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Introduction

Historically, people with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) have been secluded

from society and viewed as unworthy to be granted basic human rights. Throughout the late 19th and

early 20th centuries, people with IDD were institutionalized in inhumane institutions, faced physical

abuse, lacked access to education and healthcare, and were even sterilized to prevent them from having

children (Roth, Sarawgi, & Fodstad, 2019, p. 6). It was not until less than 100 years ago when the

Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 were passed in the

United States, protecting individuals with disabilities from being discriminated against based on their

given disability (Murphy, 2021, p. 1).

Specifically, they were enacted to, “provide individuals with disabilities equal opportunities for

participation in programs and activities and to prohibit discrimination based on their disability in all areas

of public life: Title I: Employment; Title II: State and Local Government; Title III: Public

Accommodations; Title IV: Telecommunications; and Title IV: Miscellaneous Provisions,” (Murphy,

2021, p. 1). Despite these legislative movements, only 44% of adults with an intellectual disability aged

21-64 are in the labor force (employed or looking for a job), compared to the 83% of working-aged adults

without disabilities in the labor force (Special Olympics, n.d.). Despite the fact that only 44% of adults

with ID are actually employed, the ones who are employed experience great job stability where, “62% of

adults with ID employed in a competitive setting have been at their current job for 3 years or more”

(Special Olympics, n.d.).

My technical project aims to promote the employment of people with autism by increasing

product sales and, consequently, profits through data analysis and web page redesign. Meanwhile, my

STS project will shed light on the misaligned regulations and technical processes used to hire individuals

into the workforce, shifting the focus of companies towards maximizing inclusivity rather than solely

prioritizing prestige and immediate profits. Tackling this employment issue from two distinct angles:

technical improvements to a company’s sales approach and website as well as conducting literature based
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research on the current hiring structure will allow for a collectively exhaustive solution, where each

approach can provide insights into the other.

Technical Project

In the United States, nearly 99% of young adults have worked at some point between the ages of

21 to 25 years old; however, only 58% of young adults with autism have ever worked during their early

20s (Roux et al., 2015). Not only is this percentage significantly lower than the national average, it is also

the lowest rate of employment across all disabilities (Roux et al., 2015). My project is centered around

addressing this issue through a partnership with VIAble Ventures, a local microbusiness run by the VIA

Centers for Neurodevelopment. VIAble Ventures is a for-profit subsidiary that sells cosmetic products

like candles and bath salts, all of which are made by artisans with autism. The program acts not only as a

way to provide a steady source of income for adults with neurological disorders, but also as a way to train

them and give them the skills they need to enter the workforce.

My team has been tasked with helping the business meet its long-term goal of expanding

employment opportunities to autistic adults in the local area by increasing online sales and revenue.

Currently, VIAble Ventures is sustaining itself with profits from the local Charlottesville Farmers Markets

that occur almost every Saturday during the fall. However, this sales method relies heavily on volunteer

availability and seasonality. Therefore, this project is focusing on growing their online sales traffic via

identifying sales trends and forecasting areas of improvement to the client. This will require a wide range

of technical interventions, including looking at website analytics, analyzing historical sales data,

developing a forecast based on past sales and seasonal demand, redesigning the website to improve

usability, and devising creative ways to market VIAble Ventures’ products.

This is a unique project in the sense that we will build on VIA’s existing model to increase the

number of autistic individuals they are able to employ, instead of designing and implementing a new

employment program from scratch. By increasing sales in the current low months and simplifying user

experience on the website, VIAble Ventures will be able to employ more people with autism to help them
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gain employment skills and earn paychecks. Therefore, I would consider our work successful if online

sales, especially in late winter / early spring, increase compared to last year.

STS Project Research Question

To supplement the insights provided by the technical portion of this research, I would like to

investigate how the design of the general hiring process in the United States has impacted how people

with intellectual and developmental disabilities join the workforce and therefore gain financial

independence.

Employment is fundamental to the well-being of all individuals as it guarantees basic human

desires such as financial stability, self-sufficiency, and personal fulfillment. However, people with

intellectual disabilities have been denied access to this opportunity as they, “have been placed in

“prevocational” programs and “disability-only” workshops where they are paid below minimum wage

and have little expectation of moving into jobs where they work alongside people without disabilities”

(American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities [AAIDD], 2017). Currently,

algorithms and machine learning models are being used in the general hiring process, making all types of

decisions, “from which resumes get selected for a first screen to who gets an on site interview…who sees

which job advertisements; estimate the expected performance of an applicant; select which applicants to

screen more heavily and with whom to match them; and forecast salary and other benefits necessary to

ensure a successful offer,” (Schumann et al., 2020, p. 1).

The growing use of these algorithms only amplifies the issues of bias, fairness, and legal

compliance in the hiring process as companies are giving away a sense of ownership over the selection of

candidates. Furthermore, these algorithms were designed by the privileged members of society and

therefore inherently reflect their biases in favoring candidates who have similar background, education,

and ethnicity to them. Therefore, these tactics are making it even harder for people with intellectual

disabilities to gain employment as these types of assessments are not always accessible to those who may

require alternative methods of assessment and there is no regulation requiring companies to hire people
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like them. The companies employing these practices are not being questioned or pressured out of their

current methods which is greatly impacting the motivation that would drive them to change these

processes to be more inclusive. As a result, this is creating a cycle of discriminatory hiring that will not be

broken unless people bring more attention to the topic and begin to support the companies who are trying

to make a change for the better.

Social Groups

Up to this point, the paper has mentioned a large portion of the major people that play a

role in the general hiring process in the United States for those who have intellectual disabilities.

However, the groups that will be outlined in more detail include: employers, direct support professionals,

advocate groups, and people with intellectual and developmental disabilities.

It remains clear that employers play a large role in the process as they are the ones carrying out

the hiring process and utilizing the standardized methods to select future employees. They interact with

the hiring system directly, thus enforcing its continued use for major corporations. There are many tiers to

this social group, ranging from entry level recruiters to global executives. However, as changes are made

to the general hiring process in the United States, this will in turn impact the day-to-day procedures of all

companies. This will force people at the executive level to enforce these new principles for the whole

company.

Although the direct perspectives of company executives and hiring managers will not be extracted

during the technical portion of the project, we have the privilege to interact with another major social

group involved with acclimating intellectually disabled individuals with autism to society. Direct support

professionals for people with intellectual disabilities are the next major social group to consider in this

situation. This social group serves as intermediaries and advocates for individuals with IDD and their

integration in the workforce, “...enabling people with IDD to live in the community rather than

institutional settings,” (Desroches & Tyo, 2023, p. 1). As the people who help prepare individuals with

disabilities to live on their own and interview for jobs, any changes to the general hiring process would

4



greatly impact their work. This role can take on many forms ranging from personal care leaders and

occupational therapists to special education teachers. When debating on whether or not to split up this

group based on their specified area of support and level of experience, it was decided that all support

professionals will be kept in one group as they share a common perspective and goal in gaining equal

employment for people with IDD. As mentioned in the technical portion of the project, we have the

privilege of gaining a glimpse into this perspective via conversations with employees of the Virginia

Institute of Autism.

Another group of people that is important to consider are the various advocate groups fighting

against employers and pushing for equal opportunity for people with disabilities. There are countless

groups such as The Arc, TASH, National Disability Rights Network (NDRN), etc. All of these groups

have similar goals which is captured extremely well through the Arc’s mission statement which reads,

“Promoting and protecting the human rights of people with intellectual and developmental disabilities and

actively supporting their full inclusion and participation in the community throughout their lifetimes,”

("The Arc," n.d.). These groups work to fight stigmas and advance opportunities for people with

intellectual disabilities in all aspects of life, including employment.

The final main social group that is relevant to this topic are the people with intellectual and

developmental disabilities. This group directly interacts with the general hiring processes in the United

States and therefore would be greatly impacted by any changes that would be made in the current

methods. The design of the hiring process plays a pivotal role in determining whether or not legal

protections, like the Americans with Disabilities Act, translate into meaningful employment and life

changes for this group. Technically, the ADA claims that it, “...applies to all parts of employment,

including how an employer selects, tests, or promotes employees. An employer who chooses to use a

hiring technology must ensure that its use does not cause unlawful discrimination on the basis of

disability,” (U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division, 2022). However, it is clear that this

regulation has not changed the current methods being used as it does not hold any organization

accountable who violates its rules. Therefore, strong enforcement or changes to the hiring process would
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be extremely impactful for this social group and aid them in gaining a sense of self-dependency in all

aspects of life.

STS Framework

This research will utilize the Disability Studies framework to structure and organize the analysis

around. The principle of disabilities studies is centered around offering, “ a sociopolitical analysis of

disability, focusing on its social construction and shifting attention from biology to culture,” (Howe et al.,

2015, p. 2). The disability studies framework works to understand human variety and difference in social,

cultural, and political spheres under the contention that disabilities are shaped by complex systems of

interpretation and cultural contexts that exist within specific societies and cultures. This framework

applies to the employment system here in the United States, that grants individuals the opportunity for

personal development and to be financially independent. However, this particular paper has provided

insight on the ethical concerns around the current hiring system in the United States and how it has been

shaped without consideration for disabled individuals as a result of negative stigmas and a lack of

representation in the decision making positions. It is clear that the discrimination neurodivergent people

face in the hiring process is, “...produced as much by environmental and social factors as it is by bodily

conditions,” (Adams et al., 2015, p. 5). Therefore, in the context of employment, it is important to

understand how discriminatory hiring practices, inaccessible workplaces, and stereotypes about

disabilities can prevent individuals from accessing job opportunities and obtaining any level of

independence. Moving forward, the disability studies framework will be used to shape more detailed

arguments about the topics raised throughout this paper.
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Key Texts

In the efforts to tackle this topic from both the technical and social perspective, there are some

key texts that provide background information required to better understand and accomplish these tasks.

The first text that has proved to be very important to this STS topic is, “Keywords for Disability

Studies” by Rachel Adams, Benjamin Reiss, and David Serlin. Not only does this text provide a strong

foundation for understanding the main framework that will be used to organize this research, it also

breaks down the topic of disabilities into a plethora of important subjects. The sections most prominent to

this paper are sections 17: Dependency and 62: Work.

The next text is a study titled, “Employment outcomes for individuals with intellectual and

developmental disabilities: A literature review,” by Hussain A. Almalky. This paper reviews a variety of

studies that touch on the employment outcomes including, “employment rate, setting, income, quality of

life, and well-being,” for adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities in the United States

(Almalky, 2020, p. 1). This article makes the argument that the work of these individuals would enable

them to contribute to the economy in a meaningful way; however, the settings they are employed in

greatly impact their working hours and wages.

Moving forward, the book titled, “The Quantified Worker,” by Ifeoma Ajunwa argues that, “the

workforce science of today goes far beyond increasing efficiency and threatens to erase individual

personhood,” (Ajunwa, 2023, p. 4). Although it does not talk about such issues in the context of

intellectual disability, it provides an extremely comprehensive summary of all methods being used and

their potential impact which is key in understanding how they pertain to those with IDD. To supplement

this source, an article written by the U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division titled, “Algorithms,

Artificial Intelligence, and Disability Discrimination in Hiring,” explains the connection between such

methods and how the American Disabilities Act theoretically takes them into account. These two texts in

conjunction are pivotal in understanding what the current hiring process looks like and what legal

regulations are in place to “combat” the use of AI.
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Timeline

The research portion of the project will be divided into different phases including: literature

review, information collection, analysis, and writing. Ideally I will investigate hiring records and statistics

from various companies and career centers. Although the exact dates are not locked down yet, the process

will follow this sequential order to ensure a robust and timely product. The technical project follows a

more defined timeline as it is in collaboration with a group of four other peers. Our team has drafted a

gantt chart outlining major milestones such as preliminary data exploration, client presentations, and

drafts of updated web design. All of these timelines will be created to ensure that both elements of the

project are completed prior to the final capstone deadline.
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