
Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation 58 (2023) 63–78
DOI:10.3233/JVR-221225
IOS Press

63

Review Article

The efficacy of competitive integrated
employment versus segregated employment
for persons with disabilities: A systematic
review

Joshua P. Taylora,∗, Lauren Avelloneb,c, Paul Wehmanb,c and Valerie Brookeb,c

aCollege of Education and Human Development, The University of Maine, Orono, ME, USA
bRehabilitation Research and Training Center, Virginia Commonwealth University, Richmond, VA, USA
cSchool of Education, Virginia Commonwealth University, Richmond, VA, USA

Received 10 December 2021
Revised 6 January 2022
Accepted 31 October 2022
Pre-press 13 December 2022
Published 17 January 2023

Abstract.
BACKGROUND: Although competitive integrated employment (CIE) has been established as a goal of employment policy
and practice for individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD), many still receive segregated vocational
services for subminimum wage. This persistence of segregated vocational services has occurred despite substantial previous
research recommendations and policy directives to encourage CIE.
OBJECTIVE: The purpose of this systematic review was to examine whether recent research might provide further evidence
of the role of segregated vocational services in contributing to or detracting from positive outcomes.
METHOD: Our review searched peer-reviewed literature from seven electronic databases and screened 589 peer-reviewed
articles based on inclusion criteria established following PRISMA guidelines—resulting in a final sample of five studies.
In the second phase of our analysis, we provide a comparison of segregated and integrated vocational services in terms of
individual outcomes.
RESULTS: Our findings provide further evidence against the use of segregated vocational services for individuals with IDD.
CONCLUSION: Implications of these findings for future research, policy, and practice are provided.
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1. Introduction

In the recent past, individuals with severe intel-
lectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) were
considered unable to successfully enter competitive
integrated employment (CIE) and maintain a ful-
filling work career, resulting in massive, systematic
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segregation in the United States and internationally
(Wehman et al., 2018). This widespread segregation
in the workplace led to placement of individuals with
disabilities in day habilitation centers, adult activity
centers, and sheltered workshops. Currently, thou-
sands in sheltered workshops still do not earn even a
federal minimum wage (Department of Labor, 2020;
Grossi et al., 2020). Persons with severe IDD are the
only vulnerable class of people in the United States
where it is legal to pay subminimum wage due to
the ironically-titled Fair Labor Standards Act. More
than ever, those of us who are parents, professionals,
and persons of all disabilities must ask: Why does
segregation continue to happen? Why is segregation
from others without disabilities seen as an accept-
able human service practice? As we live in a period
where we can see the power of activism and public
outrage to spark change, it seems only too timely and
appropriate to revisit these questions.

However, we must also recognize that this is not
a recent challenge. Many persons with severe IDD
were emancipated from state institution facilities
three decades ago, begging the question of how we
ended up in the current situation of so many indi-
viduals being shifted into unproductive institutional
day program settings? Recent estimates project fund-
ing for day habilitation services at $5.62 billion
from Medicaid Home and Community-Based Ser-
vice waivers alone (Friedman, 2016). Furthermore,
if significant numbers of persons with severe disabil-
ities have shown that they can work successfully in
CIE (Wehman et al., 2014), why do our federal and
state governments, professionals, and families toler-
ate separate and unequal adult placements? Research
beginning in the 1970 s demonstrated proof of con-
cept for integrated vocational service alternatives
organized under the central theme of first placing
individuals in community-integrated workplaces and
then training needed supports and skills (Wehman
et al., 2018). More recently, subsequent research has
provided further evidence demonstrating the efficacy
of supported employment, customized employment,
Project SEARCH with Autism Spectrum Disorder
(ASD) supports, and other vocational rehabilitation
(VR) service interventions at promoting CIE for indi-
viduals with IDD (Leahy et al., 2018; Schall et al.,
2020; Wehman et al., 2019).

In policy, the Workforce Innovation and Oppor-
tunity Act (WIOA; 2014) emphasized CIE as the
preferred outcome for service recipients and the
primary purpose of VR funding, and additionally
mandated the use of 15% of state VR funding to

provide school-age youth with disabilities an effec-
tive pathway to CIE before graduation. Additionally,
the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services pre-
sented new rules in 2014 regarding the use of Home
and Community-Based Services (HCBS) waivers
that requires that HCBS funded services facilitate
access and integration into the community and pro-
mote greater personal autonomy (HCBS Advocacy
Coalition, 2015). Title I of the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act (1990) also emphasizes the rights of
people with disabilities to integrated services, further
strengthened by the Olmstead Decision and Depart-
ment of Justice actions to enforce requirements by
closing segregated work settings in several states
(e.g., Rhode Island, Oregon) and support their tran-
sition to competitive employment (Department of
Justice, 2014; Lane v. Brown Data Report, 2017;
Shogren et al., 2020). While these systems change
efforts in states are still ongoing, initial reports show
promise in the potential to dramatically increase the
engagement of individuals with IDD from segrega-
tion to CIE (Oregon Department of Human Services,
2018; Shogren et al., 2020). Thus, there is currently
a confluence of effort in research, policy, and prac-
tice toward expanding CIE as a directive of policy
and practice for individuals with IDD (Wehman et
al., 2018). Although, even more fundamentally, indi-
viduals with IDD report a preference for CIE over
sheltered workshops as their own desired outcome
(Migliore et al., 2007). However, despite this pol-
icy commitment and research support, recent rates of
individually integrated paid employment for adults
with IDD hover at or below 10% (Hiersteiner et al.,
2016).

Previous critical reviews of the literature have criti-
cally examined the research specific to this issue (e.g.,
Certo & Luecking, 2008; Mank, 1994; Rusch & Brad-
dock, 2004; Wehman & Bricout, 1999). Each of these
has found minimal support for segregated services
despite their continued use and outlined both a ratio-
nale and policy steps needed to rectify this glaring
shortcoming in services for individuals with IDD.
However, given the continued segregation of indi-
viduals, it is clear that these perspectives alone have
not been sufficient to adequately end these practices.
Furthermore, there remain voices that argue for work-
shops as a viable choice for individuals with IDD
(Weikle, 2008). With this persistence of segregated
vocational options and subminimum wage offerings,
a new and thoroughly comprehensive assessment of
the research evidence is warranted. Therefore, the
purpose of this critical review is to systematically and
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Table 1
Search terms

Construct Search terms

Population “intellectual disab*” OR “developmental disab*” OR “mental retardation”
OR “autis*” OR “autism spectrum disorder*” OR “asperger*” OR “ASD”
OR “high functioning autis*”AND

Intervention
construct

“segregated employ*” OR “sheltered workshop” OR “workshop” OR
“enclave” OR “pre-employment training” OR “congregational work” OR
“day rehabilitation” OR “day hab*” OR “adult day*” OR “adult
development center” OR “work activity centers” OR “facility-based” AND

Outcome
construct

AND “employment” OR “hours worked” OR “job retention” OR “return to
work” OR “placement” OR “wage” OR “employ*” OR “hiring*” OR
“job” OR “occupat*” OR “vocation*”

comprehensively investigate the research evidence
supporting or contraindicating segregated vocational
service delivery as a pathway to positive employment
outcomes (i.e., wages, benefits, health, quality of life,
personal independence, and as a pathway to compet-
itive integrated employment), and then to compare it
with research evidence supporting integrated services
at achieving the same outcomes. Although previous
reviews of the research literature have provided no
meaningful evidence supporting segregated services
and have instead shown a multiplicity of benefits
for integrated services promoting CIE (e.g., Certo &
Leucking, 2008; Cimera, 2000; Taylor et al., 2021),
we felt it important to conduct a clear and transpar-
ent literature review to summarize what the research
shows us about this important element of policy and
practice impacting the lives of individuals with IDD.
Based on this central purpose, two research questions
were formulated to guide the review process:

1. What is the evidence or lack thereof for seg-
regated vocational service options at achieving
positive employment outcomes?

2. How does the evidence for segregated voca-
tional options compare with evidence for
community-integrated vocational services lead-
ing to individual outcomes (i.e., wages, benefits,
health, quality of life, personal independence,
and as a pathway to CIE)

In the following section, we describe our method
using a two-phase process using a systematic review
approach (Shamseer et al., 2015) to comprehen-
sively assess the level of evidence supporting or
contraindicating segregated vocational services. We
then present findings from this systematic review
of the literature and critically compare those results
with outcome research investigating integrated alter-
natives. Finally, we will present new ideas for what

is needed in research, policy, advocacy, and practice
to accomplish the goal of providing high-quality CIE
services and outcomes for all individuals with IDD.

2. Method

Given the sequential nature of the two research
questions, the review process was conducted in two
distinct phases. In the first phase, a systematic review
process following PRISMA guidelines (Shamseer et
al., 2015) was conducted to comprehensively deter-
mine the extent of empirical literature indicating the
efficacy of segregated models at achieving CIE and
related preferred employment outcomes. In the sec-
ond phase, studies included in the first phase of the
review were compared with existing research demon-
strating evidence for integrated vocational service
models.

2.1. Phase 1 (research question 1)

During the first phase of the review, two main
search strategies were conducted to assemble a sys-
tematic, comprehensive, and nonbiased sample of
studies from the published research literature. Ini-
tially, a sample set of studies were identified through
computer searches of Academic Search Complete,
CINAHL, Education Research Complete, ERIC,
PsycNET, Psychology, and Behavioral Sciences Col-
lection, PubMed, Social Services Abstracts, Social
Work Abstracts, and SocINDEX, using search terms
summarized in Table 1. Second, all study citations
used in the reference lists of each study included
in the final review were themselves reviewed and
considered for identification in the sample based on
inclusion and exclusion criteria. Based on the work
of several prominent critical reviews and publica-
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tions on the topic in the late 1990 s and early 2000 s
(e.g., Certo & Luecking, 2008; Mank, 1994; Rusch &
Braddock, 2004; Wehman & Bricout, 1999), search
criteria was limited to research published in or after
the year 2000 to ensure that all studies not included
in these previous works were considered.

2.1.1. Inclusion criteria
Articles eligible for inclusion in the review con-

sisted of: a) empirical studies (e.g., both quantitative
and qualitative); b) based in the United States; c) par-
ticipants included youth and adults ages 14 or older;
d) examined segregated vocational service delivery
as an intervention; and e) included some measure of
improved work outcome (i.e., CIE, retention, wages,
benefit hours, improved health, improved indepen-
dence). For our study, segregated vocational service
delivery models were operationalized to include shel-
tered workshops, enclave, pre-employment training,
adult day rehabilitation (or “day hab”), work activity
centers, and facility-based work. No restrictions were
made to included studies with relation to research
design or methodology as long as studies included
intervention and outcome measures related to the
research question.

2.1.2. Exclusion criteria

Studies that were conducted outside of the United
States were excluded from the review. While this lim-
ited several compelling international studies related
to the experience of individuals with IDD receiving
segregated services, these studies were excluded to
assemble a sample that consistently related to fund-
ing mechanisms, service models, national legislation,
and economic factors unique to the United States.
Similarly, studies that examined the experiences and
employment outcomes of students segregated from
their peers in K-12 classrooms or non-community
integrated special education transition experiences
were excluded from this review. Although the
researchers believe it is likely that the trajectory of
individuals and families toward inclusive or segre-
gated services is shaped by earlier experiences, those
inquiries are beyond the scope of the current review.

2.2. Procedure

After compiling studies from all search databases,
589 studies were uploaded to Zotero, a reference
management software, and 305 duplicates were
removed. First, initial screening and coding using

article titles and abstracts were conducted using
inclusion and exclusion criteria. At this stage, stud-
ies were included liberally to ensure a comprehensive
sample of studies was included for subsequent review
processes. Next, the full-text of 24 studies were
reviewed once more to determine final inclusion
using stated criteria. One additional study located
from archival review of reference lists was added to
the final sample. Both the title and abstract screening
and full-text review processes were conducted by the
first author and verified for accuracy and bias with an
audit check by a research assistant using a sample of
30% of studies from each of these stages. A research
assistant repeated both stages of the process with this
audit sub-sample (n = 95). Inter-observer agreement
(IOA) was calculated by dividing total agreements
by total screened and was 83.2% for title and abstract
screening. IOA was conducted again at the full-text
phase, resulting in 100% agreement. Discrepancies
at both stages were discussed between team mem-
bers and determined by consensus to ensure inclusion
of all relevant literature. Figure 1 shows the system-
atic process by which studies sampled in the initial
selection process were reviewed, resulting in the
final sample of five studies included in this literature
review.

2.3. Phase 2 (research question 2)

Research evidence supporting the use of integrated
vocational service delivery models in promoting pre-
ferred employment outcomes for individuals with
varying support needs is well established (e.g., Bond
et al., 2016; Leahy et al., 2014; Wehman et al., 2014).
Given this preponderance of research endorsing inte-
grated models, more specific targeted searches of
the research were conducted to answer the second
research question and provide a comparative sam-
ple of research to align with literature from the first
research question (indicating the level of evidence for
segregated models).

3. Results

This systematic review of the research literature
resulted in five studies that met the inclusion criteria
specified to answer the first research question related
to the indication or contra-indication of segregated
vocational service models as a means of promoting
positive employment outcomes for individuals with
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Fig. 1. Screening and review process.

IDD. These identified studies were then compared
with a purposeful sample of research studies demon-
strating the evidence supported integrated vocational
service models in achieving various employment
outcomes to answer the second research question.
Overall, this review found no evidence in support of
segregation as a method of achieving any meaning-
ful preferred employment outcome—not in CIE, not
in wages, not in hours, not in cost, not in quality of
life, not in achieving greater independence. Compara-
tively, integrated vocational service models described
by studies led to better employment outcomes in
terms of job placement, stability and retention, bene-
fits, independence, and several markers of individual
health.

3.1. Lack of evidence for segregated vocational
service delivery options (RQ1)

Across all included studies, participation in segre-
gated vocational services (as a preparatory practice)
did not result in better employment outcomes for
individuals with IDD. While two studies found no
significant differences between groups (prior segre-
gation vs integration) concerning the likelihood of
becoming engaged in employment as broadly defined
by these studies (not exclusively CIE), not hav-
ing previous experience in a preparatory workshop
was associated with higher earnings and lower ser-
vice costs for individuals with ASD and ID, and
more hours worked per week for individuals with
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ID (Cimera, 2011a; Cimera et al., 2012). Further-
more, Blanck et al. (2003) found that participants
of segregated vocational services were more likely
to regress their career prospects (i.e., type of job,
earnings) over time. In several states in their sam-
ple, increases in challenging behavior and severity of
disability measures were noted in those engaged in
segregated vocational services (Blanck et al., 2003).
Not only was participation in segregated services
linked to these poorer outcomes, these studies also
revealed differential impact on quality and life and
independence of individuals with IDD (Blick et al.,
2016; Inge et al., 2009). While no statistical dif-
ference in self-reported satisfaction was observed
between individuals spending their day in compet-
itive employment services, sheltered workshops, and
adult day care programs, individuals in competi-
tive employment services reported higher quality of
life measures regarding control of financial decision-
making and more integrated community participation
in non-work activities (restaurants, shopping, etc.)
compared to other groups (Blick et al., 2016).
Although the findings of several included studies
in our review show that these segregated vocational
services are detrimental to the career advancement
of individuals with IDD, there is also evidence that
efforts to reform these service providers have been
ineffective at changing outcomes for individuals.
Inge et al. (2009) found that although most commu-
nity rehabilitation programs offer integrated service
delivery models, a majority of clients still receive seg-
regated services, of which 75% earned less than the
federal minimum wage. Perhaps even more troubling
was the finding that 89% of community rehabilitation
program staff believed facility-based work served as
a necessary pre-requisite to CIE for individuals with
a prior history of having difficulty securing or main-
taining employment—a notion contradicted by the
research evidence (Blanck et al., 2003; Christensen
& Richardson, 2017).

Overall, this systematic review of the research
literature revealed no evidence supporting segre-
gated vocational services for advancing any positive
outcome for individuals with IDD. However, one
study did reveal that misunderstanding among ser-
vice providers about research-based practice may be
at least partially responsible for persistent use of seg-
regation in the face of the evidence (Inge et al., 2009).
It should be noted that one study found similar levels
of ‘work’ satisfaction between segregated and inte-
grated employees; however, it was unclear from the
research whether these segregated individuals had

experienced alternative options to inform this evalua-
tion. Table 2 summarizes each of the studies included
in the first phase of this review, including partic-
ipant information, design and method, intervention
components, outcome, and other findings. In the fol-
lowing section, we will compare evidence retrieved
from these studies to fully compare integrated and
segregated service options as interventions leading to
various employment and secondary health outcomes.

3.2. Comparison of integrated and segregated
models in promoting work outcomes (RQ2)

Although systematic review of the research liter-
ature reveals a comprehensive lack of evidence or
anecdotal support for segregated vocational models,
the second research question of this study regard-
ing how it compares to that of integrated models
remains germane. Unsurprisingly, our review of the
literature demonstrated both an overall recommenda-
tion of integrated vocational services as a whole and
more specifically at achieving a myriad of outcomes
with work and life measures. These studies often
examined efficacy for specific integrated models such
as supported and customized employment (Cimera,
2011a; Wehman et al., 2014), which themselves have
been shown effective means of promoting CIE for
individuals with IDD (Wehman et al., 2018) and
several other populations (Bond et al., 2016). Other
research investigated long-term secondary life and
health benefits to integrated employment (e.g., Blick
et al., 2016; Dean et al., 2018). Finally, several studies
directly compared the outcomes of individuals served
in both integrated and segregated vocational service
models. This section briefly summarizes the research
evidence supporting each service model at promot-
ing improved outcomes in these specific areas for
individuals with IDD. Table 3 shows a summary of
key outcome indicators resulting from integrated and
segregated service models and a brief annotation of
research findings from relevant studies.

3.2.1. Competitive integrated employment

Before exploring the evidence for more specific
outcomes, it is important to first highlight that
the research shows only integrated services offer
a consistent pathway to achieving CIE. Individuals
served through segregated vocational services by and
large do not transition to CIE-oriented services or
outcomes, rejecting the argument that sheltered work-
shops and other segregated vocational services could



J.P.Taylor
etal./Integrated

and
segregated

services
69

Table 2
Findings from studies evaluating segregated vocational services

Citation Population Research
design

Type of vocational
service models

Intervention
components

Outcomes Findings

(Blanck et
al., 2003)

n = 3,835 individuals with ID
across seven states

Longitudinal
descriptive
analysis and
linear
regression

Facility-based (i.e.,
sheltered) model

• Sheltered work
programs

• Transition to
sheltered,
supported, and
competitive
employment

• Few individuals transitioned
between sheltered and
competitive employment

• Those who did successfully
transition were more likely to
have higher daily living skills

• Across all states, individuals were
more likely to regress than to
improve after several years of
intervention

• Facility-based model did not
substantially lead to competitive
employment

• Following segregated services,
mean severity of intellectual
disability increased in 3 of 7
states and mean measures of
challenging behavior increased in
6 of 7

(Blick et
al., 2016)

n = 477 individuals with ID from
PA ranging in age from 18 to 90

Standardized
structured
interview/self-
report
measures
quantitative
analysis

Adult day care
program (n = 243
participants),
sheltered workshop
(n = 176 participants),
community-integrated
employment (n = 58
participants)

• Adult day care
program

• Sheltered
workshop
program

• Community-
integrated
employment

Quality of life measures:
• Individuals in the

community-integrated
employment groups reported
higher levels of community
inclusion (e.g., going out to eat,
bank, running errands) than those
in the segregated or adult day
care program

• Higher financial autonomy found
for those in the
community-integrated
employment group compared to
those in adult day care programs
and sheltered workshops

• No significant difference reported
in overall satisfaction with
activity between groups

• Participants in the
community-integrated
employment group tended to be
younger

• Noted differences were observed
in quality of life measures across
service models with enhanced
outcomes associated with
integrated competitive
employment

(Continued)
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Table 2
(Continued)

Citation Population Research
design

Type of vocational
service models

Intervention
components

Outcomes Findings

(Cimera,
2011a)

n = 9,808 supported employment
participants with ID with our
without participation in
segregated workshop
Demographics
(sheltered/non-sheltered):
Mean age (38.93/31.56); Female
(41.7%/41.7%); Male
(58.3%/58.3%);
White (78.3%/71.5%); African
American (14.2%/23.6%);
Hispanic (10.8%/8.6%); Native
American (1.1%/0.9%); Asian
(1.8%; 2.0%); Pacific Islander
(0.6%/0.5%)

Secondary
data analysis
with matched
pair sample
(RSA 911)

Matched sample of
supported employees
who did (n = 4,904) or
did not (n = 4,904)
participate in a
segregated vocational
workshop

• Supported
employment +
experience in a
sheltered
workshop

• Supported
employment
with no prior
experience in a
sheltered
workshop

• Supported employees without
experience in a sheltered
workshop (60.4%) were as likely
to be employed as those with
experience in sheltered workshop
(59.6%)

• Supported employees with no
sheltered workshop experience
earned significantly more per
week (US$137.20) than those
with sheltered workshop
experience (US$118.55)

• Non-sheltered supported
employees worked more hours
(24.78) per week than those with
experience in sheltered
workshops (22.44), and cost less
for in services ($4,542.65 versus
$7,894.63)

• Experience in a sheltered
workshop did not increase
likelihood of employment for
individuals with ID

• Not participating in a sheltered
workshop was associated with
higher earnings, more hours
worked, and lower cost for
service compared to participation
in a segregated workshop

(Cimera et
al., 2012)

n = 430 supported employment
participants with ASD with our
without prior participation in a
segregated workshop
Demographics
(sheltered/non-sheltered):
Mean age (31.12/37.75); Female
(20.0%/20.0%); Male
(80.0%/80.0%);
White (78.5%/83.3%); African
American (16.4%/12.1%);
Hispanic (5.6%/1.9%); Native
American (1.9%/0.9%); Asian
(4.2%; 3.7%);
Pacific Islander (0.9%/0.5%)

Secondary
data analysis
with matched
pair sample
(RSA 911)

Matched sample of
supported employees
with (n = 215) or
without (n = 215)
prior experience in a
segregated vocational
workshop

• Supported
employment +
experience in a
sheltered
workshop

• Supported
employment
with no prior
experience in a
sheltered
workshop

• No significant differences in
employments rates between
groups (sheltered 45.6%,
non-sheltered 39.5%)

• Supported employees with no
prior participation in segregated
work earned significantly more
per week (US$191.42) than those
with prior segregated work
histories (US$129.36)

• No significant difference
observed in hours worked per
week

• Cost of service was significantly
less for those with more prior
sheltered work history
(US$2,440.60) compared to those
with sheltered work experience
(US$6,065.08)

• Participation in segregated
employment did not enhance
employment outcomes for
supported employees with ASD

• Supported employees with no
prior segregated work history
earned more weekly and cost less
to serve than those with
segregated work histories
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(Inge et
al., 2012)

n = 292 community rehabilitation
programs (CRPs) in US with
Special Wage Certificates serving
a collective of 52,946 individuals
with disabilities
62.7% of CRPs mainly served
individuals with a primary
diagnosis of DD

Descriptive
nationwide
survey

Percent of CRPs
offered the following
employment services:
competitive
employment (70%),
individual supported
employment (74.2%),
self-employment
(17.8%), enclaves
(58.2%), mobile work
crews (55%),
facility-based work
(87.9%),
facility-based
non-work (62.6%),
community-based
non-work (36.7%),
other (12.9%)

Employment
services
described as:

• Competitive
employment

• Individual
supported
employment

• Self-
employment

• Enclaves
• Mobile work

crews
• Facility-based

work
• Facility-based

non-work
• Community-

based
non-work

• Out of 52,496 individuals with
disabilities reported on, over half
(55.8%) received segregated
services even with a vast majority
of programs (over 70%) offering
integrated services such as
competitive employment and
individual supported employment
as options

• Of the individuals in
facility-based work, 75% earned
less than minimum wage; 63% of
individuals in both mobile work
crews and enclaves earned less
than minimum wage

• A total of 89% of CRP
respondents thought that facility
based work is a necessary
pre-requisite to competitive
employment for individuals with
a prior history of having difficulty
securing or maintaining
employment

• Of the CRP agencies with special
wage certificates surveyed, most
provide segregated services
options despite segregated
options yielding less pay and
despite agencies having more
integrated services available
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Table 3
Differential effects of vocational services

Integrated service
outcome

Segregated service
outcome

Study findings

• Higher wages • Lower wages • Review of seven states labor force participation data found consistently higher wages for
employees that moved from segregated to integrated vocational settings (Blanck et al., 2003)

• Compared to supported (CIE) employees, segregated participants had lower wages per
month (Cimera et al., 2011b)

• Longitudinal study of 16 individuals who moved from segregated workshop settings to CIE
found that wages were significantly increased for all participants (Murphy et al., 2002)

• (Thompson et al., 1992)
• Better

cost-efficiency
• Lower

cost-efficiency
• (Cimera et al., 2011b)

• Higher levels of
control

• Lower levels of
control

• (Wehmeyer et al., 1994)

• Improved
self-esteem

• Reduced
self-esteem

• Supported employees (CIE) had significantly higher levels of self-esteem and job
satisfaction compared to sheltered employees (Griffin et al., 1996)

• Self-esteem and job satisfaction significantly correlated for both groups (Griffin et al., 1996)

serve as preparatory ‘stepping stones’ for youth and
adults (Blanck et al., 2003). Furthermore, in a study of
Project SEARCH, a research-based community inte-
grated internship program for transition-aged youth
with IDD, Christensen & Richardson (2017) found
the model effective even for those who had been
placed in segregated previously and never achieved
CIE previously. However, Christensen & Richardson
(2017) also reported that the longer people had been
placed in segregated settings, the less likely they were
to respond positively to the intervention. Thus, not
only do segregated services such as sheltered work-
shops and adult day habilitation not serve as pathways
to CIE, sustained use of those services can decrease
the efficacy of later research-based interventions.

3.2.2. Economic impact
Across all studies using multiple measures of

wages earned by employees, earnings were signif-
icantly higher for individuals receiving integrated
services. Friedman & Rizzolo (2020) found sup-
ported community employment (i.e., integrated
services) a highly significant predictor of fair wages
among people with disabilities who receive employ-
ment and community services, also reporting that
roughly one in four participants receiving segre-
gated services did not receive at least minimum
wage. These wage disparities were consistent across
the research literature, with individuals with IDD
engaged in integrated services receiving higher wages
per month (Cimera, 2011b), higher overall wages
and wage rates (Thompson et al., 1992), and sharp
increases after transitioning from segregated to inte-
grated service models (Blanck et al., 2002; Murphy
et al., 2012).

3.2.2.1. Cost-benefit. Related to wages, several stud-
ies examined specific measures of the cost-benefit of
various intervention services, which were calculated
by dividing the cost of vocational service provision
by some measure of benefit to the individual or to the
amount of support services required. In assessments
of cost-effectiveness for clients, several studies found
that integrated services (i.e., supported employment)
were more effective in terms of service cost per
earnings (Cimera, 2000, 2011b; Kregel et al., 2000).
In summary, this research indicates that segregation
costs more and provides much less.

3.2.3. Health
In addition to improved employment outcomes in

terms of CIE, wages, cost-benefit, integrated voca-
tional services have shown some tenuous evidence for
several additional benefits in areas of public health.
In a recent literature review examining health and
quality of life outcome of employment for individuals
with ID, Dean et al., (2018) found that although much
of the research was inconclusive, several studies
pointed to a positive association between integra-
tion in employment and several measures of health
as varied as self-reports of overall health to weight
loss. Dean et al. (2018) are quick to point out that
much more research is needed in the area to inform
the relationship between health and employment for
people with ID. However, several studies found pos-
itive associations between work and another specific
health outcome measure—quality of life.

3.2.3.1. Quality of life. Quality of life is a contextual
and subjective health construct that spans not only
physical health but also mental and social health. Pre-
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vious research examining how the quality of life of
individuals with IDD is impacted by vocational type
and employment setting found higher quality of life
for individuals in integrated workplaces than those
in segregated settings (Blick et al., 2016). Much of
the research to date has been conducted outside of
the United States, but studies in the UK, Australia,
and New Zealand (Beyer et al., 2009; Eggleton et
al., 1999; Kober & Eggleton, 2005) found similar
support for integrated vocational services and CIE
as a means to enhance quality of life for individu-
als with intellectual disability. In fact, not only did
Eggleton et al. (1999) find that segregated ‘employ-
ees’ reported significantly lower than their integrated
peers, the authors found no difference in quality of life
between those segregated and those remaining unen-
gaged at home. Furthermore, not only does successful
CIE promote higher quality of life, participation in
integrated vocational service models themselves have
been shown to lead to better outcomes. Leucking
et al. (2006) conducted a student with disabilities
(including those with IDD) and found that those who
participated in the customized employment process
reported significantly higher quality of life across 12
of the 13 domain indicators.

3.2.3.2. Mental health. Few studies have offered con-
clusive evidence regarding the association between
integrated employment and mental health outcomes,
but a few studies do show positive links. Griffin
et al. (1996) found that supported employees had
significantly higher levels of self-esteem and job
satisfaction compared to sheltered employees in a
sample of individuals with mild ID, and also found a
significant relationship between self-esteem and job
satisfaction for both groups. In a study in Ireland,
McGlinchey et al. (2013) found that individuals with
ID receiving segregated services were significantly
more likely to be diagnosed with depression. Though
this research has not been replicated in the United
States, it provides important insight into the effect of
segregation on the mental well-being of people with
disabilities.

3.2.4. Self-determination
Finally, self-determination has become a widely

researched construct shown to lead to many positive
life outcomes for individuals with IDD (Shogren et
al., 2015). In terms of employment, this relationship
appears to be bidirectional. In other words, partici-
pation in integrated workplaces has been shown to
increase self-determination (Wehmeyer & Bolding,

2001) and in turn, higher levels of self-determination
are known to predict improved employment out-
comes among many other positive life domains
(Shogren et al., 2015).

Wehmeyer and Bolding (2001) found that indi-
viduals who transitioned from a segregated work or
living setting to a more integrated model experienced
an increase in their self-determination, autonomy,
and choice making. Conversely, individuals remain-
ing in segregated vocational service settings report
lower levels of control over their lives and choices
(Wehmeyer, 1994).

4. Discussion

The purpose of this review of the literature was
to investigate whether there was any evidence sup-
porting the use of segregated vocational services at
achieving positive employment outcomes and how
those findings compared to those related to integrated
services. To address this purpose, we conducted a
thorough and systematic review of the research lit-
erature employing both database searches as well as
ancestral and archival search techniques. This sys-
tematic review of the literature found little evidence
of an association between segregated vocational ser-
vices and any meaningful positive outcomes in terms
of CIE. In fact, not only did segregated vocational
services not serve as a useful training process in fur-
thering the careers of individuals with IDD, there was
evidence that the effect was detrimental—reducing
the potential for future positive CIE outcomes (e.g.,
Blanck et al., 2003; Cimera, 2011a; Cimera et al.,
2012). This key finding aligns with previous research
showing that, in many cases, segregated individu-
als with IDD spend little of the day in purposeful
and age-inappropriate activities (Reid et al., 2001).
Comparatively, integrated vocational service mod-
els that directly promote CIE such as supported
and customized employment were found to lead
to substantially improved outcomes across many
key domains (i.e., economic, quality of life, mental
health).

Our systematic review shows plainly that segre-
gated vocational services do not serve as a pathway to
improved employment outcomes for individuals with
IDD. Our findings lend further support to previous
calls from the field to decrease and end the engage-
ment of transition-age youth in segregated vocational
services (e.g., Mank, 1994; Rusch & Braddock, 2004)
as well as the policy commitment to CIE evidenced by
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WIOA (2014) and Employment First policy and leg-
islation across a majority of states. Not only should
this commitment to CIE as a preferred outcome be
maintained, our review also shows that further effort
is merited to continue to shift disability employment
policy and practice away from segregated models. In
the following section, we discuss the more specific
implications of these findings for future research, pol-
icy, and practice after first noting some key limitations
of the included studies.

4.1. Limitations

The main limitation of the review itself is the
scarcity of more recent empirical research investi-
gating the association between segregated vocational
services and outcomes for individuals. Although
likely that researchers have largely dismissed this
topic as an area of inquiry due to a perception
that older research has ‘proven’ the ineffective-
ness of these segregated vocational services (instead
focusing on more effective interventions), the issue
remains that little high-quality research exists specific
to these programs and services. The studies included
in this review provide important insight into the expe-
riences of individuals with IDD but do not provide
the strength of evidence that more rigorous exper-
imental designs would provide. While the evidence
that does exist is fairly consistent, our findings should
nevertheless be interpreted with some caution.

Another key limitation of our review central to
the second research question comparing segregated
and integrated vocational service models was the
use of a purposeful, rather than systematic review
of the literature. We feel that the research evidence
on effective practices for vocational rehabilitation is
well-established enough (e.g., Leahy et al., 2014;
2018) for the secondary purpose of this review in
comparing outcomes. Studies not included in this pur-
poseful sampling may provide additional insight in
comparing these service models.

Finally, since our review focused on the effect of
service models on individuals with IDD, it is likely
that literature related to systems change within states
and localities shifting from segregated to integrated
service models was not included in this review. While
this research was outside the scope of our review,
future research should consider how these systems
change efforts affect individuals that have been pre-
viously served under segregated models or would
otherwise.

4.2. Implications for research

The findings of our review resulted in several key
implications for future research. First, as more states
adopt Employment First policy and expand imple-
mentation of WIOA (2014), there is an immediate
need for research investigating these systems change
efforts to shift from more segregated to integrated
vocational models both in terms of organizational
change and the impact on individuals with IDD.
Initial research in this area shows that individuals
with IDD previously served in segregated models
can be successful in CIE in states undergoing court-
appointed systems-change efforts (e.g., Shogren et
al., 2020). These findings, along with the substantial
effort of states to address CIE outcomes for indi-
viduals with IDD through partnerships to promote
Employment First (e.g., Butterworth et al., 2017;
Carter et al., 2017) underscore the need for additional
research to investigate the extent to which these part-
nerships and policies committed to CIE are effective
at accomplishing their goals for individuals with IDD.

Additionally, more research is needed to investi-
gate approaches and supports to address barriers and
concerns expressed by job seekers and family mem-
bers about supported employment that continue to
lead some toward segregated options (e.g., Carter
et al., 2018; Migliore et al., 2008). Building on the
findings of these studies related to factors that may
cause individuals and families to select segregated
service options, further investigation is needed to
guide training or planning approaches that may be
effective in providing information to individuals and
families about the benefits of CIE. Given the impor-
tance of family expectations in predicting positive
postsecondary outcomes (e.g., Mazzotti et al., 2021),
a focus on collaboration with families is particularly
deserving of further study.

To fully realize the employment potential of indi-
viduals with IDD, further research on the efficacy
of vocational services at achieving CIE outcomes
is needed. Supported and customized employment
are widely accepted as evidence-based vocational
practice for individuals with IDD (Leahy et al.,
2018). However, more rigorous research on the effi-
cacy of supported and customized employment using
experimental designs with diverse populations of
individuals with IDD is needed to further establish
its efficacy in the field.

Finally, our review discovered little discussion of
the experiences of individuals with IDD from his-
torically marginalized racial, ethnic, cultural, and
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linguistic groups relative to their experiences in
employment. This represents a critical area of needed
research. Employment and other adult outcomes for
many of these groups are especially poor, but to date,
limited research has specifically focused on how to
ameliorate systemic barriers and biases within the
service system which may explain these outcome dis-
parities (Thoma et al., 2015; Trainor et al., 2020).
Further investigation into both culturally relevant
approaches to employment service delivery as well
as more systematic analysis of equity and dispropor-
tionality within those service systems themselves are
needed in this area.

4.3. Implications for policy

The implications of our findings for future pol-
icy are fairly straightforward. Our review contributes
further support for recent policies promoting the goal
of CIE as the preferred outcome for all individuals.
However, the inverse of this statement also mer-
its discussion in its own right—the findings of our
review show that not only do segregated vocational
services not provide a comparative or even supple-
mentary role in promoting CIE, there is also evidence
that these services may be detrimental to individu-
als’ career potential. Our findings contribute further
to substantial research over the last several decades
showing the extraordinary financial and human cost
of segregated vocational services for adults with IDD.
Thus, as agencies continue to interpret and implement
mandates from WIOA (2014) and implications of
Employment First policy, our findings suggest further
commitment to integrated vocational services leading
to CIE by strengthening language banning disability
employment funds to be used in segregated settings.
Furthermore, technical assistance will be needed to
more broadly implement these changes. Initial find-
ings on these efforts (e.g., Shogren et al., 2020) have
shown that they can be highly effective at achieving
meaningful change in real outcomes for individuals
with IDD.

Since its passage, WIOA (2014) has received
considerable attention in peer-reviewed literature
and mainstream discussions regarding key service
mandates such as the provision of pre-employment
transition services (Pre-ETS) to transition-age youth,
an approach designed to foster collaboration between
VR and K-12 public education. Yet, to date, there
is considerably less information available related to
Section 511 of WIOA, which limits the use of sub-
minimum wage. Specifically, Section 511 stipulation

prohibits employers previously using 14(c) submini-
mum wage certificates to continue from paying wages
below Federal regulated minimum wage to employ-
ees with disabilities. So while subminimum wage
certificates have been limited they are still very much
in use. According to the Department of Labor (2020),
762 service organizations have currently active 14(c)
waivers to pay subminimum wage to 9,370 individ-
uals. Equally troubling, another 486 organizations
currently have applications pending. This single prac-
tice continues to segregate significant numbers of
people with disabilities from being included in their
communities.

4.4. Implications for practice

For practitioners, the implications of our review are
quite clear—segregated vocational services are not
an effective means of achieving positive employment
outcomes for individuals with IDD. Although this
finding in itself is fairly straightforward, the impli-
cations for various stakeholders are more nuanced.
For community rehabilitation providers, this review
provides further evidence underscoring the need to
shift toward more integrated and efficacious models
of vocational service delivery such as supported and
customized employment (Leahy et al., 2018). For K-
12, educational, and transition personnel, our findings
further support previous calls from the research (e.g.,
Rusch & Braddock, 2004; Test, 2004) that all students
exiting high school enter CIE or postsecondary edu-
cation following years of effective, early-intervention
transition planning and programming aligned with
CIE-related goals. This recommendation represents
a substantial enough shift from current practice that
these target areas should receive substantial atten-
tion in the preparation of both future rehabilitation
personnel and K-12 teachers.

However, it is also important to acknowledge that
this call for an end to segregated vocational services
has been made several times before over the last sev-
eral decades (e.g., Mank, 1994; Rusch & Braddock,
2004). However, this is reason for optimism regard-
ing the potential to make new headway in this area.
WIOA’s (2014) commitment to CIE and dedication
of 15% of annual budgets to transition-age youth
through Pre-ETS provides an opportunity to ensure
that young adults enter the workforce with a career
goal of achieving CIE. Rusch and Braddock (2004)
set the policy recommendation almost two decades
ago of establishing a requirement that all students exit
high school into either CIE or postsecondary educa-
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tion. Although that goal has yet to be realized, now
more than ever, the foundation is laid by the com-
mitment of Pre-ETS funding to promote interagency
partnership and the increased knowledge of best prac-
tice in VR and transition (e.g., Leahy et al., 2018;
Mazzotti et al., 2021), and progress toward ending the
practice of segregation in vocational service delivery
is possible.

5. Conclusion

Despite calls for CIE as the preferred employment
outcome for all, many individuals with disabilities
continue to receive segregated vocational services.
This review demonstrated the comprehensive lack
of evidence to support this approach, and thus we
revisit the call to end its practice and serve employ-
ees with disabilities in integrated and evidence-based
service delivery models. However, as we add further
evidence to a long history of research, policy, and
advocacy opposing segregation in employment, there
are reasons for optimism regarding progress in this
area thanks to recent policy, legislation, and executive
action to provide systems change toward CIE. Further
innovation and implementation of these policies and
practices targeting CIE hold great promise for the
employment potential of individuals with IDD.
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