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L A B O r

The European Association of Service Providers for Persons with Disabilities 

(EASPD) has made of this issue one of its major themes: the promotion 

of training and employment for people with intellectual disabilities by 

facilitating the exchange of information and best practices. 

The EASPD is supported in its efforts by the EU and other international 

organisations. Recent EU and UN resolutions confirm the fundamental 

right to fair and equal treatment regarding working conditions of 

everyone, including people with disabilities.

Today, the EASPD presents its new tool, the web-based Knowledge Centre, 

www.start-labor.org, elaborated together with 21 project partners of 

the EU funded LABOr project and aimed at all stakeholders involved 

in the training and employment processes of people with intellectual 

disabilities, but open to all sectors of the public. 

Perhaps the main conclusion you will find is that too often the skills of 

people with intellectual disabilities are underestimated but that with the 

right support they can become valuable and profitable employees, ready 

to enter the open labour market. 

The present brochure summarises the main information contained 

in the Knowledge Centre. You are welcome to consult full details and 

data on the Knowledge Centre site or to contact us if you have further 

questions. 

“The way forward is to seek 

integration, to be employed 

through choice and without 

discrimination and to have 

access to appropriate 

training and support” 

Luk Zelderloo
EASPD President, Brussels, 2004 

. . . f r o m  d i s a b i l i t y  t o  a b i l i t y
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THE KNOWLEDGE CENTRE

Exchanging knowledge on employment measures and vocational training for people   

The Knowledge Centre, www.start-labor.org, presents qualitative information, best practices, legislation, and trends 
on routes for employment and vocational training concerning people with intellectual disabilities. All information 
thereon has been reviewed by a scientifi c team prior to being made available. The website is available in four languages 
(English, French, German, Dutch), has been designed for easy and clear navigation, and will be updated on a regular 
basis. Support in consulting the Knowledge Centre will be organised locally with LABOr project partners (see brochure 
back cover for details). Furthermore, visitors can forward questions, ask for advice or participate in an interactive forum. 
A helpdesk provides all types of advice on specifi c questions and problems. 

During three years, starting 2001, the EASPD and 21 project partners collected information on policies, legislation, 
practices, case studies, processes, etc. of 13 countries by means of literature reviews, questionnaires and interviews with 
the main stakeholders involved in the training and employment process, i.e. service and training providers, employers, 
authorities and people with intellectual disabilities. The countries investigated are Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Finland, 
France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Portugal, The Netherlands and UK.

The LABOr project (funded by the EC Leonardo da Vinci programme) concluded the following in the areas of 
employment measures and vocational training:

Main conclusions on employment measures 

• People with intellectual disabilities want to work and have a right to paid and suitable employment: they are 
able to conduct job activities effi ciently and in a profi table manner.

• People with intellectual disabilities are persons with individual needs and not persons for whom the disability 
simply dictates and limits their options.

• Taking all factors into consideration, hiring people with intellectual disabilities is economically sound: people 
with intellectual disabilities add value to the labour market and generate tax income just as anyone else in our 
society may do.

• There is a clear trend both on the policy side and in the fi eld towards the integration of people with 
intellectual disabilities into the open labour market. Arguments in favour of supported employment include 
good workers for employers, smaller burden for tax payers and increased personal fulfi lment for the people 
employed.

• Sheltered workplaces constitute an important option for people with intellectual disabilities. Without the 
need to meet strict economic viability criteria, sheltered workplaces are predisposed to make the necessary 
adaptations to work processes to welcome all people, irrespective of their actual productivity level. However, 
sheltered workplaces should:

- Follow the “wage employment” model rather than operating as a “therapeutic model”.

- Provide real transitional opportunities to help people preparing for and moving into the open labour 
market.

• Service providers must change their approach and skill base accordingly:

- Change their mind-setting from “matching people to jobs” to “matching jobs to people”.

- Implement new tools such as vocational profi ling, job tasting, new assessment methodologies and career 
plans.

- Help people to take as much responsibility and control over the entire process as possible.

- Adapt the training approaches to fi t better real work situations.

• There is a considerable role to play for regional, national and EU authorities in providing clear policy 
directives, in informing employers in a wide and suffi cient manner, in setting up fl exible fi nancial incentives, as 
well as supporting service providers in their support activities over the long-term.
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Main conclusions on vocational training

Vocational training is unanimously seen as one of the crucial elements of the 
employment process. However, up to now, vocational training has largely 
failed in meeting its aim of improving chances of people with intellectual 
disabilities getting paid jobs. The most common criticism is that vocational 
training is not linked enough to the reality in the fi eld and does not teach 
people the skills to conduct jobs that are available on the local market. 
Nevertheless, from the research, it seems clear that linking vocational training 
to supported employment for fi nding and placing someone in a target job, 
maximises the outcomes for the investment in training. 

The fundamental principle of vocational training is to understand how each 
person learns best, and tailor teaching and support to the person’s individual 
needs:

• Training should target the people who are able to learn that way 
and be organised in a way that is effective for their learning needs.

• Providers of vocational training should lead people to jobs and thus 
train skills that are needed.

• Training should be tailored to the use of real and simulated work 
environments, being as close as possible to real work situations 
or – preferably - directly including internships in companies or 
incorporating a signifi cant element of open workplace-based 
training.

• There is no consensus on the duration of a course, but timing 
should be carefully thought of.

• There should be a monitoring of what happened to course 
graduates job-wise after the course in order to adapt courses if 
necessary.

• There should be support to help people to cope socially in the 
workplace. 

New visions require new approaches and new solutions. To be successfully 
implemented, a shift in attitude and work methodologies is required from all 
stakeholders. The following parts of the brochure detail research results for 
the role of each of the stakeholders studied. 

There are many terms referring to 

intellectual or learning disabilities. 

For the purpose of the Knowledge 

Centre presented in this brochure, 

the following defi nition has been 

retained: 

“Intellectual disability is a 

disability characterised by 

signifi cant limitations both in 

intellectual functioning and in 

adaptive behaviour as expressed 

in conceptual, social, and practical 

adaptive skills. This disability 

originates before age 18.”

(adapted from AAMR 2002 

- American Association Mental 

Retardation)

. . . f r o m  d i s a b i l i t y  t o  a b i l i t y



66

Service provider associations are active in all 13 countries, which were included in the LABOr study. Collective forms of 
support have existed for a long time in Europe. Individual models of support are receiving increasing attention in the 
large majority of the countries investigated. The supported employment model is a primarily example. This latter model 
is based on a different vision, and requires the review of job descriptions for service providers and the creation of a new 
function, job coaching, delivered by job coaches or company mentors.

Job coaches, or employment specialists, help people with intellectual disabilities in getting an ordinary job in the open 
labour market. The function of job coach should be based on the principle of seeing the person as an individual with 
individual needs and not with a disability dictating the person’s options. He or she should be providing all support 
activities ranging from the identifi cation of vacancies to helping individuals learning, getting and keeping a job.

New visions require new sets of skills. Job coaches need to be positively identifying what work tasks people could do, 
what work environment best suits them, and what it would take to support them. Increased fl exibility in what forms of 
support can be funded will help, but a shift will also be needed from assessing what people cannot do now, to what they 
could do with help. Most important skills for successfully implementing the supported employment model include: 

• Knowledge about employment opportunities in the local community and actual needs of employers, as well as 
about the state’s welfare benefi ts and employment systems.

• Communicating, negotiating and marketing ability.

• Skills and ability to build a good relationship with the individual.

• Ability in identifying and analysing complicated job tasks, breaking these into simpler parts (job carving).

• Expertise in techniques such as vocational profi ling and assessment methodologies.

LABOr investigations with job coaches in different countries indicate that the following elements proved to be effective 
in achieving objectives successfully: 

• Starting from an individual perspective: fi nding a job for a particular person, 
rather than identifying a job fi rst and then trying to match a person to it.

• Basing their search on a personal network (rather than “cold calling”).

• Using vocational profi ling as an evaluation tool.

• Developing a network of employers who have received a good service.

• Working using face-to-face meetings with employers and being honest about 
the individual’s CV.

• Using initial short periods of job trials, which are then, if successful, 
turned into long-term jobs.

A NEW JOB FOR SERVICE PROVIDERS

From matching persons to matching jobs
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Vocational
profi ling

The use of job 
tryouts

Professional
job fi nding

Job analysis

On-the-job
training

Getting to understand the person and his potential

Promoting the supported employment model does not mean that sheltered 
workplaces are bound to disappear but that there is a need for a change 
in the vision and mission of all stakeholders involved in the employment 
process. This change will also have to take place concerning sheltered 
workshops, at least to some extent. Here also, service providers will have to 
adapt, approaching the function of the job coach. 

As a basic idea, sheltered workshops should not constitute the automatic 
and unique choice for disabled people but should offer development 
opportunities and possibilities for qualifi cations.

• In that sense, sheltered workshops can be used for preparing 
people (for whom it is possible) to move into ordinary jobs. 
Therefore, the working conditions they offer must be close to those 
prevailing in an ordinary work place and the role of the service 
provider moves to the real modelling of a complete work status for 
people. The elements of supported employment can be used within 
workshops to achieve progression. Transitional arrangements will 
need to be put in place, including tools such as individual actions 
plans, assessments of qualifi cation, etc. to help people move on. 

• It also means that it will become increasingly important to ensure 
that any person coming into a sheltered workshop does so because 
the environment, the job and the support available suit their 
needs and aspirations. Service providers should therefore also use 
techniques such as vocational profi ling when assessing the suitability 
of someone for sheltered workshops. 

“Present the individual in a positive but open and honest style. Face to 
face promotion of the individual with an employer builds a relationship 
to secure a job.” 

Employers having collaborated 

with job coaches qualify their role 

as crucial in the entire process and 

suggest:

• More information about 

the existence and work of 

service providers.

• Better funding for 

service providers. 

• Longer coaching periods on the 

work fl oor, not ceasing after the 

individual has been hired, but when 

they are ready.

• Conduct training that is more 

adapted to real situations at work.

• Experience beforehand to render 

people able to adapt faster to their 

job and to make induction easier.

• Training for co-workers for 

dealing with people with 

intellectual disabilities.

For those who need it: work 

experiences limited in time 

to make informed choices

Find jobs that match people’s preferences and abilities

Formal analysis of the 

prospective job to achieve 

effective job match

Additional 

assistance when 

needed, once job 

is obtained

Longterm
support

Effective training 

for the individual

Best practices suggest a six-step approach as the key process for 
successfully implementing the supported employment model

. . . f r o m  d i s a b i l i t y  t o  a b i l i t y
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Case study

Lewis, D. R., Johnson, D. R., Bruininks, R. H., Kallsen, L. A., & Guillery, R. P. (1992). 
Is Supported Employment Cost-Effective in Minnesota? 

Journal of Disability Policy Studies, 3(1), 67 - 92.

The article reports on the application of a benefi t:cost accounting framework to 
evaluate supported employment in Minnesota. Eleven representative agencies 
participated in the study.  Together they served 1,892 individuals and offered 
41 programs, categorised as either habilitation training, on-site employment, 

community based group supported employment or community-based individual 
supported employment……. In 23 out of 28 comparative cases, individual supported 
employment showed greater economic effi ciency, in terms of net social benefi t, than 

all other training and employment options. On the whole, results were favourable 
to community based employment programs particularly individual supported 

employment.

• Authorities should recognise the value of on-the-job vocational training 
and vocational profi ling for disabled people and facilitate their use in a 
general way.

Financial and support measures
• The aim of fi nancial incentives provided to employers is not to make cheap 
employees available on the market, but to facilitate the hiring of people with 
intellectual disabilities, by compensating for a real loss in productivity, or to 
compensate employers for any additional costs incurred in supporting the 
person.

• The types and level of fi nancial measures vary between the countries 
investigated and include measures such as tax reductions, insurance 
coverage or subsidies for specially adapted equipment. In some countries, 
the level of fi nancial support is perceived as suffi cient by employers, in other 
countries additional efforts are believed to be necessary. 

• Many employers think that fi nancial support should not be limited to 
the fi rst months of the hiring but be provided on a more long-term basis 
including to service provider associations so that latter are able to fully 
perform their support function.

• Authorities should closely watch and eliminate the potential for the 
“benefi t trap” for these, whereby a paid salary would eliminate all social 
advantages, leaving no additional benefi ts of the work to the people and 
often no way back if they lose their job.  

• Support measures given to the service providers should be improved and 
must be able to cover all costs needed for fully implementing the supported 
employment model.

. . . f r o m  d i s a b i l i t y  t o  a b i l i t y




