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This white paper reviews historical and contemporary policies impacting the employment of adults 

with autism and/or intellectual/developmental disabilities (I/DD) in the United States. It begins by 

tracing the evolution of disability policy from its early focus on veterans and individuals with physical 

disabilities to today’s broader inclusion of the disability community. Advancements in policy have 

laid important groundwork for employees with disabilities but have not kept pace with the diverse 

and often complex support needs of individuals with autism and/or I/DD. Using a mixed methods 

approach, the authors combine a review of federal and state employment policies with qualitative 

insights from First Place–Phoenix residents. Despite legal advances, findings show that individuals 

with autism and/or I/DD continue to face systemic barriers to employment, including limited access 

to tailored supports, transportation and inclusive hiring processes. The paper concludes with recom-

mendations for policymakers to strengthen inclusive employment pathways, with specific attention 

to gaps identified in Arizona’s policy landscape. This includes the need for individualized supports 

such as long-term job coaching, onboarding assistance and assistive technologies.

Abstract
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Introduction
Over the past few decades, a growing body of 

research has explored employment outcomes 

for adults with autism and/or intellectual/

developmental disabilities (I/DD). Although 

considerable progress has been made in 

understanding autism and/or I/DD and 

improving quality of life in some areas, 

outcomes related to employment and 

independent living remain limited 

(Howlin, 2021). Several studies show the 

unemployment rate of adults with autism 

and/or I/DD remains relatively high, with only 

a minority achieving competitive integrated 

employment (CIE; Howlin, 2000; Howlin & 

Moss, 2012; Scott et al., 2017). Various factors 

influence the employability of adults with 

autism and/or I/DD. Key supports, such as 

vocational training, structured programs and 

transition services help individuals adapt to 

work environments and boost employability 

(Scott et al., 2017, Howlin, 2021; Aarabi et al., 

2021). Family support and cognitive abilities, 

like IQ and adaptive skills, also enhance 

job satisfaction, workplace adaptation and 

sustainability (Howlin et al., 2004; Taylor & 

Seltzer, 2012).

Available data indicate that the unemployment 

rate for people with disabilities in the United 

States remains alarmingly high. According to 

the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, individuals 

with disabilities represented about 13% of the 

total population in 2023, with 50% of those 

individuals aged 65 and older. Women were 

slightly more likely than men to have a disability; 

both Black and White individuals had a higher 

prevalence of disability compared to Hispanic 

and Asian individuals. In 2023, only 22.5% of 

people with disabilities were employed (U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2024). Individuals 

with disabilities also face an unemployment 

rate of 7.2%—more than double the rate for 

those without disabilities—and a labor force 

participation rate of 24.2% compared to 68.1% 

for those without disabilities (U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 2024). 

In Arizona, analysis from the Workforce 

Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) 

State Plan highlights significant labor force 

challenges. In 2020, the unemployment rate 

for the workforce in Arizona reached a historic 

high of 14.8% due to the impact of COVID-19, 

but by June 2021, it had declined to 6.8% 

(U.S. Department of Labor, n.d.-a). Labor force 

participation among individuals with disabil-

ities was significantly lower compared to the 

general population. Nationally, the partici-

pation rate for individuals with disabilities was 

20.8% in 2019 and 20.5% in 2020. This corre-

sponds to non-participation rates of 79.2% and 

79.5%, respectively, during those years (U.S. 

Department of Labor, n.d.-a). 
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Disability policy in the U.S. has evolved through 

the complex interplay of social movements, 

changing societal attitudes and government 

initiatives. Since the early 1900s, a series of 

laws reflected the changing attitudes toward 

the disability community, evolving from 

viewing people with disabilities as dependent 

on welfare and incapable of acquiring job 

skills to supporting their empowerment 

through employment and social inclusion 

(Norwood, 2021). Early efforts to address the 

needs of individuals with disabilities focused 

primarily on vocational rehabilitation and 

economic support, particularly for military 

veterans. These initial steps were influenced 

by the recognition that individuals with 

disabilities could contribute to society if given 

appropriate support and accommodations 

(University of Northern Colorado, 2010). 

Early initiatives designed to assist individuals 

with physical disabilities laid the foundation 

for policies that would later benefit individuals 

with autism and/or I/DD, gradually extending 

the recognition of disability rights across 

diverse populations (Stoflet, 2022). Since the 

disability rights movement in the 1960s, the 

full exercise of citizenship, democracy and 

self-determination has expanded. Recog-

nition of self-determination and disability 

rights has also grown across the country, 

with efforts focusing on prohibiting discrim-

ination in employment and education, 

ensuring access to public spaces and trans-

portation, promoting independent living and 

driving institutional transformation during the 

disability rights movement (Nielsen, 2012).

Section I of this white paper offers a compre-

hensive history of disability policy as it relates 

to employment, starting with early initiatives 

aimed at supporting military veterans with 

disabilities. These foundational efforts paved 

the way for subsequent advancements in 

workplace inclusion, eventually extending to 

individuals with autism and/or I/DD. Section 

II examines current federal and state policies 

affecting employees with autism and/or I/DD. 

Each policy is analyzed by key topics, such 

as beneficiaries, the stage of employment 

impacted and the integration of assistive 

technology in employment processes. This 

section also includes insights on employment 

for individuals with autism and/or I/DD from 

the literature and four First Place–Phoenix 

residents with work or volunteer experience. 

Nationally, the participation rate for individuals with disabilities 

was 20.8% in 2019 and 20.5% in 2020. This corresponds to non-

participation rates of 79.2% and 79.5%, respectively, during those years 

(U.S. Department of Labor, n.d.-a).
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These insights are then compared to the 

existing federal and state policy landscape 

to highlight gaps in policy. Section III offers 

potential options for future policy devel-

opment aimed at enhancing employment 

opportunities and bridging policy gaps for 

individuals with autism and/or I/DD. This 

includes consideration of individuals with 

profound autism and those with severe devel-

opmental disabilities whose experiences are 

often underrepresented in policy discussions.
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The journey of disability rights in the U.S. can 

be traced through key milestones that laid the 

foundation for the legal, social and economic 

opportunities individuals with disabilities 

experience today. Beginning with early initia-

tives and continuing to the present, these 

pivotal moments underscore both achieve-

ments and the areas where policy must evolve 

to advance meaningful employment opportu-

nities for individuals with autism and/or I/DD. 

The Smith-Hughes Act signed by President 

Woodrow Wilson on February 23, 1917 marked 

the first legislation in the U.S. acknowledging 

the needs of veterans by providing them with 

educational and reemployment opportunities 

funded by state programs (Federal Board for 

Vocational Education, 1917). Although the 

Smith-Hughes Act was created to support 

veterans, it initiated focus on advancing 

education and reemployment opportunities 

for individuals with disabilities, which would 

later serve as a catalyst for legislation broad-

ening the scope to civilians with disabilities.

The Soldier’s Rehabilitation Act of 1918, also 

known as the Smith-Sears Act, marked a 

defining moment in the evolution of U.S. 

1917
Smith-

Hughes
Act 

1920
Smith-Fess Act/
Civilian Vocational 
Rehabilitation Act 

1933
National Industrial 
Recovery Act 

1943
Barden-LaFollette Act 

1965
Vocational 

Rehabilitation 
Act Amendments

1975
Education for all 

Handicapped Children 
Act (now IDEA)

1990
Americans with

Disabilities Act (ADA)  

1999
Ticket to Work
and Work Incentives 
Improvement Act  

2010
Obama Executive
Order on federal hiring 

1996
Work Opportunity 
Tax Credits (WOTC)

1980
Social Security Amendment 
introducing Impairment-Related 
Work Expenses (IRWE) 

2014
Workforce Innovation and 
Opportunity Act (WIOA)  

1954
Vocational
Rehabilitation
Act Amendments 

1918
Smiths-Sears/Soldier’s
Rehabilitation Act 

1935
Social

Security 
Act  

1938
Fair Labor Standards Act

1972
Plan to Achieve 

Self-Support (Pass) 

Civil Rights Era

Section I: Historical Policy Overview

KEY MILESTONES IN U.S. DISABILITY RIGHTS
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federal involvement in supporting veterans 

with disabilities (Norwood, 2021). As the first 

federal law systematically addressing the 

rehabilitation of individuals with disabilities, 

the Smith-Sears Act focused on World War I 

veterans, promoting the belief that people 

with disabilities could contribute productively 

to their communities. It provided vocational 

training to help veterans and injured soldiers 

transition back to civilian employment, laying 

the groundwork for future civilian vocational 

rehabilitation initiatives (Norwood, 2021).

In 1920, President Woodrow Wilson signed 

the Smith-Fess Act, also known as the 

Civilian Vocational Rehabilitation Act, into 

law, expanding federal support to nonveteran 

individuals with disabilities. Within 18 months, 

34 states had established vocational rehabil-

itation programs, signaling the start of a 

broader movement to integrate individuals 

with disabilities—including those with sensory 

impairments or physical disabilities—into the 

workforce (Rehabilitation Services Adminis-

tration, 2018). This initiative marked a significant 

step in the federal government’s commitment 

to addressing economic and social disparities 

through rehabilitation. Fifteen years later, the 

inclusion of vocational rehabilitation in Title V of 

the Social Security Act (1935) cemented these 

efforts as an ongoing priority (Norwood, 2021). 

This policy was followed by the Fair Labor 

Standards Act (FLSA) signed into law by 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt on June 25, 1938 

to protect workers against unfair payments. The 

FLSA is the most relevant employment law for 

both employers and employees. It provides a 

set of regulations related to minimum wage, 

overtime pay, limits on child labor and exemption 

cases (U.S. Department of Labor, n.d.-b).

Section 14(c) of the FLSA sought to address 

unemployment among individuals with 

disabilities (Whittiker, 2005). The roots of 

Section 14(c) can be traced back to the 

National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) of 

1933–1935, which introduced a system of 

certificates allowing workers with disabil-

ities to be paid subminimum wages based 

on perceived productivity. In 1938, the FLSA 

formalized Section 14(c) enabling employers 

to pay individuals with physical or mental 

disabilities wages below the federal minimum 

wage in proportion to their assessed produc-

tivity levels (Whittiker, 2005). The policy was 

intended to expand employment oppor-

tunities for individuals who, due to the 

prevailing social and economic norms of the 

time, were often excluded from standard 

labor markets (Whittiker, 2005). In subse-

quent decades, Section 14(c) became one of 

several federal mechanisms through which 

sheltered workshops and other disability-spe-

cific employment programs operate, setting 

the stage for future policy discussions and 

reforms related to disability employment 

(Whittiker, 2005).
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In 1943, a pivotal shift occurred with the 

Barden-LaFollette Act, which expanded 

vocational rehabilitation services to include 

individuals with intellectual and developmental 

disabilities (Norwood, 2021). By 1945, Congress 

expanded the Civilians Vocational Rehabilitation 

(CVR) program to include individuals with intel-

lectual disabilities after originally focusing on 

individuals with physical disabilities. Following 

the 1943 amendments, new laws such as the 

Vocational Rehabilitation Act Amendments of 

1954 and 1973 primarily focused on promoting 

fairness, increasing funding and reducing 

discrimination (Norwood, 2021). 

The Vocational Rehabilitation Act Amend-

ments of 1954 expanded federal support for 

individuals with disabilities, with an emphasis 

on improving employment opportunities and 

addressing discrimination (U.S. Congress, 

1954). Eleven years later, the Vocational 

Rehabilitation Act Amendments of 1965 

expanded the definition of disabilities to 

include behavioral disorders, marking a signif-

icant shift toward a more inclusive under-

standing of rehabilitation needs (Vocational 

Rehabilitation Act Amendments, 1965). 

Prohibiting discrimination became a focal 

point in the mid-20th century, with landmark 

legislation emphasizing equality. The Civil 

Rights Act of 1964 prohibited employment 

discrimination based on race, religion, color 

and national origin (Ovid, n.d.). Similarly, Title 

V of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 extended 

these protections to federal workers with 

disabilities. Section 504 of the Act specifically 

prohibited discrimination against individuals 

with disabilities by the federal government, 

federal contractors and organizations 

receiving federal funding (Ovid, n.d.).

Building on these advancements, the Plan 

to Achieve Self-Support (PASS) program was 

introduced under the Social Security Amend-

ments of 1972 as a workforce incentive for 

individuals with disabilities or blindness. PASS 

allows beneficiaries to set aside funds for 

specific employment-related objectives, such 

as vocational training or starting a business, 

without reducing their Supplemental Security 

Income (SSI) benefits (U.S. Social Security 

Administration, n.d.). 

Three years later, Congress enacted the 

Education for All Handicapped Children Act 

(EHA) of 1975 to support individuals including 

infants, toddlers, children and youth with 

disabilities and their families (U.S. Department 

of Education, n.d.). In 1990, the EHA was 

renamed the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA), guaranteeing children 

with disabilities the right to a Free and 

Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) (U.S. 

Department of Justice, n.d.-a). 

In 1980, President Jimmy Carter signed the 

Social Security Disability Amendments into 

law to promote fairness and improve program 
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management. These amendments introduced 

Impairment-Related Work Expenses (IRWE), 

allowing individuals with disabilities to deduct 

disability-related expenses from their earnings 

when qualifying for benefits (Social Security 

Administration, 1981). The amendments also 

extended Medicare coverage for individuals 

returning to work and launched demon-

stration projects to test new support methods.

The decade that followed is marked by 

substantial legislation that remains relevant 

in the disability policy landscape today. The 

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 

was designed to prevent discrimination against 

individuals with disabilities in employment, 

public services and public accommodations. 

It required accessible environments and 

workplace adjustments to ensure fairness in 

hiring, education and transportation (Murphy, 

2021; Ross, 2022; U.S. Department of Justice 

Civil Rights Division, 1990). The Work Oppor-

tunity Tax Credit (WOTC), enacted in 1996, 

encourages employers to hire individuals 

from targeted groups, such as veterans and 

individuals with disabilities, by offering tax 

credits (IRS, 2024). The Ticket to Work and 

Work Incentives Improvement Act (TWWIIA) 

of 1999 was created to help people with 

disabilities find jobs and achieve financial 

independence. The TWWIIA provides access 

to services such as job training, vocational 

rehabilitation and support from approved 

providers (Taylor & Seltzer, 2012).

Moving into the 21st century, President Barack 

Obama issued an executive order in 2010 to 

improve federal hiring and retention practices 

for individuals with disabilities, creating 

pathways for individuals with autism and/or 

I/DD to access meaningful employment within 

the federal workforce (Obama, 2010). Since 

then, several initiatives have continued to 

promote employment inclusion for individuals 

with disabilities (U.S. Equal Opportunity 

Commission, 2023; U.S. Department of Labor, 

2023). In 2014, the Workforce Innovation and 

Opportunity Act (WIOA) was signed into law. 

This landmark policy emphasizes competitive 

integrated employment as a goal of publicly 

funded education and training programs 

while also seeking to strengthen coordination 

between vocational rehabilitation and workforce 

systems (U.S. Department of Labor, n.d.-a). 

As this section demonstrates, disability policy 

has grown and evolved over time to expand 

employment opportunities for individuals 

with disabilities. While the policy landscape 

is perpetually changing through proposed 

legislation and policy changes, this white 

paper attempts to provide a snapshot in time 

of existing federal- and state-level disability 

policies with the goal of identifying gaps 

to inform future employment policy devel-

opment. The sections that follow detail the 

approach and outcomes of this study. 
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Approach and Methods 

To better understand the lived experi-

ences behind labor statistics, the First Place 

Global Leadership and Arizona State Univer-

sity’s Morrison Institute for Public Policy 

engaged in conversations with individuals 

with autism and/or I/DD to learn more about 

success stories, challenges and barriers to 

employment. Specifically, the authors spoke 

with four residents with autism and/or I/DD 

living in supportive housing in Phoenix, Arizona. 

All residents had some form of employment 

or volunteer experience. They shared candid 

reflections on the triumphs and trials of seeking 

and maintaining meaningful work, navigating 

systemic challenges and advocating for 

themselves in the workplace. General themes 

were identified in the notes from conversa-

tions with residents. These themes were used 

to inform the needs assessment for expanding 

employment opportunities for people with 

autism and/or I/DD in Arizona. Their stories 

bring voice to this often unheard population 

and illustrate how policy, support systems and 

community attitudes shape the employment 

landscape for individuals with autism and/or 

I/DD. Relevant research and literature were 

also used to supplement the residents’ 

lived experience.

To explore current policies relevant to 

employment for people with disabilities, the 

authors conducted a landscape analysis 

focused on existing federal- and state-

level policies. To be included in the analysis, 

policies had to specify employment for 

people with disabilities. Each policy was 

coded for various components, including 

policy focus and beneficiaries, as well as the 

stage(s) of employment impacted, elements 

of workplace inclusion and the incorporation 

of assistive technology, transportation and 

policy evaluation. See the Appendix for an 

example codebook.

Section II: Needs Assessment, Policy Review 
and Gap Analysis
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To complete the gap analysis, authors mapped 

the needs of employees with autism and/or 

I/DD with the objectives and foci of the policies 

identified to explore areas of misalignment. 

Specifically, we compared the results of the 

needs assessment with the results of the 

policy landscape analysis to identify potential 

gaps in policy. Areas with fewer or no policies 

were highlighted as opportunities to bridge 

gaps in existing federal and state policies. 

It is important to note that the current white 

paper examines federal and state-level policies 

related to employment for people with disabil-

ities and includes neither local policies nor 

federal, state, or local plans or programs. While 

critical to the infrastructure and implemen-

tation of disability policy, these policy types 

were beyond the scope of this paper. However, 

it is noteworthy that plans and programs are 

used to provide a roadmap and set of actions 

for reaching policy goals. For example, the 

Arizona@Work program is the state-level 

implementation of the Workforce Opportunity 

and Innovation Act (WOIA). Therefore, plans 

and programs with supports and services may 

be available to fill the gaps identified in this 

work. Future researchers are encouraged to 

conduct an analysis of all policy levels (federal, 

state, local) and types (policy, plans, programs) 

to allow the inclusion of a comprehensive 

policy landscape related to employment for 

people with disabilities in Arizona.

Needs Assessment: Insights from First 
Place–Phoenix Residents 

The following section presents insights, 

organized by common themes, with personal 

stories from First Place–Phoenix residents 

assigned pseudonyms—Maya, Patrick, Carlos 

and Laura—out of respect for their privacy. 

Their experiences highlight the importance 

of workplace accommodations, transpor-

tation access, inclusive hiring practices and 

job matching while also underscoring the 

persistent structural barriers that prevent 

many from achieving their employment goals. 

Finding the Right Job 

National data supports the importance of 

finding a job matching someone’s interests 

and skillset. Individuals with autism and/or 

I/DD are more likely to remain in jobs that 

align with their interests and strengths 

(Harmuth et al., 2018). Yet, only about 10% 

of working-age adults with developmental 

disabilities are employed in competitive 

integrated employment (Winsor et al., 2021). 

Matching interests to roles is not only ethical 

but also improves retention and outcomes.

For many individuals with autism and/or 

I/DD, finding the right job—not just any job—

is a challenge. Maya, who currently works 

part time at a dog daycare, emphasized this 

point: “The hardest part is finding a job you 

actually like, not just the one that will hire you.” 
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Although she once transitioned from 

volunteer to paid staff at a daycare center, an 

environment in which she wanted to thrive, 

working with children proved overwhelming. 

Maya was let go from that position, later 

finding that a job working with dogs was a 

much better fit. 

Laura shared a similar need for purpose: 

“I’ve had jobs before, but this one feels right 

because I’m helping people.” At her current 

job, Laura supports individuals in group 

homes with cooking, cleaning and other daily 

living activities.  

Carlos values jobs that bring joy to others, such 

as working at a movie theater, where he felt he 

was helping guests “escape from the problems 

of life for a few hours and enjoy a fun film.” He 

also acknowledged that it is difficult for him to 

say no to immediate job opportunities, which 

sometimes leads to roles he knows he will not 

enjoy. Carlos acknowledged the need to focus 

on finding jobs that interest him and building 

better work habits. “I’m working on becoming 

more disciplined with commitments because 

having to quit a job I dislike can be as anxiety 

provoking as being fired,” he said.

Accommodations and Supportive 
Supervision

Research shows that relatively few workers 

with disabilities request workplace accommo-

dations. Yet, when they do, outcomes improve, 

including increased productivity, job satis-

faction and retention (Solovieva et al., 2011; 

Schur et al., 2021). Despite these benefits, 

only about 14% of employed individuals with 

disabilities report asking for accommodations 

(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022). Still, 

many say accommodations, often low cost, 

are crucial to maintaining employment and 

performing well at work (Schur et al., 2021).  

Workplace success often hinges on appro-

priate accommodations. Maya works three 

days a week, four hours per shift. “That’s what 

I can handle without getting overwhelmed,” 

she explained. Her supervisors are aware of 

her disability and supportive of her schedule. 

When Maya expressed discomfort with her 

on-site work location, the manager made 

adjustments. “It really helped to have someone 

who listens,” she said. Maya went on to say she 

believes that having a job coach who is specif-

ically trained to work with people with disabil-

ities can make maintaining employment easier. 

I’m working on becoming more disciplined with commitments 

because having to quit a job I dislike can be as anxiety provoking as 

being fired. –Carlos
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Patrick also recalled times when workplace 

accommodations made all the difference. At 

a local movie theater, he was provided with a 

seated role because of his difficulty standing 

for long periods. However, he emphasized 

how such a level of understanding was not 

universal: “Other employers don’t always get 

it,” he said. At another job, he felt isolated and 

unsupported, eventually leaving because “it 

was hurting my mental health.”

Application and Interview Barriers

Several residents described difficulties 

navigating the job application process. Patrick 

reflected on applying for a job at a bank: 

“There was a phone call simulation, but I 

process information slowly. It didn’t go well.” 

He also struggled with timed assessments. “I 

feel like I would’ve done better without time 

limits” he said.  

“Filling out applications is hard,” said Laura. 

“Without support, I don’t know how people 

with disabilities can do it.” She emphasized 

how fast-paced interviews and online-only 

applications leave many behind. This mirrors 

national research: traditional formats dispro-

portionately put applicants with develop-

mental disabilities at a disadvantage. Studies 

show that employers rate candidates with 

autism less favorably in interviews, even when 

qualifications match (Flower et al., 2021).

Transportation and Commute 
Challenges 

Among unemployed individuals with disabil-

ities, 10.3% cite transportation as a primary 

barrier (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

2025). A recent study found that only 21% 

of unemployed adults with autism had 

independent transportation (Pfeiffer et al., 

2024). Expanding paratransit, ride share 

subsidies and proximity-based hiring initia-

tives could directly address these gaps.  

Carlos and Maya both rely on public transpor-

tation to get to work. Maya takes the light rail 

and bus to her job. “It takes about 30 minutes,” 

she said, adding that she learned the route 

through support from and practice with First 

Place–Phoenix support staff. For Carlos, trans-

portation is a major barrier. “I worry about 

being late or not making it to work because 

of the bus,” he said. These concerns have kept 

him from applying for jobs. He is currently 

volunteering but fears that unreliable trans-

portation and frequent medical appointments 

would jeopardize steady employment. 

Filling out applications is hard. Without support, I don’t know 

how people with disabilities can do it. –Laura
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Laura is one of the few residents at First Place–

Phoenix who drives to and from work, but she 

acknowledges that transportation can be a 

major challenge for people with autism who 

don’t drive. “Having to rely on public trans-

portation like the bus or light rail doesn’t just 

make your travel longer than it needs to be, it 

can also be unsafe for people with disabilities,” 

she said.  

Fair Treatment, Mental Health and 
Workplace Culture 

Workplace stigma and misconceptions 

contribute to challenging workplace dynamics 

for individuals with disabilities. According to a 

2020 U.S. Department of Labor survey, fewer 

than 30% of companies have formal disability 

inclusion goals. Yet, when workplaces provide 

disability training and support, job satisfaction 

and retention improve significantly (Schweizer 

et al., 2022).

Maya noted that while she feels supported 

at work, some of her coworkers with disabil-

ities have experienced bullying or unfair 

treatment. “I’ve seen it happen. People don’t 

always treat their disabled coworkers fairly,” 

she said, adding that people with disabilities 

are sometimes “treated differently because 

of how we talk or look.” However, Laura also 

spoke of  positive experiences with a super-

visor who was understanding and responded 

well to her workplace accommodation 

requests: “It makes you feel like you’re not a 

burden on the people you work with.” 

Patrick shared that he felt passed over for a 

promotion at a grocery store job. “I asked to be 

moved from bagging to cashier, but they didn’t 

let me,” he said. “Then they had me collect carts 

even when I said it was too hard on my body 

to stand for too long.” Patrick also mentioned 

feeling like some managers made him feel 

like his requests were unreasonable or that 

he was a difficult employee. Later, he left after 

four months at a law office. “It was too quiet, 

too isolating,” he said. “I didn’t feel like part 

of anything, and it made me feel depressed 

going to work every day.” Patrick does not 

currently have a job but volunteers at a local 

animal shelter every Thursday, supporting 

and helping prepare cats for adoption. “Even 

though I don’t get paid, I love what I do and for 

now; that’s what’s most important to me.”
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In total, eight policies relevant to employment 

for people with disabilities were identified as 

part of the current federal and state policy 

landscape analysis. Five (four statutes, one 

regulation) policies were at the federal level 

and three were at the state level. As Table 1 

shows, the policies in this study focused on 

several key areas. Half of the policies (n = 4) 

focused on preventing employment discrimi-

nation: Title I of the Americans with Disabilities 

Act, the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Employment 

First Arizona and the Arizona Civil Rights Act. 

Many policies include multiple foci, whereas 

others focus on areas such as wages, benefits 

and tax incentives.

Policy Analysis: Exploring the Policy Landscape 
for Employees with Disabilities

TABLE 1. FOCUS OF POLICIES IN LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

POLICY POLICY FOCI 

Fair Labor Standards Act 
(FLSA), part 525, section 14(c) 

Establishes subminimum wages for individuals with disabilities. 

Americans with 
Disabilities Act, Title I 

Prohibits discrimination in employment 
against individuals with disabilities. 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973 
(as amended) 

Provides vocational rehabilitation services and individualized 
employment plans.   
Requires affirmative action in hiring and career advancement for 
individuals with disabilities.  
Prohibits discrimination in hiring for federally funded programs.  
Promotes coordination across state and local governments.  
Ensures accessibility of electronic information and digital technologies. 

Workforce Innovation and 
Opportunity Act (WIOA) 

Develops and manages state workforce plans 
and employment support centers. 

Ticket to Work and Work 
Incentives Improvement Act 
(TWWIIA) of 1999 

Offers healthcare, work incentives and benefit protections 
to support employment for individuals with disabilities. 

Employment First Arizona  Designates Arizona as an Employment First state to 
encourage inclusive and integrated employment and 
prohibit discrimination in employment opportunities. 

Arizona Civil Rights Act 
(ARS Title 41, Chapter 9, 
Articles 4 and 6) 

Prohibits discrimination in hiring.  
Provides legal remedies and employment service support. 

Arizona Work Opportunity Tax 
Credit (WOTC) 

Provides tax incentives for employers hiring from targeted worker groups. 
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Figure 1 presents outcomes related to the 

beneficiaries included in each policy. All eight 

policies covered in this study benefit both 

employees with disabilities and employers; 

seven out of eight policies identify employees 

or co-workers as beneficiaries. Four policies 

include “other” beneficiaries (Table 2) and 

three policies mention parents/caregivers. 

Notably, the only policies that include 

parents/caregivers are at the federal level. 

No policies include employees with autism or 

job coaches.

Employees with autism and job coaches were absent from all reviewed policies.

FIGURE 1: POLICY BENEFICIARIES
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As seen in Table 2, a range of “other” benefi-

ciaries was identified among four different 

policies.  “Other” beneficiaries vary widely 

and include members of the public along 

with specific population subgroups, such as 

youth with disabilities, veterans, ex-felons 

and individuals experiencing homelessness. 

Private organizations, nonprofit entities, 

community-based organizations and insti-

tutions and universities/colleges were also 

identified among policies.

TABLE 2.  “OTHER” BENEFICIARIES INCLUDED IN THE POLICY LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

POLICY OTHER BENEFICIARIES

The Rehabilitation 
Act of 1973

Institutions and universities/colleges 
Private organizations 
Members of the public with disabilities 

Workforce Innovation and 
Opportunity Act (WIOA)

Members of the public 
Public, private, nonprofit entities and community-based organizations 
Youth with disabilities 
Students 
Recent graduates 
Individuals experiencing homelessness 
Veterans 
Jobseekers

Ticket to Work and Work 
Incentives Improvement 
Act (TWWIIA) of 1999  

Students
Work incentive specialists
Special populations (e.g., incarcerated individuals, individuals suffering from 
addiction, foster children)  

Arizona State Work 
Opportunity Tax Credit 
(WOTC) 

Veterans
Designated community residents
Ex-felons
Youth employees
First-time hires  



Policy Considerations to Broaden Employment Opportunities: A Critical Review of
Employment Policy for Adults with Autism and/or Intellectual/Developmental Disabilities (I/DD) 20

Figure 2 also presents significant findings 

related to the stages of employment encom-

passed across policies. Seven of eight 

policies provide support for the job search/

employment opportunity (e.g., pre-em-

ployment) stage and the employment condi-

tions/requirements stage. Six of eight policies 

incorporate training/on-the-job training and 

hiring. Only half of the policies address profes-

sional development/career advancement 

or other stages of employment (Table 3), 

and only two federal-level policies address 

onboarding/orientation. 

Policies included various stages of employment, with onboarding or orientation referenced least.

FIGURE 2: STAGE OF EMPLOYMENT SUPPORTED BY POLICIES
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Regarding “other” stages of employment 

identified in policies, three of four address 

actions and procedures that apply once 

employment has concluded. For example, 

two policies reference “post-employment” 

or “follow-up services” and one relates to 

retirement and pension. The remaining policy 

incorporates two other unique employment 

phases; e.g., self-employment and advanced 

training and preparation. 

TABLE 3. “OTHER” STAGES OF EMPLOYMENT

POLICY OTHER EMPLOYMENT STAGES INCLUDED IN POLICY

The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 Post-employment

Workforce Innovation and Opportunity 
Act (WIOA)

Self-employment 
Advanced professional training and preparation 
(e.g., Medicine, Law)

Ticket to Work and Work Incentives 
Improvement Act (TWWIIA) of 1999  

“Follow-up” services 

Arizona Civil Rights Act (ARS Title 41, 
Chapter 9, Articles 4 and 6) 

Discharge 
Retirement and pension
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Figure 3 shows the proportion of policies 

coded for inclusive workplace, assistive 

technology, transportation and evaluation. 

Each policy was coded as included (1) or not 

included (0). Only half of the policies include 

elements that directly refer to workplace 

inclusion and only three incorporate assistive 

technology and/or evaluation measures. For 

the policies including evaluation, all three 

policies required publicly accessible evalu-

ation reports and findings. Only two of eight 

policies address transportation access. There 

are no state-level policies that include evalu-

ation or transportation.

Transportation and evaluation were cited least and among federal policies only.

FIGURE 3: POLICY COVERAGE OF INCLUSIVITY, ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY, 
EVALUATION AND TRANSPORTATION
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Based on findings from the needs assessment 

and policy landscape analysis, the following 

policy gaps and opportunities for future policy 

development were identified: 

Gap I: Current federal and state policy does 

not account for the vast heterogeneity among 

individuals with disabilities. Federal and state 

employment policy has not been created to 

take into consideration the spectrum of need 

and support for the population that falls under 

the broad umbrella term of “people with 

disabilities.” For example, policies from the 

landscape analysis neither mentioned people 

with autism nor addressed the diverse range 

of needs of people on the autism spectrum. 

Opportunities for future policy development: 

Future employment policy must address 

the needs of individuals with autism and/or 

I/DD who experience a wide range of support 

needs. Individuals with autism and/or I/DD 

experience a wide range of support needs. 

Those with higher support needs often face 

the most significant barriers to employment. 

This population includes, but is not limited 

to, individuals with profound autism, severe 

intellectual disabilities, co-occurring medical 

or psychiatric conditions and/or behav-

ioral challenges that require intensive 

support. While each person’s employment 

path will not be the same, there is a need 

to ensure that no one is left out of policy 

development simply because their support 

needs are greater. It is also important to 

recognize that some individuals may have 

low-to-moderate support needs in daily 

living yet may still require significant assis-

tance in employment-specific areas such as 

executive function, social communication or 

emotional regulation. However, higher-need 

individuals are frequently left out of 

employment statistics, policy frameworks 

and program design. Expanding employment 

pathways—whether customized, supported 

or otherwise—amplifies choice and ensures 

that individuals across the disability spectrum 

can participate in the workforce in ways that 

are safe, meaningful and aligned with their 

individual support needs, skills and interests. 

Gap II: First Place–Phoenix residents described 

the importance of finding the right job and 

securing supportive supervision. Residents 

reported their desire to find an enjoyable 

position and how having someone who under-

stands their disability can help them secure 

employment. For example, one resident 

emphasized how job coaches can reduce 

employment barriers. However, current federal 

and state policies do not include job coaches 

Section III: Gap Analysis: Opportunities to 
Align Policy with Community Needs
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and very few address the early employment 

stage of orientation/onboarding where many 

employees could potentially learn early if the 

position is not a good fit.  

Opportunities for future policy development: 

There is an opportunity to develop more 

inclusive policies that align with the needs of 

targeted clients and acknowledge the feelings 

and experiences of individuals with disabil-

ities. For example, policies can include or be 

created around job coaches as a supportive 

position for employees with disabilities, with 

an emphasis on developing federal and state 

level standards for training, professional 

development and role expectations. These 

standards can help ensure job coaches are 

equipped to support individuals with a wide 

range of needs and have the capacity to guide 

thoughtful job matching, alignment of interests, 

comprehensive onboarding and long-term 

support. This may also help with individualized 

job matching, alignment with areas of interest 

and comprehensive onboarding support. First 

Place–Phoenix residents emphasized that 

finding the right job and having a supportive 

supervisor or job coach are essential to their 

success in the workplace. It may also be helpful 

to have more policies relating to the early 

stages of employment, such as onboarding/

orientation; this may present opportunities to 

strengthen or modify workplace expectations 

and job roles for a greater chance of successful 

and sustained employment.

Gap III: First Place–Phoenix residents cited 

the importance of accessible application and 

interview processes, including how “tradi-

tional” approaches may unfairly disadvantage 

people with developmental disabilities. 

However, the use of assistive technology was 

only evident in half of the policies included in 

the landscape analysis. 
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Opportunities for future policy development: 

Although not every policy directly relates to 

the application or interview process, there 

are opportunities for the use of assistive 

technology in policy development that can 

remove barriers to workforce participation 

across all stages of employment for individuals 

with disabilities. By embedding trained job 

coaches within disability employment policy 

and implementing standards of training at 

federal and state levels, accessible, strengths-

based applications and interviews can be 

facilitated and logistical, technical barriers 

can be mitigated during the application and 

interview process. Well-trained job coaches to 

support individualized communication styles, 

advocacy and skill-based job alignment 

can play a vital role in making the front end 

of the employment process more inclusive 

and successful.

Gap IV: Transportation continues to be a 

substantial barrier for employees with disabil-

ities. Only two of the policies included transpor-

tation, both of which were at the federal level.  

Opportunities for future policy development: 

Given the notable gap at the state level, state 

disability employment policy should explicitly 

address transportation as a critical component 

of accessing and maintaining employment. 

Improving and expanding existing public 

transportation infrastructure can better 

connect residential areas to employment 

opportunities, thereby increasing the number 

of viable job opportunities for individuals with 

autism and/or I/DD. States can also support 

partnerships between workforce agencies 

and local transit authorities to coordinate 

transportation planning that aligns with shift 

schedules and work hours. By making trans-

portation a standard element of state disability 

employment policy, states can help close a 

major access gap and ensure that commuting 

to and from work does not remain a barrier to 

workplace inclusion.

Gap V: First Place–Phoenix residents noted 

the intricate interplay among fair treatment, 

mental health and workplace culture. They 

described negative experiences in the 

workplace where they were treated unfairly or 

differently by supervisors and/or co-workers. 

Only half of policies in the landscape analysis 

were coded for inclusion—those aiming to 

prohibit discrimination at the workplace. 

Less commonly, policies also included other 

elements of workplace inclusion, such as 

ensuring that workplace signage and notices 

are accessible to all employees.   

Opportunities for future policy development: 

Developing federal and state policies with 

elements of workplace inclusion could help 

create a more inviting and favorable working 

environment for people with disabilities. Such 
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elements may help engage employers and 

co-workers/colleagues in shaping policies 

and practices that go beyond simply prohib-

iting discrimination. One approach could 

include drawing from existing frameworks like 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL), which 

emphasizes proactive strategies for access, 

engagement and flexibility (CAST, 2018). 

While originally developed in educational 

settings, the UDL framework offers a useful 

framework for workplace design by encour-

aging practices that accommodate a range of 

communication styles, learning preferences 

and support needs from the outset. Integrating 

these principles into employment policy could 

foster workplaces that are not only compliant 

but also welcoming and supportive for a 

broader spectrum of employees.
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Conclusion
Employment opportunities for individuals with 

autism and/or I/DD have long been shaped by 

a patchwork of federal and state efforts. While 

progress has been made through founda-

tional laws, tax incentives and federal hiring 

initiatives, real-world outcomes continue 

to reflect persistent barriers to meaningful 

work. National data reveal low labor force 

participation, while personal stories from 

First Place–Phoenix residents illuminate what 

those numbers reflect in daily life: inconsistent 

access to transportation, limited job matches 

and uneven workplace support. These are 

not just programmatic gaps; they are missed 

chances to recognize and harness the talents 

of individuals who are ready, willing and 

qualified to work. 

We have an opportunity to shape employment 

systems that work better for everyone. 

This includes continuing to acknowledge 

lived experience; designing data-driven, 

person-centered policies; and investing in 

tools that make the path to employment more 

navigable for all. With thoughtful planning 

and shared commitment, we can create an 

environment where more individuals with 

autism and/or I/DD are not only included 

in the workforce but also truly welcomed, 

supported and valued for who they are and 

what they contribute to workplace culture—

and the bottom line. The impact of these efforts 

has far-reaching potential for employers, as 

well as being self-perpetuating for commu-

nities and engaging for a highly motivated and 

historically overlooked workforce.
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Appendix: Policy landscape analysis codebook

CATEGORY CODE DEFINITION EXAMPLES

Beneficiaries Employees with autism Specifically mentioning 
employees with autism 

Specific use of the 
term autism or autistic

Employees with 
disabilities

Targeting or impacting 
employees with 
disabilities

Employees with 
disabilities; employees 
with intellectual 
and development 
disabilities

Employees/workers Targeting or impacting 
employees (disability 
not specified)

Employees (without a 
designated disability), 
co-workers, colleagues, 
partners, personnel

Employers Targeting or impacting 
employers who hire 
adults with autism 
and/ or I/DD

Organizations, 
institutions, companies 
(public and/or private)

Job coaches Targeting or impacting 
job coaches who work 
with employees with 
autism and/or I/DD

Specific mention 
of job coach 

Parents/caregivers Targeting or impacting 
parents or caregivers 
of employees with 
autism and/or I/DD 

Caregivers, parents, 
guardians, families 

Other (specify) Targeting a beneficiary 
not listed above

Institutions/
universities, the 
public, veterans, youth 
with disabilities

Focus of policy Open-ended (write in) Overall focus or 
content area related 
to the policy

Discrimination in the 
workplace, vocational 
rehabilitation, benefits
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CATEGORY CODE DEFINITION EXAMPLES

Stage of employment 

process 

Employment 
opportunity/search

Related to 
pre-employment 
actions and stages, 
prior to when 
employment begins. 
The policy provides 
support, employment 
preparation, or 
guidance during the 
job search/recruiting or 
other pre-employment 
phase.

Application search 
and recruitment 
Selection process: 
special consideration 
to people with 
disabilities to advance 
in job search 
Pre-employment 
services (needs 
assessment, initial 
intake, objective 
assessment) 
VR services  
Advertisement/
marketing

Employment 
condition/
requirements

The policy provides 
support, guidance, 
or requirements for 
workers on the job; 
relates to the job 
opportunity itself 
(before or after an offer) 
and/or the specified 
conditions for hire/job.

Wage requirements, 
such as subminimal 
wages for 14c holders 
Reasonable 
accommodations 
for employees

Hiring The policy provides 
support or guidance 
during the hiring phase 
(e.g., background 
check, reference 
check, job placement)

Job placement

Training/on-the-job 
training

The policy provides 
support or guidance 
related to training 
recommendations 
or requirements.

On-the-job 
training; tutoring, 
apprenticeships; 
internships; 
fellowship, short-term 
employment

Onboarding/orientation The policy provides 
support or guidance 
during the first phases 
of a new job, including 
the onboarding process 
or orientation for a 
new job or position.

Benefits planning
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CATEGORY CODE DEFINITION EXAMPLES

Professional 
development or 
career advancement

The policy 
provides support or 
guidance related 
to opportunities for 
career advancement. 

Career counseling, 
mentoring, career 
transitions; career 
planning, job 
advancement

Other (specify) The policy involves a 
stage of employment 
not listed above.

Post-employment 
services, discharge, 
retirement and pension

Elements related to 

workplace inclusion 

Included The policy mentions 
or outlines standards/
policies/initiatives 
related to workplace 
inclusion.

Posting notices 
in accessible 
spaces/formats 
Prohibiting 
discrimination in the 
workplace; training for 
providers working with 
people with disabilities; 
nontraditional training 
and employment; 
accessible individual 
workplans

Not included Elements of inclusion 
not included in 
policy or program

Not included

Use of assistive 

technology

Included The policy uses 
assistive technology 
to support adults with 
autism and/or I/DD. 

Ensuring recruitment 
and application 
materials are 
accessible; use of 
assistive tech in job 
role; low vision devices

Not included Assistive technology 
is not included in 
policy or program.

Not included

Transportation Included The policy includes 
transportation 
services, resources, 
or considerations. 

Transportation 
as a supportive 
employment 
service; providing 
transportation 
for vocational 
rehabilitation services
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CATEGORY CODE DEFINITION EXAMPLES

Not included Transportation services 
or resources are 
not included in the 
policy or program.

Not included 

Evaluation Included; results 
available

Evaluation of the 
policy is included (not 
whether employees 
are evaluated/
assessed) and results 
are publicly available.

Reports or findings 
must be publicly 
available per the 
policy requirements.

Included; results 
unavailable

Evaluation of the 
policy or program is 
included in the policy 
and results are not 
publicly available.

Reports or findings 
are submitted to 
an internal entity, 
agency, or network.

Not included Evaluation is not 
mentioned or 
included in the 
policy or program.

Not included
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