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“Entrepreneurship is the next important step in the full 
participation of individuals with disabilities in America’s communities.”

Even in the most prosperous economic times, many Americans with disabilities, including individuals served by vocational rehabilitation (VR), look to self-employment as a route to economic self-sufficiency. People with disabilities—like many disenfranchised groups that have gone before them—are finding that entrepreneurship may offer the most direct route to social and economic independence. 

In spite of severe barriers, people with disabilities are nearly twice as likely as others to be self-employed (14% versus 8%) than those without disabilities.
  According to the 1990 United States Census, people with disabilities choose self-employment at a higher rate than people without disabilities (12.2% vs. 7.8%), which is supported by the fact that the Rural Institute on Disability at the University of Montana found that more than a half-million people with disabilities reported owning their own business.  Furthermore, The Rehabilitation Service Administration’s demonstration projects on client choice reported that nearly one-third of their participants chose small business ownership and microenterprise as their goal. 

Why are so many people with disabilities choosing self-employment?
A number of factors make business ownership an attractive option for people with disabilities: 
	· Self-employment offers unmatched flexibility to work around a disabling condition.  The effects of a disability are often mitigated—or even eliminated—without any loss in productivity when an individual has the latitude to work around medical routines.  Transportation barriers, for example, disappear when the commute is across the hall rather than across town.

· Thirty-six percent of working people with disabilities report that they have experienced employment discrimination (notwithstanding the experiences of people with disabilities who are not employed). More than half of the employed people with disabilities who have experienced job discrimination (51%) say they have been refused a job due to disability.

· Self-employment also offers an individual the chance to utilize previous knowledge, skills, abilities, and experience to fulfill their economic need, encourages self-determination and independence in decision-making, and flexibility for family care.

· Finally, many people with disabilities choose self-employment because it is a proven, effective route to social and economic empowerment.  Entrepreneurship enables many people with disabilities to avoid artificial barriers to career advancement that are prevalent in the workplace.


Regardless of their reasons for pursuing entrepreneurship, people with disabilities are experiencing tremendous success in business.  While there are no comprehensive, nationwide statistics regarding the success rate of businesses owned by people with disabilities, experience suggests that people with disabilities are at least as successful in business as those who are not disabled.   

Why are people with disabilities so successful in business?  The following traits   

     commonly attributed to people with disabilities, may contribute to their success:
Creative Problem Solving

Every day, people with disabilities must find new ways to do old tasks.  The same ingenuity that enables a wheelchair user to retrieve a box of cereal from the top shelf in the supermarket can be used to effectively deal with business dilemmas.    

Flexibility

People with disabilities are accustomed to adapting to the everyday changes that come with disabling conditions.  These same strategies can be used in business to adapt to constantly changing market forces.      

Grace Under Fire

The ability to handle stressful situations with grace and dignity without compromising one’s principles is invaluable in business.  Living with a disability is the perfect practice ground for refining this skill.  

Persistence

Business ownership is not for the faint of heart.  At times, entrepreneurs have to push the envelope, challenge the status quo, and beat the odds.  People with disabilities are not accustomed to giving up easily and this persistence translates well into the world of business.    

Sense of Humor

It is nearly impossible to live with a disability without developing a sense of humor.  Whether dealing with a disability or a business issue—a good sense of humor helps to keep things in perspective.  

Willingness to Ask for Help  

People with disabilities understand that accepting help from others can actually make a person more self-sufficient.  The same is true for a business.
Resourcefulness

Many people with disabilities have managed to carve out a life and support their families on the meager, fixed income provided by Social Security benefits.  These individuals have learned how to make the most of two of life’s most precious resources—time and money.  In business terms, this is called bootstrapping and is an incredibly valuable ability to possess.  
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