaping.

Of the adults with intellectual disabilities 
employed in a competitive setting, over half 

or more years.

Only mployed adults with 
intellectual disabilities have full-time 
jobs. 

Only a third of employed adults with 

health insurance by their employer.  

There are many positive impacts 
of competitive employment:

Competitive employment saw a 31 percent 
increase in hourly wages (in real terms) 

decrease in hourly wages for those in sheltered 
workshops during the same period.

Work supports socialization that 
leads to more and longer-lasting 

interpersonal relationships.

Work increases an individual’s self-
worth and provides them resources 

that allow them to contribute to and 
participate in the community.

Every dollar spent on supported employment 

and income taxes alone generated by the individual 
working.  Simply put, supported employment 

percent return on investment.5

MORE PAY.

MORE FRIENDS

MORE HAPPINESS

HIGHER RETURN ON 
TAXPAYERS’ INVESTMENTS

T H E  C H A L L E N G E

survey on employment for individuals with intellectual 

with intellectual or developmental disabilities. 

T H E  O P P O R T U N I T Y
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states to adopt a policy that set employment as the sole focus of meaningful day services, in what became the 
Employment First policy.

The most current version of this policy:  

• Establishes employment support
use of employment and day program funds 
targeted toward for working-age adults and 
ensures that after nine months of receiving 
employment services individuals may choose 
community access programs. 

• Applies to all eligible working-age adults who 
receive or seek employment and day program 
services from all state, county and contracted 
providers.

Developmental Disabilities director at the time, 
best summarized the value of Employment First:

7

encouragement from legislative and advocacy groups, the nine-month timeframe was set because it paralleled 
the employment search of people without disabilities, the vast majority of whom found a job within nine months 

to achieve their goals of meaningful competitive employment. And, knowing this, they also recognized that 
employment is a typical part of a full life for any adult in Washington State, including citizens with intellectual 
and developmental disabilities. Therefore, legislation, policies and practices should be aligned to support the 
employment goals and outcomes of each individual.

The impact of the Washington’s Employment First policy was profound. The number of individuals working for 

data for this measure is available for all states), Washington had the highest rate in the country of individuals 

I N S I G H T S  F R O M  T H E  F I E L D
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H O W  OT H E R  S TAT E S  C A N  F O L L O W  W A S H I N G T O N ’ S  L E A D

continually building and investing in a community system that can support the needs of everyone, one person 
at a time,” as Cesilee Coulson, executive director of the Washington Initiative for Supported Employment, 
explained.   With all the talk of self-directed services, Ms. Coulson knows, “True choice happens after someone 
with disabilities gets a paycheck.  The government can only provide you limited choices that are part of a 
service mix; your own paycheck and employment give you independence.”

full inclusion. It is vital that everyone have a strong belief that this is not just a pipe dream but a real possibility.” 

achievement of the Employment First goals. 

To help achieve competitive employment for very complex clients, agencies established the Cross County 

Establish employment for 

Community Employment Alliance.

CELEBRATE

ADVOCATE

Urge your governor to issue 
a proclamation establishing 

ARTICULATE

EDUCATE

to legislators with key facts 
and talking points.
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With all the competing policy priorities facing legislators, advocates’ savvy strategies and inspiring outcomes 
are keys to sustaining and expanding Employment First success.

 or by executive action, with almost all 
states having Employment First initiatives.  

In M
jobs and individual competitive integrated employment. If every state matched Washington State’s success of 

Despite the fact that Employment First pol
low across the board, suggesting that policy on its own is not enough. In addition, states need to ensure that 
innovative practices and investments in I/DD supports are coupled with public policy to ensure that people of 
all abilities have the opportunity to engage in meaningful employment opportunities. 

oyment: What new data tell us.” Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation 

5.Cimera, Robert Evert. Page
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