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in this area that focuses on theory development and integra-
tion as well as empirical work. Such work should examine 
the potential utility of considering positive psychological 
interventions when planning for SDM in the context of 
career development activities to enhance positive outcomes 
related to decision-making, self-determination, and other 
positive psychological constructs.

Keywords Supported decision-making · Positive 
psychology · Rehabilitation · Employment · Disability

Introduction

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities [1] recognizes the right of legal capacity 
for people with disabilities and re-affirms the concept of sup-
ported decision-making (SDM) [2]. SDM is recognized as a 
viable alternative to traditional guardianship arrangements 
that may protect the inherent right of people with disabilities 
to be involved in decisions about their lives, including deci-
sions about rehabilitation and employment. When overbroad 
and undue guardianship arrangements are used, this limits 
the self-determination of people with disabilities. There is 
an ongoing effort to reform supports for decision-making 
to empower people with disabilities to be self-determining 
and act as causal agents [3] over choices and decisions about 
their lives, particularly in the employment context [4].

Many jurisdictions, including Australia, Canada, Ger-
many, Ireland, Israel, Latvia, New Zealand, Sweden, United 
Kingdom, and states within the United States incorporate 
SDM within their legal systems. The increasing recognition 
of SDM as an alternative paradigm necessitates the con-
sideration of how effective supports may be developed and 
assessed to enable SDM [5].

Abstract Purpose This article reviews existing literature 
on positive psychology, supported decision-making (SDM), 
employment, and disability. It examines interventions and 
assessments that have been empirically evaluated for the 
enhancement of decision-making and overall well-being of 
people with disabilities. Additionally, conceptual themes 
present in the literature were explored. Methods A sys-
tematic review was conducted across two databases (ERIC 
and PsychINFO) using various combination of keywords 
of ‘disabilit*’, work rehabilitation and employment terms, 
positive psychology terms, and SDM components. Seven 
database searches were conducted with diverse combina-
tions of keywords, which identified 1425 results in total to 
be screened for relevance using their titles and abstracts. 
Database search was supplemented with hand searches of 
oft-cited journals, ancestral search, and supplemental search 
from grey literature. Results Only four studies were identi-
fied in the literature targeting SDM and positive psychology 
related constructs in the employment and job development 
context. Results across the studies indicated small to moder-
ate impacts of the assessment and interventions on decision-
making and engagement outcomes. Conceptually there are 
thematic areas of potential overlap, although they are limited 
in the explicit integration of theory in supported decision-
making, positive psychology, disability, and employment. 
Conclusion Results suggest a need for additional scholarship 

 * Hatice Uyanik 
 huyanik@ku.edu

1 Department of Special Education, University of Kansas, 
Joseph R. Pearson Hall, 1122 West Campus Road, Rm. 517, 
Lawrence, KS 66045, USA

2 Burton Blatt Institute, Syracuse University, Syracuse, NY, 
USA

Author's personal copy

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5088-5714
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10926-017-9740-z&domain=pdf


499J Occup Rehabil (2017) 27:498–506 

1 3

Supported decision-making, in practice, is defined 
as practices, arrangements, and agreements that include 
informal and formal supports from diverse sources (e.g., 
person-based supports such as peers, paid supporters, fam-
ily, and technological supports, and educational supports) 
[6]. The most appropriate practices, arrangements, and 
agreements should be directed by the person with a disa-
bility and reflect their preferences [7]. Nonetheless, needed 
supports may change over a person’s lifespan based on 
changes in environmental demands, necessitating flexible 
models to enable informed choices [8]. Promoting SDM 
counteracts many of the deficit models that historically 
have shaped guardianship practices [8]. SDM is consistent 
with a social-ecological model of disability, which holds 
that people with disabilities have strengths and capacities 
that are enhanced in response to environmental demands 
through effective and individualized supports [5].

One area that has not received significant attention 
within the context of SDM is the role of supports for 
decision-making in enabling integrated employment out-
comes for adults with disabilities. Data continue to sug-
gest weak employment outcomes, particularly for adults 
with intellectual and developmental disabilities, with an 
overreliance on segregated employment models [9]. These 
non-inclusive approaches, similar to guardianship mod-
els, are based on ability deficit-models rather that social-
ecological models of disability. As such, there is a need 
for consideration of SDM practices, arrangements, and 
agreements to promote positive integrated employment 
outcomes and build self-determination in the job devel-
opment and occupational rehabilitation processes.

The emergence of social-ecological models of disability 
has been paralleled by strengths-based, person–environ-
ment fit models in other fields. In psychology, the field of 
positive psychology has emerged. As the president of the 
American Psychological Association in 1998, Martin Selig-
man defined his vision for the field of positive psychology, 
namely promoting the exploration of what makes life worth 
living and building enabling conditions of a life worth liv-
ing. One major focus in positive psychology is on enhancing 
well-being by building on strengths and virtues. Seligman 
[10] has developed a model that focuses on how to increase 
well-being and flourishing though positive emotion, engage-
ment, meaning, positive relationships, and accomplishment 
(PERMA).

With a few notable exceptions [11, 12], there has been 
limited attention directed to the relationship between posi-
tive psychology and the PERMA model, SDM, disability 
and employment. However, there are clear overlaps between 
the goals of promoting well-being and human flourishing in 
positive psychology, and the goals of SDM and integrated 
employment to enhance self-determination and quality of 
life [13].

Positive psychology, SDM, and employment also share 
a similar foundation in their recognition of the importance 
of strengths-based approaches and practices. This suggests 
that there may be useful information in the field of positive 
psychology that informs SDM, particularly in the context 
of occupational rehabilitation and employment. To explore 
the possible implications of strength-based approaches for 
promoting SDM and employment outcomes, and drawing on 
literature from the disability field and positive psychology, 
we conducted a review of the literature, examining what 
the disability and positive psychology literature suggests 
with regard to: (a) work-related decision-making of people 
with disabilities; (b) interventions used to enhance decision-
making in the employment context, and to enhance overall 
well-being and quality of life for people with disabilities; 
and, (c) assessment procedures and measures used to evalu-
ate work-related decision-making and overall well-being and 
quality of life of people with disabilities.

Method

To achieve our goals, we conducted a systematic review of 
the literature. To identify literature related to positive psy-
chology, SDM, employment, and disability, we conducted 
keyword searches within ERIC and PscyINFO databases. 
Keywords included the combination of ‘disabilit*’ and 
work rehabilitation and employment terms (employment, 
work rehabilitation, vocational rehabilitation, employment 
rehabilitation, occupational rehabilitation); PERMA model 
(positive emotion, engagement, positive relationships, 
meaning, and accomplishment); and supported decision-
making components (decision-making ability, environmental 
demands for decision making, and support needs for deci-
sion making).

Seven database searches were conducted with diverse 
combinations of keywords, including general concepts 
searches to capture as many results as possible. We retrieved 
1425 results in total, including scholarly journals (973), 
books (158), dissertation and thesis (74), reports (57), and 
other sources (163) published between 1952 and 2017. To 
narrow the results, we used the following inclusion criteria: 
(a) peer-reviewed journal articles written in English; (b) at 
least one participant with a disability (either self-diagnosed 
or documented); and (c) the use of empirical intervention or 
assessment procedures with a concrete, measured outcome 
related to developing decision-making abilities and employ-
ment with one or all PERMA model constructs (positive 
emotion, engagement, positive relationships, meaning, and 
accomplishment).

Given that positive psychology emerged as a field in 
the early 2000s, we restricted our analysis of interven-
tions and assessment to articles published since 2000. We 
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supplemented the database search with hand searches of 
oft-cited journals in the disability and rehabilitation field, 
including Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation, Journal of 
Career Development, and Disability and Rehabilitation. No 
additional articles were identified. Finally, we conducted 
ancestral searches using articles that met the inclusion cri-
teria. We identified one article through further supplemental 
search from empirical articles in the grey literature search 
that will be discussed subsequently. After database, jour-
nal, ancestral, and grey literature searches, four articles were 
found that met all three inclusion criteria. These articles will 
be described subsequently.

Because of the limited number of articles, and to gather 
more information about factors that have been identified as 
facilitating or as barriers to the work-related decision mak-
ing of people with disabilities, we also explored the broader 
literature that resulted from the searches focusing on non-
empirical articles, which focused on conceptual issues 
related to PERMA model constructs, SDM constructs, and 
employment. We also conducted a grey literature search 
to identify national, statewide, and international project 
reports, policy briefs, and white papers [14]. The grey litera-
ture search was completed using Google Search and Google 
Scholar databases, including following search terms: “sup-
ported decision-making”, “positive psychology”, “PERMA” 
and “employment” OR “career development” OR “voca-
tional rehabilitation” OR “occupational rehabilitation”. 
Only governmental, or organizational project and guideline 
reports [15, 16] with relevance to positive psychology and 
SDM in the employment context for people with disabilities 
were included.

We then engaged in a content analysis of the non-empir-
ical articles, theoretical papers, and reports results from 
the grey literature search; this included over 935 articles or 
reports. By reading abstracts, we summarized key themes 
that emerged related to enabling SDM in the employment 
context and potential applications of constructs associated 
with positive psychology to SDM and employment.

Findings

Intervention and Assessment on SDM, Positive 
Psychology, and Employment

Although there was no formal use of the PERMA model in 
research on SDM and employment in the disability field, 
there were four studies that targeted decision-making and 
included constructs related to the PERMA model that pro-
vide direction for systematic analysis about the inclusion 
of positive psychology constructs in SDM and employment 
research. These four studies are described in this section. 
Three articles used a group design and one article used 

single-case design to explore the impact of assessments and 
interventions to enhance decision-making and employment. 
A total of 307 people were included in the intervention stud-
ies, including 40 individuals without disabilities and 267 
individuals with disabilities, between 13 and 67 years old.

Disabilities included intellectual disability, autism, learn-
ing or behavioral disorders, sensory impairments, physical 
disabilities, learning disabilities, mental health conditions 
(i.e., schizophrenia, depression, bipolar disorder, anxi-
ety disorders, and personality disorders). Disability status 
was confirmed across studies either through record review 
or self-report. Three studies were conducted in the United 
States, and one study was conducted in the United Kingdom.

Brady and colleagues [17] examined the reliability and 
validity of a self-evaluation instrument, the Job Observa-
tion and Behavior Scale-Opportunity for Self-Determination 
(JOBS-OSD), that supports employees with disabilities to 
make decisions relevant to their work performance and sup-
port needs in the work environment. Participants were 78 
adult employees and 27 students who were transitioning 
from school to supported employment. Both groups repre-
sented various disability categories, including intellectual 
disability, autism, learning or behavioral disorders, sensory 
impairments, and physical disabilities.

The JOBS-OSD is a self-assessment tool designed to 
gather input from the employee/student with disability in the 
employment environment. It includes 30 questions organized 
into three subscales: (a) work-related daily living activities, 
(b) work-related behaviors, and (c) work-required job duties. 
It is administered in a standardized interview format by a 
staff member (i.e., teacher, job coach) in a three-step proce-
dure that includes an advance organizer, work performance 
assessment, and support needs determination.

Findings suggest the items were reliable and the scale 
had validity in the assessment of work-related needs. Dif-
ference were found across the groups included in the study. 
Specifically, adult employees scored themselves higher in 
the supports they needed to perform job duties than students 
in transition to supported employment. Further, adults in 
competitive work roles perceived themselves as having less 
support needs than employees in supported employment or 
sheltered employment, and those in supported employment 
perceived themselves as having fewer support needs than 
those in segregated employment.

The reasons for these differences needs to be further 
explored (e.g., are they related to differing demands of the 
varying job environments, and personal characteristics that 
are driving employment opportunities such that individuals 
with more significant support needs are more likely to be 
placed in segregated environments). However, overall, the 
JOBS-OSD shows promise as a tool to enable adults with 
disabilities to self-evaluate their strengths and the quality of 
their work and support needs, which has a role in enhancing 
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self-determination and identifying needs for decision-mak-
ing supports. The results of this assessment may be used to 
further the application strengths-based approaches to create 
career development plans and employment support plans 
for youth in transition and workers with disability. In future 
research, merging planning for decision-making supports 
with the identification of strengths, approaches developed 
in positive psychology may be further explored.

Lusk and Cook [18] investigated the effects of an inter-
vention to promote career exploration, problem solving, and 
decision-making for females with disabilities. The eight-
session intervention program includes lectures, group and 
individual exercises and activities focused on identifying 
interests, strengths, and values (consistent with the PERMA 
model, although not labeled as such in the study) related 
to career decision-making, problem solving, and preparing 
for careers and planning for the future. The intervention 
was implemented with a group of females with disabili-
ties, and the impact compared to two control groups who 
did not receive the intervention, one comprised of females 
with disabilities and the other comprised of females without 
disabilities.

The Career Maturity Inventory-Revised and Problem 
Solving Inventory also were used to examine changes in 
career development and problem solving. The findings sug-
gested that females with disabilities in the intervention group 
initially reported lower problem solving and decision-mak-
ing pre-intervention, compared to both control groups, but 
showed significant increases compared to both groups post-
intervention. These results suggest that the intervention was 
associated with enhanced career exploration and decision-
making skills. Further research should explore the impact of 
SDM arrangements and consider the use of constructs from 
the PERMA model to enhance outcomes.

Henderson and colleagues [19] designed a decision aid to 
promote safe disclosure of one’s disability status in the work 
environment. The Conceal or Reveal (“CORAL”) decision 
aid was designed to be understandable by users with dis-
abilities. The use of CORAL was examined in 80 individuals 
with various psychiatric disabilities. Participants were fol-
lowed for up to 3 months after being taught to use CORAL, 
measures included the Decisional Conflict Scale, the Stage 
of Decision Making Scale, the Work Limitations Question-
naire, and an employment satisfaction questionnaire.

The intervention group who received CORAL reported 
less decisional conflict than the control group, both imme-
diately and 3 months after training as well as greater sat-
isfaction in employment-related decision-making, deci-
sion-making skills, and feelings of empowerment related 
to looking for a job or changing job status. While not spe-
cifically labeled as an intervention targeting positive psy-
chological constructs in the context of SDM and employ-
ment, the changes in feelings of empowerment align with 

constructs in the PERMA model and research in positive 
psychology on enhancing feelings of accomplishment and 
meaning in the work environment, which may be shown 
to enhance the job outcomes of people with disabilities.

Finally, Mackey and Nelson [20] investigated the impact 
of video feedback on the job-related behaviors of 19-year-
old twins with autism. Using a within-participant multiple 
probe design across targeted job behaviors, the researchers 
examined changes in individualized, job-related behaviors 
during unpaid-employment skills training in three different 
work locations per week. Data were collected using the 
modified version of a behavioral observation tool, Behav-
ioral Observation of Students in School (BOSS).

The findings, based on data collected using BOSS on 
individualized, job-related behaviors on a one-minute 
interval system, suggest that the participants increase their 
decision-making skills, active engagement, and appropri-
ate interaction with others. However, decision-making was 
least impacted by the video feedback intervention. Utiliz-
ing SDM arrangements and practices may be promising in 
future research to determine if it has an additional impact 
on job outcomes.

Overall, the four identified studies, while not jointly 
targeting SDM and PERMA model constructs (positive 
emotion, engagement, meaning, positive relationships, 
and accomplishment), test interventions and assessments 
that had implications for the effective delivery of supports 
for decision-making in the employment and job develop-
ment context as well as for enhancing self-determination, 
quality of life, and PERMA-related constructs. Results 
across the studies indicated small to moderate impacts of 
the assessment and interventions on decision-making and 
engagement outcomes. This suggests the potential utility 
of considering these interventions when planning for SDM 
in the context of career development activities to enhance 
positive outcomes related to decision-making, self-deter-
mination, and other positive psychological constructs.

Content Analysis

To build on the findings of the studies of intervention 
and assessment, we conducted a content analysis of non-
empirical articles and reports to examine trends in the field 
related to SDM and positive psychology in the occupa-
tional rehabilitation and employment context. In this sec-
tion, we present key findings related to models, supports, 
and barriers to integrating positive psychology and SDM 
to enhance employment and quality of life outcomes.

Based on the International Classification of Function-
ing, Disability and Health framework, a conceptual defini-
tion is proposed, which states that vocational rehabilitation 
is:
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a multi-professional evidence-based approach that is 
provided in different settings, services, and activities 
to working age individuals with health-related impair-
ments, limitations, or restrictions with work function-
ing, and whose primary aim is to optimize work par-
ticipation [21].

Theories of career development, including, social cogni-
tive theory [22] and social learning theory of career deci-
sion-making [23] provide a context for thinking about the 
integration of SDM and positive psychology within voca-
tional rehabilitation and employment supports.

These theories acknowledge the role of finding meaning 
in one’s work to promoting engagement and positive emo-
tions and outcomes. As such, supporting identification of 
the best job match as well as the supports needed to enable 
outcomes beyond retention, including engagement, meaning, 
accomplishment, social relationships, and positive emotions, 
are critical to enabling people with disabilities to gain and 
sustain employment [24], although more research is needed. 
Based on the existing research, focusing on engagement 
through meaning and accomplishment in work, we pro-
pose that a critical direction to consider in intervention and 
assessment is to identify and support people with disabili-
ties to make decisions about their career paths, and to foster 
job-matches as well as opportunities for advancement when 
employed.

Models of promoting employment, such as supported 
employment and customized employment [25], are aligned 
with promoting and enhancing positive emotion, engage-
ment, meaning, positive relationships, and accomplishment. 
Supported employment provides opportunities for people 
with disabilities to be self-determining with regard to their 
employment supports by identifying and regulating their 
employment supports based on understanding of their needs. 
Supported employment providers may re-conceptualize the 
provision of support around SDM, involving the person with 
a disability in choosing who and how supports are provided 
to address needs.

This approach has the potential for promoting greater 
autonomy as well as positive emotions related to making 
decisions about career development and supports, which 
has been shown to improve career satisfaction [25]. Fur-
ther interventions emerging from positive psychology that 
focus on building relationships may be used to develop 
more effective natural supports to foster SDM. Further, 
customized employment, given its inherent focus on 
workplace flexibility and the integration of job seeker’s 
and employer’s needs for an optimal employment match 
[15, 25] has aspects that create natural opportunities for 
enhancing positive emotions and outcomes for all parties. 
Job development and employment negotiation supports 
also may be developed that infuse elements of positive 

emotion, engagement, meaning, positive relationships, 
and accomplishment based interventions, targeting these 
outcomes in all stakeholders.

Further, self-employment and entrepreneurship provide 
flexibility in the work environment for people with disabili-
ties who start their own business [16, 25]. Palmer et al. [26] 
interviewed four individuals with physical disabilities who 
were self-employed to understand the reasons behind their 
decision-making leading to self-employment. They found 
that environmental conditions such as the availability of 
resources and lack of employment opportunities as well as 
personal factors including support needs influenced deci-
sion-making with regard to self-employment. This suggests 
room for focus on strengths and factors that lead to inclusive 
and competitive levels of engagement, meaning, and accom-
plishment. These are driving factors in deciding the best fit 
for employment; beyond the primary focus on environmental 
conditions as well as on entry-level jobs as the only option 
for people with disabilities.

Rizzo [27] suggests the importance of a range of sup-
ports to enable employment outcomes from skill-based (e.g., 
money management and product development skills), to 
relational (e.g., networking and social skills) and emotional 
supports, to structural supports (e.g., child care and health 
care access), as well as supports for decision making (i.e., 
board of directors, advisory boards). Relationship building 
is important, as mentors, coaches, and peer supports ena-
ble personal develop and job growth. Long-term supports 
are essential for people with severe disabilities to sustain a 
meaningful career or successful business, creating a circle of 
business supports to enhance engagement and productivity 
[27]. Planning for this as part of SDM and identifying ways 
that positive experiences may be enhanced for all parties is 
an area for future development and research.

While models exist for supporting employment outcomes, 
there are barriers to the implementation of these practices. 
First, systemic financial barriers are present, including fear 
of losing Social Security benefits and fear of losing health 
care benefits [28]. There is also a lack of employment oppor-
tunities, education and training, job placement, and personal 
supports for people with disabilities [29].

One suggestion to approach these challenges is providing 
work incentive counseling as an effective workplace support 
to enhance self-sufficiency of beneficiaries [29]. Counseling 
may employ interventions derived from positive psychol-
ogy and the PERMA model to support positive emotions, 
engagement, and SDM. Further, there is a need to promote 
meaningful work experiences in secondary school (and edu-
cational planning programs), as well as to address systemic 
barriers such as transportation and a lack of awareness of 
reasonable accommodations, particularly on the employer-
side, as well as the individualization of supports based on 
specific needs [30, 31].
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It is not unexpected that many people with disabilities 
face career indecision [32], psychological stress [33], eco-
nomic disincentives [28], and fear of stigmatization [34] 
related to disclosing and using needed personal supports 
for decision-making and employment in the workplace. 
Reframing these issues through interventions that build on 
strengths and positive emotions, as well as promoting com-
munity education to enhance the degree to which people act 
as supporters rather than inhibitors likely will prove useful.

Overall, there is a wide body of research that suggests 
ongoing negative perspectives toward hiring employees with 
disabilities [35], as well as occupational segregation of older 
adults with disabilities [36], counselor bias in assumptions 
about eligibility of people with severe disabilities for voca-
tional rehabilitation [37], and bias in the starting wage of 
people with disabilities [38]. Each of these issues arises 
from ongoing application of deficit-based models of disabil-
ity, rather than social–ecological, strengths-based models 
of disability. Considering how the PERMA model may be 
used to derive interventions to change and challenge nega-
tive attitudes, including shifting toward recognizing the sup-
ports that all people provide to each other and the value this 
creates for all members of a work community, is a promising 
direction for future research and practice.

The content analysis also suggested strategies that have 
been identified in the conceptual and grey literatures on ways 
to overcome the barriers previously described. Positive psy-
chology and constructs associated with the PERMA model 
were, to some degree, hinted at in the solutions. However, 
there was not a formal and focused discussion of how to use 
existing practices to leverage strengths and positive psycho-
logical interventions to improve the application of SDM and 
employment outcomes, again suggesting a need for future 
research.

For example, strategies like individualized career plan-
ning [39], which is linking multiple agencies and supports 
to ensure informed and meaningful career decision-making 
for adolescents with significant disabilities, and providing 
information and support to employers about supporting 
an employee’s strengths, abilities, and needs on the job, 
includes elements of promoting positive relationships and 
engagement, and meaning for the employer and employee. 
Other strategies include work incentive counseling [29], 
person-centered funding through facilitated decision-mak-
ing support for people with psychiatric disabilities [40], 
and performance-based funding in public business systems 
[41], which all may be enhanced with positive psychological 
interventions.

Finally, technology-mediated supports have the potential 
to promote access and engagement in work activities for 
people with multiple disabilities [42–44]. Blanck [42, 43] 
argues that the ubiquity of online activity and the shifting 
of nearly all interactions and activities to the Internet has 

made the right to web “eQuality” crucial to the inclusion 
of persons with disabilities into the workforce. However, 
the rights of individuals with disabilities has seldom come 
without struggle, which is necessary to achieve a shift in 
attitudes and practice in regard to employment and voca-
tional rehabilitation opportunities. The UNCRPD (Articles 
9 and 12), and disability law and policy in the U.S. (e.g., the 
ADA and Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act) recognize 
the importance of these considerations.

All these efforts may be enhanced by a central focus on 
building positive emotions, engagement, positive relation-
ships, meaning, and accomplishment as components of 
personal well-being of individuals with disabilities. The 
importance of the PERMA model, and the potential impacts 
of infusing it into SDM and employment, is confirmed by 
work by Lysaght et al. [45], which found that adults with 
intellectual disability reported social more connections and 
pride, satisfaction, and meaning through inclusive employ-
ment. Similarly, interviews with 12 young adults with Down 
Syndrome revealed not only the participants’ passion for 
autonomy in employment and other life areas, but also chal-
lenges when others sought to control rather than empower 
them in decision-making [46].

There have been few applications of positive psychol-
ogy, although not PERMA, to disability and rehabilitation 
psychology. Rehabilitation Research, Policy and Education 
(2013, 27-3) published a special issue on the role of positive 
psychology in rehabilitation counseling. Others have focused 
on positive psychology and employment [47], discussing the 
role of person–environment fit models and positive psychol-
ogy in vocational psychology; however, this review did not 
address people with disabilities.

We are aware on no publications in the positive psychol-
ogy field that focused on SDM, employment, and positive 
psychology. There has been, however, preliminary linkages 
of SDM, social–ecological models, and strengths-based 
approached rooted in positive psychology. Shogren and col-
leagues [48] described the development of the Supported 
Decision-Making Inventory System (SDMIS), a tool that is 
currently being piloted to provide information about sup-
ports needed for decision-making. The SDMIS consists of 
three inventories, the SDM Personal Factors Inventory, the 
SDM Environmental Demands Inventory, and the Decision-
Making Autonomy Inventory [48]. This assessment will 
be used to inform SDM in the employment context in the 
future.

Conclusions and Future Directions

This article reviewed extant literature on SDM, posi-
tive psychology, disability, and employment. Limited 
empirical work has explicitly connected these three areas. 
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Conceptually, there is alignment of these areas in each litera-
ture base; however, there is a need for more research, theory 
development, and integrated practice strategies.

We found only four empirical articles that targeted assess-
ments and interventions with regard to decision-making in 
employment and integrated positive psychological con-
structs or interventions and SDM. The conceptual and grey 
literature provided additional insight into strategies and sup-
ports that may enhance the integration of SDM, positive 
psychology, and employment, providing direction for future 
theory, research and practice.

In the future, the applicability of best practices and sup-
ports in rehabilitation should be investigated empirically 
through the lens of positive psychology, robustly examin-
ing employment as well as well-being and happiness related 
outcomes. Evidence-based practices derived from positive 
psychology and the PERMA model should be explored with 
people across the spectrum of disabilities (e.g., physical, 
mental, and cognitive) in SDM related to employment [49, 
50].

Recently, for example, Jeste et al. [49] have reviewed how 
individuals with serious mental illnesses (SMI) experience 
limitations in decision-making capacity. These individuals 
often are placed under guardianship, with substitute deci-
sion makers to make decisions on their behalf. Led by the 
Saks Institute for Mental Health Law, Policy, and Ethics, 
Elyn Saks and colleagues are undertaking the empirical 
examination of SDM as a possible alternative in some cases 
involving persons with SMI. This line of study is warranted, 
as many individuals with SMI needs supports for decision 
making capacity.

Presently, there are no published scalable data on rates 
of guardianship or SDM for persons with SMI. Only three 
empirical studies have explored SDM in this population, and 
they suggest that SDM is viewed as a potentially superior 
alternative to substitute decision making for individuals with 
SMI [49]. Further empirical research is needed to clarify the 
efficacy of SDM, decisions in need of support, selection of 
supporters, guidelines for the SDM process, and integration 
of SDM with technological platforms.

In the future, interagency collaboration [51, 52] as well 
as interdisciplinary analyses will be critical to integrate 
conceptions and practice in SDM, positive psychology, and 
employment research and practice. In all scenarios, the per-
son with a disability must be at the center of this process, 
being supported to act as a causal agent [3].

Additionally, since vocational development and occupa-
tional rehabilitation counseling emphasize the individuali-
zation of interventions [22] and the creation of social sup-
ports [53], interventions targeting strengths and virtues from 
positive psychology have the potential to complement and 
enhance empowerment-focused rehabilitation counseling as 
well as SDM practices. By enabling people with disabilities 

to be causal agents in the job development process (career 
development and sustainability), with effective systems of 
supports to enable self-determination, opportunities for cus-
tomized, strengths-based, an inclusive vocational process 
may be enhanced.

The economic and social capital to be leveraged from 
vocational rehabilitation service providers [38], supportive 
providers, and community members will enhance systems of 
supports that promote positive outcomes for people with dis-
abilities as well as their employers, and for persons who may 
become disabled in the future or with the natural aging pro-
cess [54], and for those who for too long have been excluded 
from entering or reentering the workforce [55].

One central aspect of support involves creating oppor-
tunities for exploration of multiple types of jobs to enable 
meaningful and informed decision-making for people with 
disabilities. Too often, the only options that are considered 
are traditional entry level jobs in food service, custodial ser-
vices, stock handling, and laundry services [56]. Ensuring 
that assumptions about people with intellectual and develop-
mental disabilities, and with other coexisting impairments, 
do not lead only to considering low-status or entry level 
jobs that provide limited control over work outcomes [45] 
is important.

Lastly, another element in moving conceptually and in 
practice beyond deficit-based models, and towards strengths-
based models rooted in positive psychology, is creating and 
targeting job opportunities that are customized, strengths-
based, and use social capital to derive supports and promote 
outcomes [22, 38] with goals that are self-initiated and self-
determined. PERMA, in combination with SDM and other 
person-centered paradigms, have the potential to enhance 
supports in decision-making for inclusive jobs and careers 
for persons with disabilities. In moving towards these out-
comes, quality of life and well-being, and participation and 
inclusion in the workplace, will be enhanced for persons 
with disabilities.
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