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Abstract.

BACKGROUND: The continued advancement of Employment First requires, in part, a strong understanding about our
existing policies and practices and how effective systems are as they undergo changes. Data about the employment of people
with disabilities and about employment support systems are a critical component to this advancement.

OBJECTIVE: This paper presents an overview of the current national context as it relates to the employment of people with

disabilities.

CONCLUSION: Next a discussion about the importance of employment data and key data-centric opportunities for the field
are presented. A summary of important data innovations occurring nationally are offered to highlight opportunities that may
exist in other states. Finally, the authors present a brief discussion on how to advance the field’s use of these critical data.
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1. Introduction

Much progress has been made, in recent years,
to raise the importance of employment in the lives
of people with disabilities. The Employment First
movement has been a catalyst for systems change
that has spread across the country seeking to elevate
stakeholder expectations and remove system barriers
to individual employment in the community (Nord,
Hamre, Pettingell, & Magiera, 2018; Association of
People Supporting Employment First, 2017; Nord
& Parent-Johnson, 2018). The federal landscape has
also evolved with the passage and ongoing implemen-
tation of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity
Act (WIOA) (Pub. L. 113-128) and Medicaid Home
and Community-Based Services (HCBS) settings
rule that requires states to ensure employment ser-
vices are integrated in and support full access to the
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greater community (Centers for Medicare & Medi-
caid Services, 2014).

As a field, vocational rehabilitation and related
disciplines have lengthy histories of using employ-
ment and systems data to inform policies, practices
and systems of support that affect people with dis-
abilities. As a result of these efforts, a great deal
is understood about the employment of people with
disabilities in competitive settings, providing a mul-
tidimensional understanding. Research has shown
that people with disabilities are grossly underrep-
resented in the labor force compared to the general
population (Kessler Foundation & University of New
Hampshire, 2018). When in the labor force look-
ing for work or employed, people with disabilities
tend to experience unemployment at nearly twice
the rate as those without disabilities (Butterworth
et al., 2016). Research has also shown that systems
of support, such as Vocational Rehabilitation (VR)
and Medicaid HCBS, play an important role in facil-
itating employment outcomes (Butterworth et al.,
2016). Though the delivery of employment supports
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vary on a state-by-state basis (Plotner, Trach, Oer-
tle, & Fleming, 2014), some services and systemic
approaches relate to significantly better employment
outcomes (Nord & Hepperlen, 2016; Nord et al.,
2018). Research has also shown where systems are
challenged in achieving quality outcomes for those
they serve. For example, we know that employment
support and outcome disparities exist in the Medicaid
HCBS system for those that have more significant dis-
abilities (Nord et al., 2018). Racial disparities have
also been found related to VR outcomes (Olney &
Kennedy, 2002).

1.1. Existing data opportunities

As the field engages in systems change initiatives
and continued advancement of the Employment First
movement, it is important to take stock of the exist-
ing data assets available. Such resources can aid in
the ongoing monitoring and evaluation of state and
national initiatives, as well as provide critical infor-
mation for policy makers and employment advocates.
To use existing data resources in such a manner, how-
ever, requires the potential users to first understand
what data is available and then understand how the
resource can be leveraged. Many resources exist and
the following are a few examples of existing data
resources available to the public.

1.1.1. U.S. Census Bureau, American Community
Survey (ACS)

The ACS provides robust nationally representa-
tive data on various topics, including disability and
employment. The data program enables community
leaders and advocates the opportunity to analyze data
at national, state, and local-levels. The U.S. Census
Bureau provides users an easy to use platform, mak-
ing much of the data accessible by way of a web-based
platform. Public use datasets can be drawn for more
sophisticated analysis.

1.1.2. National Core Indicators (NCI)

The NCI (www.nationalcoreindicators.org) is an
ongoing data collection program for state, public
developmental disabilities agencies administered by
Human Services Research Institute (HSRI) and the
National Association for State Directors of Devel-
opmental Disabilities Services (NASDDDS). With
nearly every state participating, the program provides
an assessment of services and outcomes to people
with intellectual and developmental disabilities. The
primary purpose of the NCI data program is to support

states in evaluating and improving services. The pro-
gram also allows public access to some of the state
data through its online data platform, allowing for
comparisons across states and overtime.

1.1.3. StateData: The national report on
employment services and outcomes

The national report provides an annual assessment
of employment services and supports utilization and
outcomes for people with intellectual and develop-
mental disabilities. The report utilizes aggregate data
to provide national and state pictures of the vari-
ous employment systems, including VR and HCBS.
Found at www.statedata.info, the report can be down-
loaded and users can build custom data charts and
tables.

1.2. Employment data innovation

Employment and disability is complex and a mul-
tidimensional story that intersects with other major
domains of life, such as health and wellness, relation-
ships, education, and economic well-being (Nord et
al., 2015). It also is a story about social justice and
equality. As a community of researchers, analysts,
evaluators, and advocates, it is imperative that inno-
vation in the data space occurs to ensure the continual
advancement of what is known about employment for
people with disabilities, as well as the effectiveness
or ineffectiveness of policies and practices. Today’s
data rich and technologically advanced environment
provides a unique opportunity to do this by providing
more sophisticated understandings and more widely
accessible analyses.

A number of opportunities do exist and would
further advance employment for people with disabil-
ities if expanded. First and foremost, collecting new
and more granular data on employment systems, sys-
tem users and their outcomes is necessary. Currently,
much of what is known related to employment sys-
tems is a high-level, aggregate perspective. Though
important, such data is limited in its ability to describe
individual experiences within systems. To understand
what people with disabilities experience, it is nec-
essary to gather individual-level data. The Day and
Employment Services Outcomes Systems (DESOS)
program conducted in Indiana by the Indiana Insti-
tute on Disability and Community is an example of
an effective state-wide mechanism to collect infor-
mation about employment service users. This survey
program is able to capture background information
about each person with a disability, details about the
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employment, other services utilized, and employment
and non-employment outcomes. These data are then
linked to the employment provider. As a data pro-
gram that has been in operation since 2002, it allows
for an ongoing assessment of Indiana’s employment
system overtime by highlighting changes, barriers,
and strengths, thus allowing state leaders and support
providers critical information to support systems and
policy improvement and change at both the state and
local levels.

Existing datasets also present a unique opportunity
for data innovation. Many systems of support, such as
a state’s Medicaid HCBS or VR programs, collect a
wealth of data on service utilization, reimbursement,
and service outcomes. Outside of the human services
and disability systems, many other state agencies col-
lect data on individuals within that state system. With
proper state leadership and authority, a clear purpose,
and the skills to implement, it is possible to connect
the various state data to inform and improve dis-
ability employment support programs and outcomes.
Many states have implemented such initiatives. In
Minnesota, the Department of Human Services suc-
cessfully linked Medicaid service utilization data to
the state’s unemployment insurance data, allowing
the state to understand the earnings of those receiv-
ing HCBS employment services across the various
settings. Other states have found ways to link Med-
icaid, VR, and education data to better understand
transition and post-school outcomes as it relates to
employment.

1.3. Moving the field forward

To expand the field’s understandings, improve ser-
vices, and more effectively support advocacy efforts,
data plays an important role. As a community of
employment researchers, evaluators, and advocates,
we have a responsibility to work closely with key
decision-makers of employment services and sup-
ports to understand this importance so data needs
are known and planned for in a deliberate, proac-
tive manner. Unfortunately, data analysis and dataset
development can be overly complex tasks requiring
specialized skills. Thus, as a field, we have a respon-
sibility to support the technical skills required to
support such initiatives. This may include developing
the specialized skills or grooming the skill in others,
so as to be aresource to others in the state. Finally, we
have a responsibility to make the data and analyses
accessible to a diverse group of audiences, including
people with disabilities and their allies.

2. Conclusion

The continued advancement of policies and
practices that make employment for people with dis-
abilities a reality requires a multipronged approach.
A key element is the use of data to tell the powerful
story that people with disabilities can work and want
to work. As a field, we are fortunate to have a wealth
of data, technological, and human resources to con-
tribute to this narrative. By leveraging these assets,
employment for people with disabilities can take a
more prominent role in our national discourse.
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