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Do adults with autism benefit monetarily
from working in their communities?

Robert Evert Cimera∗ and Sloane Burgess
Kent State University, Kent, OH, USA

Accepted: January 2011

Abstract. This study explored the employment outcomes and cost-efficiency of 19,436 adults with autism spectrum disorder
who had their cases closed by government-operated vocational rehabilitation agencies throughout the United States from 2002
to 2007. Analyses presented here indicated that individuals working in the community generated more monetary benefits than
monetary costs (i.e. average benefit-cost ratio of 5.28 and monthly net benefit of $643.20). Further, this result was found regardless
of the state in which services were provided or whether the individual had multiple conditions. However, rates of employment
(M = 40. 6%), hours worked per week (M = 23.7), and wages earned per month (M = $793.34) were low throughout the United
States.
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1. Introduction

Recently, a great deal of attention has been focused
upon the cost to taxpayers of providing services to indi-
viduals with autism (cf., [13, 15–17, 21]). For example,
Cimera and Cowan [7] found that adults with autism
in the United States received services costing taxpay-
ers an average of $3,213, or $193.09 per hour that the
adult with autism worked in the community. According
to these authors, adults with autism were the second
most costly group examined. Other authors have also
document the high cost to taxpayers for providing
community-based services to individuals with autism
[14, 17, 22]. However, what about the costs to adult
with autism? Do they benefit monetarily from working
in the community?

In the 1980 s, many authors suggested that individ-
uals with disabilities did not benefit monetarily from
working in the community because they may lose part or
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all of their governmental subsidies [2, 19, 30]. Further,
if individuals with disabilities lose their governmental
subsidies, working in the community may result in a net
cost. That is, the reduction in governmental subsidies
would be more than the wages that they would earn.

For instance, Schloss et al. [30] determined that
individuals with disabilities would have more dispos-
able income if they worked part-time than if they
worked full-time. Lam [19] found that individuals
with intellectual disabilities generated more revenue by
working in sheltered workshops than in the community
($1,392.44 versus $1,389.28 per year, respectively).
Finally, Brickey and Campbell [2] found that sheltered
employees generated a net income of $3,490 compared
to $2,475 generated by individuals who worked com-
petitively in the community and lost their governmental
benefits.

Since these studies were conducted, many authors
have investigated the cost-efficiency of working in the
community from the employees’ perspective (cf., [6,
24, 27, 29]). Nearly all of these authors concluded that
working in the community produced a net benefit to

1052-2263/11/$27.50 © 2011 – IOS Press and the authors. All rights reserved

mailto:rcimera@kent.edu


174 R.E. Cimera and S. Burgess / Adults benefit from working

the worker; that is, the benefits of working (e.g., wages
earned) exceeded the corresponding costs (e.g., reduc-
tions in governmental subsidies) [5, 8, 18]. However,
most of the available studies focus exclusively on indi-
viduals with intellectual (cf., [11, 12, 27]) or psychiatric
disabilities (cf., [1, 26]). To date, there has been no
systematic cost-efficiency analysis of a large sample
of workers with autism from their perspective. Conse-
quently, it is unclear whether individuals with autism
benefit monetarily from working competitively in their
communities.

The presented research sought to correct this weak-
ness in the literature by examining the employment
outcomes achieved by all 19,436 adults with autism
who were served by vocational rehabilitation agencies
throughout the United States from 2002 to 2007. Specif-
ically, this research addressed four questions that have
yet to be examined by previous studies.

First, “Is working in the community cost-efficient
from the worker’s perspective?” Cost-efficiency com-
pares the monetary costs and benefits that arise from a
given decision. This study examined whether the mon-
etary benefits that adults with autism actualize as a
result of working in the community (i.e., wages earned)
outweigh the corresponding costs (i.e., reduction in
governmental subsidies, taxes paid, and forgone wages
that could have been earned in sheltered workshops).

Second, “Are employment outcomes improving for
adults with autism?” The present study examined the
employment outcomes achieved by adults with autism
from 2002 to 2007 in an attempt to see if they improved
over time. Specific employment outcomes investigated
included: rates of employment, hours worked, wages
earned, and cost-efficiency from the worker’s perspec-
tive.

Third, “Do individuals with only autism benefit more
from being employed than individuals with autism
and secondary conditions?” This study compared the
employment outcomes obtained by individuals who had
only autism with those individuals who had autism
and other conditions. Of the 19,436 adults with autism
investigated, 59.2% (11,506) were diagnosed with
multiple conditions (e.g., mental retardation, sensory
impairments, communication disorders), the remainder
were diagnosed with only autism.

Finally, “Do employment outcomes vary across the
United States?” Recent research has indicated that cost-
efficiency and employment outcomes for individuals
with intellectual disabilities differ considerably from
state to state [3]. However, no studies have examined the
outcomes achieved by adults with autism throughout

the entire United States nor have they conducted a com-
parison to see if individuals in some states experience
better outcomes than in other locations.

2. Methods

2.1. Source of data

Each state and territory in the United States has
government-operated vocational rehabilitation pro-
grams. When individuals apply for services through
any of these programs, data are entered into a national
computerized data collection system (i.e., the “911
database”). Data collected include the applicant’s
demographic information (e.g., age, primary and sec-
ondary diagnoses, amount of governmental subsidies
received), vocational services that they receive (e.g.,
job development, initial training, counseling), and out-
comes achieved (e.g., whether they become employed,
wages earned, hours worked). These data are then cross-
checked for potential errors and discrepancies by two
computer programs, RSA ERA and RSA Edit Program
[25].

2.2. Participants

From 2002 to 2007, 3,782,314 individuals who
applied for services through state vocational rehabilita-
tion agencies had their cases officially closed. Of these,
19,436 individuals were diagnosed with autism. These
individuals comprise the data analyzed for the present
study. Their demographics can be found in Table 1.

2.3. Variables

2.3.1. State vocational rehabilitation agencies
Each state and territory in the United States has up to

two government-operated vocational rehabilitation pro-
grams, one serving individuals with visual impairments,
the other serving individuals with all other conditions.
Individuals from both agencies were utilized in the
present study; however, only 0.48% of the 19,436 par-
ticipants examined were served by agencies for the
blind.

2.3.2. Successful employment, hours worked,
wages earned

When an individual’s case file was officially closed,
case coordinators documented whether the individual
was competitively employed in the community (i.e.,
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Table 1
Demographics of individuals with autism (in %) served by state vocational rehabilitation agencies from 2002 to 2007

Characteristics 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2002–2007

N 1,940 2,178 2,775 3,360 4,125 5,058 19,436
Male 79.4 79.7 79.7 81.3 80.5 80.7 80.4
Female 20.6 20.3 20.3 18.7 19.5 19.3 19.5
Age (in years) 26.2 25.5 25.3 25.0 24.7 n/a 25.2
Ethnicity

White 79.2 81.1 83.0 83.3 83.9 85.1 82.8
African American 15.3 13.5 13.8 13.6 12.9 11.9 13.1
Native American 0.9 0.9 0.7 1.0 1.0 1.1 1.0
Asian 2.7 2.7 2.4 2.4 2.7 2.7 2.6
Pacific Islander 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.7 0.8 0.6 0.6
Hispanic or Latino 4.3 4.2 4.0 4.3 4.1 3.7 4.0

Had Secondary Diagnosis 57.9 56.0 58.7 60.0 60.9 60.7 59.2

Note. Individuals could identify themselves as members of multiple ethnicities. Consequently, the cumulative percentages
do not equal 100. Further, age was not available for supported employees whose cases were closed in 2007.

“successfully employed”). If the individual was suc-
cessfully employed, data were also gathered on the
average number of hours worked and wages earned per
week.

2.3.3. Taxes paid
For the purposes of the present research, estimations

for the amount of taxes each participant would have
paid were calculated from their gross wages earned.
In order to conduct these calculations, it was assumed
that participants were single, declared only themselves
as deductions, and claimed only standard deductions.
Taxes calculated included: federal income tax, Social
Security, Medicare, and when appropriate, state income
taxes. These taxes were calculated using 2007 tax tables
provided by each state’s Department of Revenue. Social
Security and Medicare were determined to be 6.2% and
1.45% of gross wages, respectively [28].

2.3.4. Forgone wages
Throughout the literature it is often assumed that, if

somebody does not become competitively employed
within their community, they would be in sheltered
workshops (cf. [4, 9, 10, 32]). Thus, if somebody
becomes successfully employed within the community,
they are forgoing wages that they could have earned in
sheltered workshops, which is a cost of being compet-
itively employed. To determine these forgone wages,
this study utilized data from a recent multi-state study
conducted in 2007–2008 that found the average shel-
tered employee worked 74 hours and earned $101 in
gross wages per month [23]. After subtracting deduc-
tions for Social Security and Medicare, it was assumed
here that individuals would have earned a net wage of

$93.27 per month had they chosen to work in sheltered
workshops rather than in the community. No federal
or state income taxes would have been deducted given
how little sheltered employees earned.

2.3.5. Changes in subsidies received
When participants entered and exited their vocational

rehabilitation programs, case coordinators recorded
how much each individual received in governmental
subsidies per month. By subtracting the gross amount
of subsidies received at closure from the gross amount
of subsidies received at intake, it was possible to deter-
mine how much subsidies changed per month as a
result of becoming employed. Types of governmental
subsidies documented included: Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families (TANF), Social Security Disabil-
ity Insurance (SSDI), Supplemental Security Income
(SSI), and “All other Public Support”, which included
General Assistance, Veteran’s Disability Benefits, and
Workers’ Compensation.

2.3.6. Cost-efficiency
Cost-efficiency compares the monetary costs and

benefits resulting from a decision from a given per-
spective [20]. Results are often presented as either a
benefit-cost ratio (i.e., gross benefits divided by gross
costs) or a net benefit (i.e., gross benefits minus gross
costs). If gross benefits exceed gross costs, the decision
is said to be cost-efficient (i.e., a benefit-cost ratio larger
than 1.0 or a positive net benefit is generated).

For the purposes of the present study, the monetary
benefits of working in the community included the gross
wages earned by the participants. Monetary costs of
working in the community included taxes paid, forgone
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wages that would have been earned in sheltered work-
shops, and reduction in subsidies received. However, if
the amount of subsidies received increases as a result
of employment (i.e., subsidies received at intake are
less than subsidies received at closure), this would be
considered a benefit to participants.

2.4. Conversion of dollar values

Dollar values from one year do not equal dollar values
from other periods. Consequently, all monetary benefits
and costs presented here had to be converted to iden-
tical monetary denominations (2008 US dollars). To
accomplish this, dollar values were multiplied by the
consumers’ price index (CPI) for the base year (2008)
and then were divided by the CPI of the year from
which the dollar value originated [20]. For example,
a dollar earned in 2002 would have been multiplied by
2008’s CPI (i.e., 215.303) and then divided by the CPI
for 2002 (i.e., 179.9) indicating that a dollar earned in
2002 would be worth $1.20 in 2008 dollars.

3. Results

3.1. Question 1: Was working in the community
cost-efficient from the worker’s perspective?

The first question explored by this study sought
to determine whether the monetary benefits of work-
ing (i.e., wages earned) more than made up for the
corresponding monetary costs (i.e., taxes paid, wages
forgone, reduction in subsidies). To answer this ques-
tion, cost-efficiency was calculated in terms of net
benefits (i.e., gross benefits minus gross costs) and
benefit-cost ratios (i.e., gross benefits divided by gross
costs). As indicated in the last column of Table 2, partic-
ipants with autism who became employed generated an
average monthly net benefit of $643.20 and a benefit-
cost ratio of 5.28. Stated another way, for every dollar
participants relinquished as a result of working, they
generated $5.28 in wages earned.

3.2. Question 2: Did employment outcomes
improve from 2002 to 2007?

This study also attempted to determine whether em-
ployment outcomes achieved by participants with
autism (i.e., rates of employment, hours worked, wages
earned, and cost-efficiency) improved from 2002 to
2007. As indicated in Table 2, this study found that
employment outcomes remained relatively consistent
over the period examined. For instance, rates of suc-
cessful employment ranged from a low of 39.07% in
2003 to a high of 41.80% in both 2002 and 2007. See
Table 2 for the trends of other employment outcomes.

3.3. Question 3: Did individuals with and without
secondary conditions achieve different
employment outcomes?

The third question explored by the present study
involved the outcomes achieved by individuals with
only autism and individuals with autism and some
other secondary condition. This study sought to deter-
mine whether individuals without secondary conditions
experienced better outcomes than individuals with mul-
tiple conditions, or vise versa. As indicated in Table 3,
rates of successful employment, hours worked, wages
earned, and cost-efficiency remained comparable be-
tween the two groups. For instance, individuals with
secondary conditions had an employment rate of 40.4%
compared to 41.7% for individuals without secondary
conditions. Further, both groups were cost- efficient
from the workers’ perspective (e.g., benefit-cost ratios
of 5.08 versus 5.40). See Table 3.

3.4. Question 4: Did employment outcomes vary
across the United States?

Finally, this study attempted to determine whether
there were regional differences in the employment out-
comes achieved by individuals with autism. As indi-
cated in Table 4, employment outcomes varied consid-

Table 2
Average outcomes achieved by individuals with autism who became successfully employed (2002 to 2007)

Outcome 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2002–2007

Successful employed 41.80% 39.07% 40.65% 39.76% 39.93% 41.80% 40.58%
Hours worked per week 23.38 23.21 22.97 23.68 23.67 24.45 23.69
Wages earned per month $836.03 $789.72 $768.54 $772.09 $786.68 $811.70 $793.34
Monthly net benefit $689.35 $648.02 $618.07 $625.90 $635.58 $654.92 $643.20
Benefit-cost ratio 5.70 5.57 5.11 5.28 5.21 5.18 5.28

Note. All dollar values are presented in 2008 dollars.
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Table 3
Average outcomes achieved by individuals with autism by presence

of secondary disabling conditions

Outcomes No secondary Had secondary
conditions conditions
(N = 7,930) (N = 11,506)

Successfully employed 41.74% 40.43%
Hours worked per week 24.19 23.36
Wages earned per month $826.26 $770.83
Monthly net benefit $673.37 $619.15
Benefit-cost ratio 5.40 5.08

Note. Population size of all supported employees with and with-
out secondary conditions in parentheses. However, data presented on
hours worked, wages earned, net benefits, and benefit-cost ratios were
calculated from only individuals who became successfully employed
in their communities via supported employment. All dollar values are
presented in 2008 dollars.

erably between states. For instance, in Oklahoma only
17.44% of participants with autism became employed
in the community compared to 65.45% in Delaware.
Further, while participants were cost-efficient in each
location (i.e., they benefited monetarily from work-
ing), individuals in some regions benefited significantly
more than individuals in other regions. For instance,
in Tennessee, adults with autism generated an aver-
age benefit-cost ratio of 19.08 whereas in Oklahoma
they generated an average benefit-cost ratio of 2.74.
See Table 4.

4. Discussion

This study attempted to determine whether individ-
uals with autism benefitted monetarily from working
in their communities. It examined employment out-
comes achieved by all 19,436 participants who received
services from state-operated vocational rehabilitation
programs throughout the United States from 2002 to
2007. From the available data, several prominent finds
arose.

The first significant finding was that individuals with
autism generated much more monetary benefits from
working in the community than monetary costs. The
average participant of this study actualized a monthly
net benefit of $643.20 from working in the community
and a benefit-cost ratio of 5.28. In other words, for every
dollar give up in taxes paid, wages forgone, or subsi-
dies lost, workers with autism received $5.28 in wages
earned.

This was the case in every U.S. state and territory as
well as with individuals who had multiple conditions.
Workers with autism and at least one other condition

generated an average monthly net benefit of $619.15
and an average benefit-cost ratio of 5.08. Workers with
only autism generated an average monthly net benefit
and benefit-cost ratio of $673.37 and 5.40, respectively.

Stated simply, although some individuals lost their
governmental subsidies as a result of working, they
more than made up for these losses by working in the
community. Becoming employed, therefore, was a fis-
cally advantageous decision for the worker regardless
of where they lived in the United States or the number
of disabilities that they had.

However, this study also produced several reasons
for concern. For example, of the 19,436 job seekers
who had their cases closed from 2002 to 2007, only
40.6% became employed. In other words, nearly 6 out
of 10 adults with autism who wished to work remained
unemployed after applying for vocational rehabili-
tation services. This figure was even starker when
outcomes for each state were examined. For instance, in
Oklahoma only 17.4% of participants became
employed. This is less than 2 out of 10. In Delaware,
the state with the highest employment rate, only 65.5%
of participants found competitive jobs within their
community. Over one-third of job seekers remained
unemployed even after applying for vocational services.

Moreover, even when individuals were fortunate
enough to become competitively employed within their
communities, they typically worked part-time jobs
for very little pay. Specifically, the average partici-
pant examined here worked only 23.7 hours per week
and earned $8.38 an hour (minimum wage in the
United States is currently $7.25 an hour). Extended
over an entire year, these individuals averaged earning
$9,533.09 annually – well below the $13,690 a fam-
ily of two needs to remain out of poverty in the 48
contiguous United States [31]. Even individuals work-
ing in Massachusetts (the state with the highest mean
monthly earnings) would generate only an annual salary
of $12,617.76 prior to taxes.

Taken in total, this research supports the notion
that adults with autism should work in the commu-
nity, if they so desire. The monetary benefits that they
receive from working far outweigh any of the monetary
costs. Even though they may lose government subsi-
dies, workers more than made up for these losses with
the wages that they earned. However, the current out-
comes achieved by workers with autism are simply not
enough.

Employment is one of the primary characteristics of
adulthood. It is a vehicle for physical and social inte-
gration as well as fiscal independence through which
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Table 4
Average outcomes achieved by individuals with autism by state/territory (2002 to 2007)

N Percent Monthly Hours worked Net Benefit-cost
employed (%) earnings per week benefit ratio

Oklahoma 172 17.44 $613.84 23.73 $389.80 2.74
Puerto Rico 72 29.17 $710.97 27.70 $520.36 3.73
Dist. of Columbia 10 30.00 $845.90 29.20 $611.39 3.61
Louisiana 177 30.51 $735.55 26.78 $619.64 6.35
Maine 198 31.31 $508.03 15.72 $370.03 3.68
Hawaii 120 31.67 $909.98 26.08 $734.21 5.18
Texas 862 32.47 $826.16 25.50 $704.72 6.80
Mississippi 57 33.33 $832.51 28.31 $597.94 3.55
Arkansas 95 33.68 $1,050.32 31.73 $809.59 4.36
Arizona 190 34.21 $820.94 26.40 $699.07 6.74
Missouri 637 34.23 $733.60 23.69 $583.47 4.89
Washington 588 34.52 $821.72 20.96 $579.11 3.39
Minnesota 697 34.64 $873.04 24.64 $750.93 7.15
Illinois 793 34.68 $661.46 20.91 $591.13 9.40
Florida 517 35.01 $774.78 24.24 $642.38 5.85
Iowa 368 35.34 $836.29 23.19 $738.46 8.55
Nevada 99 35.35 $1,000.56 28.96 $785.08 4.64
South Carolina 95 35.48 $1,001.05 29.04 $751.69 4.01
Wisconsin 468 37.18 $713.99 21.61 $490.19 3.19
Georgia 347 37.46 $791.41 25.48 $639.35 5.20
Montana 96 37.50 $745.19 21.93 $607.50 5.41
Tennessee 255 37.65 $646.29 20.08 $612.42 19.08
West Virginia 132 37.88 $463.46 17.69 $377.86 5.41
Ohio 747 37.88 $796.72 25.70 $675.11 6.55
Alaska 54 38.89 $904.53 22.93 $800.31 8.68
Kansas 282 39.36 $754.43 23.41 $607.57 5.14
New Jersey 372 39.62 $992.86 24.21 $819.09 5.71
Oregon 753 39.97 $786.55 22.17 $589.86 4.00
North Dakota 20 40.00 $795.77 27.14 $589.23 3.85
Indiana 794 40.43 $681.05 21.54 $492.24 3.61
Kentucky 214 40.65 $629.61 20.32 $537.43 6.83
Nebraska 70 41.18 $883.73 27.78 $700.17 4.81
Maryland 478 43.10 $896.16 25.39 $717.42 5.01
Michigan 1033 43.34 $713.14 22.29 $539.40 4.10
Utah 184 43.48 $986.65 27.56 $694.93 3.38
Connecticut 267 43.82 $885.06 23.65 $704.14 4.89
New York 1189 44.30 $825.76 23.39 $647.98 4.64
North Carolina 1037 44.91 $721.05 21.83 $610.18 6.50
Pennsylvania 866 44.92 $921.43 26.76 $709.18 4.34
California 1702 45.48 $822.20 26.05 $674.17 5.55
South Dakota 87 45.98 $711.20 24.90 $616.48 7.51
Virginia 575 46.75 $835.24 26.01 $695.13 5.96
New Mexico 127 46.83 $580.31 19.75 $450.20 4.46
Massachusetts 374 47.04 $1,051.48 24.15 $878.02 6.06
Alabama 172 49.42 $771.12 25.84 $605.40 4.65
Idaho 212 50.95 $499.24 18.03 $370.79 3.89
Colorado 203 52.71 $895.96 24.95 $668.60 3.94
New Hampshire 208 56.25 $681.40 20.02 $536.54 4.70
Vermont 165 56.36 $673.02 18.16 $510.51 4.14
Wyoming 46 56.52 $898.81 25.85 $645.03 3.54
Rhode Island 93 59.14 $930.32 25.09 $671.23 3.59
Delaware 55 65.45 $963.37 26.86 $716.92 3.91

Note: N indicates the number of individuals with autism applying for services. Data on earnings, hours worked, net benefits, and benefit-cost
ratios are based upon individuals who were successfully employed. A net benefit in parentheses indicates a net cost. Individuals served in Guam,
Northern Marianas, and the Virgin Islands were not included here because none of them became successfully employed.
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other aspects of life, such as recreational activities, can
be explored. If adults with autism are going to be physi-
cally and financially integrated within society, they will
require competitive jobs paying more than $8.38 per
hour. They will also need to work more than 23.7 hours
a week. Unfortunately, given the trend analyses con-
ducted here, it appears that outcomes for these workers
are not improving.

This study shed much needed light on the cost-
efficiency of employment from the perspective of
workers with autism. It unfortunately raises many addi-
tional questions. Why are so many job seekers with
autism unemployed? Why do outcomes vary so dramat-
ically from state to state? Are there policies or practices
that can not only improve the employment rates of
adults with autism but also enable them to earn a liv-
able wage? Future research will have to address these
questions.

Although the analyses presented here were based
largely on actual data obtained from the entire
population of adults with autism served by state-
operated vocational rehabilitation agencies throughout
the United States from 2002 to 2007, several limita-
tions must be kept in mind. For instance, individuals
who were unemployed when there cases were closed
may have found employment on their own later on. Fur-
ther, the monetary benefits examined here only included
wages earned. Other monetary benefits (e.g., free meals,
health insurance, and other fringe benefits) were not
documented and, consequently, were not factored into
the cost-efficiency analyses. So this study may well
undervalue the monetary benefits of working in the
community. Finally, this study only examined monetary
outcomes of being employed. Non-monetary outcomes,
such as increased happiness, improved self-worth, and
the development of meaningful friendships were not
explored, though these outcomes may be more valuable
than the number of dollars earned.
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