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People with intellectual disabilities as business owners: a systematic review of peer-

reviewed literature 

Abstract  

Background: Microenterprises are very small businesses requiring little capital and can be 

an employment pathway for people with intellectual disabilities. This systematic review 

aims to identify the facilitators, barriers and outcomes from microenterprise. 

Method: Web of Science, Scopus, Econlit, PsychINFO, ProQuest were searched to identify 

peer-reviewed studies on microenterprises owned by people with intellectual disability 

published up to and including 1st October 2019.  

Results: 1080 papers were independently screened by two reviewers. Six papers met the 

inclusion criteria. Barriers included lack of access to business expertise and resources, and 

the tension between growing microenterprises and maintaining eligibility for welfare 

payments. Formal and informal supports were key facilitators. Outcomes experienced 

included additional income, skills development, increased confidence and engagement in 

meaningful activities.   

Conclusion: Additional research is required to develop an evidence-base which may support 

investment in this employment pathway, making microenterprise more accessible to people 

with intellectual disabilities. 

Key words 

Microenterprise, self-employment, individualised approaches, intellectual disability, person-

centred, disability employment 
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INTRODUCTION 

People with intellectual disabilities have strengths and capabilities, passions and 

preferences but are often limited by the low expectations of others (Doren et al., 2012) and 

continue to largely experience separation in employment as well as in other areas of life 

(Butterworth, Hiersteiner, Engler, Bershadsky, & Bradley, 2015; Department of Health 

Victoria, 2011;  Gray et al., 2014; Kayess & Smith, 2017). Data from the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) highlights that employment rates for 

people with disabilities are significantly lower than those for people without disabilities and 

is falling in many countries, including Australia, the US and UK (OECD, 2010). In Australia, 

the employment rate of people with intellectual disabilities is particularly poor; 34.9% 

compared to 52.8% for people with other types of disabilities, and 82.5% for people without 

disabilities (ABS, 2015).  

 

Though terminology may vary, in many developed nations, the policy debate regarding 

employment for people with disabilities – particularly intellectual disabilities - has largely 

centred around segregated employment in sheltered workshops versus integrated 

employment, that is, mainstream employment working predominantly with co-workers 

without disability, usually while receiving support (Beyer et al., 2010; Parmenter, 2011). 

Integrated employment options now also include some social enterprises whose social 

mission includes the provision of employment opportunities to people with disabilities 

(Lysaght et al., 2018; Meltzer et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2018). However, a third employment 

pathway is emerging, that of microenterprise. A microenterprise is a small business centred 

around the interests, capabilities and goals of the person who owns the business. Early 

investigations of microenterprise for people with disabilities first appeared in the peer 
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reviewed literature approximately twenty years ago (Hwang & Roulstone, 2015). This paper 

summarises the methods and findings from a systematic review of peer-reviewed 

publications on microenterprise for people with intellectual disabilities, from the 

appearance of these first investigative studies to the present, with the primary objective to 

identify the facilitators and barriers to setting up and maintaining a microenterprise. These 

findings will inform future development of models of service and supports to people with 

intellectual disability considering microenterprise as an employment pathway. The 

outcomes from microenterprise, for the business owners themselves as well as for others, 

are also identified. Where positive outcomes are identified, this may also help to inform the 

future development of optimal models of service and supports and may assist in providing 

evidence to support the funding of microenterprise for people with intellectual disability. 

 

Employment pathways for people with intellectual disability 

Internationally, employment has been widely acknowledged as a means of lifting people out 

of poverty and dependence on government assistance as well as promoting social and 

economic inclusion (WHO, 2011). Australia, in line with other countries such as the UK, 

Canada and the US, has now adopted an individualised funding model for people with 

disabilities with the stated aim of providing greater choice and control over the supports 

they receive (Chenoweth & Clements, 2011; Reddihough et al, 2016). Australia’s funding 

model, the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS), was funded in large part based on 

expectations that the scheme would improve the economic participation rates of people 

with disabilities and allow more carers to also work (Productivity Commission, 2011). Yet, a 

two-year evaluation of the NDIS identified no increase in the employment of people with 

disabilities (Mavromaras et al, 2018).  
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Traditionally, people with intellectual disability have been employed in sheltered workshops 

(segregated employment) (Parmenter, 2011), which in Australia are known as Disability 

Enterprises. Currently, 20,000 people with intellectual disability are employed in Disability 

Enterprises (Australian Government, 2020). Sheltered employment is more easily accessible 

for people with intellectual disabilities than integrated employment, can provide 

accommodations and support, and maintains eligibility for the disability support pension 

(Meltzer et al., 2018; Parmenter, 2011). Yet in Australia, as well as internationally, such 

employment has been criticised as promoting segregation, as people work predominantly 

with others with disability (Powers, 2008). Sheltered employment has also been criticised 

for featuring largely repetitive tasks, limited skills development, lack of progression 

opportunities and nominal wages, designed to supplement disability pensions rather than 

reduce reliance on government support (Meltzer et al., 2018; National Disability Rights 

Network, 2011). 

 

More recent policies in disability employment in Australia and internationally, have 

promoted integrated employment or ‘open employment’, to promote greater financial 

independence and social inclusion (Beyer, de Borja, de Urries & Verdugo, 2010; Bond et al., 

2001; Wehman et al., 2018). Integrated employment has been found to enhance self-

esteem (Wehman et al., 2007), physical and mental health (Dean et al., 2018; Robertson et 

al., 2019), independent living skills (Stephens et al., 2005) and quality of life (Beyer et al., 

2010; Kober & Eggleton, 2005). However, evidence from Australia as well as the US and UK, 

shows that the employment of people with intellectual disabilities in integrated settings is 

on the decline (Butterworth et al., 2014; Riches & MacDonald, 2016).  
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People with disabilities experience significant discrimination based on employer attitudes as 

well as difficulties in accessing suitable vocational rehabilitation and training services to 

prepare for open employment opportunities (Ellenkamp, Brouwers, Embregts, Joosen & van 

Weeghel, 2016; Carter et al., 2010). These factors were also highlighted in the recent 

evaluation of the NDIS conducted by Mavromaras and colleagues (Mavromaras et al., 2018). 

People with intellectual disabilities continue to have low expectations placed on them by 

the education system, with people with more severe intellectual disabilities more likely to 

be placed in day services or day activity centres with no vocational preparation component 

(Thoresen et al., 2018).  Even when people with intellectual disabilities do access open 

employment opportunities, they often end up stuck in entry level jobs with little career 

progression (Meltzer et al., 2016).  

 

Over the last decade, the social enterprise sector has been growing in Australia (Barraket et 

al., 2016; Smith et al., 2018). Social enterprises are businesses offering products or services 

that are not solely focused on profit generation but also usually have a mission around 

social and /or environmental outcomes. Social enterprises can offer opportunities for 

people with disabilities to work at market rates rather than low wages to supplement 

disability pensions or other welfare payments. Recent research in the Australian state of 

Victoria identifies that social enterprises employ twice as many Australians with disabilities 

than other businesses (Castellas et al., 2017). Meltzer, Kayess & Bates (2018) conducted a 

qualitative study comparing the experiences of people with intellectual disabilities working 

in sheltered employment, integrated employment and social enterprises. They identified 

that social enterprises offered similar community engagement to open employment and 
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provided the support and accommodations that is more typical of sheltered employment. 

Skills development was perceived to be a greater focus of social enterprise than the other 

two types of employment (Meltzer et al, 2018). However, not all of those working at social 

enterprises were in paid employment, some were partially paid, undertaking work 

experience or volunteering whilst waiting for a fully paid position to be available (Meltzer et 

al, 2018). 

 

Microenterprise 

According to OECD data, approximately 1 in 10 Australians are self-employed, a rate 

comparable to other developed nations such as Canada, Sweden, Germany and Japan 

(OECD, 2019). Positive outcomes from mainstream self-employment include greater 

autonomy and life satisfaction (Hessels et al., 2018; Prottas, 2008). However, it has also 

been noted that the self-employed can experience lack of security, greater stress and longer 

hours of work than those in paid employment (Andersson, 2008; Oren, 2012).   

 

In Australia, people with physical disabilities are more likely to be self-employed than those 

without disability; 13% compared to 10% (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2015; Darcy, 

Collins & Stronach, 2020). This pattern has also been observed in other countries (Jones & 

Latreille, 2011, 2014; Pagan, 2008). However, traditionally self-employment has not been an 

employment pathway promoted to people with intellectual disabilities (Office of Disability 

Employment Policy, 2013; Shaheen, 2016). According to a recent survey on disability 

entrepreneurship in Australia, people with intellectual disabilities have the lowest level of 

entrepreneurship (Darcy et al., 2020).  
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In Australia, microenterprises are defined as being very small businesses that employ four 

people or less (ABS, 2002). However, this definition does not capture whether these 

businesses were started with minimal capital, which is another defining factor of 

microenterprises internationally (Alom, Abdullah, Moten & Ferdous Azam, 2016; Kumar & 

Quazi, 2016). In common with Europe and the US, there is no current data on how many 

Australian microenterprises are owned by people with intellectual disabilities (Darcy et al., 

2020; Pagan, 2009; Parker Harris, Caldwell & Renko, 2014).  

 

Notably, smaller businesses have a lower survival rate than larger enterprises; of 

microenterprises operating nationally in June 2010, only 68% were still operating four years 

later (Parliament of Australia, 2014). These findings suggest that small business owners face 

many challenges in maintaining their businesses beyond the start-up phase. Another 

potential challenge for people with intellectual disabilities in the US considering starting a 

microenterprise is how they maintain medical insurance coverage; an issue noted in a 

qualitative study of business owners with physical disabilities in the US (Parker Harris, Renko 

& Caldwell, 2014). However, this is less of an issue in Australia and many European nations 

which have universal healthcare.  

 

The first microenterprise study was undertaken and reported upon at the turn of the 

century (Blanck et al., 2000). This study focused primarily or exclusively on microenterprise 

established by people with physical rather than intellectual disabilities, a common feature of 

many of the early studies appearing in this field (e.g. Holub, 2001; Larsson, 2006; Lorenzo et 

al., 2007; Mathis 2003). These papers identify positive outcomes from self-employment for 

people with physical disabilities including increased independence (socially and financially), 
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greater choice and self-determination, development of vocational and social skills, 

enjoyment of work and the opportunity to explore and develop personal interests 

(Anderson & Galloway, 2012; Holub, 2001; Hwang & Roulstone, 2015). It was also identified 

that entrepreneurs with disabilities tend to succeed in their businesses at the same rate as 

entrepreneurs without disability (Larsson, 2006). However, several studies have also 

highlighted that self-employment is often chosen by people with disabilities due to a lack of 

suitable alternative employment options (Blank et al, 2000; Holub, 2001; Mathis, 2003). 

 

In Australia, the NDIS has recently provided over AUD$2 million funding to support 

microenterprise projects in various States; AUD$620,000 of this specifically for people with 

intellectual disability (NDIS 2019, 2020). These projects focus on training and skills 

development for people with intellectual disability as well as support workers, and the 

provision of ongoing support, including business support, virtual and physical spaces, 

mentoring and peer support (NDIS 2019, 2020). As such, there is growing interest in 

microenterprise as an alternative employment pathway for people with disabilities.  

This paper presents a systematic review of peer-reviewed literature on microenterprises 

operated by people with intellectual disability.  This review identified the facilitators, 

barriers and outcomes of starting and maintaining an enterprise centred around the 

interests, goals and capabilities of people with intellectual disabilities.  

 
METHODS 

This systematic review was conducted using the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 

Review and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) Guidelines (Shamseer et al., 2015). 
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Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

This systematic review focuses on microenterprise and therefore includes any papers that 

involve a person with intellectual disability setting up a business or being self-employed. 

Both qualitative and quantitative studies were included. Publications that were not peer-

reviewed, conference abstracts, opinion pieces and theses were excluded. For practical 

reasons, papers published in languages other than English were also excluded.   

 

Search Strategy 

The search strategy included two groups of search terms. Business-related words included 

the terms microenterprise, small business, entrepreneur and self-employed. These were 

combined with search terms relating to intellectual disability including cognitive, 

developmental or learning disability and down syndrome (Table 1). The search strategy was 

developed by the first author and then refined by the authorship team and a Research 

Librarian. The Research Librarian conducted the searches. 

 

Searches included papers published up to and including 1st October 2019. The following 

databases were searched: Web of Science, Scopus, Econlit, PsychINFO and ProQuest.  

[Table 1] 

 

Screening and data extraction 

Search results from the Research Librarian were imported into Covidence systematic review 

software and duplicate items removed. Title and abstract screening were undertaken 

independently by two reviewers (the first two authors) with conflicts discussed with the aim 
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of reaching consensus were possible. For papers screened in at this stage, full-text 

manuscripts were obtained and were independently reviewed by the same two reviewers.  

 

The following data were extracted: author, date of publication, country, research aims, 

number and type of participants, measures (quantitative studies only), aims of study and 

key findings. The identified facilitators, barriers and outcomes of microenterprise from the 

papers were also extracted. 

 

Quality Assessment 

To assess the quality of qualitative studies, the McMaster Critical Review Form for 

Qualitative Studies (Version 2.0) was used (Letts, Wilkins, Law, Stewart, Bosch & 

Westmoreland, 2007). This well-established quality assessment tool comprises sections on 

study purpose, literature, study design, sampling, data collection, data analysis, overall 

rigour and implications. All sections of the critical review were used in this study resulting in 

qualitative studies being scored out of a total possible maximum score of 24 for a study of 

the highest quality.  

 

The McMaster Critical Review Form for Quantitative Studies (Law, Stewart, Pollock, Letts, 

Bosch & Westmorland, 1998) was used to assess the quality of quantitative studies included 

in this systematic review.  This critical review tool is shorter overall but comprises similar 

sections to the qualitative tool. As the review included studies in employment settings not 

clinical settings, the question relating to the reporting of clinical importance was dropped, 

resulting in quantitative studies being scored out of a total possible maximum score of 14. 
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Quality assessment was undertaken independently by the first two authors with 

disagreements resolved by consensus following discussion where possible. The degree of 

inter-rater reliability was measured using Cohen’s Kappa. This measure considers the role of 

chance in inter-rater agreement, with guidelines regarding the degree of agreement 

represented by well-established cut-off scores (Cohen, 1968). Before discussion Kappa was 

0.644, indicating substantial agreement, and 0.943 after discussion, indicating near perfect 

agreement (Cohen, 1968).  

 

Qualitative studies varied in quality with papers scoring between 8 out of 24 (Reddington & 

Fitzsimons, 2013) and 19 out of 24 (Hagner & Davies, 2002). The one quantitative paper 

scored 9 out of 14 (Table 2).  The papers were generally strong on clarity of purpose for 

their studies, providing an appropriate review of relevant literature, using an appropriate 

study design to meet the stated objectives, conclusions being appropriate to the findings, 

and presenting findings which contributed to policy, research and practice. Papers were 

more mixed with regards to clarity around their sample size and composition, and most of 

the papers did not draw extensively on theory, except for Caldwell et al. (2019a, 2019b) who 

drew on mainstream entrepreneurship theory as well as disability theory. None of the 

papers addressed whether redundancy had been achieved though, given the small sample 

sizes and microenterprise not being a mainstream employment pathway, this is perhaps not 

surprising. Only the study by Hagner and Davies (2002) identified the role/relationship of 

the researcher in the study and none of the qualitative papers reported their own 

assumptions or biases.  

 

Data synthesis 
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A narrative synthesis of data was undertaken to address the research questions relating to 

the identified facilitators, barriers and outcomes of microenterprise for people with 

intellectual disability. This was facilitated by the first two authors reading all reviewed 

papers and identifying and discussing factors that aligned with the stated aims of the 

review. The data on facilitators, barriers and outcomes were placed in a table. Data on study 

characteristics was also tabulated initially before being developed into a coherent narrative 

outlining key features of the studies. Factors that appear to be common despite cultural 

context are highlighted.  

 

RESULTS 

Search Results 

The initial database searches returned 2045 items, which was reduced to 1080 once 

duplicate items were removed (Figure 1).  Independent title and abstract screening by two 

reviewers resulted in 2% conflicts which were resolved by consensus. In total, 15 papers 

progressed to the full text screening stage.  Full text screening was undertaken 

independently by the same two authors with a further ten papers being rejected: three 

related to employment interventions other than microenterprises (e.g. social enterprises 

that employed people with intellectual disability), two were conceptual papers, one related 

to the wrong population (people with cerebral palsy who did not have intellectual 

disabilities), three were conference proceedings and one was not available in English.  A 

further paper, identified as ‘in preparation’ in a reviewed paper (Caldwell et al, 2019a), was 

published on December (Caldwell et al, 2019b) and it was decided to include this paper, 

resulting in six papers being included in this systematic review.  

[Figure 1] 
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Study characteristics 
 
Of the six studies included in the review, four studies were undertaken in the USA (two 

papers related to the same wider study) and one each in the UK and Australia. One study 

was quantitative, and the remaining were qualitative studies. One study stated it was a 

mixed methods study (Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013) including a survey and interviews but 

only qualitative data were presented in the paper.  In addition to the term 

“microenterprise”, the studies also used the terminology “social entrepreneurship”, “self-

employment” and “small business enterprise”.  

 

The research aims of the reviewed papers 

The research aims of the papers focused on several aspects of microenterprise including: 

the meaning of self-employment to people with intellectual disability (Hagner & Davies, 

2002), the formal and informal supports required to maintain microenterprises  (Caldwell, et 

al., 2019b; Hagner & Davies, 2002), how businesses were organised (Caldwell et al., 2019a), 

whether business owners experienced improved quality of work life (Conroy et al., 2010), 

the viability and earnings from microenterprise (Conroy et al., 2010; Hagner & Davies, 

2002), the outcomes achieved from people with intellectual disabilities running their own 

business  (Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013; Thoresen et al., 2018), and whether 

microenterprise promoted social inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities (Hagner & 

Davies, 2002; Thoresen et al., 2018).  

 

Sample sizes: business owners and other stakeholders 

The qualitative studies investigated between four and 13 microenterprises, and the 

quantitative study collected data from 27 business owners with intellectual disability. It is 
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not clear if Thoresen et al. (2018) actually spoke to the business owners themselves when 

collecting data from ‘key informants’ that included parents but did not specifying sample 

size or composition. The other studies collected data from business owners as well as those 

who were often referred to as key support people. These included parents and other family 

members (Caldwell et al., 2019a, 2019b; Hagner & Davies, 2002; Reddington & Fitzsimons, 

2013; Thoresen et al., 2018) as well as paid support workers (Conroy et al., 2010; Hagner & 

Davies, 2002; Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013), a job coach (Caldwell et al., 2019a, 2019b) 

and health and social care professionals (Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013). In addition to 

including four business owners in her study, Caldwell (2019a, 2019b) also included three 

people with intellectual disabilities who worked at a social enterprise; two of whom were 

reportedly considering self-employment options (Table 2). 

 

[Table 2] 

Types of microenterprises 

Types of businesses owned by people with intellectual disability were varied. For example, 

some business owners were providing administration or mail-related services (Hagner & 

Davies, 2002; Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013; Thoresen et al., 2018), recycling services 

(Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013; Thoresen et al., 2018), gardening services (Reddington & 

Fitzsimons, 2013), car washing (Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013) and childcare (Hagner & 

Davies, 2002). Other businesses were developing and/or distributing products such as fair-

trade coffee (Caldwell et al, 2019a), bird seed (Thoresen et al., 2018), jewellery (Caldwell et 

al, 2019a, Hagner & Davies, 2002), baked goods (Caldwell et al, 2019a), and gifts or toys 

(Hagner & Davies, 2002). Some used their lived experiences with disability to advocate for 
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people with disabilities or share their stories at public speaking events (Caldwell et al, 

2019a, Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013).  

 

Prior employment experiences 

Three papers specifically noted the prior employment of business owners. Hagner and 

Davies (2002) noted that self-employment was pursued due to lack of other employment 

options, and Reddington and Fitzsimons (2013) observed that few participants has been 

engaged in paid work prior to becoming self-employed. The quantitative study included in 

the review noted that some participants were engaged in other forms of work before they 

started their microenterprises (primarily in sheltered employment) and some people 

continued to engage in other forms of work after starting their microenterprise (Conroy et 

al., 2010). 

 

Facilitators 

Far fewer facilitators to microenterprise were noted by authors than barriers (Table 2). All 

the qualitative studies identified numerous formal and informal supports which facilitated 

business owners running of  their enterprises (Caldwell et al., 2019a; Hagner & Davies, 2002; 

Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013; Thoresen et al., 2018). This included support from personal 

assistants (Caldwell et al., 2019a), a business advisor or job coach (Caldwell et al., 2019a; 

Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013) and informal support networks from family and friends 

(Caldwell et al., 2019a; Hagner & Davies, 2002; Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013; Thoresen et 

al., 2018). However, the study by Hagner and Davies’ (2002) highlighted the need for 

additional formal supports, particularly start up assistance in the form of financial assistance 

and training. The one quantitative study included in this systematic review did not 
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investigate barriers or facilitators to microenterprises, focusing only on outcomes (Conroy et 

al., 2010).  

 

Barriers to microenterprise 

Studies noted several significant barriers to the start-up and development of 

microenterprises for people with intellectual disability (Table 2). One key barrier to people 

with intellectual disabilities considering self-employment was the limited knowledge 

disability employment advisors typically have regarding self-employment options 

(Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013). This UK study also noted that, due to funding models and 

the emphasis on economic productivity, social outcomes - that might be more significant 

from microenterprise compared to other employment pathways - were less valued than 

income and the potential for reductions in welfare payments (Reddington & Fitzsimons, 

2013). As such, disability policy and resources available to support the employment of 

people with disabilities may not encourage microenterprise as an employment pathway.  

 

Some studies reported a lack of access to business development and marketing expertise  

noting that support people were often lacking in these skills, and accessing this expertise 

elsewhere was problematic (Caldwell et al., 2019a; Hagner & Davies, 2002; Thoresen et al., 

2018). Caldwell (2019a) noted that business training, or even information about how to 

apply for business certification and licensing, was often not available in Easy English. This 

presents a significant barrier to people with intellectual disability, who typically have low 

literacy levels. Lack of access to loans to support business development was also identified 

(Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013).  
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A high level of support demands were identified as a potential barrier, as access to formal 

support was limited (Hagner & Davies, 2002; Thoresen et al., 2018), which may inhibit 

future business growth. However, a more significant barrier to growth, identified by several 

papers, was concerns over earning “too much” and business owners therefore losing access 

to welfare support payments (Caldwell, et al., 2019a; Hagner & Davies, 2002; Reddington & 

Fitzsimons, 2013). Caldwell et al. (2019a) and Hagner and Davies’ (2002) US studies 

highlighted how microenterprises had been structured to preserve eligibility for disability 

and medical benefits. Caldwell et al. (2019a) also highlighted the tension between keeping 

microenterprises centred on the business owners’ capabilities, and the possibility of 

business growth, which might lead to the employment of other people. Thorsen et al. (2018) 

observed that parental involvement can impact negatively on long-term sustainability as 

parents may not be able to sustain involvement over the working life of the business owner.  

 

Outcomes 

The reviewed papers noted a range of positive outcomes from people with intellectual 

disabilities working in their own microenterprises (Table 2). Conroy’s (2002) paper focused 

only on measuring quality of work life before and after starting a microenterprise. This 17-

item measure included factors such as boredom, happiness, enjoyment at work, being able 

to make one’s own choices, relationships with others (family, friends, customers, co-

workers), as well as making enough money and fear of losing benefits. For business owners, 

the most significant changes related to “being good in my work”, “Being proud of what I 

do”, “boredom” and “happiness about work”.  
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Other papers highlighted outcomes such as increased flexibility and autonomy (Hagner & 

Davies, 2002), being busy (Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013), greater enjoyment (Caldwell et 

al., 2019b; Hagner & Davies, 2002), more confidence (Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013; 

Thoresen et al., 2018), a sense of pride and achievement (Thoresen et al., 2018), positive 

self-image (Thoresen et al., 2018), developing new skills and abilities (Caldwell et al., 2019b; 

Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013; Thoresen et al., 2018), disability advocacy and promotion of 

social mission (Caldwell et al., 2019b), being engaged in meaningful activities (Reddington & 

Fitzsimons, 2013), more social and community connection (Caldwell et al., 2019; Hagner & 

Davies, 2002; Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013; Thoresen et al., 2018), experiencing customer 

satisfaction (Hagner & Davies, 2002),  making a meaningful contribution (Thoresen et al., 

2018) and feeling “equal” (Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013). It was also noted that 

microenterprises provided employment for other people in the form of formal support 

workers (Reddington & Fitzsimons, 2013; Thoresen et al., 2018).  

 

The quantitative paper was the only reviewed paper which investigated outcomes beyond 

those experienced by business owners. The authors observed that an increase in the quality 

of work life was also experienced by support workers with the most significant items being 

“liking your job”, “relationships with people receiving services”, “ability to deal with bad 

rules and regulations” and “ability to help people succeed in earning money”.  

 

It was generally observed that few microenterprises investigated by the international 

studies generated enough income to be the sole income of the business owner. Conroy et 

al. (2010) reflected that low-income generation levels may be due to many of the businesses 

under investigation being in “start-up mode”. However, Hagner and Davies (2002) observed 
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that, whether in start-up mode or more established, most businesses in his study did not 

generate a primary or sole income. Many microenterprise owners were reported to still be 

reliant on benefits or other sources of income; a phenomenon referred to as “income 

patching”, a not uncommon practice for self-employed people (Hagner & Davies, 2002). 

Reddington and Fitzsimons (2013) noted that some entrepreneurs were happy to not take 

an income in exchange for working in an organisation over which they had control, and from 

which they received many other personal benefits. Thoresen (2018) identified that the 

microenterprise arrangements in his Australian study were similar to those of social 

enterprises, in that the focus was not necessarily on the generation of income but rather on 

building social capital. 

 

DISCUSSION 

This review has identified that there is currently a small international evidence base 

regarding the barriers, facilitators, and outcomes from microenterprise for people with 

intellectual disability, with only six peer-review publications over the last decade addressing 

these topics. A key facilitator found to be common to all the identified studies was formal 

and informal support. Business owners with intellectual disability require considerable 

formal support to run their businesses, which is less typical of business owners with physical 

disabilities (Darcy et al., 2020). Business owners with physical and intellectual disabilities 

rely on informal support and their social networks (Darcy et al., 2020), though it is noted in 

the literature that people with intellectual disabilities often have far smaller social networks 

than those without intellectual disabilities (Verdonschot et al., 2009; van Asselt‐Goverts et 

al., 2014). This may impact upon their capacity to initiate sales of their products and services 

by permeating social networks.  Notably, some studies identified that business owners were 
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able to access free family labour to support their business endeavours, demonstrating that 

social capital or privilege may be an important  factor in microenterprise sustainability as it 

is in mainstream businesses (Larsson, 2006).  

 

The review highlighted that business owners with intellectual disabilities had a lack of access 

to important resources. Participants in the studies identified by this review found it difficult 

to access finance unless it was specifically finance for the support of entrepreneurs with 

disability, a barrier shared with business owners with physical disabilities (Darcy et al., 

2020).  Business owners in the reviewed studies also had limited opportunities to access 

mainstream entrepreneurial business resources due to literacy limitations and a lack of easy 

English resources. This is a common issue for people with intellectual disability in other 

areas of life such as education, and training (Carter et al., 2011). Such barriers are unlikely to 

be experienced by business owners with physical disabilities and those without disabilities. 

Overall, business owners with intellectual disabilities have higher support needs and a lack 

of access to important resources which may inhibit the sustainability and growth of their 

businesses.  

 

Few of the microenterprises included in the reviewed studies produced the sole or main 

income for their owners. This is in contrast to studies on microenterprise for people with 

physical disabilities which have often demonstrated stronger financial viability (e.g. Hulob, 

2001). Notably, this systematic review identified two significant tensions. Firstly, the tension 

between developing businesses in a way that might generate higher levels of income - and 

provide employment for others - and maintaining the focus of the business on the interests, 
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goals and capabilities of the person with disability. A similar tension was also noted in a 

Swedish study on microenterprise for people with physical disabilities (Larsson, 2006).  

 

Secondly, the tension between growing the business and maintaining eligibility for welfare 

benefits; the so called ‘benefits trap’ (Halabisky, 2014). However, this desire to preserve 

eligibility to a welfare safety net is not unique to business owners with intellectual 

disabilities. Studies of business owners with physical disabilities have had similar findings, 

with some microenterprises even folding due to success threatening ongoing access to 

benefits (Larsson, 2006; Mathis, 2003; Darcy et al., 2020). That business owners with 

disabilities value ongoing access to benefits is perhaps not surprising given the risks of 

starting a business and the high failure rate. Furthermore, business failure can be 

exacerbated by business owners’ ill-health; a major reason for the failure of 

microenterprises by people with physical disabilities in a Swedish study (Larsson, 2006). 

Periods of ill health are also not uncommon for people with intellectual disability, 

highlighting the need for a potentially safety net if they are not able to actively work on 

their businesses for periods of time.  

 

Aside from financial viability, the reviewed papers identified a wide range of positive 

outcomes for business owners including better quality of work life, stronger engagement in 

meaningful activities, confidence, skills development, greater social and community 

connection, and making a meaningful contribution. In this regard, this review highlights 

similar outcomes to those experienced by business owners with people with physical 

disabilities (Anderson & Galloway, 2012; Darcy et al., 2020; Hulob, 2001; Hwang & 

Roulstone, 2015; Maritz & Laferriere, 2016). However, as Reddington and Fitzsimons (2013) 
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have observed, economic productivity can be more highly valued by governments than 

psychosocial outcomes, which may impact upon the ongoing funding opportunities for 

business owners with disability.  

 

Several studies noted that microenterprises appear to have been pursued by people with 

intellectual disability due to lack of other suitable employment options rather than because 

of opportunity or entrepreneurial fervour (Hagner & Davies, 2002; Reddington & Fitzsimons, 

2013). This finding aligns with studies conducted with business owners with physical 

disabilities (Blanck et al., 2000; Darcy et al., 2020; Holub, 2001; Mathis, 2003). Despite this 

apparent lack of available employment options, the evidence from this systematic review is 

that microenterprise delivers a range of positive benefits to business owners. For most 

microenterprise owners (in common with sheltered employment options) the income 

generated tends to be relatively modest and therefore supplements rather than replaces 

income from welfare benefits. However, unlike sheltered employment, microenterprise 

seems to support skill development, confidence and greater social inclusion and community 

participation; outcomes often associated with open employment (Meltzer et al., 2018). 

Microenterprise appears to offer benefits over and above those of open employment in that 

it is often more tailored to the interests and passions of people with intellectual disability. It 

also potentially offers the person more flexibility in time management in comparison with 

the fixed hours typically expected of open employment options, which may be important to 

manage work around periods of ill health.  

 

Whilst Australia has adopted an individualised funding model, it is perhaps too early to 

determine if sufficient funding and support infrastructure can be provided to support 
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microenterprise; especially in rural or remote areas where disability resources are often 

more limited (Sheppard-Jones et al., 2017). However, NDIS funding for community and 

economic participation indicates an interest in investigating the benefits of microenterprise 

for people with disabilities and the testing of different models of support. In the last two 

tranches of NDIS funding (2019 and 2020) a total of over AUD$2 million was awarded to 

organisations delivering service to support microenterprises. Of this, over AUD$620,000 was 

specifically set aside for supporting people with intellectual disabilities. Whilst this 

represents just under one third of the total funding, people with intellectual disability make 

up 70% of NDIS participants (Bonyhady, 2016). Partnerships between industry and 

universities would be beneficial in supporting the evaluation of training and support 

initiatives on microenterprise and to develop an evidence-base for microenterprise as a 

viable employment pathway for people with intellectual disability.  

 

This systematic review provides important evidence of the significant barriers facing people 

with intellectual disabilities in starting their own businesses and therefore highlights areas 

that need to be addressed with policy and additional funding if microenterprise is to be a 

viable employment pathway. Substantial formal supports are required, with greater 

expertise in business and marketing; often not a key skill set of support workers. Therefore, 

training of support workers in both disability support and business is indicated.  

 

The reviewed studies recruited business owners from a variety of sources, creating high 

levels of variability within small samples. Future research might focus on recruiting 

participants from one disability support organisation such that a specific support model or 

framework might be evaluated. Future research might also investigate and compare 
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microenterprises that are sustained over time with businesses that fold during start up 

mode or later to identify the key supports and resources that are needed as business evolve.  

 

Given the wide support networks of business owners with intellectual disabilities, it would 

be advantageous for future research to broaden the type of participants included to 

business owners, support workers, business coaches as well as parent or family members. 

Another key voice missing from the current research is that of customers of 

microenterprises. An investigation of what prompts customers to buy from microenterprises 

owned by people with disabilities, and their evaluations of products or services relative to 

the market, would provide useful insight into the broader community impacts of 

microenterprise. It was evident from some of the studies, that people pursued 

microenterprise due to lack of other options. Overall, it would be desirable to strengthen all 

employment pathways for people with disabilities, so they have genuine choice in 

employment options. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The reviewed studies took place in three different countries but common barriers and 

facilitators to microenterprises for people with intellectual disability were reported. 

Although few microenterprises were reported as being the main source of business owners’ 

income it was widely acknowledged amongst the studies that a variety of valuable personal 

and psychosocial outcomes resulted from engagement in microenterprise.  More work is 

needed to identify what supports are the most effective in supporting business success and 

delivering the best outcomes to microenterprises for people with intellectual disability. This 
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could be facilitated by further research into well established businesses as well as those that 

failed and by collecting data from a wider range of stakeholders, including customers.   
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Table 1: Example Search Terms 

Web of Science: 

TS= ( microenterpris* OR " enterprise*" OR "micro-business*" OR "micro business*" OR 

microbusiness OR entrepreneur* OR "self-employ*" OR "social enterpris*" OR "social-

enterpris*" OR "small business*" OR ( ( custom* OR "person-centered" OR "person-centred" 

OR paid ) NEAR/3 ( employ* OR job OR work ) ) ) AND TS=(( ( intellectual OR cognitive OR 

learning OR developmental OR cerebral ) NEAR/2 ( disabled OR disabilit* OR impair* OR 

injur* ) ) OR ( ( augmentative OR alternative ) NEAR/1 ( communication ) ) OR ( "AAC" OR 

"down* syndrome" OR "IDD" ) ) 

 

Scopus:  

( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( microenterpris*  OR  "micro-enterprise*"  OR  "micro-business*"  OR  

"micro business*"  OR  microbusiness  OR  entrepreneur*  OR  "self-employ*"  OR  "social 

enterpris*"  OR  "social-enterpris*"  OR  "small business*"  OR  ( ( custom*  OR  "person-

centered"  OR  "person-centred"  OR  paid )  W/3  ( employ*  OR  job  OR  work ) ) ) )  AND  ( 

( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( ( ( intellectual  OR  cognitive  OR  learning  OR  developmental  OR  cerebral 

)  W/2  ( disabled  OR  disabilit*  OR  impair*  OR  injur* ) ) )  OR  TITLE-ABS-KEY ( ( ( 

augmentative  OR  alternative )  W/1  ( communication ) ) )  OR  TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "AAC"  OR  

"down* syndrome"  OR  "IDD" ) ) )  
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Table 2: Summary of studies included in systematic review 
 

First 
author, 
date,  
country 

Participants Facilitators Barriers Outcomes McMaster 
Score 

Caldwell 
2019a, 
2019b* 
 
US 

N=7 People with 
intellectual disability 
(N=4 self-employed, 
n=3 employed at social 
enterprise, 2 of these 
reportedly considering 
self-employment 
options) 
 
n=7 key support 
people (1 job coach, 1 
cousin, 4 mothers, 1 
father) 
 

Caldwell (2019a): 
Formal support network: job 
coach/Personal Assistant 
Informal support network: family 
and friends 
Person-centred planning 

Caldwell (2019a): 
Lack of access to easy read 
business certification and 
licensing resources. 
Lack of access to business and 
marketing resources. 
Lack of financial literacy and 
accessibility of business training. 
Fear of earning ‘too much 
money’ and losing access to 
benefits. Discrimination and 
stigma. 
Tension between keeping 
business focused on business 
owner’s capacities and business 
growth. 

Caldwell (2019b): 
Enjoying working with 
others 
Engagement in the 
community 
Disability Advocacy and 
promoting social mission 
Developing skills 
 

15/24 
(2019) 

 
 

15/24 
(2019) 

Hagner  
2002 
 
US 

N=8 business owners 
with intellectual 
disability working in 7 
businesses, n=7 key 
support people (6 
support workers, 1 
family member) 

Informal supports: financial 
assistance for start-up 
Formal start-up assistance: non-
bank loans and grants 
Formal business Training  
Person-centred planning 
 

Support staff lack of 
interest/experience in business 
Excessive time demands for 
support staff 
Little income generation 
Labour intensive 
Need for extensive record 
keeping 
Concern over potential loss of 
benefits 

Flexibility 
Autonomy 
Enjoyment of work 
Customer 
contact/satisfaction 
Social networking/contact 

19/24 
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Reddington 
2013 
 
UK 

N=13 business owners 
with intellectual 
disability 
plus parents, support 
workers and health 
and social care 
professionals (sample 
size not specified). 

Person-centred approach 
Support from a business advisor 
Funding for business support and 
development 
Informal support, especially 
parental support 

Concern regarding loss of 
benefits 
Employment advisors’ lack of 
knowledge and experience with 
microenterprise  
Government funding/ business 
support values economic 
outcomes over social outcomes 
Lack of loans to develop 
microenterprises 

Being busy 
Engaged in meaningful 
activities 
Engagement with local 
community 
Feeling ‘equal’ 
Gaining confidence 
Developing abilities (some 
required less ongoing 
support) 
In some cases, gaining 
financial security 
Creation of opportunities 
for others 

8/24 

Thoresen  
2018 
 
Australia 

Sample size unclear 
 
Four microenterprises 
investigated, 
‘key informants’ 
included parents.  
Does not state if 
business owners were 
interviewed 
 
 

Person-centered approach – 
business developed/centered 
around person’s skills and interests  
Formal support 
Informal support, especially from 
people with business expertise 
Parental support 

Formal and informal support 
Business know how/support 
Facilitation of community 
engagement 
Future proofing/planning 
Relying too heavily on parental 
involvement to sustain the 
microenterprise  

Sense of pride and 
achievement 
Confidence 
Positive self-image 
Making a meaningful 
contribution 
Engagement in the 
community 
Skills development 
Provides employment for 
others 
 

14/24 

Conroy 
2010 
 
US 

N=27 business owners 
with intellectual 
disability, 
plus support workers 
(n not reported) 

  Increase in quality of work 
life for participants (e.g. 
boredom, loneliness, 
choice, pride) 
Increase in quality of work 
life for support worker 
(e.g. job satisfaction, 

9/14 
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working relationships, 
ability to help people 
succeed financially) 

*2 papers from same wider study 
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Figure 1: PRISMA Flow Chart 

 

 

 




