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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: Employment outcomes for people with disabilities continue to be significantly worse than those without
disabilities. Government-based employment services and supports continue to face major challenges in reaching the full population
of people with disabilities and the outcomes have not shown notable positive changes in last decade.
OBJECTIVE: This article discusses a potential solution to this problem, to increase the support infrastructure by exploiting the
abundance of local communities.
CONCLUSION: Community development to solve local unemployment for all people, including people with disabilities, is
necessary to increase economic opportunities and lead to more sustainable efforts to improve employment outcomes. Capacity
building through neighborhood networks that include faith-based organizations, business associations, advocacy groups, job clubs,
and other community groups can be a low cost but effective way to connect people with jobs outside of the traditional disability
system.
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1. Introduction

In July 2014, the authors of this article had the honor
to present at the Association for People Supporting
Employment First (ASPE) national conference in Long
Beach, California. The aim of the presentation, summa-
rized in this paper, was to draw the attention of the field
of disability and employment services and supports
with a focus on expanding community-development
strategies. These strategies are designed to increase the
capacity of service providers to make employment a
reality for job seekers with disabilities.
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It is the position of the authors that, for too long,
employment services and supports have been locked
in a formal disability system with limited resources
and encumbered by the idea that the old ways are still
the best ways. This paper highlights the major system
issues the field currently faces. It lays out a need and
strategy for community development to build effective
employment services and supports using the existing
community resources and assets. Finally, there is a dis-
cussion of the critical role of the national and local advo-
cacy communities play in advancing, supporting and
implementing community development innovations.

2. Statement of the problem

While much anticipated, the new Workforce Innova-
tion and Opportunity Act comes when job opportunities
for people with disabilities continues to run behind
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those of the general public. Data from the last sev-
eral years has not been encouraging. The U.S. Census
Bureau reported that in 2012, of the nearly 200 mil-
lion working-age Americans, just over 20 million were
Americans with disabilities or 10.2% (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2013b). They also reported that only 35% of
working-age people with disabilities were employed –
a dismal statistic that has remained nearly unchanged
for last 25 years.

Low employment rates relate to a higher incidence
of poverty and more reliance on public welfare pro-
grams (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010, 2012a). Even when
employed, people with disabilities do worse econom-
ically – in 2011, the median income of people with
disabilities was $20,184, a third less than people with-
out disabilities (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012b), resulting
in a poverty rate that was more than double that
of the working age population without disabilities
(Houtenville, 2013; U.S. Census Bureau, 2013a).

Despite the much needed assistance that federal,
state, and local programs provide, many working-age
adults with disabilities face significant obstacles and
disincentives to attain and keep employment. Currently,
a lack of adequate employment support funding, pro-
gram waitlists, restrictive eligibility requirements, and
difficulty in finding employers willing to hire people
with disabilities create a confluence of additional barri-
ers to employment. Recent data from state mental health
agencies, state intellectual and developmental disability
agencies, and the vocational rehabilitation and work-
force development systems highlight these challenges.
These data show these formal systems reached fewer
than 4 million people total, or 20%, of the working-
age adults with disabilities. The number of people that
obtained employment services through these systems
is much lower (Butterworth et al., 2013; Institute for
Community Inclusion, 2013; Rehabilitation Services
Administration, 2012).

As traditional specialized disability support agencies
look to improve employment outcomes, conventional
wisdom in the field is to invest resources and energies
to change and innovate within existing system struc-
tures. While such efforts may improve practices and
efficiencies, recent national data show that such invest-
ments are not paying off with improved employment
outcomes. In a recent analysis, Butterworth et al. (2013)
note that integrated employment service demand and
outcomes for people with intellectual and developmen-
tal disabilities (by way of state developmental disability
agencies) has been on the decline since 2001. They
found that only 19% of people with IDD receiving inte-

grated employment services became employed in FY11
(Butterworth et al., 2013). Similarly, in FY12 nearly
580,000 people sought vocational services from state
rehabilitation service systems. Of this population, 16%
were deemed ineligible or exited prior to determination,
25% were deemed eligible but never received services.
Only 180,216 exited with an employment outcome, or
nearly 31% of all people seeking vocational rehabilita-
tion services, despite the nearly $4 billion investment
(Rehabilitation Services Administration, 2012).

3. Looking beyond formal supports:
Community development & capacity
building

Today, the vast majority of people with disabilities
receive no specialized, formal disability employ-
ment support (Butterworth et al., 2013; Institute for
Community Inclusion, 2013; Rehabilitation Services
Administration, 2012). System access barriers and pro-
grammatic restrictions prevent many from receiving
such services and supports. Many others avoid these
programs all together; this may be due to the discon-
nectedness from their own natural or generic support
networks or a reluctance to be seen as “clients” of reha-
bilitation and employment programs. This disconnect,
founded or unfounded, and the sense of overwhelming
obstacles keep many people from ultimately choosing
work as an outcome. Additionally, the formal disabil-
ity support system has plateaued in its effectiveness
and is becoming fiscally unsustainable (Butterworth
et al., 2013; Rehabilitation Services Administration,
2012). To improve employment outcomes the field
must embrace new avenues to connect with job seekers
with disabilities. The field must also embrace new and
expanded conduits into jobs and reconsider the rela-
tively narrow types of organizations eligible to provide
employment-related services and supports.

Community development is an approach with great
promise; this approach seeks to engage and employ
existing community resources, strengths, and structures
to empower community members to respond to social
problems and address social needs (Ife, 2008; Kenny,
2011; Mendes, 2008, 2009). Community development
theory challenges the “cycle of need” or sole reliance
on the existing specialized disability service system,
where people with disabilities must rely on vocational
rehabilitation or disability experts in order to receive
person-centered vocational support (Kenny, 2011). By
connecting more broadly with community resources,
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it may be possible to better respond to the vocational
needs of job seekers, regardless of disability.

Community development approaches support job
seekers by tapping into the informal and formal con-
nections people have in their local communities, outside
of the specialized disability support system. Places to
look for these connections include existing but often
overlooked community networks that people with dis-
abilities and their families connect with on a regular
basis. Though people with disabilities continue to face
challenges in accessing their communities, research
has shown that the majority of people with disabili-
ties do in fact actively participate in their communities
at rates nearing the general population (Human Ser-
vices Research Institute & the National Association of
State Directors for Developmental Disability Services,
2013; Kessler Foundation and the National Organiza-
tion on Disability, 2010). Thus, people with disabilities
are active community members, and to achieve marked
improvements in the employment rate of people with
disabilities, communities must be effectively engaged
and able to support job seekers to find and keep
work.

Community development requires a partnership
approach that recognizes and integrates the abun-
dant resources, assets, and strengths that individuals
and organizations bring (Kretzmann, McKnight,
Dobrowolski, & Puntenney, 2005). Together, members
are able to conduct collective community problem pri-
oritization, problem solving, and control to address its
issues through self-help and empowerment (Ife, 2008;
Kenny, 2011; Schiele, 2005). In communities where
formal disability service and other employment related
networks are limited in number (such as rural areas) or
are inaccessible (due to waitlists and eligibility barriers)
these collective actions provide opportunities to bring
grassroots attention and effort to resolve employment
problems (Briskman & Lynn, 1999; Chenoweth, 2004;
Mendes & Binns, 2012).

For community development to be effective, greater
capacity to identify, deliver and support job seekers in
the community must be developed. UNESCO defines
capacity as “the ability of individuals, organizations, or
systems to perform appropriate functions effectively,
efficiently, and sustainably” (Chenoweth, 2004, p. 1).
Thus, capacity building is:

a process by which individuals, groups, organi-
zations, institutions and societies increase their
abilities to perform core functions; solve problems;
define and achieve objectives; and understand and

deal with their development needs in a broad context
and inasustainablemanner (Chenoweth,2004,p.1).

In the context of employment services and supports,
capacity building activities must be brought to local
communities to build the skills of community mem-
bers and community-based organizations to become the
non-traditional employment service and support deliv-
ery infrastructure. Additionally, strategic partnerships
with professionals, formal disability support entities,
and other community-based organizations with com-
plementary expertise are a key part of building local
capacity.

4. Putting faith to work

A number of community development models are
emerging across the country. These model demon-
strations are beginning to provide a glimpse into the
needs of local communities as well as the effective-
ness of such models. One example is the Putting
Faith to Work model, implemented by a consortium
of University Centers of Excellence on Developmen-
tal Disabilities and funded by the Kessler Foundation
(UNESCO, 2006). This model takes advantage of the
power of faith communities to respond to poor employ-
ment outcomes by supporting community members to
find and keep work. Implemented across numerous
faith communities in Kentucky, Minnesota, Tennessee,
and Texas, this model, like any community develop-
ment model, must flex to respond to the articulated
direction and unique needs of each community. As
such, capacity building activities vary widely. A sum-
mary of such activities include training of personnel,
recruitment assistance, employment counseling assis-
tance, program development, and linkages to other
community services. Though early in the demonstra-
tion projects, these and additional activities are paying
rich dividends for the communities and job seekers with
disabilities.

5. Advocacy perspective

Gandhi once said that “happiness is when our
thoughts, words, and actions are in harmony.” Many
landmark public policies such as the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 and the Supreme
Court’s Olmstead Decision in 1999, assured the civil
rights of adults with disabilities to choose and par-
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ticipate in “the most integrated community setting.”
From a disability advocacy perspective, however, the
stated goals of many public policies and court decisions
simply don’t align with existing practices and out-
comes. Despite the best of intentions, traditional
disability service systems across America have cre-
ated a parallel universe where people with the most
significant disabilities are now in the community but
still largely separated from everyone else. Communities
across America can and must do better!

The Employment First movement is helping to
advance the vision that a working life is an impor-
tant gateway to a self-determined life. At issue is not
whether people with disabilities or other barriers can
work. We already know from historical and contempo-
rary research, as well as emerging practices that almost
anyone who chooses to work, can. The central question
is: How can communities move the needle forward on
employment, economic self-sufficiency, social inclu-
sion, and bring these desired outcomes to full scale?

There is a growing excitement in the disability advo-
cacy community about the promise of approaches that
embrace universal design and that create access and
supports away from traditional disability support sys-
tems in a natural way. Although current systems do
generate successful employment outcomes, it is a very
costly business model that is not financially sustainable.
The current systems often also reinforce the assump-
tions and stereotypes about people with disabilities that
can be easily challenged by today’s evidence-based
research. While a majority of people with disabili-
ties are no longer served in institutional settings and
most live in the community, too many are still sup-
ported in a service industry that tends to segregate and
isolate them from full community participation. For
this reason, there is a need to consider new commu-
nity, workforce, and career pathways approaches that
embrace core principles of universal design for learn-
ing, natural job supports, and full social inclusion.

Efforts to move away from a model of “scarcity
thinking” about public resources to one of community
abundance is gaining attention in the advocacy commu-
nity. The creation of sustainable, community-centered
approaches, including the emergence of electronic com-
munities, can help to increase and translate knowledge,
build skills, encourage social networking, and leverage
job opportunities of willing groups and communities.

A philosophical underpinning of such strategies is
to awaken local communities to take responsibility
and collective action to help resolve unemployment
and economic disparities. This is an attainable goal

but requires new protocols and technical supports to
mobilize the considerable talents, resources, and social
capital of individuals, families, and community social
networks in ways to benefit all community mem-
bers, including people with disabilities. By embedding
key learning, technology, and technical supports, such
approaches hold promise to transform existing com-
munities and business networks because they can draw
down skills and resources needed on-demand to address
the employability supports of job seekers with a wide
array of disabilities and other employment or economic
barriers.

In sum, ordinary citizens can rise to the occasion
and make a measurable difference if focused training,
capacity building, social connectivity, electronic social
media, and guided community action are bundled in
ways to impact local solutions and employ strengths
one individual at a time.

6. Conclusion

Future improvements in employment outcomes are
highly improbable by investing in the same policies
and practices. The strategy of harnessing the abun-
dant social capital of ordinary citizens and community
groups (i.e., churches, family support groups, business
associations, job clubs, etc.) that are external to disabil-
ity service systems to connect people with disabilities
to the workforce naturally needs further development.
There is a need for a well-defined process to access,
build, and support sustainable communities to leverage
the existing capacities and resources that community
groups can contribute to help resolve the employment
barriers of their neighbors.

Any measurable narrowing of the employment
participation gap between people with and without dis-
abilities is going to require substantial changes in policy
and practices. And no significant progress is realis-
tic without the growing internal supports of existing
communities and businesses. It is time to continue to
introduce alternatives to traditional models of rehabili-
tation thinking and practices. The creation of abundant
sustainable employment communities offers a values-
based, cost-efficient alternative that is worthy of strong
consideration.
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