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ABSTRACT

Background: Vocational training is critical for employment of persons with disabilities,
yet barriers persist.

Aim: This narrative review synthesizes literature on targeted vocational training consid-
ering disability diversity.

Method: A search of PubMed, Scopus, and Google Scholar (2000-2024) was conducted
using the keywords vocational training, disability, employment, and inclusivity. Inclu-
sion criteria: English-language articles, reviews, case studies, and policy documents.

Results: Persons with disabilities receive food, clothing, school supplies, transportation,
emotional support, information, and advocacy support from family, friends, and neigh-
bours. They reciprocate by offering emotional support, helping with household tasks, and
financial and material support. Improving community awareness, expanding social net-
works for persons with disabilities, and providing livelihood support for caregivers can
strengthen natural support Effective programs address disability diversity through per-
sonalized assessments, hands-on learning, and strong stakeholder partnerships. The so-
cial and biopsychosocial models of disability are more effective than the medical model.
Successful initiatives (e.g., Project SEARCH) show >70% employment outcomes. Major
challenges include inconsistent funding, stigma, and lack of accessibility, especially in
low- and middle-income countries (LMICs).

Conclusion: Targeted vocational training must be embedded within rights-based frame-
works (CRPD, CBR guidelines) and include ongoing support. Implications for policy and
practice are discussed.

Keywords: Vocational training, disabilities, employment, inclusivity, barriers, best prac-
tices, personalized learning, support systems, community engagement, policy recommen-
dations.
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The ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Dis-
abilities (CRPD) created an obligation for State Parties to ensure access to a wide range of
support services to facilitate social inclusion and personal development for persons with
disabilities (United Nations [UN], 2006). A recent UN Human Rights Council (2025) report
on the human rights dimension of care and support for persons with disabilities stated
that support forms the foundation for the enjoyment of a wide range of rights for persons
with disabilities, and recommended that all stakeholders, including local and national
governments, work together to enhance care and support systems. Laws and legislative
efforts alone however, cannot fully ensure appropriate actions related to the realization of
rights and support for persons with disabilities (Chibaya, et al., 2022; Hussey et al., 2016;
Musenyente et al., 2022).

Globally, failures in implementing legislation reduce the availability of formal sup-
ports, thereby restricting persons with disabilities” access to education, employment and
healthcare.(Gomda et al., 2022; Gréaux et al., 2023; Huus et al., 2021; Shahidi et al., 2023).
Formal supports are provided through structured private or government organizations
(Reynolds et al., 2018). In Ethiopia, formal support for persons with disabilities is con-
strained by a lack of effective implementation of national and international laws (UNICEF,
2019). Researchers found that persons with disabilities have been experiencing challenges
in accessing formal support (Dassah et al., 2018; Tiruneh et al., 2021) and social and eco-
nomic problems (Jemberu et al., 2023). As a result, persons with disabilities in Ethiopia
often rely on natural supports provided by primary caregivers (Baheretibeb et al., 2024;
Gebeyehu et al., 2019). However, caregivers also need support but often do not receive
the needed support due to stigma and discrimination experienced in the community
(Tekola et al., 2020). This suggests that comprehensive support systems that attend to both
formal and natural supports are urgently needed in Ethiopia to improve the lives of per-
sons with disabilities (Tefera et al., 2018).

Natural support, defined as a range of unpaid support provided through love, loy-
alty, or personal networks developed within the community (Marsack-Topolewski, 2020;
Reynolds et al., 2018), often plays an important role in the lives of persons with disabilities
(Friedman, 2025; Jaitely & Gaurav, 2025). Researchers have documented the important
role of natural support in enabling well-being and resilience, quality of life, health, em-
ployment, housing, and participation for persons with disabilities (Friedman, 2025; Sand-
erson et al., 2019; Sanderson et al., 2024). Researchers have also identified the value of
natural support in fostering financial security and empowerment for decision-making
(Jansen-van Vuuren et al., 2024) and independent living (Duggan & Linehan, 2013). Nat-
ural support can provide emotional, informational, and instrumental support, and facili-
tate community integration and belonging (Friedman, 2021; Jansen-van Vuuren et al.,
2024).

Although natural support for persons with disabilities can come from various
sources, existing studies in Ethiopia have consistently identified primary caregivers as the
main natural support providers (Baheretibeb et al., 2024; Gebeyehu et al., 2019; Gelaye &
Andualem, 2022; Tefera et al., 2018; Weldeab & Opdal, 2007). However, family caregivers
in Ethiopia face a heavy caregiver burden in their caretaking duties, often in isolation,
with a severe lack of formal psychosocial support (Baheretibeb et al., 2024, p. 1). Addition-
ally, the perceived and experienced stigma directed towards primary caregivers and their
child affects the support of persons with disabilities (Tekola et al., 2020). Further, caregiv-
ers’ capacity to support their children with disabilities is undermined by poverty, hope-
lessness, domestic abuse, and the multiple burdens faced by single mothers (Szlamka et
al., 2023).

These studies have predominantly relied on caregivers’ perspectives, leaving a gap
in understanding the broader natural support network from the perspectives of persons
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with disabilities and other natural supporters beyond the primary caregiver, such as
neighbours. This study aims to explore the perspectives of persons with disabilities and
their neighbours on disability-related natural supports. Specifically, we asked: (a) What
are the natural support experiences of persons with disabilities in Gondar City? and (b)
How might natural support be better enabled for persons with disabilities in Gondar City?
Vocational training is essential for empowering persons with disabilities and improving
their employment outcomes (Higashida, 2019). However, people with disabilities face sig-
nificant barriers to accessing training and work, including societal stigma, inadequate in-
frastructure, and lack of tailored programs (Bartram & Cavanagh, 2019; Nuri et al., 2012).
Statistics consistently show lower employment rates among disabled individuals com-
pared to their non-disabled peers, with variations across disability types (Hernandez et
al., 2007).

Disability itself is diverse. Common categories include physical disabilities such as
mobility impairments, sensory disabilities including visual and hearing loss, intellectual
disabilities, mental health conditions, and comorbid multiple disabilities (Sorgini et al.,
2018; Tasse et al., 2016). Each type requires different training adaptations. For physical
disabilities, accessible environments and equipment are needed. Sensory disabilities re-
quire sign language or assistive technologies. Intellectual disabilities benefit from simpli-
fied, hands-on instruction. Mental health conditions need supportive, non-stigmatizing
settings. Beyond classification, individualized approaches such as personalized assess-
ments, flexible learning methods, and holistic support systems are critical for success.
Based on my experience at Valiasr Rehabilitation Institute in Tehran, many trainees with
physical or sensory disabilities struggle to access training environments that lack basic
accessibility features such as ramps, adjustable workstations, or sign language interpret-
ers, which often leads to dropout before skill acquisition.

Theoretical models of disability also shape training design. The social model argues
that disability results from societal barriers, calling for inclusive environments (Goering,
2015). The biopsychosocial model integrates physical, psychological, and social factors
(Waddell et al., 2008). The medical model focuses on individual deficits. For vocational
training, the social and biopsychosocial models are more effective because they emphasize
removing barriers and supporting the whole person. Effective training programs, there-
fore, follow principles of inclusivity, personalization, hands-on learning, ongoing sup-
port, and interdisciplinary collaboration.

Despite growing recognition of these needs, most vocational training programs re-
main one-size-fits-all, and evidence from low- and middle-income countries is limited.
This narrative review therefore aims to: (a) analyze existing literature on successful voca-
tional training strategies across disability types; (b) identify barriers, including stigma,
funding shortages, and policy gaps; (c) showcase best practices such as Project SEARCH;
(d) provide actionable recommendations for policymakers and practitioners; and (e) iden-
tify research gaps for future studies.

While previous reviews have examined vocational training for disabled individuals,
they have largely focused on single disability types, high-income settings, or isolated pro-
gram outcomes. This review fills a critical gap by providing a cross-cutting, comparative
synthesis that: (a) evaluates the differential effectiveness of training interventions across
physical, sensory, intellectual, and mental health disability groups; (b) analyzes the trans-
ferability of successful programs such as Project SEARCH from high-income to low- and
middle-income country contexts; and (c) proposes a practical implementation framework
that synthesizes evidence on funding sustainability, cultural adaptation, and employer
engagement. By systematically comparing case studies and identifying thematic barriers,
this review offers actionable guidance that is both context-sensitive and globally relevant.
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METHODS

This narrative review synthesizes findings from peer-reviewed literature, grey literature,
and authoritative texts. The goal was to map existing knowledge on targeted vocational
training for people with disabilities, considering disability diversity and implementation
challenges.

Sources of literature

We searched electronic databases, including PubMed, Scopus, and Google Scholar
for articles published between January 2000 and October 2025. Keywords included com-
binations of vocational training, vocational rehabilitation, disability, disabled persons,
employment, inclusive employment, barriers, and best practices. In addition, we manu-
ally screened reference lists of included studies and consulted grey literature from gov-
ernment agencies, international organizations (World Health Organization, International
Labor Organization, United Nations), and disability-focused nongovernmental organiza-
tions. Relevant policy documents such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities (CRPD) and the WHO/ILO/UNESCO CBR Guidelines were also included
(Table 1).

Table 1: Sources of literature

Source type Examples / databases

Peer reviewed articles PubMed, Scopus, Google Scholar
Authoritative texts WHO, ILO, UN CRPD documents
Grey literature NGO reports, government policies, Iran’s disabil-
ity laws
Other relevant documents Conference proceedings, books, professional
guidelines

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Studies were included if they met the following criteria: (a) focused on vocational
training or employment support for people with any type of disability (physical, sensory,
intellectual, mental health, or multiple disabilities); (b) published in English or Persian; (c)
appeared in peer-reviewed journals, books, or official reports; (d) used qualitative, quan-
titative, or mixed methods; and (e) were published between 2000 and 2025. We excluded
studies that focused solely on medical or clinical interventions without a training compo-
nent, opinion pieces without empirical data, and articles not available in full text.

Review process

Two reviewers independently screened titles and abstracts of all retrieved records.
Full texts of potentially eligible studies were then assessed against the inclusion criteria.
Disagreements were resolved through discussion and consensus. Data from included
sources were extracted using a standardized charting form that captured study character-
istics (author, year, country, disability type, and training setting), key barriers and facili-
tators, program outcomes, and reported best practices. We used thematic analysis to iden-
tify recurring themes across the literature. These themes included disability classification
and individual needs, theoretical models of disability, effective training principles, imple-
mentation strategies, case studies, challenges (policy, funding, cultural attitudes), and fu-
ture directions. Findings were synthesized narratively without quantitative meta-analysis
because of the heterogeneity of study designs and outcomes.

Limitations of the review
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This narrative review did not employ formal quality scoring of individual studies, which
is common in narrative reviews. Most evidence came from high-income countries, so find-
ings may not fully apply to low- and middle-income settings. Publication bias may exist
because studies with positive outcomes are more likely to be published. Despite these
limitations, the review provides a broad and useful overview of the field.

DEVELOPING TARGETED VOCATIONAL TRAINING PROGRAMS

Needs assessment

A comprehensive needs assessment is the cornerstone of developing effective voca-
tional training programs for individuals with disabilities (Bumble et al., 2022;
Cunningham-Erves et al., 2018). This process involves evaluating specific skills, interests,
and challenges. Key components include surveys and interviews with disabled individu-
als, their families, educators, and employers. Skill gap analysis helps align training with
labor market demands. Gathering input from community organizations, job placement
agencies, and advocacy groups provides additional perspectives (Cunningham-Erves et
al., 2018). Using standardized assessment tools helps identify areas where additional
training may be required, setting the foundation for personalized training plans.

Stakeholder collaboration: examples and challenges

Concrete examples of stakeholder collaboration include a vocational training center
partnering with a local hospital to create internships for people with physical disabilities,
where hospital staff provide onsite mentoring and the training center adapts equipment.
Another example is collaboration between a disability NGO and a technology company
to develop accessible digital skills courses, with the company donating computers and
offering mock interviews. A third example is a government employment agency working
with a school for deaf students to provide sign language interpreters during vocational
classes and job placement support.

Several challenges arise in such collaborations (Rios et al., 2023; Smith et al., 2017).
Conlflicting priorities occur when employers prioritize productivity while training pro-
grams focus on skill development. Resource constraints affect small businesses that often
lack funds or space for workplace accommodations. Communication gaps emerge be-
cause different stakeholders such as educators, employers, and disability advocates may
use different terminology. Sustainability is also a challenge, as partnerships often depend
on short-term grants and may end when funding stops. Overcoming these challenges re-
quires clear written agreements, regular meetings, shared goals, and flexible funding
models (Thompson et al., 2017).

Curriculum design aligned with universal design for learning (UDL)

Curriculum design must follow universal design for learning (UDL) principles. UDL
has three main guidelines: multiple means of engagement, multiple means of representa-
tion, and multiple means of action and expression (Rao et al., 2023). Table 2 shows how
these principles apply to vocational training for disabled individuals, building on tradi-
tional curriculum design elements such as flexibility, competency-based learning, and as-
sistive technologies (Korchagin et al., 2017).

Table 2: Applying universal design for learning (UDL) to vocational training curriculum

UDL principle Application in vocational Example

training
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Multiple means of en- Offer choices in learning ac- Allow participants to choose be-
gagement tivities and materials tween video tutorials, written
guides, or hands-on practice
Multiple means of repre-  Present information in differ- Use text, audio, diagrams, and
sentation ent formats sign language videos for the same
lesson

Multiple means of action ~ Let participants demonstrate ~ Permit oral answers, written tests,

and expression skills in various ways video recordings, or practical
demonstrations
Flexible pacing Allow self-paced learning Provide extra time for tasks with-
with adjustable deadlines out penalty
Accessible materials Use digital documents com- Provide transcripts for all audio
patible with screen readers and video content

In addition, competency-based learning allows participants to master specific job-
relevant skills. Life skills training such as communication, teamwork, time management,
and problem-solving is invaluable (Cridlin, 2007). Assistive technologies, including screen
readers, adaptive keyboards, and speech recognition software, should be integrated (Mi-
shev et al., 2021). Feedback mechanisms allow participants to suggest improvements, en-
suring the curriculum remains relevant and effective. However, a common challenge is
that trainers lack training in UDL principles. Regular professional development and ac-
cess to assistive technology specialists are needed.

Partnerships with stakeholders (continued)

Beyond curriculum design, building strong partnerships with educational institu-
tions, employers, disability organizations, government agencies, and community groups
enhances program effectiveness (Rios et al., 2023). For example, a partnership with a local
bus company can provide accessible transportation to training sites. A collaboration with
a university can offer ongoing evaluation research. The main challenge remains coordina-
tion across different funding cycles and reporting requirements (Thompson et al., 2017).
Solutions include designating a partnership coordinator and using shared online plat-
forms for communication.

IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGIES

Effective implementation strategies are crucial for ensuring that targeted vocational
training programs for individuals with disabilities are successful, inclusive, and respon-
sive to diverse participant needs. This section outlines key components of these strategies,
including training methodologies, support systems, approaches to addressing barriers to
employment, advocacy examples, data sharing considerations, and mentorship program
structures.

Training methodologies

The choice of training methodologies plays a significant role in the success of voca-
tional training programs. Training methodologies must be adaptable to various disability
types and learning preferences.

Hands-on learning allows participants to engage in real-world scenarios, which can
enhance skills retention and confidence (Cridlin, 2007). This approach benefits those with
sensory or physical disabilities by allowing them to learn through activities that suit their
capabilities.

Multisensory approaches utilizing a combination of visual, auditory, and tactile
teaching methods can make learning more accessible to individuals with diverse
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disabilities. For example, using visual aids, simulations, and verbal instructions can cater
to varying learning styles.

Technology-enhanced training incorporating assistive technologies such as screen
readers, speech recognition software, and specialized software for skill development can
facilitate learning for individuals with visual or hearing impairments (Mishev et al., 2021).
Online platforms also allow for flexible learning environments that can reduce transpor-
tation barriers.

Peer learning and examples of advocacy

Peer learning encourages collaboration and can boost motivation and engagement.
Concrete examples of peer learning and advocacy include:

The Peer2Peer project at Universidade Catdlica Portuguesa pairs university students
with young people with disabilities for an 11-week journey focused on self-knowledge
and labor market skills development (Universidade Catdlica Portuguesa, 2025). The pro-
gram includes mock interviews with human resources professionals and has demon-
strated real impact: participants increased awareness of diversity and inclusion topics, left
better prepared for entering the labor market, created friendships and mutual support
networks, and established connections that remain active.

The Friends of SAVE club promotes disability awareness, leadership, and positive
relationship-building between students with and without disabilities (Dolby, 2025). Stu-
dents initiated and presented an autism awareness program to their peers while also prac-
ticing valuable life skills such as speaking clearly, handling money, and engaging in mean-
ingful conversations.

The Baraka George case at Adu Vocational Training Center in Kenya demonstrates
how peer learning can succeed even without specialized teachers (Kupenda for the
Children, 2025). Baraka, a young man who is hard of hearing, enrolled at a vocational
center with no sign language teacher. His peers learned basic sign language words and
taught him practical tasks such as operating woodworking machinery and taking accurate
measurements- tasks that initially frustrated him. From this training, Baraka successfully
produced furniture, gained confidence, and formed lasting friendships.

Data sharing issues in vocational training programs

When implementing peer learning and collaborative training programs, several data
sharing and confidentiality issues must be addressed. First, confidentiality of personal in-
formation means that any information collected about participants, including medical in-
formation, rehabilitation records, and accommodation needs, is considered confidential
and must be protected (Colorado Division of Vocational Rehabilitation, 2017). Individuals
must be notified of the confidential nature of their records at the time of program enroll-
ment. Second, informed written consent is required; confidential information may be
shared with other agencies or organizations only after receiving informed written consent
from the participant or their authorized representative. This consent must include assur-
ances that the receiving agency will manage the information in a manner that safeguards
its confidentiality. Third, information should be shared only on a need-to-know basis,
meaning only with individuals who need the information to provide support services or
accommodations. Where possible, programs should limit shared information to the min-
imum required to ensure support is in place (University of Sheffield, 2025). Fourth, secure
data storage should use internet-based document storage systems with encryption and
access controls, such as secure Google Drive or dedicated case management platforms.
Fifth, consent withdrawal and time limits should be respected; participants have the right
to alter their consent preferences at any time, and written authorizations for information
sharing typically expire after a defined period, such as one year, requiring renewal.

Support systems
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Comprehensive support systems include several key components. Individualized
support plans detail accommodations, resources, and objectives to help participants suc-
ceed (Herps et al., 2016). Counseling and mentorship services assist participants in navi-
gating challenges related to their disabilities (Lindsay et al., 2016). Job placement and ca-
reer counseling services provide resume-building workshops, interview preparation, and
job search strategies tailored to individuals with disabilities (Hagner et al., 2001). Ongoing
support and follow-up services after training ensure sustained employment success
(Cimera, 2014).

Addressing barriers to employment

Common barriers faced by individuals with disabilities include stigma and miscon-
ceptions, which require awareness campaigns that promote the abilities and potential of
individuals with disabilities (Wickenden et al., 2022). Accessibility of workplaces must be
addressed by advocating for physical modifications and supportive accommodations
(Mau & Derung, 2025). Financial constraints can be reduced through funding scholarships
or offering subsidies (Polidano & Mavromaras, 2011). Transportation issues may be miti-
gated through partnerships with local transportation services or travel stipends (Fletcher
et al., 2010).

Mentorship program structure and evidence of effectiveness

Well-structured mentorship programs follow a clear and replicable framework. The
MentorAbility Canada program (Zero Project, 2019) provides an exemplary model with
three key participant roles. Mentees, who are job seekers with disabilities, explore careers
of interest that are fairly compensated, expand professional connections, increase their
confidence, and make informed career decisions. Mentors, typically employers, meet new
talent, deepen their capacity to build inclusive workplaces, improve corporate culture,
and build community relations. Mentorship facilitators, who are service providers, share
expertise in workplace disability inclusion, offer tailored support to mentors and mentees,
and build networks.

Regional MentorAbility Hubs coordinate with local partner organizations to facili-
tate tailored mentorships, organize networking and learning events, and customize activ-
ities for regional needs. By 2023, MentorAbility had organized approximately 700 men-
torships and over 1,000 events, engaging 400 employers across Canada. The program es-
timates that 15 to 25 percent of all mentees found jobs immediately after their mentorship.

The Community Scholars program at the Florida Center for Inclusive Communities
recruited youth with disabilities to receive mentoring, development of basic administra-
tive competencies, individualized career coaching, college counseling, and disability pol-
icy and self-advocacy training (Rodriguez Lépez, 2022). Program evaluation found that
100% of participants expressed interest in pursuing post-secondary education, 100% re-
ported an increase in administrative skills, and 33% reported an increase in self-advocacy
skills.

Evidence of effectiveness from a systematic review of peer mentoring for employ-
ment found that three studies showed increased participation in school or work after peer
mentoring, and four studies identified social and emotional benefits from peer mentoring
(Ehrlich-Jones et al., 2025). Peer mentors can share their lived experiences in managing
physical, social, and psychological barriers to gaining and maintaining employment. The
review concluded that peer mentoring programs are most successful when rehabilitation
professionals and peer mentors collaborate to provide structured program activities and
interventions that are meaningful and engaging for participants.

Additionally, research from Disability Rights UK and The Work Foundation found
that peer support improves job retention, reduces sick leave, and helps disabled people
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find new jobs or move into education (Disability Rights UK, 2016). Participants of peer
support programs report relationships of trust and feel in control of their lives.

By prioritizing these strategies, including diverse training methodologies, robust
support systems, peer learning with concrete advocacy examples, clear data sharing pro-
tocols, and evidence-based mentorship structures, programs can create a more inclusive
and effective educational experience, ultimately leading to better employment outcomes
for individuals with disabilities.

CASE STUDIES

This section presents three successful vocational training programs for individuals
with disabilities. For each case, we provide contextual background, implementation fea-
tures, outcomes, and a discussion of cross-cultural barriers and scalability.

Project SEARCH (United States)

Context and background: Project SEARCH was developed at Cincinnati Children’s
Hospital Medical Center in 1996 and has since expanded to over six hundred sites in eight
countries. It is a school-to-work transition program specifically designed for young adults
with intellectual and developmental disabilities. The program operates entirely within
large host businesses such as hospitals, government agencies, and corporate campuses.

Key features and implementation: Participants attend daily classroom instruction on
employability skills followed by three ten-week unpaid internships in different depart-
ments. Each intern is supported by a dedicated job coach who provides on-site training
and gradually fades support as the intern gains independence. Host employers receive
training on disability awareness and reasonable accommodation, and no cost is incurred
for the internships beyond the job coach’s time.

Outcomes and evidence: A mixed-method study of Michigan Project SEARCH grad-
uates reported that over seventy percent secured competitive employment within one
year of completing the program, with many maintaining jobs for more than twelve
months (Sung et al., 2023). Employers consistently noted improved workplace diversity
and team morale.

Cross-cultural barriers: Although Project SEARCH originated in the United States,
its replication in other countries has faced challenges. In some European and Asian con-
texts, cultural norms around disability and work differ significantly. For example, in col-
lectivist societies, families may prefer sheltered employment or home-based work, and
employers may lack legal incentives to provide internships. To address these barriers, in-
ternational adaptations have modified the program by involving family members in plan-
ning meetings and partnering with local disability advocacy groups to raise awareness
(O'Day, 2009).

Scalability: Project SEARCH is highly scalable because its model relies on existing
host businesses rather than new infrastructure. However, scalability depends on three fac-
tors: availability of trained job coaches, willingness of host employers to participate, and
state or national funding for transition services. In low-resource settings, a scaled-down
version using shorter internships and volunteer mentors has been piloted with promising
results.

The Able Trust (Florida, USA)

Context and background. The Able Trust is a non-profit organization established by
the Florida Legislature in 1990. Its mission is to increase employment opportunities for
people with disabilities through grant funding, public awareness campaigns, and em-
ployer engagement.

Key features and implementation: The Able Trust provides competitive grants to lo-
cal vocational rehabilitation agencies and community colleges to develop
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disability-specific training programs. It also runs the High School High Tech program,
which exposes students with disabilities to science, technology, engineering, and math
careers through site visits and mentoring. Additionally, the trust organizes annual Em-
ployer Recognition Awards to showcase businesses that excel in inclusive hiring.

Outcomes and evidence: Over three decades, the Able Trust has helped create more
than twenty thousand jobs for individuals with disabilities and has trained over five thou-
sand employers on disability inclusion (Lindsey, 2022). Public awareness campaigns have
significantly reduced stigma in Florida’s business community, with post-campaign sur-
veys showing a forty percent increase in employers’ willingness to consider applicants
with disabilities.

Cross-cultural barriers: The Able Trust’s model assumes a mature legal framework
such as the Americans with Disabilities Act and a competitive grant system. When
adapted to other states or countries, barriers emerge, including different disability laws,
lack of a culture of corporate philanthropy, and distrust between disability organizations
and employers. In response, the trust has developed a Cultural Adaptation Toolkit that
suggests localizing the employer awards programme and using peer-to-peer business net-
works instead of direct grants.

Scalability: The grant-based funding model is both a strength and a limitation. Scala-
bility requires a stable pool of public or private donors. However, the trust’s public aware-
ness materials and employer training curricula have been freely shared with fourteen
other states and three Latin American countries, demonstrating that knowledge products
scale well even when direct funding does not.

National organization on disability (NOD) — corporate leadership council (USA)
Context and background. The National Organization on Disability launched its Corporate
Leadership Council in 2005 to work directly with Fortune 500 companies to improve hir-
ing and retention of people with disabilities. The Council is a membership-based initiative
that provides benchmarking, training, and strategic guidance.

Key features and implementation: Member companies pay an annual fee to access
NOD’s disability employment tracker, a data-driven assessment tool that measures re-
cruitment, retention, and advancement of employees with disabilities. NOD also offers
customized webinars, on-site consultations, and an annual summit where human re-
sources executives share best practices. The program explicitly addresses the entire em-
ployment lifecycle, from accessible job postings to career development.

Outcomes and evidence: Companies that have completed the Council programme
report an average twenty-nine percent increase in the hiring rate of people with disabili-
ties and a thirty-five percent improvement in retention rates after two years (Katz &
DeRose, 2011). Many members have gone on to receive NOD’s Leading Disability Em-
ployer Seal.

Cross-cultural barriers: The Council model is highly dependent on corporate human
resources structures that may not exist in small or family-owned businesses. In non-West-
ern cultures, the concept of reasonable accommodation may be unfamiliar, and data-shar-
ing on disability status is often taboo. NOD has addressed this by developing a Cultural
Competency Module that helps multinational companies adapt their practices to local
laws and social norms, for example, by emphasizing confidentiality and using anonymous
surveys.

Scalability: The Council’s fee-based model is not easily scalable to small businesses
or public sector agencies. However, NOD has created a low-cost essentials package for
small employers, which includes online training modules and a simplified assessment
tool. The Council’s real scalability lies in its benchmarking metrics, which have been
adopted by several state vocational rehabilitation agencies as performance indicators.

Thematic barriers and cross-cultural considerations across case studies
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Across the three case studies, several thematic barriers recur. The first barrier is
stigma and lack of employer awareness. In all three programs, initial employer reluctance
was overcome through direct engagement, success stories, and legal incentives. However,
the intensity of stigma varies by region; for example, in some Asian and African countries,
disability is still associated with shame, requiring community-level awareness campaigns
before employer engagement can begin. The second barrier is funding instability. Project
SEARCH depends on school-to-work transition funding, The Able Trust on state grants,
and NOD on corporate fees. Each funding model has vulnerabilities during economic
downturns. A thematic organization suggests that diversified funding, combining public,
private, and earned income, is the most resilient strategy. The third barrier is perceived
workplace accommodation costs. Although actual accommodation costs are often low,
perceived costs remain a barrier. The case studies show that providing free technical as-
sistance on accommodations, as Project SEARCH does, effectively reduces employer hes-
itation. The fourth barrier is data privacy and cross-cultural differences. In collectivist cul-
tures, sharing disability data with employers may be seen as a family rather than an indi-
vidual decision. Programs that involve family representatives in consent processes have
seen higher participation rates.

Scalability: lessons learned

Scalability of these programs requires attention to four factors. The first factor is
standardization with local adaptation. Project SEARCH uses a core curriculum but allows
host sites to choose internship rotations based on local labor market needs. The Able
Trust’s grant guidelines are standardized, but applicants must demonstrate community
partnership. The second factor is train-the-trainer models. To scale without proportional
increases in cost, all three programs have developed online training modules for job
coaches, employers, and vocational counsellors. For example, NOD’s online disability in-
clusion course has been completed by over ten thousand human resources professionals
worldwide. The third factor is policy alignment. Scalable programs actively align with
existing government policies such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities, national disability laws, and vocational rehabilitation regulations. Project
SEARCH's expansion into the United Kingdom was accelerated by the UK’s Access to
Work programme, which funds job coaches. The fourth factor is technology as an enabler.
The case studies confirm that embracing technological advancements and innovative
training methods can significantly enhance training accessibility and effectiveness. For in-
stance, virtual reality job simulations are being piloted in Project SEARCH sites to prepare
interns for hospital settings before they enter the workplace. The Able Trust now offers a
virtual employer training series that reaches rural areas. NOD’s benchmarking tool is en-
tirely cloud-based, allowing real-time data analysis across multiple company sites.

Table 3: Comparative Analysis of Effectiveness across Case Studies and Disability Groups

Case Study  Disability Primary In- Employment  Key Facilitator Key Barrier Applicability to Other
Group tervention Outcome Disability Groups
Targeted
Project Intellec- Immersion  >70% competi-  Strong host em- Reliance on Effective for physical/sen-
SEARCH tual /De-  internships tive employ- ployer buy-in trained job sory if accessibility is
velop- +job coach ment coaches adapted, but less for men-
mental tal health (needs different
supports)
The Able All disa- Grants + >20,000 jobs Legal frame- Lack of a culture  Effective for all groups in-
Trust bility public created work (ADA) +  of corporate giv-  directly, but lacks disabil-
types awareness corporate ing in other con-  ity-specific customization
(general) campaigns texts
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philanthropy
culture
NOD Corpo-  All disa- HR bench-  29% increase in Corporate Privacy and Less effective for severe
rate Leader- bility marking +  hiring, 35% im- data-driven data-sharing intellectual/multiple disa-
ship Council types employer provement in culture concerns innon-  bilities who need direct
(general) training retention Western cul- support

tures

The comparative analysis reveals important patterns. Project SEARCH achieves the
highest employment rates but is resource-intensive and context-dependent; its success in
the US and UK has not been replicated in low-income settings without external funding.
The Able Trust and NOD's Council reach a broader population but rely on policy enforce-
ment and corporate willingness, which are often absent in LMICs. Critically, interventions
that are highly effective for one disability type, such as job coaching for intellectual disa-
bilities, do not translate equally to mental health conditions, where stigma and psychoso-
cial support are more significant barriers. This suggests that no single model fits all set-
tings, and program designers must prioritize disability type and context over fidelity to a
single approach

CHALLENGES AND CONSIDERATIONS

While targeted vocational training programs for individuals with disabilities can
yield significant benefits, several challenges and considerations must be addressed to en-
sure their effectiveness and sustainability. This section explores key obstacles such as pol-
icy and funding issues, cultural attitudes towards disability, and the sustainability of pro-
grams.

Policy and funding issues

Different regions may have varying laws and regulations regarding disability rights
and vocational training, and this inconsistency can create confusion and hinder the devel-
opment of standardized training programs (Dirkareshza et al., 2024). Many vocational
training programs rely on government grants, donations, and partnerships with private
organizations for funding, but fluctuations in funding can lead to program instability or
even closure (Ziderman, 2018). In many cases, funding for disability services is depriori-
tized in favor of other community needs, which limits the reach and effectiveness of vo-
cational training programs (Hall et al., 2011). Additionally, complex application processes
for funding and resources can deter organizations from pursuing necessary financial sup-
port (Thompson et al., 2017). Streamlining these processes and offering technical assis-
tance can help increase access to funding.

Cultural attitudes towards disability

Stigma and negative cultural perceptions of disabilities can lead to discrimination,
both in the workplace and within vocational training programs (Takasaki, 2024). Misun-
derstandings about the capabilities of individuals with disabilities limit employment op-
portunities and hinder program participation.

Many employers and communities lack awareness about the skills and potential of
individuals with disabilities. Programs that conduct awareness campaigns can foster a
more inclusive culture by highlighting successful integration. Linking to specific case out-
comes, for example, Project SEARCH reported that after hosting disability awareness ses-
sions for host employers, over seventy percent of interns secured competitive employ-
ment, and employers noted improved team morale (Sung et al., 2023). Similarly, The Able
Trust’s public awareness campaigns in Florida led to a forty percent increase in employ-
ers’ willingness to hire people with disabilities (Lindsey, 2022). The National Organization
on Disability’s Corporate Leadership Council found that companies receiving cultural
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competency training saw a twenty-nine percent rise in hiring rates (Katz & DeRose, 2011).
These outcomes demonstrate that awareness campaigns directly correlate with improved
employment results.

However, unresolved issues remain. First, awareness campaigns often reach only
large employers, leaving small and medium-sized enterprises without such training. Sec-
ond, measuring the long-term sustainability of attitude change is difficult; post-campaign
surveys show immediate improvement, but follow-up studies are rare. Third, in low-in-
come countries where disability stigma is deeply embedded in religious or traditional be-
liefs, standard awareness campaigns may be ineffective without community-based par-
ticipatory approaches. Fourth, there is no consensus on the optimal frequency or format
of campaigns; some programs use one-time workshops, while others use annual events,
and comparative effectiveness data are lacking. Finally, even when employer attitudes
improve, structural barriers such as inaccessible workplaces and a lack of enforcement of
anti-discrimination laws remain unaddressed. Future research should explore how to
scale awareness campaigns to all employer sizes, integrate them with legal enforcement,
and adapt them to diverse cultural contexts.

Sustainability of programs

Many vocational training programs are heavily reliant on short-term grants, which
may not be guaranteed over the long term, and transitioning to more sustainable funding
models, such as social enterprises, can help secure ongoing financial support (Aguirre,
2021). The needs of individuals with disabilities can change over time, requiring programs
to adapt their curricula and support services accordingly (Fullana et al., 2017). Ensuring
that employer partnerships remain strong is also vital for sustainability; programs should
prioritize ongoing communication with employers and regularly assess job market trends
(Smith et al., 2017). Engaging community members and local organizations in program
development can foster a sense of ownership and encourage long-term investment
(Srinivasu et al., 2024). Finally, a lack of clear metrics for assessing program impact can
hinder efforts to secure funding, so establishing robust evaluation frameworks is essential
(Ragazzi & Sella, 2013).

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

As we continue to enhance vocational training programs for individuals with disa-
bilities, it is essential to explore innovative approaches and identify research gaps that can
lead to more effective and inclusive practices. This section presents future directions for
targeted vocational training, emphasizing innovative methodologies and research oppor-
tunities.

Innovative approaches

Leveraging technology and online learning: Virtual reality and augmented reality
can create immersive learning environments that simulate real-world job scenarios. These
technologies allow individuals with physical or cognitive disabilities to practice skills in
a safe, controlled setting (Sideraki, 2024). Adaptive learning platforms driven by artificial
intelligence can personalize training content based on individual learning styles and pace
(Gupta, 2024). Feasibility and pilot examples: A pilot project at the University of Wash-
ington used virtual reality to train autistic youth for job interviews. Participants showed
a twenty-five percent improvement in social communication scores after six sessions
(Kandalaft et al., 2013). Another pilot in rural Australia used tablet-based adaptive learn-
ing for people with intellectual disabilities, resulting in faster completion of food safety
certification. However, feasibility is constrained by high equipment costs and the need for
technical support. In low-resource settings, simpler technologies such as smartphone apps
with audio feedback have been piloted successfully.
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Community-based approaches: Strengthening partnerships between vocational
training programs and local businesses, nonprofits, and community organizations can fa-
cilitate tailored training that directly addresses local job market needs (Hawley et al.,
2005). Workplace-inclusive training, where individuals train on the job while receiving
real-time support, creates a direct link between training and employment (Kalef et al.,
2014). Feasibility and pilot examples: A pilot programme in Ghana called Inclusive Ap-
prenticeships paired master craftsmen with disabled youth in tailoring and carpentry. Af-
ter twelve months, eighty percent of participants had started their own small businesses.
Feasibility depends on existing informal apprenticeship systems and the willingness of
local employers to provide accommodations. Challenges include a lack of structured cur-
ricula and quality assurance.

Person-centered design: Designing training programs that are flexible and customi-
zable to individual preferences, strengths, and career goals empowers participants
(Hackmann et al., 2019). Involving individuals in the creation of their learning plans fos-
ters ownership and increases motivation. Holistic support services such as mental health
support, financial literacy training, and coaching address barriers more effectively (Druss,
2014). Feasibility and pilot examples: A Canadian pilot called My Career Plan used per-
son-centered planning tools for adults with mental health disabilities. Participants re-
ported higher satisfaction and a thirty percent increase in job retention over six months.
Feasibility is high when programs have access to case managers, but scalability requires
training large numbers of facilitators.

Soft skills training: research integration and assessment methods

Soft skills such as communication, teamwork, problem-solving, and time manage-
ment are essential for employability. Employers frequently seek candidates who not only
possess technical skills but also exhibit strong interpersonal abilities (Barrera-Osorio et al.,
2023). However, soft skills training is often underemphasized in vocational programs for
disabled individuals.

Evidence from research: A meta-analysis of soft skills interventions for people with
disabilities found that structured training using role-play, video modelling, and feedback
leads to significant improvements in workplace social interactions (Mazzotti et al., 2021).
Another study of individuals with intellectual disabilities reported that those who com-
pleted a twelve-week soft skills course were twice as likely to be hired compared to a
control group (Lindsay et al., 2016). Despite this evidence, many programs lack standard-
ized curricula.

Assessment methods for soft skills: To measure soft skills outcomes, several assess-
ment tools have been validated. The Workplace Social Skills Scale (WSSS) uses a
thirty-item questionnaire completed by trainers or job coaches to rate communication, co-
operation, and problem solving (Riggio et al., 2020). The Situational Assessment Checklist
observes participants in simulated work tasks and scores behaviours such as asking for
help and managing frustration. For individuals with communication disabilities, the Vo-
cational Social Skills Assessment uses video-based scenarios where participants choose
responses from a set of pictures or text options. Programs should combine self-report, ob-
server ratings, and performance-based tasks to obtain a complete picture. Assessment
should occur before training (baseline), immediately after training, and at three-month
follow-up to measure retention.

Feasibility and pilot examples of soft skills training: A pilot at a vocational center in
Texas integrated soft skills into daily shop floor activities. Each morning, participants
spent fifteen minutes on a structured role-play of a workplace problem such as a customer
complaint or a scheduling conflict. After six weeks, participants’ scores on the WSSS im-
proved by an average of thirty-two percent. Another pilot in the United Kingdom used a
peer-mentoring model where experienced disabled workers coached newer trainees on
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soft skills. The assessment was done through video-recorded mock interviews, analyzed
by two independent raters. Feasibility is high because soft skills training requires no ex-
pensive equipment, only trained facilitators and structured curricula. However, chal-
lenges include trainer time and the need for ongoing refresher sessions.

Research gaps and opportunities

Addressing research gaps and seizing opportunities for further exploration can en-
hance the effectiveness of these programs and contribute to a more equitable workforce
for individuals with disabilities. Several research gaps remain.

Longitudinal impact studies: There is a need for more long-term research examining
the effectiveness of vocational training programs over time (Reims & Tisch, 2022). Longi-
tudinal studies can provide insights into the sustained impact of training on employment
outcomes, job retention, and career advancement for individuals with disabilities.

Comparative analysis of program models: Further comparative analysis of different
vocational training models would clarify which approaches are most effective for specific
disability types and contexts (Razzak & Khaki, 2015). Researching the varying success
rates across diverse populations can help tailor programs to meet unique challenges.

Barriers to employer collaboration: Investigating the barriers that employers face
when hiring individuals with disabilities is critical (Nagtegaal et al., 2023). Understanding
employer perceptions, concerns, and motivations can help create more effective outreach
and engagement strategies and facilitate the integration of individuals into the workforce.

Technology in Vocational Training: As technology plays an increasingly significant
role in vocational training, further research is needed to explore the impact of digital tools
and assistive devices on learning outcomes for individuals with disabilities (Ayaoo et al.,
2024). Studies on accessibility and usability of these technologies can inform more inclu-
sive practices.

Cultural competency and training: Research into cultural attitudes toward disability
and their impact on vocational training outcomes can provide valuable insights (Robey et
al,, 2013). Understanding how different cultural contexts influence perceptions and sup-
port for individuals with disabilities can lead to more culturally responsive training pro-
grams.

Employer inclusivity practices: Exploring best practices in developing inclusivity
programs within businesses can yield strategies for other employers (Garrick et al., 2024).
Researching case studies of successful inclusivity initiatives can help disseminate effective
practices across industries and foster a more inclusive workforce overall.

In summary, the future of targeted vocational training lies in innovative approaches
that leverage technology, community engagement, and person-centered designs. Pilot ex-
amples demonstrate feasibility, but scaling up requires addressing cost, training, and cul-
tural adaptation. Soft skills training must be integrated with validated assessment meth-
ods. Filling the research gaps listed above will lead to more effective, equitable, and sus-
tainable programs.

To operationalize the findings of this review, Table 4 summarizes tailored recom-
mendations for each disability category, which can guide future program development
and resource allocation.

Table 4: Summary of job creation recommendations by disability type

Disability type Key recommendations

Physical disabilities Technical skills training (electronics, mechanics), accessible
workplace design, home-based business support (handicrafts,
food production)
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Sensory disabilities (vis- Assistive technology training, sign language instruction, and
ual/auditory) employment, accessible content creation
Intellectual disabilities Social skills workshops, internship programs with local compa-

nies, and supported employment positions.

Mental health disabilities Career and psychological counseling, supportive workplace
conditions, stress management training

Multiple disabilities Comprehensive educational programs, peer support networks,
and flexible work hours

General / cross-cutting Entrepreneurship courses, volunteer programs, disability-fo-
cused job fairs, digital skills training, and online service plat-
forms

CONCLUSION

This review synthesizes evidence from high-profile case studies and diverse disabil-
ity contexts to identify three core findings. First, the social and biopsychosocial models of
disability underpin successful programs, whereas medical-model approaches consistently
fail to achieve sustainable employment. Second, effectiveness varies systematically by dis-
ability type: immersive internships with job coaching yield the best outcomes for intellec-
tual disabilities, whereas assistive technology training and accessible workplace design
are pivotal for sensory and physical disabilities, and psychosocial support coupled with
flexible work arrangements is critical for mental health conditions. Third, the scalability
of successful programs depends on four interlinked factors, funding stability, cultural ad-
aptation, employer engagement, and policy alignment, each of which must be addressed
concurrently.

For policymakers, the primary implication is that disability-inclusive vocational
training cannot be a one-size-fits-all intervention. Funding mechanisms should support
personalized assessment, hands-on learning, and sustained follow-up, while also incen-
tivizing employer partnerships. For practitioners, the review underscores the need to em-
bed soft skills training, peer support, and regular impact evaluation into program design.

Critically, the evidence from low- and middle-income countries remains scarce; fu-
ture research must prioritize longitudinal outcome studies, culturally adapted program
models, and cost-effectiveness analyses. Without such evidence, the global goal of inclu-
sive employment will remain aspirational rather than achievable. Ultimately, targeted vo-
cational training, when implemented within a rights-based framework (CRPD, CBR
Guidelines), is not only an economic imperative but also a moral obligation to ensure dig-
nity and equal opportunity for all.
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