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Introduction
The National Council on Disability (NCD) is convening the National Summit on Disability Policy 2010 on July 25-28, 2010. The Summit will bring together people with disabilities and stakeholders—including federal, community, and private sector disability experts—to confer and chart a course for continuing policy improvements. A set of 10 working papers has been developed to provide background information for the key topics folded into the three broad pillars of Living, Learning, and Earning.  The 10 working papers address: civil rights, health care, education, employment, housing, transportation, technology, emergency management, statistics and data, and international affairs. 

Each paper summarizes key policy accomplishments and highlights current issues in its topic area. For issues that cut across topics, major discussion was limited to one paper to avoid duplication. Authors completed systematic literature reviews and environmental scans, drawing heavily from NCD reports to collect information for the working papers, and worked collaboratively with NCD to finalize the content. 

Scope

According to the Current Population Survey, in September 2009, 22% of people with disabilities were in the labor force compared with 70.5% of people with no disability. The unemployment rate for those with disabilities was 16.2%, compared with 9.2% for those with no disability, not seasonally adjusted. In 2005, one-third of people with disabilities lived in households earning $15,000 or less annually, while 12%of their non-disabled peers reported earnings at the same level.  

These employment and earnings gaps form substantial public and policy concerns. A lack of employment opportunities limits the ability of many people with disabilities to fully participate in society, as employment often fills the important functions of providing people with a means for independence, a sense of purpose, opportunities for social engagement, and more.

The key challenges and barriers to the greater employment of people with disabilities reflect both the supply and demand sides of the labor market. On the supply side, some people with disabilities have the additional work complications of gaps in education or training, the need for flexible work arrangements, and disincentives to work in the form of the loss of disability income and health care. Employment opportunities are also affected by limitations in transportation and housing options, especially for residents of rural areas. On the demand side, disability stereotypes, corporate cultures that are not disability-friendly, and the widespread employer belief that accommodations are expensive and complicated form major barriers to employment and promotion. The earnings gap between people with disabilities and those without is generally still attributed mainly to discrimination. 

Current labor market and workplace trends indicate both progress and new barriers in the disability employment field. On the positive side, computer use in the workplace has grown hugely; a plethora of new information technology products have enabled people to find employment more often through telecommuting or flexible work arrangements. These innovations to the workplace in recent years have helped compensate for many types of disabilities, increase the number of avenues toward productive employment, and successfully accommodate the needs of many people with disabilities. Companies have also increasingly taken measures to address and invite diversity, a category in which disability is often included. On the negative side, people with disabilities are currently underrepresented in the occupations projected to grow the fastest between 2004 and 2014. The fastest-growing occupations are predominantly white-collar, professional jobs that require college degrees and technical expertise, such as network systems analysts and computer programmers. People with disabilities are currently more likely to be in slower-growing service and blue-collar occupations.

Significant Policy Accomplishments 

Much of the legislative accomplishments of the past decade related to the employment of people with disabilities can be characterized as eliminating disincentives to work and better coordinating existing programs and policy. Social Security Administration (SSA) efforts have resulted in several significant improvements. The Workforce Investment Act and creation of the Office of Disability Employment Policy support coordination of programs and disability employment policy. The ADA Amendments Act restores the terms of the ADA to their original intent.
Workforce Investment Act of 1998. The Workforce Investment Act established the first national workforce preparation and employment system (America's Workforce Network) to meet the needs of businesses, job seekers, and those who want to further their careers. The forthcoming reauthorization of the Workforce Investment Act offers an opportunity to further the process of eliminating work disincentives and replace them with work incentives, as well as the opportunity to modernize the vocational rehabilitation (VR) system. 

Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999. The Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act provides recipients of Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) with more support from those programs over an extended period of reentry to employment. The act also makes it easier to return to the benefit programs if work efforts ultimately fall short of self-sufficiency and extends health insurance for a lengthy period after the termination of cash benefits. These improvements were accomplished through adjustments to the substantial gainful activity (SGA) level, changes in the Trial Work Period amount, the expedited reinstatement of benefits, changes in Continuing Disability Reviews while work attempts were being made, instituting the Ticket to Work in 2002 (which provides vouchers for supportive services including rehabilitation and vocational education), and options that can extend Medicare or Medicaid coverage long after the cessation of SSDI or SSI cash benefit payments as a result of increased earned income.

Work Incentives Planning and Assistance Program. The Work Incentives Planning and Assistance Program launched by SSA in 2006 assists people with disabilities in understanding the relationship between their benefits and their employment. This program replaced the Benefits Planning and Assistance Outreach program previously available through SSA and focuses on improving community partnerships that will better serve the needs of people with disabilities. 

Plan for Achieving Self Support (PASS). The PASS allows a person to leverage SSI payments for use in pursuing career goals, including becoming self-employed. A PASS provides SSI recipients with a vehicle to accumulate the cash necessary for items or services needed to achieve a specific work goal, including the start-up and operation of a business, without putting SSI or Medicaid coverage in jeopardy. For those interested in self-employment, a PASS allows SSI recipients with disabilities to go around the $2,000 limit in accumulated cash resources by allowing them to accumulate both operating cash and other capital necessary for the operation of the business and unlimited net worth in the business, which can lead to long-term financial independence and economic self-sufficiency.

ADA Amendments Act of 2008. The ADAAA, effective January 1, 2009, clarified Congressional intent and restored the definition of disability as intended at the time of the original passage of ADA, rejecting the progressively narrowed definition of disability brought about by Supreme Court decisions and some regulations. The ADAAA provides that an individual subjected to an action prohibited by ADA (e.g., failure to hire) because of an actual or perceived impairment meets the "regarded as" definition of disability unless the impairment is transitory and minor. 

Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP). ODEP was authorized by Congress in 2001 to foster a permanent focus on disability employment policy within the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) and across the Federal Government. ODEP works to address barriers to employment facing people with disabilities in the federal sector and to ensure coordination among DOL and other federal agencies on matters related to or affecting the employment of people with disabilities. ODEP sponsors the collection of data on people with disabilities by the Bureau of Labor Statistics using the Current Population Survey. Publication of monthly labor force data for people with disabilities began in February 2009.
Current and Emerging Issues

Both the supply side and the demand side of the labor market face challenges regarding the employment of people with disabilities. Though the supply side has traditionally received more attention than the demand side, supply side barriers (including education or training gaps), difficulty in securing necessary accommodations, and the possible loss of disability income and health care still form major barriers to employment from an employee perspective. The traditionally neglected demand side perspective finds barriers in employer discrimination and reluctance to hire, corporate cultures that are unreceptive to disability needs and perspectives, and again, the need for accommodations.
Labor Supply Side

On the labor supply side of disability employment, there are several key issues affecting the ability and willingness of individuals to be employed.

Lack of Information. Some people with disabilities do not know what jobs they might be able to perform or how to obtain the necessary training. They may not be aware of their ADA rights or the availability of government programs that facilitate employment. 

Extra Costs of Work. Costs associated with getting ready for work, transportation for commuting, and medical care may all be higher for people with disabilities. Some people with disabilities also face extra expenses in medical equipment or attendant care when employed. 

Extra Need for Flexibility. Some disabilities require extra time for self-care, therapy, and medical appointments, and transportation problems can introduce an added level of uncertainty in daily schedules. For these reasons, some people with disabilities are not able to accept traditional full-time jobs, and those who want to be employed may be drawn to part-time and flexible work arrangements. 

Education and Training. Educational policy and practice have a strong effect on employment opportunities. Part of the employment and earnings disparities faced by people with disabilities stems from gaps in education. Data from the 2007 American Community Survey shows that the percentage of working-age people with disabilities with only a high school diploma or equiva​lent was 35%, compared to 28% of people without disabilities. In 2007, the percentage of working-age people with disabilities with a college degree was 13% compared to 31% of people with​out disabilities. Lower education levels limit not just current employment opportunities but also future opportunities, given that five of the 20 fastest-growing occupations require at least an Associate’s degree. 

Federal law since 1975 has sought to provide individualized educational services to children with disabilities and now includes transition planning to prepare secondary students for education, employment, and lifelong fulfillment after graduation. However, much transition planning lacks relevance, is ineffective, or is poorly implemented. After leaving the K–12 educational system, youth with disabilities are often faced with fragmented or reduced services, limited access to further education programs, or training focused on low-paying jobs. 

Work Disincentives. The work disincentives that confront people with disabilities are very complex and involve a larger number of intertwined agencies and service systems than one typically encounters in any other means-testing or needs-based program setting. Even in a robust job market, the effects of these disincentives are so powerful that they not only significantly offset the natural opportunities created in a good economy, but also diminish the value of federal expenditures in a variety of employment-oriented programs.

Congress has attempted to deal with the work disincentives problem through a series of measures, including provisions in the Social Security Act, provisions in the Ticket to Work Act, and the creation of benefits counseling resources. The result is an impenetrable web of confusion and complexity that has led to the widespread belief among SSI and SSDI recipients with disabilities that employment or savings will cause them to lose their benefits. The loss of health insurance is an even greater fear for beneficiaries, particularly under circumstances in which no private sector alternative that would meet their needs is available. 

Understanding the interlocking SSA, Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS), and state Medicaid waiver and buy-in program regulations and policies is beyond the ability of even the savviest consumers. Even with the help of experts, it can be impossible to find answers to questions such as: 

· Which types of property are “countable?”

· How long can certain revenues like earned income tax credit payments be held before they become “countable resources?”

· Which types of student income are treated differently than other wages for SSI earnings limit purposes?

· Which months count and for how long do they count toward the application of the “trial work period” rules?

· What happens in months when earnings fluctuate because people are paid weekly or biweekly?

· Which payroll deductions are “excludable” from income and which are not?

· How many separate accounts must be maintained to track permissible, sheltered savings goals? Which types of retirement accounts are permitted under which programs and which are not?

If the answers exist at all, understanding them often requires knowledge of the regulations and rulings of myriad federal and state agencies. 

Strategies to reduce these disincentives have included creating new types of specialized, sheltered accounts; raising applicable limits and thresholds; and attempting to make benefit reductions gradual. Unfortunately, these strategies have also produced further complexity. 

Work Incentives. Current employment programs are inefficient and ineffective in bringing about economic self-sufficiency. There are three main problems with current work incentives:

1. Services are complex and uncertain. The service problems are exacerbated by the lack of sufficient expertise in benefits counseling and advisement, by the lack of certainty or predictability in how incentives will be applied by different agencies or programs to varying individual fact patterns, and by the highly technical requirements surrounding compliance and the avoidance of penalties.  
2. Current programs fail to meet the subsistence needs of beneficiaries even when properly used and fully understood. This failure is exemplified by low rates of utilization (fewer than 3,000 people are currently operating under a PASS). In many instances, the reduction of cash benefits occurs at rates that make the effective rate of pay from jobs achieved though employment programs far lower than the minimum wage. Limitations on the amounts and purposes for which savings can be sheltered substantially prevent their use for most self-sufficiency goals. A lack of coordination with non-Social Security assistance programs potentially results in decreased benefits in other programs that offset the benefits of the work incentives.  
3. Incentives fail to guarantee the permanence of health insurance coverage if private insurance is not obtained, or the swift reinstitution of coverage if private insurance previously obtained is lost, even if those incentives permit the retention of health insurance for a number of years after entering work. Research shows that these benefits affect both labor market exits and return to work.
Projects to mitigate these problems are designed to result in the gradual loss of benefits and better opportunities for reinstatement, if needed. SSA offers various work incentives, like Impairment Related Work Expenses, the Trial Work Period, the Extended Period of Eligibility, Plan to Achieving Self-Support, and the Earned Income Exclusion, to encourage employment among beneficiaries and thus make it possible for people with disabilities receiving SSI and/or SSDI to work and still receive monthly payments and Medicare or Medicaid. Unfortunately, the work incentives are often not of a magnitude to compensate for the work disincentives of the programs. 

Perhaps best known among all the attempts to remove disincentives to work are the health insurance-related provisions of the Ticket to Work (TTW) program, which are designed to allow retention of Medicare or Medicaid benefits for a number of years after entry into employment. The TTW and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999 established a national system of employment networks as community-based alternatives to the VR system; created a national system of benefits planning, assistance, and outreach programs; and extended the Medicare coverage of individuals returning to work to a new maximum of eight and a half years. However, the lack of overall success for TTW was highlighted in a 2005 Government Accountability Office (GAO) report to SSA. Within TTW, the small number of community-based organizations operating as employment networks (ENs), the small number of TTW holders working beyond substantial gainful activity (SGA), and the small number of actual payments to ENs were cited by both the TTW Advisory Panel and the GAO report. The TTW program was significantly modified in 2008. According to the 2008 evaluation report on TTW, the new regulations could substantially reinvigorate it, but the three year interval between the proposed and final regulations has resulted in an uncertain market where more ENs withdrew and the recruitment of new providers stalled. SSA has reported anecdotally that there has been an increase in EN interest and participation since the publication of the new regulations. Evaluations are in process to validate these claims.

Although uncoordinated and not centrally reported or evaluated by common criteria, a number of experimental efforts have been mounted, and others proposed, to mitigate the work disincentives problem. In essence, they all have the same basic premise—graduating the loss of benefits so that it occurs less steeply, over more time, and with better opportunities for reinstatement under specified conditions will encourage and enable more people to work. These initiatives include the established, permanent work incentives under the Social Security Act, Medicaid buy-in programs, beneficiary counseling and benefits advisement programs, and the Disability Program Navigator initiative in the workforce development system, as well as a number of small experimental programs, including several work incentive demonstrations (most notably the Youth Transition Demonstration program operated by the SSA). 

More than 80% of the state One-Stop Career Center plans include people with disabilities or representatives of public and private agencies that serve people with disabilities, such as VR programs, in the state plan development process. Many Disability Program Navigators and SSA Community Work Incentive Coordinators agree that policy barriers exist for people with disabilities within the eligibility criteria for employment training programs offered through the One-Stop Career Centers. People with disabilities have often reported encountering access barriers to One-Stop Career Center facilities and services as well.

Policy initiatives originating in the fields of poverty and welfare have had limited impact in the disability sphere. Measures such as the individual development account (IDA), though not administratively integrated with PASS and not targeted specifically to people with disabilities (but rather to low-income people, a group that includes many people with disabilities), have been made available to some labor market entrants or returnees with disabilities, but to little effect. An IDA is a matched savings account that enables low-income families to save, build assets, and enter the financial mainstream. A match incentive is provided through a variety of government and private sector sources. 

Although it is difficult to draw broad conclusions, and comparisons among demonstration programs or program types are difficult to make, the impression from a general survey of work incentive programs is that these programs have had little, if any, effect on increasing the employment of people with disabilities. Past research has shown limited effectiveness of the return to work incentives and services. 
Data on how long people receive benefits and how many people leave the SSI and SSDI benefit rolls are discouraging. As seen most recently in documentation from the National Disability Institute, the few people with disabilities leave the benefits. Given the erosion in the labor market, it is unlikely that any of the existing work incentive approaches can have a significant effect on improving those outcomes.
Transportation. Lack of accessible and affordable transportation options makes employment difficult or completely unattainable for many people with disabilities. The ability to drive, geographic location, the location and work days or hours of available employment options, and the availability of accessible transit options are important factors in seeking and retaining employment. Some people may not be able to afford to purchase and maintain a car, or afford the additional expense of modifying a passenger vehicle to accommodate a disability. They may not be able to drive at all because of the nature or severity of the disability. For a number of reasons, public transportation and other transportation alternatives, such as paratransit or similar services, do not always completely meet the work transportation and business travel needs of many people with disabilities. Legislative remedies like ADA, which address issues of discrimination and accessibility in public transit, deal with only some of these barriers.  

Recent initiatives such as system coordination and voucher programs that make creative use of available federal funds to expand the options available to transportation-disadvantaged populations (including working-age people with disabilities) can result in more flexible and affordable options that are more effective in meeting the work commuting needs of people with disabilities. Adaptations in the workplace may also help some people with disabilities to surmount their transportation difficulties. More effective use of telecommuting or the introduction of flexible work hours, if feasible, may further assist some people with disabilities to obtain and sustain productive employment by either minimizing the need for transportation or diminishing the impact of some of the restrictions on available transit options.

Refer to the working paper on transportation for further information.

Housing. Employment for people with disabilities is also affected by access to quality housing in livable communities in a number of ways. Where accessible housing is sparse, people with disabilities will have more difficulty finding housing near good jobs, or vice-versa. Inaccessible housing makes it difficult for an employee or prospective employee to leave the home, go to work, or work at home as a telecommuter, and can create extra demands on time and energy that diminish worker performance. 

Refer to the working paper on housing for further information.

Access to Technology and Technology Training. Software applications like word processors, spreadsheets, database management, e-mail, and a host of other tools pervade nearly every working environment today. Unfortunately, almost all software applications contain some barriers for people with disabilities. Among the most likely people to face significant barriers are those who are blind, those with low vision, and those with multiple disabilities. People who cannot use a computer mouse also face difficulties in using mainstream software applications unless those applications allow users to use keyboard input or other alternative means of interacting with the software. 
Though computers may provide special benefits for people with disabilities, they experience a lack of computer training and Internet access as well. People with disabilities are less likely than those without disabilities to receive computer training or use computers at work or elsewhere, probably in large part because of resource constraints. In addition, people with disabilities are only one-fourth as likely as those without disabilities to connect to the Internet. 

Assistive technology (AT) encompasses devices that increase function, independence, participation, and productivity for people with disabilities, as well as the training services needed for using these devices. Viable AT solutions, of which there are many, can make a variety of occupations and workplaces more accessible and thus open up a greater job market and greater possibilities for independent living for people with disabilities. In order to provide people with disabilities with appropriate AT, those working in the AT industry need to develop better kinds of technical assistance that can be provided to employees to increase their knowledge of new technologies useful for the workplace. VR agencies and One-Stop Centers should be educated on the availability of new media and new products. 
Of course, the incorporation of universal design principles in technology development would produce new technologies accessible for all and would reduce the need for AT. Developing AT devices will always be necessary, but pushing the universal acceptance of universal design principles would go a long way toward eliminating employment barriers for people with disabilities.
Self-employment. Self-employment is starting to be recognized as a viable employment outcome that can lead to financial independence and economic self- sufficiency for people with all kinds of disabilities. Unlike traditional types of employment, self-employment can provide individuals with the flexibility and accommodations they need to work that are not available in the traditional work setting. For an individual to be successful in pursuing and maintaining self-employment, it is critical that both business professionals and disability service providers work as a collaborative team in assessing a person’s readiness for self-employment and providing the necessary supports to that person. In addition, it is critical for people with disabilities to understand how their government cash benefits and health care coverage may be affected by becoming self-employed.

Labor Demand Side

Employment policy has traditionally focused on the labor supply perspective, providing for services that will enhance an individual’s skills to prepare for a job. But there is now a consensus among researchers, policymakers, and others in the disability field that the employer perspective has been overlooked, especially employer needs with regard to the labor market, the challenges employers face in hiring and retention, and the impact of public policy on hiring decisions. The demand side of the economic equation examines employer willingness to hire people with disabilities, productivity, related costs, organizational culture, and the effect of the broader labor market and economy. 

Lack of Information. Employers often do not know where to go to hire people with disabilities, and what resources—such as employee training from government and nonprofit agencies and information on how to provide accommodations—are available to assist them. Employers who do want to increase the number of people with disabilities at their workplaces may be uncertain about how to find them. At the hiring stage, employers may not know how to interview people with disabilities effectively or how to address accommodations in the interview.

Employer Discrimination and Reluctance to Hire. Recruitment and retention are key factors in the employment of people with disabilities. Much of the research in the disability employment field indicates that many employers are reluctant to hire people with disabilities. This reluctance often reflects discriminatory attitudes that result from unfamiliarity with people with disabilities or reliance on inaccurate portrayals of people with disabilities by the media.  Efforts such as the Media and Disability program, launched in 2008 by the Disability Rights Education and Defense Fund, are designed to change the focus from misinformed disability coverage to coverage that helps change the negative perceptions and inaccurate beliefs held by the public. 
Employers may not understand a person’s abilities or know whether he or she can handle the job, and are thus reluctant to make the investment of hiring. Subtle prejudicial attitudes may also come into play in the hiring process, as when employers expect that the employment of people with disabilities will result in higher costs because of absenteeism, poorer performance, turnover, accommodation necessities, low productivity, and worker compensation rates. In light of the low employment and earnings rates of people with disabilities, it is possible that employers are not only refraining from hiring people with disabilities in the first place to combat the presumed higher costs; when they do hire in the disability community, they could also be paying employees with disabilities less to offset those costs. 
Corporate Culture. Apart from direct discrimination, many aspects of corporate culture—the attitudes, policies, and practices of a business and its employees—can limit employment opportunities for people with disabilities. Personnel managers and supervisors may be uncomfortable around people with disabilities, and this discomfort may be manifested in a reluctance to hire, retain, or promote. Employers may believe that a worker with a disability will not be accepted by coworkers and therefore will be less productive in teamwork situations. Employers may also uphold strong stereotypes regarding the type of jobs or industries that are appropriate for people with certain types of disabilities and may have strong negative biases about the attitudes, aspirations, and potential for further human capital development of employees with disabilities. 

Need for Accommodations. Title I of ADA enhances access to employment for people with disabilities by requiring employers to make reasonable accommodations. Unfortunately, this has given rise to concerns that hiring is effectively discouraged by Title 1 due to the expense of the required accommodations. Inaccurate information or a lack of awareness of accommodation tools and practices and their relative benefits and costs pose unnecessary barriers to successful employment outcomes for people with disabilities. Though ADA does not allow a cost-benefit analysis of accommodations in determining whether to make an accommodation, recent studies have found that benefits outweigh the costs of granting accommodations. Other benefits, such as increased company productivity, may accrue from hiring people with disabilities as well.

Providing workplace accommodations is a dynamic task. Technological advances, innovative workplace strategies, and changes in health and the severity of disability make the provision of accommodations a process requiring ongoing evaluation and modification, not a one-time discussion. Providing high quality and cost-effective accommodations is not a simple matter of just finding suitable AT, but also involves a case-by-case interactive process between employer and employee about individual capabilities and qualifications, business needs and resources, and consideration of work-modification strategies. Many employers in the information technology industry are willing to consider flexible scheduling and AT, but are less likely to consent to telework. Many employers are also less willing to use support personnel such as interpreters, personal attendants, or job coaches as workplace accommodations. This reluctance may pose a significant barrier for many people with severe disabilities and hearing impairments seeking employment.

The Job Accommodation Network (JAN) has documented a five-step process to aid employers in making successful workplace accommodations. This process involves defining the situation, performing a needs assessment, exploring alternative placement options, redefining the situation if an appropriate accommodation is not found, and monitoring accommodation effectiveness. Unfortunately, many existing accommodation practices do not reflect available state-of-the-art solutions because of a lack of knowledge and expertise, cost concerns, negative attitudes, and corporate culture. 

Employee Development. Though it is well-known that people with disabilities have low rates of employment, relatively little is known about what happens to people with disabilities after they become employed. What research that has been conducted in this area shows that people with disabilities face barriers not only in becoming employed, but also in advancing within companies and in their careers after they are employed. Some statistics indicate that employees with disabilities tend to lag behind employees without disabilities in company advancement. They are less likely to be in managerial jobs, to be supervisors, or to have received one or more promotions. People with disabilities are also less likely to be involved in employee development activities like training, mentoring, networking, career planning, performance appraisals, and participation in teams and decision making. 
Employee development is important both for employees (ensuring that they obtain opportunities to increase their skills and income) and for companies (ensuring that employee talents are fully developed and used). Additional research is needed in this area to ascertain how best to combat uncertainties regarding the abilities and potential of people with disabilities and promote their full integration in employee development.  

Asset Development

According to a 2008 NCD report “The State of 21st Century Financial Incentives for Americans with Disabilities,” the field of asset development has emerged as the “third pillar” of social policy and is intended to complement income support from public benefits programs and social services. Asset building for people with disabilities is viewed as a way to complement, but not replace, income support and to preserve income from public and private benefits programs. 

Assets have many possible meanings, but as a general concept, assets refer to anything that has the potential for positive returns. Assets can be invested or otherwise made active to generate returns. Assets are defined as capacities and resources that enable people with disabilities and their families to identify, choose, and implement activities that sustain and enhance their quality of life and improve their long-term economic, social, and psychological well-being. Individual financial and nonfinancial assets include money and savings; stocks, bonds, and other financial securities; real and personal property, machines, equipment, tools, and AT. Human capital assets include skills, knowledge, and experience gained from education and training. Research demonstrates that individuals who have assets live longer and enjoy both better health and higher education levels than individuals without assets.

The asset development movement has grown in importance and received increasing attention in recent years. Policies favoring and economically rewarding homeownership,  programs that link expanded access to Medicaid in old age, the purchase of private long-term-care insurance, and opportunities to enhance asset accumulation through public-private partnerships have played an important and growing role in the formulation of disability employment policy. Yet for Americans with disabilities dependent to any degree on federal programs, asset accumulation has remained low. This is due primarily to needs-based concepts that prevent asset accumulation by withdrawing benefits and supports at a level far below the rate at which assets can be developed. 

Utilization of Tax and Financial Services 

Financial institutions have conducted little research on the financial services needs, use, and activities of people with disabilities. Historically, the banking industry has paid little attention to disability as a market segment. The ways in which people with disabilities manage their finances (checking and savings accounts), plan for retirement, make investments, and do their everyday banking are relatively unstudied. In addition, little is known about the accessibility of various financial services except for the recent evolution of voice-activated ATMs, which made banking privacy and independence available to millions of Americans with visual impairments.

What is known is not encouraging. Outdated disability employment and assistance policies discourage work and savings. Lack of knowledge about the relationship of public benefits to earned income and to savings opportunities, such as matched savings accounts and the Earned Income Tax Credit, prevent the attainment of financial stability. Americans with disabilities underutilize available tax credits and/or deductions related to work. Less than half of people with disabilities who own homes claim the home mortgage interest deduction, often because of their low income, failure to itemize, and lack of knowledge. 

One current initiative that aims to address these barriers is the Real Economic Impact (REI) Tour for Americans with Disabilities. Led by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and the National Disability Institute (NDI), the REI Tour is a public and private collaboration of over 14 national organizations and over 555 community-based partnerships in 84 cities for the 2009 tax filing season. Committed to bringing low-income people with disabilities into the financial mainstream, the Tour is a response to the economic and financial service needs of working-age Americans with disabilities who have not been part of the new asset-building movement for low-income Americans. According to an April 2009 report from the Office of Disability Employment Policy and the Employment and Training Administration, the growth of financial innovations such as matched savings plans and financial investment strategies has by-and-large not addressed the disability market segment. The REI Tour provides a roadmap out of poverty for this market segment through public education about financial and tax education, participation in mainstream banking services, credit and debt counseling, opportunities for homeownership, and raised expectations about the value of work, saving, and asset building. 
Federal Employment of People with Disabilities

In March 2009, NCD released a policy paper examining the employment of people with disabilities in the Federal Government. Despite laws, regulations, policy guidance, and excepted service hiring authorities designed to promote federal employment opportunities for people with disabilities, barriers to federal employment remain, and the number of employees with disabilities in the federal workforce is low. The paper also made recommendations for improving federal hiring and advancement of employees with disabilities.
Even though regulations under Section 501 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 as amended require that the federal government be a “model employer” with respect to the employment of people with disabilities, barriers still exist. Lack of top management commitment to hiring people with disabilities is evident. In fiscal year 2005, only 15.8% of the agencies with 1,000 or more employees established a numerical goal for increasing the employment of people with targeted disabilities. Since FY 2002, harassment has been the most frequently alleged issue in complaints of discrimination filed by employees on the basis of mental or physical disability. And Schedule A, a hiring authority that allows for non-competitive appointment of people with targeted disabilities, is underutilized.  

Increasing the number of employees with disabilities in the Federal Government is made more difficult by the fact that employees with targeted disabilities leave the federal government at nearly twice their rate of hire, according to the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. Therefore, to increase the overall participation rate, it is necessary to hire at a rate that exceeds the separation rate, as well as find ways to reduce the separation rate. The Office of Personnel Management (OPM) and the Partnership for Public Service estimated that 550,000 federal employees will leave the government in the next five years, the majority through retirement. These retirements will create a significant number of job opportunities. A survey of senior executive officers conducted in 2008 confirmed OPM projections of high turnover among the senior ranks in the near future. This need to replenish the senior ranks provides an opportunity for advancement and will require new approaches to attract employees with the requisite skills to fill these vacancies.  


For more information, see the 2009 National Council on Disability report Federal Employment of People with Disabilities.

Federal Contractors

Not only do federal agencies need to increase their hiring, but the Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs should take steps to require federal contractors to prepare and implement effective affirmative action plans in the areas of recruiting, hiring, retaining and promoting employees with disabilities.
Government Coordination

Governments often set and implement public policies to increase the employment of people with disabilities. Strategies include ensuring compliance with civil rights laws; promoting disability-friendly, people-friendly, and inclusive environments; and working to dispel myths and stereotypes related to employer practices and employing people with disabilities. Federal and state governments have also offered incentives to encourage businesses to employ people with disabilities in the form of tax benefits, employment training grants, and supports from local and state governments. Governments can also serve as role models for employers by demonstrating leadership in hiring people with disabilities and building best practice requirements for hiring people with disabilities into their contracts for goods and services. Unfortunately, the effectiveness of these public policies to increase the employment of people with disabilities needs to be thoroughly examined. Among the array of possible incentives, not enough is known about which ones are effective in which settings and what modifications might enhance their efficacy. 

At the federal level, the government has the infrastructure and resources to conduct research on employment issues and just as importantly, to translate research into action plans and advance the business case for employing people with disabilities. This is one key gap in the disability employment field that needs to be immediately addressed: the dissemination of effective recruitment and retention methods for employees with disabilities is lacking and has been so for years. The business community needs data to be translated into language and formats tailored for various audiences, such as those involved in recruitment, supervision, disability management, and health benefits. Employers need data to be presented through success stories and case studies in real life examples. Tailoring information in this way would allow for meaningful comparisons of corporate policies and cultures, would help identify what works in companies that have been successful, and would facilitate the development of best practices. Workplace tools can help employers hire and retain people with disabilities.

At the 2006 Summit on Employer Perspectives on Workers with Disabilities, sponsored by the Interagency Committee on Disability Research (ICDR), participants emphasized that businesses and industries, as well as the disability community, are heterogeneous. In developing research and policy to promote employment, there should be foci on market sectors (public and private employers); small vs. large business needs; current vs. future skill needs in terms of trends, analyses, and projections within market sectors; differences between acquired and life-long disability; differences in individual education levels and work experience; and differences in levels of support needed. 
Closing
Many personal, community, and societal factors affect opportunities for the hiring and retention of successful employment for people with disabilities. Current policies related to disability employment are overly complex, uncoordinated, and in some cases, conflict in actual practice. These policies have had limited success in improving the circumstances of Americans with disabilities. It is important to develop a balance between the provision of a safety net and appropriate employment outcomes, and to ensure policies work together more effectively. 

The efficacy of the many programs and services designed to improve employment outcomes is difficult to evaluate and there is little solid evidence for what works. These programs often are not well-integrated or implemented to achieve more than incremental gains. Best practices need to be established and disability employment policies need to be coordinated if better employment outcomes for people with disabilities are to be achieved in the near future.
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