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The central message

The strongest conclusion from international research is:

Young people with disabilities are more likely to enter and retain employment 

when support is delivered in a real workplace, is individually tailored, begins 

early, involves employers directly and continues after recruitment.

The evidence does not support a long sequence of assessment, classroom training 

and sheltered preparation before a person is considered “job-ready”. The more 

effective logic is:

   Place and train—not train and place.
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Finding 1. Supported employment works better than traditional 
vocational preparation

• Supported employment helps a person find a competitive job relatively quickly 

and then provides the support needed to learn and retain that job. 

• Systematic reviews distinguish this “place then train” approach from traditional 

“train then place” services. 

• Supported employment is most strongly evidenced for people with mental health 

conditions, while the evidence for other disability groups is positive but less 

extensive. 

.
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Finding 1. Supported employment works better than traditional 
vocational preparation

What the supported employment includes:

➢ identification of the young person’s employment preferences and strengths; 

➢ rapid search for a regular job; 

➢ individual job matching; 

➢ direct contact with employers; 

➢ support with recruitment and disclosure; 

➢ reasonable accommodation and assistive technology; 

➢ on-the-job coaching; 

➢ support for supervisors and co-workers; 

➢ continued assistance after recruitment; 

➢ coordination with health, education and social services.
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Finding 2. IPS produces substantial employment effects for young 
people with mental health conditions

Results of the systematic review and meta-analysis of seven randomised controlled trials 

involving 697 young adults with mental health conditions:

➢ 58.3% of participants receiving IPS obtained competitive employment; 

➢ compared with 32.4% in control services;

➢ the relative probability of employment was approximately 69% higher under IPS; 

➢ six of seven studies also found longer job duration under IPS. 
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Finding 2. IPS produces substantial employment effects for young 
people with mental health conditions

Core Individual Placement Support principles

➢ The objective is competitive employment in the open labour market. 

➢ Participation is based on the young person’s willingness to work—not on a test of “job readiness”. 

➢ Employment support is integrated with mental health or other relevant services. 

➢ The job search starts quickly. 

➢ Jobs are selected according to the person’s preferences. 

➢ Employment specialists build relationships with employers. 

➢ Support continues for as long as necessary. 

➢ The young person receives advice about the interaction between earnings and benefits.
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Finding 3. Intensive employer-based internships can be highly 
effective

One of the strongest youth-specific studies is the multi-site randomised trial of Project SEARCH plus 

autism-specific supports:

• Support delivered during the final school year

• Participants spend nine months embedded in a large employer and rotate through several real 

internships

• Classroom instruction is limited and connected directly to workplace tasks

In the trial:

• 156 young people aged 18–21 with significant autism-related support needs were randomly 

assigned to the programme or usual transition services

• 73.4% of programme participants obtained competitive integrated employment within one year 

• compared with 17% of participants receiving usual services
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Finding 4. Paid work experience before leaving education is one of 
the strongest predictors of later employment

• Previous employment experience is repeatedly associated with successful 

transition.

• Young people with at least one paid work experience during secondary 

school were more than twice as likely to be employed afterwards. 

• Also confirmed similar effect for young people with visual impairments 

• Findings based rather on observation then experiment (weaker evidence). 

Nevertheless, the consistency of the association across studies is important.
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Finding 5. Workplace support matters as much as the young 
person’s preparation

• Employer-oriented interventions may have positive effects from workplace 
adjustments, sufficient financial support and the active involvement of employers

• Workplace adjustment may include: 

• accessible recruitment; 

• task redesign; 

• flexible working time; 

• assistive technology; 

• clear written or visual instructions; 

• disability awareness among managers and colleagues; 

• additional onboarding time; 

• a named workplace mentor.
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Finding 6. Competitive integrated employment should be the 
expected outcome

• Comparing integrated and segregated vocational models found that integrated 

services produced better outcomes in areas such as: job placement, retention, 

earnings and benefits, independence, health and quality-of-life indicators.

• No evidence that segregated vocational services advanced positive employment 

outcomes for people with intellectual and developmental disabilities

• Transitions from sheltered to competitive employment were uncommon
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What successful programmes have in common

V Early intervention
Support begins before the person leaves education. 

V Paid work experience
Young people perform real tasks and receive real wages. 

V Individual job matching
Jobs reflect strengths, interests, support needs and career aspirations.

V Employer partnership
Employers help design the placement and receive practical support.

V Workplace accommodation
Tasks, hours, communication and technology are adapted where necessary.

V Ongoing support
Assistance continues after recruitment and supports progression.
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What appears not to work—or is insufficient on its own

X prolonged assessment before job search; 

X classroom training disconnected from vacancies; 

X unpaid placements repeated without progression; 

X sheltered employment treated as the normal destination; 

X withdrawing support immediately after recruitment; 

X awareness campaigns without recruitment assistance; 

X quotas or subsidies without job matching and support; 

X measuring participation rather than employment and retention.

12



What appears not to work—or is insufficient on its own

X prolonged assessment before job search; 

X classroom training disconnected from vacancies; 

X unpaid placements repeated without progression; 

X sheltered employment treated as the normal destination; 

X withdrawing support immediately after recruitment; 

X awareness campaigns without recruitment assistance; 

X quotas or subsidies without job matching and support; 

X measuring participation rather than employment and retention.

13



A possible pilot intervention

Target group

Young people aged approximately 16–29 who:

• have a disability or long-term health condition; 

• want to enter employment; 

• need more than standard employment support. 

Intervention package

• vocational profiling and person-centred planning; 

• paid workplace placement; 

• employment specialist with a small caseload; 

• employer recruitment and job-design support; 

• workplace accommodations fund; 

• benefits counselling; 

• at least 12 months of follow-up; 

• integrated mental health or rehabilitation support when needed.
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A possible pilot intervention

Possible variants

• IPS pathway for young people with mental health conditions; 

• supported internship pathway for school leavers with intellectual disabilities or 

autism; 

• customised employment pathway for young people with complex support needs; 

• mainstream apprenticeship with accommodations for young people with physical 

or sensory disabilities.
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Thank you for your 
attention! 

. 

piotr.stronkowski@etf.gov.pl
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