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Employment First 

A critical priority for the U.S. Department of Labor, Office of 
Disability Employment Policy (ODEP), is to invest in systems 
change efforts that result in increased community-based, 
integrated employment opportunities for individuals with 
significant disabilities. This priority reflects growing support for a 
national movement called Employment First, a framework for 
systems change that is centered on the premise that all citizens, 
including individuals with significant disabilities, are capable of full 

participation in integrated employment and community life.  

Under this approach, publicly-financed systems are urged to align 
policies, service delivery practices, and reimbursement structures 
to commit to integrated employment as the priority option with 
respect to the use of publicly-financed day and employment 
services for youth and adults with significant disabilities. ODEP 
defines integrated employment as work paid directly by 
employers at the greater of minimum or prevailing wages with 
commensurate benefits, occurring in a typical work setting where 
the employee with a disability interacts or has the opportunity to 
interact continuously with co-workers without disabilities, has an 
opportunity for advancement and job mobility, and is preferably 
engaged full-time. Many states have formally committed to the 
Employment First framework through official executive 

proclamation or formal legislative action. 
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ODEP recognizes that many states desire to align their efforts to 
support individuals with disabilities toward an Employment First 
approach, but may not yet possess the capacity, experience or 
technical resources necessary to lead and facilitate such change. 
To address this need, ODEP has initiated the Employment First 
State Leadership Mentoring Program (EFSLMP), a cross-disability, 
cross-systems change initiative. EFSLMP is providing a platform 
for multi-disciplinary state teams to focus on implementing the 
Employment First approach with fidelity through the alignment of 
policies, coordination of resources, updating of service delivery 
models, to facilitate increased integrated employment options for 

people with the most significant disabilities.  
 


