
 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MUN105 Fall 2020/21 
Thinking Globally, Acting Locally: 

Assessment of a Local SDG Intervention 
 
 

Research Question: 
How can we increase the chances of employment in the 

formal workforce for people with intellectual 
disabilities? 

 
 

Jia Hao Choo 
 
 
  



 2 

Statement of Problem & Intervention: 

Intellectual disabilities (ID) are characterized by a below-average intelligence or the 

lack of mental abilities to carry out day-to-day tasks. People with ID have often been neglected 

and deemed not suitable in the formal workforce across all regions in the world. The 

underemployment of people with ID is often a result of prejudice and discrimination. In fact, 

according to the United Nations, 80% to 90% of persons with disabilities of working age (15 – 

64 years old) in developing countries are unemployed, whereas in industrialized countries, 

between 50% and 70% of persons of disabilities are without employment (UN DESA n.d.). 

Specifically in Malaysia, among the 15 million workforce, only about 17000 out of around 

280000 persons with disabilities of working age were employed from 1990 to 2018 (HRDF 

2019).  This existing inequality puts people with ID in unfavourable situations where they are 

denied opportunities to live a normal life by participating in and contributing to the formal 

workforce.  

To combat the aforementioned inequality in Malaysia, a local intervention in Penang 

called “Stepping Stone” aims to provide people with ID an opportunity to develop their career 

skills through giving on-the-job skill trainings in a variety of basic skills like baking, cooking, 

crafts making and more with the help of numerous staffs (Asia Community Service 2020). The 

intervention is open for any person with ID residing in Penang, and it operates every day in a 

work centre located in the western part of the state. Ultimately, the intervention aims to support 

people with ID to pursue a career of their own choice by providing them work opportunities 

through improving their skills in a particular career. As part of their intervention, they also aim 

to develop the participants’ work attitudes and social skills, so that they can integrate better 

into the formal workforce. 
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Significance: 

It is important to view people with ID as bringing skills and new opportunities to the 

workforce rather than as impediment, therefore having more people with ID to be employed in 

the workforce could potentially increase the productivity of the economy. Not only that, it is 

also important for us to be more inclusive of people with ID, as it is an important step to 

achieve a truly equal society. In fact, linking to the Sustainable Development Goal 4, 

specifically under target 4.5, we should aim to  “ensure equal access to all levels 

of…vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with disabilities” (UNESCO 

n.d.).  Hence, this is a problem that should be taken seriously, and significant steps made 

towards solving this issue can help TO create a more inclusive society for people with ID by 

increasing their representations in the formal work sectors. 

The purpose of this paper is to evaluate the success of Stepping Stone, and also to 

identify how we can best support people with ID to develop their career skills through training 

programs to increase their chances of formal employment. As mentioned earlier, it is to the 

interest of employers to consider employing people with ID, as they may help to increase the 

productivity. Therefore, this paper aims to shed light on how employers, government 

organisations or any NGOs can create programs best tailored for people with ID to help them 

to become more competent in their jobs. This will also help employers to be more willing to 

hire people with ID, hence mitigating the issue. Besides, the findings will hopefully also 

provide insights to other job coaching or work training programs in how they can improve their 

programs in order to maximise the learning for people with ID.  

Lastly, the research findings can also be significant in that it can be applied to many 

other countries since the issue of underemployment for people with ID can be observed 

globally. Therefore, every potential stakeholder, regardless of locations, can learn from the 
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findings to create or improve their training programs for people with ID. More importantly, 

through this paper, they can hopefully recognise that people with ID, with sufficient support 

and training, can also be competent in the formal workforce. 

Literature Review: 

Existing literatures have identified several key reasons behind why people with ID are 

underemployed in the formal workforce.  

The main issue seems to be discrimination towards people with ID. According to Gates 

and Akabas, many employers or co-workers do not express accepting behaviours towards 

people with ID, which results in a “misfit between the worker and the workplace” (Gates and 

Akabas 2010). This is also supported by Meltzer, Robinson and Fisher in another work stating 

that people with ID are often subject to stigma from employers and colleagues, which makes 

them feel undervalued (Meltzer, Robinson, and Fisher 2020). Interestingly, the aforementioned 

discrimination seems to stem from anxiety and discomfort when interacting with people with 

ID. According to a study by Colella and Dipboye, people are unable to predict the behaviour of 

people with ID, which extends to fear that they might be harmed. This feelings of anxiety 

might be the reasons why people often discriminate against people with ID (Dipboye and 

Colella 2013). Essentially, the discouraging attitudes that employers have towards their 

disabilities presents a barrier for people with ID to get a job formally.  

However a literature by Jahoda et al. suggests that improved, more encouraging 

interactions with work peers does not seem to increase the sense of belonging and reduce the 

discrimination, as these relationships often do not extend outside the work environments 

(Jahoda et al. 2008). Instead, the literature acknowledges that the lack of autonomy in the 

workplace may be what causes the discrimination and keeps people with ID out of the 

workforce. In fact, their research suggests that work environments which provide greater 

autonomy can increase the sense of self-confidence of people with ID, hence making them 
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more empowered to hold out against the discrimination. This viewpoint is also supported by 

another study in Norway from Garrels and Sigstad, which shows that people with ID are so 

used to having little self-autonomy that they “may not feel inclined nor empowered to call for 

change” (Garrels and Sigstad 2019). Therefore, it can be inferred that a restrictive work 

environment does not create an inclusive environment where people with ID are confident 

enough to call for change, which further persists the existing discrimination. 

Lastly, the lack of employment may also stem from the preconception that people with 

ID lack the competence to work in a formal job. The preconception may come from the 

employers but also from the people with ID themselves. According to the study by Garrels and 

Sigstad, participation in formal environment requires a certain level of competence to solve 

different work tasks, and many persons with ID view themselves as not being competent 

enough to do that (Garrels and Sigstad 2019). This suggests an issue with the lack of self-

confidence faced by people with ID. In fact, a study by Trembath et al suggests that work 

experience may improve the employment prospects of people with ID, as it helps them to be 

more confident in their ability (Trembath et al. 2010). This also correlates with the study 

conducted by Jahoda et al, which suggests that people with ID who manage to obtain 

employment is due to their sense of “self-efficacy”, which refers to the ability for the people 

themselves to achieve something successfully (Jahoda et al. 2008). Cavanagh et al coin this 

work experience as transitional learning, which they argue is important for “workers to learn 

skills that they can take into other jobs” (Cavanagh et al. 2019). 

In all, there are 2 main reasons why people with ID are underemployed in the formal 

workforce. The first is the discriminations from other people, which may be caused by 

unhealthy interactions or the lack of autonomy. The second is related to the perceptions and 

self-perceptions that people with ID do not have the competence to work formally. Therefore, a 

successful training program that can effectively increase the chances of formal employment of 
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people with ID should aim to tackle these issues by building a sense of confidence in their own 

competencies to work and also by reducing the discriminations and the unfair preconceptions 

about their work abilities. 

Hypothesis: 

A more comprehensive training system provided for people with intellectual disabilities 

(ID) to develop their career skills will increase their chances of formal employment. 

Methods: 

To examine the hypothesis more closely, here is how the concepts are operationalized: 

The concept of “comprehensive training system” is defined as the overall quality of the 

approach used in developing programs that aim to support people with ID to develop their 

career skills. Specifically, it will be measured using the following three independent variables, 

derived from the literature review: 

• The level of autonomy, which refers to the extent to which people with ID are given 

freedom in choosing what they want to learn; 

• The level of inclusiveness, which refers to the amount of support and encouragement 

that people with ID received from staffs; 

• The amount of transitional learning opportunities, which refers to the amount of time 

that people with ID spent on learning skills that are directly related to the job that they 

want to work in. 

These three measures will be independent variables to be tested against the concept 

“chances of formal employment”, which will be operationalized as the attitude of employers 

towards people with ID. This will be measured by recording whether there is an improved 

preconception that people with ID, who have gone through training programs, are more 

competent for a formal job.  
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Essentially, this paper aims to test whether a training program, which provides a high level 

of autonomy, high level of inclusiveness, and a great amount of transitional learning 

opportunities, is able to improve the preconceptions of employers towards people with ID in 

the sense that they will be more confident in people with ID’s competence in a formal work 

role after attending the training program. 

To measure these variables and concepts, three semi-structured interviews are conducted 

separately with three key actors. Here is a brief summary of the three interviewees: 

• Participant 1 is the chairperson of an initiative in Malaysia that aims to connect and 

empower youths and adults with ID by organising advocacy programs and public 

talks on topics like further education and employment for people with special needs. 

• Participant 2 is the owner and employer of a café in Malaysia, which hires only 

people with ID or autism to provide them an equal participation in the formal 

workforce. 

• Participant 3 is the lead coordinator of the training program under review. 

All three participants have extensive experiences of working in organisations or roles 

that support people with ID. Therefore, through interviewing with these experts, this 

assessment aims to obtain their insight on the qualities that a training program for people with 

ID should have, and more importantly, assess the extent to which the hypothesis defined and 

operationalized above is true. 

Findings: 

Regarding the level of autonomy in a training program, there seemed to be a consensus 

from all participants that a high level of autonomy given to people with ID is not the best 

option, because they often do not have the skill of self-advocacy, so it is unlikely for them to 

speak out their wish. Participant 3 specifically mentioned that while it is useful to ask them 

what people with ID want, they are often unable to fulfil those wishes in reality. Also, the 



 8 

participant argued that it is impossible to provide everything that they want due to financial and 

resource constraints. Therefore, it is equally as important to give them instructions and a 

specific schedule to follow instead of a total freedom. However, that is not to say that it is not 

important to respect their needs. For example, participant 2 explained that it is still important to 

give them breaks whenever they want to, as it can improve their learning efficiency.  

In regards to how the skill of autonomy translates to workplace environments, all three 

participants agreed that employers will value employees with ID more if they have their own 

autonomy, as it allows employers to fully consider their needs and make sure that they are 

more cared for. This will help to create a healthy work environment that may help to improve 

their work productivity. Yet, as mentioned earlier, certain level of support and instructions 

should still be given. The evidence above shows that while the skill of autonomy is greatly 

valued by employers, having a high level of autonomy in a training program does not 

necessarily mean that it will help people with ID to develop such skill that can be transferred to 

workplaces that helps to increase their chances of employment.  

 Secondly, all three participants agreed that having a high level of inclusiveness is very 

important as it allows people with ID to be better cared for. For example, participant 3 

mentioned that people with ID constantly need a lot of encouragements from staffs, which ties 

in with an explanation from participant 1, who highlighted that in an inclusive environment, 

people will be able to recognise and accept the differences of people with ID, hence allowing 

better support to be given. One common point from all 3 participants was that in an 

environment where people with ID is constantly supported, they are able to build on their 

social skills and self-confidence. These skills will be extremely useful in a workplace 

environment, as they are able to better communicate with co-workers and voice out their 

opinions more confidently.  
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 Therefore, it can be inferred that a high level of inclusiveness will definitely develop 

important skills that allow people with ID to be more communicative in a workplace, which 

would help to reduce the anxiety and discomfort felt by other co-workers when interacting with 

them. This will help to improve the attitude of employers and co-workers towards people with 

ID, hence increasing their chances of employment. 

 Lastly, on the amount of transitional learning opportunities, all 3 participants stated that 

it is compulsory for people with ID to be given trainings in the jobs that they want to work in. 

In fact, participant 2 argued that these trainings should take place as frequently as possible, 

whereas participant 1 suggested that they should last for 3 months. Moreover, Participant 3 

suggested that these trainings should last for 6 months, and should be repeated if more time is 

required, up to a maximum of 2 years.  Two participants also suggested that trainings with 

professional job coaches can greatly increase the efficiency of training programs. While there 

are differences in the amount of time suggested, all of them believed that it is definitely 

beneficial to let people with ID to go through a great amount of training, as it allows them to 

develop skills that are deemed valuable by employers. Therefore, it can be concluded that a 

greater amount of transitional learning opportunities does correlate positively with the 

improvement in attitude of employers towards people with ID, hence increasing their chances 

of employment. 

 All in all, evidence collected suggests that the overall hypothesis that a more 

comprehensive training system will increase the chances of employment for people with ID is 

proven to a large extent. It is because there is a positive correlation between the amount 

transitional learning opportunities and level of inclusiveness, and the chances of employment 

of people with ID in the formal workforce. However, as mentioned earlier, the level of 

autonomy does not directly correlate with the chances of employment.  
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Bringing these findings back to the intervention under review, on the whole, the initiative is 

extremely successful. For instance, the lead coordinator stated that a large majority of the 

training session is devoted for participants with ID to learn on-the-job skills such as sewing 

and baking with professional job coaches, which, according to the findings, will be really 

helpful when entering the formal workforce. However, there are only a limited range of skills 

training available, and most of them are related to creative arts, so it is challenging to offer 

everyone trainings in the job that they want to work in. Yet, this paper also discovers that a 

total autonomy in a training program does not directly correlate with the chances of 

employment, so while not every participant of the intervention gets to learn what they really 

want, the outcome will not be heavily affected. Though the specifics were not given, the lead 

coordinator also mentioned that the participants constantly receive check-ins from staffs. This 

demonstrates that the intervention has a high level of inclusiveness, which definitely helps to 

increase the chances of employment for the participants with ID. 

However, there are a couple steps that can be implemented to improve the potential success 

of the intervention. For one, since the intervention accepts volunteers to help out, it is essential 

to ensure that the volunteers demonstrate kindness and support towards people with ID to 

maintain the inclusiveness of the training environment. While background checks and 

interviews are conducted with the volunteers prior to acceptances, it may be even better if 

proper training sessions are provided before allowing them to have any formal interactions 

with people with ID. This will make sure that they know how to interact with people with ID 

and deal with unexpected situations properly. Also, the coordinator revealed that the 

participants follow a daily schedule. While a total autonomy is not advised, a daily schedule 

may limit the activity of the participants too much. Therefore, it might be better to provide 

them a to-do list for the day to ensure that they are able to maximise their learning while also 

allowing a certain extent of freedom in case they need to take breaks. 
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Conclusion: 

This research aims to identify how we can increase the chances of employment of 

people with ID. Particularly, this paper assesses whether a more comprehensive training can 

lead to an increased chances of employment for them. From the findings, the hypothesis is 

proven to quite a great extent, as the level of inclusiveness and the amount of transitional 

learning opportunities have a positive correlation with the chances of employment, as 

measured through the attitude of the employers towards people with ID. Interestingly, one of 

the variables - the level of autonomy in a training program does not seem to correlate with the 

chances of employment. This contradicts with the literature review suggesting that a high level 

of autonomy can help to reduce discriminations in workplaces, hence increasing the chances of 

employment for people with ID. The divergence is largely due to the idea that people with ID 

often do not have the ability to self-advocate. So, giving them a high level of autonomy does 

not mean that they can develop autonomy skills that can be translated to workplaces. So, 

additional researches may need to be done to identify better ways that can be implemented to 

develop their autonomy skills. 

Regardless, other factors mentioned in the literature reviews such as existing fear felt 

by people when interacting with people with ID and the preconception that people with ID are 

not competent are proven to be valid factors that can be addressed through comprehensive 

training programs that has a high level of inclusiveness and a great amount of transitional 

learning opportunities. Therefore, in order to increase the chances of employment of people 

with ID in Malaysia, they should be given opportunities to go through such training programs.  

Also, since the issue of underemployment of people with ID can be observed globally, this 

conclusion can be applied worldwide in that all training program targeted at people with ID 

should strive to achieve the aforementioned qualities. Hopefully, through these comprehensive 

training programs, the issue can be mitigated globally.  
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