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Houston, Texas is a thriving, diverse metropolis located in the heart of Harris County, the third largest county in the United States. The County’s population of over three million is 54% White, 23% Hispanic, 19% African-American, and 4% Asian-American or other.  Ninety different languages are spoken in Harris County homes.  The Harris County Commissioners Court oversees a complex interlocking system of local government, which includes 25 municipalities, 22 school districts, and 70 law enforcement agencies. 
In 2001, the County Commissioners created a Mental Retardation Needs Council as a partnership between advocates of persons with mental retardation and providers of mental retardation services.  The Council was charged with identifying issues affecting persons with mental retardation, and making recommendations to address those issues.  The Council identified employment as a key issue for persons with mental retardation, but was unable to form specific recommendations due to a lack of information in this area.  Of specific concern to the Council was a perceived lack of opportunities for persons with mental retardation after high school graduation, and the fear that persons with mental retardation who completed high school were earning a “diploma to nowhere.”  The Council initiated a research program to investigate the employment outcomes for high school graduates with mental retardation in Harris County. 
A review of the existing literature found that high school graduates with mental retardation are capable of competitive employment (Millington, Szymanshki, and Hanley-Maxwell, 1994); have the desire to work (Botuck, Levy, and Rimmerman, 1998); and have higher life satisfaction when employed (Salkever, 2000). There is also evidence that family support, gender and ethnicity, as well as the state of the economy affects employment outcomes for persons with mental retardation (Moore and Schroedel, 2000; Botuck, Levy, and Rimmerman, 1996; Burkhauser, Daly, Houtenville, and Nargis, 2002). 
  
METHODS 
The Council enlisted the participation of the Mental Health and Mental Retardation Authority (MHMRA) of Harris County in developing a survey.  MHMRA staff and students from the University of Houston Graduate School of Social Work working under supervision of MHMRA staff contributed their resources to the research project. 
A research protocol for administration of the “Guided Questions for Transition/Work Phone Survey” (attachment A) was submitted to MHMRA’s Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects (CPHS).  The first part of the instrument collects information on the respondent, and is followed to the choice of two separate interview protocols: one for collecting responses directly from a mental retardation services consumer, and one for collecting responses from a consumer’s caregiver.  Once approved by CPHS, the students received two hours of training on how to administer the instrument using techniques commonly used in conversation, with emphasis on establishing rapport, using everyday language and posing non-threatening questions.  The instrument was refined by administering it to three different groups in “dry runs.”  
The finished survey instrument seeks to determine the following directly from the consumer or caregiver: is the consumer currently employed?; would he/she prefer employment?; what are the barriers, if any, to employment?; and is the training currently available adequate for achieving competitive employment? “Competitive employment,” for the purpose of this study, is defined as working a minimum of 20 hours per week, earning at least $5.15 per hour, and being employed by an entity which does not provide services to persons with mental retardation.  This definition of “competitive employment” does not necessarily translate to a living wage that would result in financial self-sufficiency. 
The survey instrument was administered over an eight-week period during which 105 surveys were completed using a convenience sample of individuals who received one or more of the following services: Supported Employment, In Home and Family Support, Service Coordination, or Clinical Services from MHMRA of Harris County, Mental Retardation Division.  In addition, individuals attending a monthly social event sponsored by The Arc of Greater Houston were included in the survey.  Surveys were administered either by telephone or in person. 
  
RESULTS 
Eighty of the 105 respondents identified themselves as individuals with mental retardation (hereafter: “consumers”). The remaining 25 respondents were either parents, guardians or caregivers of individuals with mental retardation who completed the survey due to the inability or disinclination of the person with mental retardation to participate (hereafter: “caregivers”).  Over two-thirds of consumers (70%) lived with family or friends.  Eighty percent of caregiver respondents lived in the home with their dependents.  The other 20% of caregiver respondents were paid staff. 
The study sample was fairly representative of Harris County in terms of race and gender.  Forty-three percent of consumers identified themselves as White, 31% as African-American, 25% as Hispanic, and 1% as Asian-American.  Among caregivers, 40% identified their dependents as African-American, 32% as White, 20% as Hispanic, and 8% as Asian-American.  Consumers were 51% male and 49% female, with an age range of 22 to 61 years of age.  Caregivers identified their dependents as 72% female and 28% male. 
The overall rate of competitive employment was 23%.  Sixty-three percent of those employed reported working as janitors, with the remaining 37% employed as stockers, sackers, or inventory clerks.  Seventy percent of consumers, and 40% of caregivers, reported the desire to work. 
Respondents identified several barriers to work including limited verbal ability, illiteracy, poor physical coordination, physical disability, behavior problems and lack of employment opportunities.  Transportation was not considered a barrier for most respondents.  About one third of those employed received transportation assistance from relatives, and 24% utilized public transportation. 
  
CONCLUSIONS 
A 23% employment rate among persons with mental retardation is consistent with previous studies (Botuck, Levy, and Rimmerman, 1996; Butkus, Martin and McDermott, 1999).  The most significant finding of this study is the difference of perception between consumers and caregivers in explaining this low employment rate.  The overwhelming majority of unemployed consumers reported a desire to gain employment; whereas, less than half of caregiver respondents believed that their dependents wanted to work.  Caregivers were far more likely to site health and behavioral issues as barriers to employment than consumers.  Almost all unemployed consumer respondents identified needing on-the-job assistance as a barrier to employment.  Only about a third of caregivers saw at-work assistance needs as an issue affecting their dependent’s employment status. 
There may be a number of explanations for these differences in perception.  Consumers may believe that it is socially desirable to be seen as a person seeking employment, or may have inaccurate perceptions of what competitive employment actually entails.  Caregivers may be projecting their own desires for free time and rest on their dependents.  Previous researchers have noted caregivers’ desires to protect their dependents from larger social environments as one reason caregivers are skeptical of the value of employment for their dependents (Botuck, Levy, and Rimmerman, 1996; Fesko and Freedman, 1996). Combined with evidence that family attitudes and supports have a significant impact on the employment status of persons with disabilities (Alston, Price and Moore, 2002), the issue of caregiver protectiveness becomes an important consideration in any future research on employment outcomes for persons with mental retardation. 
There were also significant discrepancies in consumer and caregiver perceptions of a consumer’s ability to work.  It is unclear whether most caregivers believed that consumers could maintain employment without on-the-job assistance because they believed consumers had the capacity for unassisted work.  Caregivers may have failed to identify at-work assistance as a major issue because they considered it irrelevant in light of their beliefs that consumers did not want to work in the first place.  Over 98% of unemployed consumers identified a need for on-the-job assistance.  Further research is necessary to determine whether this reflects a realistic self-assessment of consumers’ needs for extra attention in learning new tasks, or is a consequence of learned helplessness.  It is interesting to note that consumers placed less emphasis on their health status and behavior issues as a barrier to employment than caregivers did.  This seems to indicate that consumers either do not fully understand the implications of their own behavior and health issues, or that they take a more optimistic approach to their abilities to manage those issues successfully than their caregivers do. 
In a study of persons with developmental disabilities (60% of whom were classified as having mental retardation), Salkever found that activity status has a significant impact on life satisfaction (2000). Individuals who were “idle” were far less satisfied with their lives than persons who participated in paid work, volunteer work, or education (Salkever, 2000).  Work is the most commonly sought goal for adults with mental retardation (Butkus, Martin and McDermott, 1999).  Persons with mental retardation have the capacity and the desire to contribute to society through employment.  Their lives can be greatly improved by the feelings of accomplishment that meaningful work provides, as well as the social benefits of interacting with co-workers, customers, and friends on a regular basis.  While it is well documented that most adults with mental retardation are not employed, the reasons for this high rate of unemployment are still open to question.  Further research is necessary to understand the different barriers to employment for persons with mental retardation, and to develop successful intervention strategies that put willing and capable adults in meaningful, productive jobs, and keep them there. 
  
RECOMMENDATIONS 
In order to more fully explore the factors affecting the employment of persons with mental retardation following high school graduation in Harris County, the Mental Retardation Needs Council should administer the Transition/Work Survey on a yearly basis with the following modifications:
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The survey should collect information concerning family income in order to explore the effects of socio-economic status on employment outcomes. 
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Whenever possible, the survey should be administered to both caregiver and dependent in order to compare responses for the same individual, allowing for further exploration of differences in perception.
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Efforts should be made to identify and include persons with mental retardation who are not currently engaged in services through MHMRA.
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Feed back concerning survey design and administration should be solicited from special education teachers and administrators in the various school districts of Region IV.
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A strengths-perspective should be used to elicit information from job-holders.
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A random selection of persons with mental retardation graduating from Region IV schools be identified for a five-year longitudinal study to track their employment outcomes. 
The Mental Retardation Needs Council has proposed offering a stipend to a Ph.D. candidate to administer and to assist in the analysis of the longitudinal study. 
Concerning the issue of transportation, the experience of service coordinators and other professionals working with this population seems to be at odds with caregiver and consumer responses to the survey. Feedback from employers of persons with mental retardation, job coaches, job placement workers and case managers may be necessary in order to more adequately assess the impact of  transportation on employee performance and retention. 
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