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Abstract
People with severe disabilities, such as severe mental disabilities and autism spectrum 
disorders, do not participate in the open, competitive labor market to the same extent 
as people without disabilities or other forms of disability. Sheltered employment is an 
internationally accepted approach for the vocational integration of people with severe 
disabilities, which introduces integration in sheltered workplaces mainly with other 
people with disabilities and ongoing support from the Government or  self‑govern‑
ment. Therefore, sheltered employment can be defined as the employment of a per‑
son with a disability under particular conditions. This paper presents the legislative 
framework regarding sheltered employment in Poland and Greece and the ways shel‑
tered employment takes place in each of the two countries with the corresponding 
comparisons and conclusions. The results show a need for a more precise and more 
comprehensive legislative framework on sheltered employment in Poland and Greece. 
Alternative options for the vocational integration of people with severe forms of disa‑
bilities, such as supported employment programs, need to come to the fore. Support‑
ed employment seems to be the only effective and efficient way for people who have 
particular difficulties in finding and keeping a paid job in the open labor market to take 
up paid employment on an equal basis with other people. Does the concept of sup‑
ported employment have a chance to prove itself on Poland and Greece’s open labor 
markets and become a complementary tool in the vocational activation of people with 
disabilities? Legislative regulations, system projects, and stable sources of financing 
are necessary for both countries.
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Introduction
People with severe disabilities do not participate in the labor market to the same ex‑
tent as people without disabilities, which signifies the loss of valuable human resourc‑
es and entails a significant burden on the national economy (Wehman et al. 2018, 
pp. 131–144). There are a variety of approaches to integrating people with severe forms 
of disability, such as supported and sheltered employment programs (Burns, White, 
and Catty 2008, pp. 498–502; Tsang et al. 2009, pp. 292–305). Sheltered employment 
refers to employment that takes place in facilities where most people have disabilities, 
with ongoing support and supervision of their work (Metzel et al. 2007, pp. 149–160). 
According to the international literature, sheltered employment mainly concerns in‑
dividuals with autistic spectrum disorders and mental disabilities (García‑Villamisar, 
Wehman, and Diaz Navarro 2002, pp. 309–312; Cimera et al. 2011, pp. 87–94; Akker‑
man et al. 2016, pp. 205–216) with the aim of teaching skills and preparing them for 
their future integration into the competitive labor market (Cimera et al. 2011, pp. 87–
94). Therefore, protection is provided only to those who, due to their disability, are 
unable to meet the expected standards. Thus, it is necessary to recognize the perfor‑
mance deficit and – compared to work in competitive conditions – create an appro‑
priate sheltered zone for these people (Paszkowicz 2013, p. 38). In view of the above, 
the protection of an employed person may relate to various aspects of their profes‑
sional work, at least because the working conditions will be different for a person who 
is blind, who is deaf, or who has a mobility disability.

Sheltered employment, therefore, offers people with severe disabilities skills train‑
ing, pre‑occupational services, group placements, and leisure and recreational ac‑
tivities – measures that are considered the first step in the process of their vocation‑
al rehabilitation (Cimera et al. 2011, pp. 87–94). This paper presents the framework 
of sheltered employment in Poland and Greece, and provides recommendations for 
improvement. As state‑members of the European Union (EU), the paper discusses the 
national context of the two countries, affected at different levels by the economic cri‑
sis (Osinska and Kluth 2010, pp. 139–156; Lament 2017, pp. 5–16), but sharing many 
aspects a shared vision on the labor solidarity actions towards unemployment (Kar‑
akioulafi et al. 2020). The choice of the countries was based on the specific research in‑
terests of the authors. There is limited research on sheltered employment in European 
Union member states and scarce research in Poland and Greece. The current research 
adds up‑to‑date and combined data on two EU countries. The study aims to provide 
answers to the following research questions: a) What is the legislative framework re‑
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garding sheltered employment in Poland and Greece, and in what ways is it realized 
in each of the two countries? Furthermore, b) What is the critical appraisal of the ex‑
isting framework for the two countries?

Methodology

The methodology was based on the review strategy chosen by Ebuenyi et al. (2019, 
pp. 99–105). Using electronic databases like Nomotelia, the authors reviewed Poland 
and Greece’s laws and policies on sheltered employment and, generally, on the employ‑
ment of people with severe disabilities. The authors reviewed the full content of the laws 
and policies retrieved, individually and in cooperation, to solve any disagreement and 
decide on the search results. The Medline, Emerald, and Google Scholar databases were 
used to obtain research data on the evaluation of sheltered employment policies.

Sheltered employment in Poland 

In Poland, the rate of self‑reported long‑standing limitations due to health issues 
in 2019 was 24.4%, close to the 24% rate of the European Union–27 member states 
(Eurostat 2019). In Poland, the legal framework for sheltered employment is governed 
by the Act of 27 August 1997 on Vocational and Social Rehabilitation and Employment 
of Persons with Disabilities (Act of 27 August 1997) and the Regulation of the Minis‑
ter of Labor and Social Policy of 19 December 2007 regarding the Company Fund for 
the Rehabilitation of the Disabled (Regulation of the Polish Minister of Labor and So‑
cial Policy of 19 December 2007). Protected employment of persons with disabilities 
is carried out through Vocational Activity Workshops (ZAZs) and Sheltered Work‑
shops (ZPChs), among others. Specific requirements are provided for each form. And 
so, for example, ZAZs may be formed by poviat, commune, foundation, association, 
and other social organizations whose statutory tasks include the professional and social 
rehabilitation of disabled people and co‑financing from the State Fund for the Rehabil‑
itation of Disabled People (PFRON) funds. In turn, employers may apply for Sheltered 
Workshop (ZPCh) status if they meet certain conditions and to whom the Voivode will 
grant PFRON funds from the subsidy transferred to the local self‑government.

Vocational Activity Workshops are, therefore, organizations that operate on a 
non‑profit basis, subject to the laws of economics, and fighting for market position, 
customers, markets, and funds for further functioning (Stevens and Martin 1999, 
pp. 19–29). As of 31 December 2019, there were only 126 ZAZs in Poland; by com-
parison, at the end of 2016, only 103 such entities were operating (Biuro Pełno-
mocnika Rządu do Spraw Osób Niepełnosprawnych n.d.). The total employment 
amounted to 7197 people, including 5492 disabled people in Vocational Activity  
Workshops (Biuro Pełnomocnika Rządu do Spraw Osób Niepełnosprawnych n.d.).  
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One of the conditions for the operation of a ZAZ is that at least 70% of the total 
number of employees are people with mild and moderate disabilities. In Poland, 
the employment rate of disabled people in ZAZs in 2016–2019 met the statutory 
requirement and was between 72% and 76.3% (in 2019). 

In turn, the status of Sheltered Workshop can be obtained by employers if they have 
been running a business for at least 12 months and employ a minimum of 25 full‑time 
employees. In addition, employees with disabilities should account for at least 50% 
of all employees, of which at least 20% have a severe or moderate disability. Exception‑
ally, employers can employ 30% of people with disabilities if they meet a very strict 
provision. Namely, employers must prove that employees have a moderate or severe 
disability and are blind, mentally ill, or mentally disabled (Act of 27 August 1997 – ar‑
ticles 28, 30, 31 and 33; Regulation of the Minister of Labor and Social Policy of 19 De‑
cember 2007). 

Currently, Poland is experiencing a slow death of the protected labor market, which 
should by its very nature be a market subject to “special protection.” This phenomenon 
is even more pronounced because over the past two decades, no significant changes 
have been introduced to facilitate the transition of people from the protected market 
to the open labor market. All initiatives only made the situation worse. For example, 
sheltered workshops (Barczyński 2013) were the main beneficiaries of the system for 
supporting disabled people by subsidizing the remuneration of disabled employees. 
The reduction of wage subsidies for employees in ZPChs has made it inefficient (tak‑
ing into account the profitability of the business) to employ disabled people on the 
protected market. If we also take into account the fact that the overriding goal of this 
business was and still is to maximize the benefits of owners and shareholders, then 
it should not come as a surprise that since subsidies to the remuneration of employees 
of ZPChs were reduced (equating them with subsidies for entrepreneurs in the open 
labor market), these businesses have been operating on the edge of economic profit‑
ability for many years. This is also confirmed by the systematically decreasing num‑
ber of sheltered workshops, from 2,463 in 2004, to 1,091 in 2016, and only 867 enti‑
ties at the end of December 2019. And although the total employment in ZPChs was 
138,483 people, only 107,903 were people with disabilities. Thus, the share of people 
with disabilities in total employment in professional activity facilities met the statu‑
tory requirement, amounting to 77.9%.

Sheltered employment in Greece

In Greece, the rate of self‑reported long‑standing limitations due to health issues in 2019 
was 23.1%, one unit lower than the EU–27 average (Eurostat 2019). Recent data on the 
rates of people with disabilities involved in sheltered workshops are not available, 
as there is no official record. However, the labor market policies’ cost rates are an indi‑
cation, particularly for the active labor market policies and sheltered/supported employ‑
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ment for 2016, which was zero (Eurostat 2018). In Greece, the legislative framework for 
sheltered employment regulates the operation of the Protected Productive Laboratories 
(PPLs), which are enshrined in article 17 of Law 2646/1998 ‘Development of the National 
Social Care System and other provisions’ (OGG A’ 236). In particular, it is stipulated that 
legal entities governed by public law and supervised by the Ministry of Health, as well 
as private sector, non‑profit, and specially certified entities, may operate as PPLs, pro‑
vided that they carry out activities involving people with mental disabilities, or severe 
physical and multiple disabilities (par. 2, art. 17, Law 2646/1998). 

PPLs operate under specific programs on intellectual disability, autism spectrum 
disorders, and severe mental, physical, and multiple disabilities within the Nation‑
al Program for People with Disabilities (par. 1, art. 17, Law 2646/1998), the purpose 
of which is to ensure that these people are able to participate equally in social life, 
in the productive and employment process in the open labor market, or in alterna‑
tive forms of employment, as well as in the creation of the conditions for independent 
or semi‑autonomous living (par. 1, art. 17, Law 2646/1998). Indicative workshops that 
operate in PPLs include gardening‑floriculture workshops, handmade leather book‑
binding, candle making, cooking, graphic arts and informatics, computers, jewelry 
and accessories, and crafts and pottery workshops (Vocational Rehabilitation Center 
for Persons with Disabilities n.d.; Cerebral Palsy Greece/Open Door n.d.).

It is specified in Law 2646/1998 that three‑fifths (3/5) of the employees in PPLs 
must have the above‑mentioned disabilities. They must have a minimum age of 20, 
and there is an additional condition that they must have completed a program of vo‑
cational training that lasted at least two years (par. 3, art. 17, Law 2646/1998). A Pres‑
idential Decree of the Ministers of Finance, Labor and Social Insurance, and Health 
(art. 17, par. 2, Law 2646/1998) sets the regulations on PPLs’ legal form, organizational 
structure, operation, financing conditions, employment relationship, and calculation 
of their employees’ wages, as well as the process of promoting their products. In prac‑
tice, the lack of a clear and complete legislative framework on PPLs means they oper‑
ate informally, mainly as parts of departments/care units for people with disabilities, 
supervised by the Ministry of Health and Social Solidarity, Non‑Governmental Or‑
ganizations, and Parents and Guardians Associations for people with severe and mul‑
tiple disabilities (National Confederation of Persons with Disabilities 2007, p. 26). 

Further strengthening of PPLs is regulated in the following legislative framework: 
a) Law 4412/2016 ‘Public Works, Supplies and Services Contracts (Adaptation to Di‑
rectives 2014/24/EU and 2014/25/ EU)’ (OGG A ‘147), in particular, Article 20 (Con‑
tracts awarded exclusively – Article 20 of Directive 2014/24/EU), and b) Law 4413/2016 
‘Award and execution of concession contracts – Harmonization with European Direc‑
tive 2014/23/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 26 February 2014 
on  the award of  concession contracts (OJ L 94/1/28–3–14) and other provisions’ 
(OGG A’ 148), in particular, Article 23 (Reserved Concessions – Article 24 of Direc‑
tive 2014/23/EU). According to the above, PPLs are exclusively entitled to participate 
in: a) public procurement procedures (par. 1, art. 20, Law 4412/2016), and b) proce‑
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dures for awarding service concession contracts (par. 1, art. 23, Law 4413/2016). Ad‑
ditionally, contracting authorities are allowed to provide for the execution of public 
contracts in the context of sheltered employment programs, provided that more than 
30% of those employed are people with disabilities (par. 2, art. 20, Law 4412/2016, 
par. 1, art. 23, Law 4413/2016). The above regulations are intended to facilitate the vo‑
cational integration/reintegration of people with disabilities, and their introduction 
was considered necessary, as PPLs may not be able to contract under competition (Ex‑
planatory Report Law 4412/2016, p. 7). 

Conclusions
The study aimed to present and critically appraise the legislative framework regarding 
sheltered employment in Poland and Greece. The social exclusion of people with disabil‑
ities has been the subject of discussions and disputes for many years around the world. 
Protected employment has been an important form of support that has been able to re‑
duce social exclusion for people with disabilities for many years. Unfortunately, according 
to many, the effects of the proposed solutions, not only around the world (Damon 2012), 
but also in Poland (Garbat 2013, pp. 49–55; Barczyński 2016, pp. 69–73) and Greece, failed 
to live up to expectations (Burns, White, and Catty 2008, pp. 498–502). 

The effectiveness of sheltered employment programs has often been criticized and 
questioned by researchers. Research on the effects of employing people with intellec‑
tual disabilities on their quality of life suggests that their quality is particularly high‑
er when they are employed in the open labor market than in sheltered employment 
(Kober and Eggleton 2005, pp. 756–760). It is determined by the deeper sense of social 
inclusion but also by the autonomy and independence that result from employment 
in the open labor market. The question of the effects of sheltered employment on the 
quality of life of people with disabilities is also found in research on people with au‑
tism spectrum disorders, where it is argued that for them, sheltered employment does 
not lead to a substantial improvement in their quality of life compared to supported 
employment (García‑Villamisar, Wehman, and Diaz Navarro 2002, pp. 309–312). 

The results of a relevant study on the effectiveness of sheltered employment pro‑
grams in people with autism spectrum disorders suggest that sheltered employment 
programs do not contribute to the expected improvement after their follow‑up (Cime‑
ra et al. 2011, pp. 87–94). Employment rates do not rise when attending sheltered em‑
ployment programs, and subsequently, the people involved have a significantly high 
cost of remaining in the labor market and low pay. The significant difference in the in‑
come of people with disabilities in sheltered employment compared to the correspond‑
ing higher income of people in supported employment was also confirmed in another 
study by Cimera (2017, pp. 108–120).

It is noted, however, that the effects of sheltered employment vary with the contri‑
bution of other factors, such as the type and the place of work, as these factors may 
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make sheltered employment more economically advantageous in comparison to sup‑
ported employment, depending on the case and the form of disability of the people 
involved in these programs (Wang, Lin, and Shu 2012, pp. 1672–1676; Cimera 2017, 
pp. 108–120). It is reported that the criticism of the effects of sheltered employment 
on people with intellectual disabilities relates to people with high levels of functional 
disability, as negative results are not confirmed for people with low levels of function‑
ality (Kober and Eggleton 2005, pp. 756–760). 

Although all activities undertaken within the framework of protected employment 
should result in employment with the employer, or self‑employment, practice in Po‑
land, for example, shows that people with disabilities or multiple disabilities either 
unsuccessfully look for a job for many years, or they remain in ZAZs or ZPChs. Al‑
though the legal framework clearly indicates that the ZAZ should give a person with 
disabilities the opportunity to acquire basic professional and life skills necessary in the 
workplace, while employment in the ZPCh should improve their professional skills 
and create the opportunity to enter the open labor market. 

There are several important problems here. First, disabled people are increasingly 
dismissed from work, which is dictated by the reduction of employment related to the 
problems companies face due to COVID–19. Second, often due to worsening illnesses, 
people with disabilities who have worked in the open market for some time quit their 
job and look for a chance to return to the ZPCh or ZAZ. Third, if people with disa‑
bilities have been dismissed due to the company’s temporary financial problems, or if 
they resigned due to deteriorating health and have not returned to the ZPCh or ZAZ, 
then they will fall out of the labor market and remain professionally inactive.

The criticism of sheltered employment programs has led the majority of people with 
disabilities, their relatives, and the vocational rehabilitation specialists to show their 
preference for supported over sheltered employment, both in Poland and in Greece. 
However, in practice, a large number of people with disabilities choose sheltered em‑
ployment due to their concerns relating to work safety, transportation to and from work, 
long‑term placement, convenient working hours, maintaining disability benefits, re‑
quired skills jobs, and the social environment (Migliore et al. 2008, pp. 29–40). There‑
fore, the aim is to move people with disabilities into supported employment. In such cas‑
es, employment services should focus on: a) the issue of long‑term employment of people 
with disabilities, b) reassuring the families of people with disabilities that their safety 
in the workplace in this respect would not be worse than in sheltered employment, and 
c) families and the social environment motivating and encouraging people with disa‑
bilities to search for and maintain employment (Migliore et al. 2008, pp. 29–40). 

Supported employment is a solution that is intended to be a response to the challeng‑
es arising on the labor market for disabled job seekers and the economically inactive. 
Legislative work is still ongoing in Poland (the draft law on supported employment 
was submitted on 27 May 2019 by the Minister of Family, Labor, and Social Policy 
to the Government Legislation Center). It is a solution that will complement the ex‑
isting solutions in the field of vocational rehabilitation in Poland and Greece. The idea 
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of supported employment is based on an individualized process of getting a disabled 
person onto the labor market. It is also a form of cooperation with employers, labor 
market institutions, and the entities that perform tasks in the vocational and social 
rehabilitation of the disabled. 

This review helps to understand the multifactored issue of sheltered employment 
in the concept of supported employment. The findings raise some critical issues that 
could puzzle the state authorities responsible for the active labor market policies, such 
as sheltered and supported employment. Additionally, the findings for the two Europe‑
an countries could raise awareness of the necessity of these policies on the vocational 
integration of people with disabilities. 

In view of the above, both Poland and Greece need to have a clearer and more com‑
prehensive legislative framework regarding supported employment. The two countries 
need to focus more on supported employment than on sheltered employment and 
adopt measures that will not only help to promote supported employment but also sup‑
port the existing sheltered employment, from which better results are required. As Ko‑
ber and Eggleton (2005, pp. 756–760) note, in terms of the social inclusion of people 
with disabilities in sheltered employment, the best outcomes can be achieved beyond 
the action of rehabilitation specialists through policies that will be followed at the 
governmental level. 
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Dylematy pracy chronionej w Polsce oraz Grecji 
a koncepcja zatrudnienia wspomaganego
Osoby z poważnymi niepełnosprawnościami, takie jak upośledzenie umysłowe i za‑
burzenia ze spectrum autyzmu nie uczestniczą w otwartym, konkurencyjnym rynku 
pracy w takim stopniu jak osoby pełnosprawne lub osoby z  innymi niepełnospraw‑
nościami. Szansą dla tej grupy jest zatrudnienie chronione. To podejście do integracji 
zawodowej osób ze znacznym stopniem niepełnosprawności jest akceptowane na ca‑
łym świecie. Jego realizacja odbywa się poprzez integrację osób niepełnosprawnych 
oraz stałe wsparcie: ze strony rządu lub samorządu. W artykule przedstawiono ramy 
prawne dotyczące zatrudnienia chronionego w Polsce i Grecji oraz sposoby jego re‑
alizacji wraz z odpowiednimi porównaniami i wnioskami. Wyniki wskazują na potrze‑
bę bardziej precyzyjnych i kompleksowych ram prawnych dotyczących zatrudnienia 
chronionego w Polsce i Grecji. Tu na pierwszy plan wysuwają się alternatywne spo‑
soby integracji zawodowej osób z poważnymi niepełnosprawnościami, takie jak pro‑
gramy zatrudnienia wspomaganego. Zatrudnienie wspomagane wydaje się jedynym, 
skutecznym i efektywnym sposobem na podjęcie pracy zarobkowej na równych zasa‑
dach przez osoby, które mają szczególne trudności w znalezieniu i utrzymaniu płatnej 
pracy na otwartym rynku pracy. Czy zatem koncepcja zatrudnienia wspomaganego 
ma  szansę stać się komplementarnym narzędziem w  aktywizacji zawodowej osób 
z niepełnosprawnościami w Polsce i Grecji? Z pewnością w obu krajach niezbędne 
są nie tylko stabilne źródła finansowania dla działań aktywizujących osoby z niepełno‑
sprawnościami, ale również odpowiednie regulacje prawne oraz projekty systemowe.

Słowa kluczowe: zatrudnienie chronione, zatrudnienie wspomagane, 
niepełnosprawności, Polska, Grecja
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