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Abstract 

Over the past three decades, research has emerged in the field of organizational behavior and 

education to career transitions with respect to individuals with intellectual disabilities (ID) and 

developmental disabilities (DD). However, little research marries both the employment of those 

with ID/DD with successful organizational practices. This paper synthesizes available research 

related to those with an ID or DD and the observed working model of a small business that 

employs ID/DD persons to suggest opportunities to better integrate disabled persons into 

successful businesses using refined organizational behavior management. A recommendation for 

further research is provided.  
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Organizational Behavior With Intellectually And Developmentally Disabled Employees 

A myriad of studies have been conducted, and subsequent journals written, on both the 

transition into the workforce and general group behavior of those with intellectual or 

development disabilities (ID/DD). National and global focus on the inclusion and fair treatment 

of those with ID/DD has escalated in the past few decades. The 2006 United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and Optional Protocol, Article 10 exemplified this by 

stating “every human being has the inherent right to life and shall take all necessary measures to 

ensure its effective enjoyment by persons with disabilities on an equal basis with others.” While 

this international focus has pushed the envelope, little research exists to specifically examine 

employees with ID/DD within the context of organizational behavior (OB). This paper examines 

known ID/DD research against OB theories while highlighting a contemporary business’ 

practices to propose that emersion of ID/DD employees can be achieved through effective OB 

management. Nonetheless, the aggregate of the information herein is not a substitute for further 

primary research. 

Baseline Inclusion and Employment 

Positive action on inclusion within the workspace has been hindered due to a lack of 

training and management concerns; however, employers that build relationships with ID/DD 

employees often view the experience as positive and are more willing to hire others with ID/DD 

(Bennett & Gallagher, 2013).  Only 41% of those with mild ID/DD were employed or pursued 

higher education in 1988 and only 5% earned above minimum (Phelps & Hanley-Maxwell, 

1997). Of those polled in 2002, one fifth of people employed with disabilities experienced 

discrimination within the previous 5 years, compared to one third of those unemployed with a 

disability (Schur, 2002).  Many businesses may shy away from hiring those with ID/DD due to 
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the inability to implement supported employment or employers may relegate the employee to a 

simplistic, repetitive task (Brooke, Wehman, Inge, & Parent, 1995). A current culture exists 

within most businesses that neglects enriched jobs for ID/DD employees and usually precludes 

social integration with other employees. 

Applying Organizational Behavior to Promote Inclusion 

One business is challenging the prevailing culture of ID/DD exclusion. Ellen Graham sat 

down for an interview and described how her and her husband, Jim, founded Cameron’s Coffee 

and Chocolates in the City of Fairfax, Virginia in 2013 to assist the employment of their ID/DD 

daughter. After 5 years they have approximately 20 ID/DD employees. Funding from the non-

profit Every1 Can Work and the government currently assists Cameron’s; however, the Graham 

family’s application of contemporary OB theories has yielded impressive results. 

Ethics and Social Responsibility 

It could be said that the so-called “equal employment” offered by most businesses to 

persons with ID/DD is an unfair labor practice. Besides monotonous job assignments, wage gaps 

tend to be higher for disabled persons with social impedances at approximately 10-25% less than 

peers without a disability in a similar position (Schur, 2002). 

Perhaps principal to the Cameron’s vision, social responsibility has a great importance 

when considering ID/DD employment. Cameron’s corporate citizenship within the community 

has proven to be a beacon of hope for many. While the finances of the business are largely 

subsidized, the employment and empowerment of ID/DD community reins paramount. Mrs. 

Graham expressed that Cameron’s takes additional steps to provide “life skills” and additional 

opportunities to the ID/DD employees to foster an inclusive community. As a positive 

consequence of employing those with ID/DD, the local community supports the business as a 
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form of charity. Still, Cameron’s ensures the products it produces are to the highest caliber, 

regardless of their employment base. They view it as their inherent social responsibility to 

showcase that the workers can produce goods that are just as great, if not better, than the 

competition (Graham, 2018).  

Learning and Motivation 

A great deal of research has been conducted in the field of ID/DD education. Since the 

late 1980s, researchers have devised many methods for the childhood education of those with 

disabilities. A shift has occurred from isolating practices to educating ID/DD community 

members to become productive adults within society. The School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 

1994 provided funding at a state level for the development of work-related skills programs 

(Phelps & Hanley-Maxwell, 1997). Still, incongruences between school districts and 

governments have caused a failure to yield consistent results (Bennett & Gallagher, 2013).  

Upon observation, learning techniques for the ID/DD population require special attention, 

but motivational challenges occur just the same between the ID/DD and general populations. 

Many employment opportunities for the ID/DD community are lackluster, repetitive, simple, and 

not social. For instance, in the Northern Virginia region, many ID/DD employees are baggers at 

grocery stores such as Giant and Safeway or may be responsible solely for French fries at 

McDonalds (Graham, 2018). The employers select these positions for ID/DD employees most 

likely for the simplicity of training and to limit the social interaction with customers. The largest 

oversight in this practice is that people’s intrinsic desire to be challenged is neglected. People 

with special needs still have the same motivational and educational desires as everyone else.  

Under the scope of motivation, many traditional positions for the ID/DD community do 

not set goals in production or performance. Should the employer work with job coaches, 
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families, and the employees, they could use goal setting theory to build acceptable performance 

measures and corresponding outcomes. Further, employers could add additional or different 

responsibilities via job enlargement. Adding additional tasks of similar difficulty of those already 

mastered would give a variety to employees and prevent boredom. Consideration should be made 

to feedback, autonomy, task significance, task identity, and skill variety when developing job 

positions; which ultimately affects the workers sense of responsibility, meaningfulness, and 

knowledge of personal performance (Hackman & Oldham, 1974). 

Learning is part of any employment opportunity; however, employers of those with 

ID/DD are uniquely positioned. While the traditional positions for those with disabilities may 

have been created to be simplistic, competency of job tasks can overlap with competency of life 

skills. Additionally, our culture has usually protected those with ID/DD from failure, when in 

fact intelligent failure is critical to successful learning and social interactions (Sitkin, 1992). Just 

as a general population employee who is given many opportunities to speak with clients may 

become a great orator outside the workplace, ID/DD employees given training can apply skills 

elsewhere. 

The paired benefits that motivation and learning have on the ID/DD community can be 

best exemplified by a Journal of Economic Issues article by Lisa Schur, in which she states, 

“employment can help people develop a variety of skills that are useful not only in the work 

place but in other areas of life, such as community and political participation.” For example, 

Cameron’s job coaches take employees to grocery shop and then teach how to prepare foods 

offered on the restaurant menu. A parent of an employee expressed that their child was incapable 

of making anything besides a peanut butter and jelly sandwich (Graham, 2018). The job coaches 

set a menu item (goal), educated on food purchasing and preparation (learning), then encouraged 
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experimentation and additional menu items (job enlargement). The employee surely had failures, 

just as any new employee would, but ultimately prevailed. The response of the employee was 

outstanding, he began to prepare his own food at home and even created unscripted menu items, 

but more importantly the gentleman felt motivated and attached to the work he did (Graham, 

2018). 

Organizational Structure, Culture, and Diversity 

Diversity in the work place usually elicits an image of differing cultural or racial 

backgrounds, yet few think of differing levels of disabilities. In fact, an Australian study 

concluded that the perceived pay gap between those with disabilities and those without may be 

substantiated more so by workplace treatment than by the actual pay difference (Milner, et al., 

2015). This clearly shows that many organizations see ID/DD employees as different than the 

general population perhaps socially and economically. Firsthand accounts show that, while 

employment opportunities may exist for the ID/DD community, cultural inclusion and social 

networking is largely absent.  

Research indicates that in childhood education, teachers are likely to indicate positive 

effects on inclusion of those with disabilities and those without; however, employers were less 

likely to respond positively about the ID/DD community, especially regarding their assimilation 

in the workspace (Bennett & Gallagher, 2013). Social benefits, regardless of inclusion in the 

workplace, for those with employed with disabilities is exemplified by their 10% greater 

likelihood to meet with groups than those that are unemployed (Schur, 2002).  

The Graham’s architected a brilliant culture of inclusion at Cameron’s. Employees are 

employed full time, given business cards, and are invited to unique corporate events aimed 

towards community emersion such as art therapy classes and group dinner outings with members 
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of the local community. Further, Cameron’s structure has a one to 4 ratio of job coaches to 

ID/DD employees, allowing for 75% individual autonomy and 25% one-on-one attention. As a 

result, employees feel fulfilled by their job, are willing to take on more challenges, and recognize 

it as part of their identity (Graham, 2018). 

Group Dynamics and Communication 

Patrick Lencioni’s The Five Dysfunctions of a Team proposes that any team must have 

vulnerability and trust as a foundation to be successful. Perhaps the key unique behavioral 

difference between those with ID/DD and the general population is that those with ID/DD tend to 

be very trusting ad vulnerable. While this inclination towards trust can be found in a negative 

light, such as elevated rates of sexual assault in the school and work place (Carlson, 1997), a 

positive take may come to light in team work. Groups operate best under conditions of trust and 

understanding. Usually this is accomplished through lengthy “ice breaking” and 

“storming/norming” processes with the general population (Jenson & Tuckman, 1977). However, 

the intrinsic trustworthiness of ID/DD employees could encourage improved group dynamics 

with proper guidance and training. The previously mentioned negative impression of employee 

assimilation may have in fact resulted not so much from the inclusion of ID/DD employees, but 

rather poor implementations of integrated teams.  

 

Discussion 

The quality of life for those with ID/DD can be profoundly impacted through gainful 

employment with serious considerations for OB. Unfortunately, the lack of research and 

education in this field is paired with reserved corporate responsibility; ultimately resulting in the 

alienation of those with disabilities. Personal development, self-determination, interpersonal 
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relations, social inclusion, emotional well-being, physical well-being, and material well-being 

are all critical indicators for the quality of life measurement of those with ID/DD (Claes, Van 

Hove, van Loon, Vandevelde, & Schalock, 2010). Simple actions can be made by companies to 

address these indicators and exclusive research should be conducted on organizational behavior 

in the context of the employment of peoples with ID/DD. More companies and government 

programs should arm themselves with behavioral knowledge and duplicate working models, like 

Cameron’s, across the nation to better include those with disabilities as productive members of 

society.  

 

Conclusion 

The emersion of individuals with intellectual or developmental disabilities into the 

workforce has been a promising product of modernity. Still, much of the progress made has been 

bolstered upon research and recommendations founded in childhood education and housing of 

the ID/DD community. While this contextual data from related fields of study offers an indirect 

view of what effective organizational behavior may offer to the ID/DD community in the work 

place, there is little primary research on the topic. Available data on the topic suggests that the 

gainful employment of the ID/DD community has social, cultural, and economic impacts. As our 

world grows to become more inclusive, it is essential that an educated model be formed for the 

fulfilling and effective employment of those with intellectual or developmental disabilities.  
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