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Abstract

The aim of this study is to examine the needs and challenges faced by children and young
people with developmental disabilities, as well as their families, in the process of achieving
independence in a context where community-based support is insufficiently developed.
Particular attention is given to assessing the potential significance of supported housing as a
mechanism that could enable a more independent and better quality life. The study was
conducted in Ni§ in, two stages. The quantitative component involved 45 parents who filled
out a structured questionnaire regarding life skills, independence, and future aspirations. The
qualitative component comprised four focus groups involving 20 individuals ages 13
through 30, two of which also included 12 parents to support participants with limited verbal
expression. The data were examined utilising descriptive statistics, normalisation techniques,
and thematic analysis. Findings indicate that adolescents exhibited the highest degree of
autonomy in personal hygiene and the utilisation of mobile devices and the internet, whereas
the least independence was observed in financial management, domestic upkeep, and meal
preparation. Parents underscored the necessity for systemic assistance, including supported
housing, personal aides, employment centres, and community services. A significant
majority (86.7%) concurred that supported housing would meet the needs of young
individuals with disabilities in Ni$. These results highlight that the path to autonomy is
complex and contingent on both individual capacities and the availability of community-
based support. Establishing supported housing and associated community services is crucial
for promoting social inclusion and autonomous living.

Key words: disabilities, deinstitutionalisation, supported housing, independent
living, social inclusion.

* Corresponding author: Ljiljana Skrobi¢, University of Nis, Faculty of Philosophy, Cirila i
Metodija 2, 18101 Nis, Serbia | ljiljana.skrobic@filfak.ni.ac.rs

© 2026 by University of Ni§, Serbia | Creative Commons License: CC BY-NC-ND


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2923-0304
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6520-9329

154 Lj. Skrobi¢, B. Vranié

IIYT KA CAMOCTAJIHOCTH:
MN3A30BU U 3HAYAJ CTAHOBAIBA Y3 NIOAPHIKY
3A MUTAJIE CA PA3BOJHUM TEHIKOhAMA

Arncrpakr

uss oBoOr HcTpakuBama je 1a UCIHTa MOoTpede U U3a30Be ca KOjIMa ce CyouyaBajy
Jiella ¥ MJIaIM ca pa3BOjHUM TemkohaMa y rmporecy MoCTH3amba caMOCTaTHOCTH, Kao 1
BUXO0BE TIOPOJMIIE, Y YCIOBHMA HEZAOBOJGHO pa3BHjeHe MojpIike y 3ajexHui. [Toce-
0aH akKIeHAT CTaBJbCH je Ha MPOLICHY MOTEHIMjATHOT 3Hayaja yCIyre CTaHOBama y3
MOAPIIKY Kao MeXaHW3Ma KOju O oMOryhHo He3aBHCHHjU W KBAIUTETHHjU XKHBOT.
HUctpaxusame je cipoBeneHo y Humy y nBe dasze. KBantutatuBHE 1e0 00yXBaTHO je
45 poauTesba KOjU Cy NMOIYHWIM YINUTHUK O )KMBOTHUM BEIITHHAMA JACLE U MIIAIuX,
CTENeHy HUXO0BE caMOCTaIHOCTH U Oynyhum acmmpanujama. KBanuraTuBHU neo ca-
cTOjao ce o 4eTHpH Gokyc rpyme ca 20 Miaaaux ydyecHuka yzpacra ox 13 o 30 roguHa,
0]l KOjUX Cy Yy ABE IpyIie yKJbYYEeHH U poANTeIbH (YKYIHO 12) pajy MoapIuKe ydecHH-
I[Ma ca OTpaHNYeHOM BepOaiHoM ekcrpecujoM. [lomgamu cy oOpalenn xopumhemem
JECKPUNTUBHE CTATHCTHKE, TEXHUKA HOpMaJM3allije M TeMaTcKke aHanu3se. Pesynratn
MOKa3yjy Jia Cy aJl0JIECLIeHTH MTOKa3allk HajBehn HUBO ayTOHOMHjE y JIMYHO] XUTHjeHU
u Kopumhewy MOOWIHUX ypehaja U HHTEpHETa, IOK je HajMama CaMOCTaJTHOCT 3a0e-
JIe)KeHa Y yIpaBJbamky HOBLEM, Bohemy noMahnHCcTBa 1 mpunpeMu obpoka. Pomuressu
Cy HCTaKJIU OTPeOy 3a CHCTEMCKOM ITOIPIIKOM, YKJbYdyjyhn CTaHOBamk-E y3 MOJPIIKY,
MepCOHAITHE ACHCTEHTE, IICHTPE 32 3all0NUbaBamkE U YCIYTe y 3ajeAHUIN. 3HauajHa Be-
huna poauressa (86,7%) carmacHa je 1a Ou CTaHOBAMKbE y3 MOAPIIKY 33T0BOJBUIIO I10-
Tpebe Miagux ca Temkohama y Humry. OBn Hanasu yka3syjy 1a je IyT Ka ayTOHOMHjH
CIIOKEH ¥ 3aBHCH KaKO OJ WHIMBHIYaIHHMX KaraluTeTa, TaKo W O JOCTYITHOCTHU II0-
JpIIKE y 3ajeJHULHN. Y CIOCTaBbamke CTaHOBaka Y3 MOAPIIKY U npatehnx ycmyra y 3a-
JjeTHUIM KIJBYYHO je 3a yHanpeljerme coljaiHe YKIby4eHOCTH U CAMOCTAITHOT )KUBOTA.

Kmbyune peun:  Temkohe y pa3Bojy, JEHHCTUTYIIMOHAIN3ALII]a, CTAHOBALE Y3
HOJIPIIKY, CAMOCTAJIaH KUBOT, COLIMjAJTHA YKJbYYEHOCT.

INTRODUCTION

The reform of the social protection system in the Republic of Serbia
has been intensively implemented since 2011, with one of its key goals
being the transition from a model that relies on residential institutions to
one centred on community-based services. This process is known as dein-
stitutionalisation (Grigaité, et al., 2024; Rosenthal, et al., 2021; Mulheir,
2012). Deinstitutionalisation derives its normative foundation primarily
from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disa-
bilities (UN CRPD, 2006). This Convention, the first legally binding inter-
national treaty of its kind, emphasises the right to live in the community as
a fundamental right. The three key elements of the Convention are: the
right to choose; individualised support that promotes inclusion and pre-
vents isolation; and the adaptation of services intended for the general pop-
ulation to ensure accessibility for people with disabilities.
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The effects of the aforementioned reform can be discussed in many
ways, but in this paper it is observed in the context of young people with
disabilities. From this perspective, it can be said that the reform was ac-
companied by numerous difficulties due to insufficient and territorially un-
evenly developed support services, as well as services for the independent
life of these young people and their equal participation in the community
(Petrusi¢, 2017). One of these services is the service of supported housing.
The purpose of supported housing services for people with physical disa-
bilities or intellectual or mental disabilities is to help and support them in
gaining the greatest possible degree of independence that enables a higher
quality of independent life in the community (Regulation on Detailed Con-
ditions and Standards for the Provision of Social Protection Services, 2013;
Art. 89). Supported housing provides appropriate accommodation, profes-
sional assistance, and support for the user’s complete independence and
inclusion in the community. Supported housing is provided to prevent the
use of residential care services.

In 2022, the Republic of Serbia adopted the Strategy for Deinstitu-
tionalisation and the Development of Social Protection Services in the
Community for the Period 2022-2026. This strategic document is intended
to guide the reform process and, above all, contribute to various target
groups, including persons with disabilities, in realising their right to live in
the community. However, more than two years after its adoption, there are
few indicators of its effectiveness. Data from the Institute for Social Pro-
tection (2023) show that the number of institutionalised users is not de-
creasing, while community-based services that would support their stay in
or return to the community remain largely unavailable. More specifically,
the supported housing service is currently established in only four local
self-government units - Kula, Sabac, Bogati¢, and Pan¢evo - serving just
27 users. Social care services such as this one are decentralised, allowing
local self-government units to develop services tailored to the needs of their
communities. In the context of the City of NiS§, where this study was un-
dertaken, the supported housing services for young and adults with disabil-
ities has not been acknowledged or incorporated into the City of Ni§ Social
Protection Strategy for the Period 2022-2026.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

The theoretical background of this paper consists of the framework
of children’s and human rights, as well as the social model of disability.
These perspectives enable a deeper understanding of the needs and chal-
lenges faced by young people with disabilities in the process of becoming
independent, as well as the role of families, institutions, and the community
in providing adequate support.
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The approach to children’s and human rights starts with the fact that
children and young people with disabilities are equal holders of rights guar-
anteed by international and domestic legal acts. The key documents that
provide the basis for the analysis are the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC) (United Nations, 1989) and the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) (United Na-
tions, 2006). Article 23 of the CRC recognises the right of children with
disabilities to special treatment and support that enables them to participate
fully in the community, while Article 27 emphasises the child’s right to an
adequate standard of living adequate for the child’s physical, mental, spir-
itual, moral, and social development, which also includes support for inde-
pendence. The CRPD, especially Article 19, emphasises the right of per-
sons with disabilities to live in the community and the obligation of states
to provide appropriate support services to enable them to live inde-
pendently and socially. This framework makes it possible to consider sup-
ported housing not only as a social care service but also as a fulfilment of
fundamental human rights.

Unlike the medical model that views disability as an individual def-
icit, the social model of disability points out that obstacles to the independ-
ence of young people with disabilities do not arise only from their func-
tional limitations but from social, economic, and political barriers that
make their inclusion difficult (Oliver, 1990; Barton, 2009; Barnes & Mer-
cer, 2010; Grbovi¢ & Vuéini¢, 2018).

CHALLENGES OF INDEPENDENT LIVING
FOR YOUNG PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

The process of growing up brings with it numerous physical and
emotional changes. In addition, there are changes in roles, relationships,
and expectations (both in the family, among peers, at school, at work, and
in the wider community). When we talk about the growing up of children
people with disabilities, this process is characterised by additional chal-
lenges. Namely, previous research on this topic informs us about the com-
plexity of these challenges, as well as about the possible reasons for them.
Namely, these young people, in addition to numerous personal challenges
such as physical, sensory, cognitive, and communicative limitations, face
serious barriers in their communities (Shulz et al., 2022; Trainor et al.,
2019; Lindsay et al., 2015; Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2003). Some of these
barriers are social stigma and discrimination, lack of support in the process
of education, then employment, as well as general participation in commu-
nity life.

Research shows that the quality of the transition to an independent
life of young people with disabilities is primarily conditioned by the avail-
ability of personalised services, life skills training, and family and commu-



The Path to Independence: Challenges and the Importance of Supported Housing. .. 157

nity support. As this target group does not represent a homogeneous group,
the so-called individualised approach or personalisation of services is
needed in order to respond to their specific needs. Also, previous research
highlights the importance of the role of family and community in providing
support to these young people and preserving, but also developing, their
capacities for community integration and independent living (McConkey
et al., 2023; Wang & Singer, 2016). Young people with disabilities who
are on the way to independence often do not have developed social skills,
nor access to adequate services that would enable them to gradually acquire
essential life skills (Townsley et al., 2010).

METHODS

This research focuses on the needs of children and young people
with disabilities and their families during the transition to independence, as
well as the availability of social protection and community support. Its aim
is to identify challenges faced in this process, explore the perceptions of
young people and their parents, assess the need the supported housing ser-
vice, and provide recommendations to enhance support and quality of life
for this population.

Research questions:

1. What are the needs of children and young people with disabili-

ties in the process of becoming independent?

2. What challenges do families face in caring for children and
young people with disabilities, especially in the period of inde-
pendence?

3. What skills for independent living do children and young people
with disabilities have, and which should be improved?

4. How do parents, families, and young people see the future and
the possibility of living independently?

5. What is the role of the local community and institutions in sup-
porting children and young people with disabilities in their in-
dependence?

The research was conducted in two phases during December 2024 and
January 2025 in the City of NiS. The first phase involved a quantitative survey
with 45 parents of children and young people with disabilities, collecting data
on the children’s characteristics, independence in life skills, support for inde-
pendence, and future plans. An original questionnaire was developed for the
study, informed by prior research and established criteria for evaluating living
skills in young individuals with developmental disabilities (e.g., Townsley et
al., 2010; Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2003). It encompassed the subsequent do-
mains associated with independent living: maintaining personal hygiene,
maintaining the living space, nutrition, money management, use of commu-
nity resources, use of mobile phones and the internet.
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The questionnaire included closed-ended questions with rating scales
to assess perceived levels of support. For each activity, parents were asked to
assess their child’s ability by choosing one of three response options:
‘independent,” “with support,” or ‘does not perform.” This format allowed for
capturing both the level of autonomy and the need for assistance. Data were
collected via Google Forms and analysed in Microsoft Excel using descriptive
statistics (frequencies and percentages). Responses to open-ended questions
were analysed using thematic analysis (Brown & Clarke, 2006).

The majority of children and young people are boys (80%), aged 10
to 27, with the largest group being those aged 12 to 15 (58%). The most
common disabilities are Autism Spectrum Disorder (68.9%), multiple dis-
abilities (8.9%), Down’s syndrome, and intellectual disabilities (6.7%
each). Additionally, 17.8% of children have associated health conditions,
including cerebral palsy, asthma, dermatitis, epilepsy, and heart disease.
Among school-aged children and young people, 69.4% attend regular
schools, while 30.6% attend special schools.

Participants were not categorised by the degree of intellectual disability,
nor were results analysed according to these categories. The focus was on
current functional independence and daily living skills, providing a snapshot
of autonomy relevant for assessing potential readiness for supported housing
services. This approach, applied in both the quantitative and qualitative phases
of'the study, aligns with the study’s aim to identify needs and challenges in the
transition to independent living, regardless of diagnostic categories, and to
inform recommendations for enhancing support and quality of life.

The second, qualitative phase involved four focus groups with 20
young people (14 boys and 6 girls, aged 13-30), designed to complement
the survey findings from parents. Groups were formed to ensure diversity
in gender, age, and type of developmental disability, providing a range of
perspectives. Focus groups allowed young participants to express their
views on issues directly affecting their lives and offered deeper insight into
areas previously reported by parents. Group dynamics helped stimulate dis-
cussion and encourage engagement. A focus group protocol was developed
specifically for this research guided conversations on independence and
future aspirations, particularly regarding housing and employment. For
participants with limited verbal abilities, parents joined two groups (12 par-
ents), and visual aids (e.g., illustrations of household tasks and transporta-
tion) facilitated communication.

In the data analysis, young people’s statements about their inde-
pendence in certain skills were rated on a scale of 1 to 3 (1 being the highest
and 3 being the lowest level of support). For each skill, the ratings were
summed and normalised so that they could be compared. For the purposes
of this research, the Min-Max normalisation method (OECD, 2008) was
used. This method normalises the indicators to an identical range of values
[0, 1], as shown in equation 11.1, where X; represents the individual indi-
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cator value, X the minimum indicator value in the observed set of values for
that indicator, X, the maximum indicator value in the observed set of values
for that indicator, and X;¢.; the normalised indicator value of the indicator.

Xi — Xrnin
X X

max ~ “‘min

Xio1=

Additionally, part of the data collected in this part of the research
was processed through thematic analysis by two researchers who inde-
pendently analysed the obtained material (Brown & Clarke, 2006).

All participants gave oral consent after being fully informed about
the study objectives, data collection, and result presentation. Anonymity,
confidentiality, and privacy were ensured through name encryption and re-
moval of identifying information (Craswell, 2014).

RESULTS
Quantitative Part of the Research

Parents were asked about the level of independence of their children
in various areas. In general, children and young people are most independ-
ent in activities such as dressing (64%), using mobile phones (71%), and
using computers (64%). Conversely, the majority require adult support for
tasks including maintaining personal hygiene (58%), taking medication
(58%), keeping the living space clean (60%), and using public transport
(51%). Certain activities are most often not performed independently by
the participants, such as managing money (56%) and using household ap-
pliances, including washing machines (60%) and irons (80%). For some
tasks, an equal proportion of children and young people either require adult
assistance or are unable to perform them independently, for example, shop-
ping and meal preparation (45% in each case). These findings highlight the
variability in independence across daily activities and underscore the areas
where targeted support is most needed.

Parents’ responses regarding factors that could enhance their chil-
dren’s independence can be grouped into three main categories:

» Support: available professional support for both parents and
child, parents who have more time and knowledge to guide them,
greater community support

= More frequent exposure to these activities both at home and in
the community

» Resources: personal assistants for all children and for young peo-
ple, centres or day-cares where their knowledge and skills will
be improved.

The survey asked parents about plans for their child’s future inde-

pendent living or about plans when parent could no longer care for them.
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Most (73.3%) had considered it but lacked a concrete plan, while 15.6%
had a specific plan and 11.1% had not thought about it.

When assessing their child’s current readiness for independence, the
majority gave the lowest rating on a 1-5 scale (Chart 1).

+t 2z 3 & s

Chart 1. Parents’ Perception of Their Child’s Readiness
for Independent Living
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Potential solutions that parents suggest could help young people
with disabilities live independently include:

* Development and improvement of social care services (supported

housing, personal assistance, foster care for adults, day care)

» Development of job centres

» Development of life skills programs

= Support and change at the community level (increased community

awareness, work on community integration).

When asked about familiarity with supported housing service,
43.2% of parents reported having sufficient information, 36.4% had heard
of it but lacked details, and 20.5% were unfamiliar. After a description of
the service, 86.7% believed it would meet the needs of young people with
disabilities in Nis, with the remainder unsure and none negative. Regarding
their own child, 66.7% responded positively, 31.1% were unsure, and 2.2%
responded negatively.

Qualitative Part of the Research

In this section, the results related to the level of independence of
children and young people in different areas, as well as the future aspira-
tions of the children and young people themselves and their parents, will
be presented.
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The average personal hygiene score was 0.77, showing relatively
high development in this skill, though individual differences were notable
(0.00-1.00) (Table 1). Three participants scored 0.50 or lower due to de-
velopmental or health challenges: one with moderate intellectual disability
and comorbidities (cerebral palsy, epilepsy), and two with Down syndrome
or autism, described by parents as insufficiently skilled. Independence was
highest in toilet use, while bathing required the most support. Some parents
felt their children could be more independent but emphasised correct exe-

cution (e.g., washing hair).

Table 1. Personal hygiene

Toilet Washing face and  Bathing SUM Norm.
brushing teeth
Y1 3 3 2 8 0.83
Y2 3 2 2 7 0.67
Y3 3 3 2 8 0.83
Y4 3 2 2 7 0.67
Y5 3 3 3 9 1.00
Y6 3 3 3 9 1.00
Y7 3 3 3 9 1.00
Y8 3 3 3 9 1.00
Y9 3 2 2 7 0.67
Y10 3 3 3 9 1.00
Y11 3 3 3 9 1.00
Y12 3 3 3 9 1.00
Y13 2 2 2 6 0.50
Y14 2 3 2 7 0.67
Y15 3 3 2 8 0.83
Y16 2 3 2 7 0.67
Y17 2 2 2 6 0.50
vis N s 0.00
Y19 3 3 2 8 0.83
Y20 2 3 2 7 0.67
Sum 53 53 46 0.77

Legend: Scores per item are coded on a 1-3 scale (1 = highest dependence, 3 = highest
independence). SUM (row) = total score per respondent across all items; SUM (column) =
cumulative score for each item across all respondents; Norm. = normalised score (0—1);

Y = respondent code.!

The average score for maintaining the living space was 0.33, indi-
cating low mastery (Table 2). Only one respondent reached the maximum,
while another scored 0.90, showing that few have highly developed skills.
Weakest areas were using a washing machine and ironing, with dishwash-
ing rated slightly higher. The most independent participants had mild intel-

lectual disability or Asperger’s syndrome.

! Legend applies to Tables 1-6.
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Parents point out that other children in the family often do not do
housework either, so they do not associate this exclusively with difficulties
in development. Also, some of them, out of concern for safety, limit chil-
dren’s use of chemicals and iron. They also state that since the birth of their
children, they have faced numerous challenges, while they lacked support
and education on how to encourage them to become independent.

There are so many fears and unknowns from their birth, so many
stresses in the health and education system, that when we overcome
that, we don’t think about these ordinary, everyday things that they
could certainly learn.

(P10)

Although parents try to maintain a routine, they notice that children
make the most progress when they leave it, such as going on excursions and
camps, where they function in a group and with the support of teachers or
personal assistants. As one parent says, “Every risk is worth the effort” (P5).

Table 2. Maintaining the living space

Washing Vacuuming Cleaning Washing Ironing SUM  Norm.

dishes machine
6 0.10
5 0.00
9 0.40
8 0.30
15 1.00
5 0.00
7 0.20
12 0.70
7 0.20
10 0.50
12 0.70
14 0.90
6 0.10
7 0.20
11 0.60
5 0.00
7 0.20
5 0.00
7 0.20
5 0.00

The average nutrition score was 0.41, indicating moderate food prepa-
ration skills (Table 3). Only three respondents scored higher, and one reached
the maximum, while eight scored 0.00 or 0.13, showing need for support. Sub-
category scores were mostly uniform. Preparing tea and coffee is notable, as
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some participants practice these skills in an inclusive café, independently or
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with support, using a coffee machine. Such skills, aided by volunteers, promote

work engagement, social interaction, and income generation.

Similar to home maintenance, many young people have limited op-
portunities to practice independently because parents perform these tasks,
often due to safety concerns with stoves and knives. While microwave use
is common, stoves, ovens, and hot plates are used less frequently.

Table 3. Nutrition

Independent Cutting Preparing SUM  Norm.

Procurement preparation ingredients coffee and tea

of groceries  of meals

Y2 2 5 0.13
Y3 2 2 2 3 9 0.63
Y4 2 [ s o3
Y5 3 3 3 3 12 1.00
Y6 > N 7038
Y7 2 2 3 9 0.63
Y8 3 3 2 11 0.88
Y9 2 2 3 8 0.50
Y10 2 2 2 8 0.50
Y11 2 2 2 8 0.50
Y12 3 2 3 10 0.75
Y13 T 4 0.00
Y14 2 2 6 0.25
3 10 0.75
5 0.13
4 0.00
4 0.00
8 0.50
5 0.13
Sum 38 33 31 41 0.41

often restricted by family members due to perceived risks.

The average score for mobile phone and internet use was 0.59, indi-
cating moderate to high competence (Table 4). Four respondents use
phones and navigate the internet independently, while three scored 0.00.
Participants were most independent in making calls and sending messages,
though half do not engage in these activities. Social media use is limited,

I was 12 years old at the time, and a man who was 44 years old wrote
to me. Since then, my brother has been controlling my social networks.

(Y10)

One participant with autism spectrum condition prefers online so-
cialising, as it avoids the discomfort of face-to-face interactions.



164 Lj. Skrobi¢, B. Vranié

Table 4. Use of mobile phones and the internet

Calls and Social
messages networks Internet SUM Norm.

Y1 3 2 6 0.50
Y2 3 0.00
Y3 3 2 6 0.50
Y4 3 6 0.50
Y5 3 3 9 1.00
Y6 3 3 9 1.00
Y7 3 2 8 0.83
Y8 3 3 9 1.00
Y9 3 2 6 0.50
Y10 3 2 8 0.83
Y11 3 2 8 0.83
Y12 3 3 9 1.00
Y13 3 2 6 0.50
Y14 2 2 5 033
Y15 3 3 7 0.67
Y16 3 0.00
Y17 3 0.00
Y18 2 2 5 0.33
Y19 3 3 2 8 0.83
Y20 2 s 3 6 0.50
Sum 51 37 42 0.59

The average score for money management was 0.30, indicating gen-
erally low competence (Table 5). The maximum observed was 0.83, but no
participant achieved full independence. Eleven respondents scored below the
norm, reflecting limited skills in recognising prices, paying, saving, and heavy
reliance on others. Only five could pay the bills with support, and none inde-
pendently. Four participants manage pocket money independently, while oth-
ers either lack pocket money or need assistance.

The average score for community resource use was 0.49, showing mod-
est development (Table 6). No participant reached the maximum, but two
scored 0.80, demonstrating effective understanding and use. Most scored
0.40-0.50, indicating basic skills with need for support. Subcategory scores
were largely uniform. Crucially, no one is completely barred from community
activities, largely due to family efforts, mainly by mothers, to involve their
children despite limited systemic support. Many mothers are unemployed, af-
fecting family finances and children’s opportunities for participation.

Limited independent resource management increases reliance on
family. Some parents devised safe ways for their children to visit stores or
use public transport, but societal ignorance and fear remain major barriers.
One parent observed: “Our kids are typically feared by the community.
They give them odd stares, as though they are a miracle of some sort”
(P10).
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Table 5. Money Disposition

Paying bills  Going shopping Pocket money =~ SUM  Norm.
2 4 0.17
3 0.00
Y3 2 4 0.17
Y4 2 4 0.17
Y5 2 2 3 7 0.67
Y6 - 2 2 5 0.33
Y7 2 2 5 0.33
Y8 2 3 3 8 0.83
Y9 2 2 2 6 0.50
Y10 - 2 2 5 0.33
Y11 2 2 5 0.33
Y12 2 3 3 8 0.83
Y14 3 0.00
Y15 2 3 3 8 0.83
Y16 3 0.00
Y17 3 0.00
Y18 3 0.00
Y19 2 4 0.17
Y20 2 4 0.17
Sum 25 34 36
Table 6. Using community resources
Public Post  Health Cultural Sports
transport office  centre institutions institutions SUM  Norm.
Y1 2 2 2 2 2 10 0.5
Y2 2 Bl > 2 2 9 0.4
Y3 2 2 2 2 2 10 0.5
Y4 2 2 2 2 2 10 0.5
Y5 3 2 2 3 3 13 0.8
Y6 2 2 2 2 2 10 0.5
Y7 2 2 2 2 2 10 0.5
Y8 3 2 2 3 3 13 0.8
Y9 2 2 2 2 2 10 0.5
Y10 2 2 2 2 2 10 0.5
Y11 2 2 2 2 2 10 0.5
Y12 3 2 2 3 3 13 0.8
Y13 2 2 2 2 2 10 0.5
Y14 2 Bl 2 2 9 0.4
Y15 3 2 2 9 0.4
Y16 2 BBl 8 0.3
Y17 2 2 2 8 0.3
Y18 2 BBl 2 8 0.3
Y19 2 2 2 2 9 0.4
Y20 2 - 2 2 9 0.4
Sum 44 35 40 41 38 0.49
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Parents also admitted they often overlook opportunities to develop
skills, trying to complete tasks quickly due to children’s impatience or fear
of mistakes. As one mother explained:

I’m often in a crowd, and we go in to quickly finish what needs to
be done. He doesn’t like to wait in lines, so I either avoid going with
him or I try to finish as soon as possible.

(P9)

According to one mother, technological advancements have made
things easier, such as paying bills and using public transportation, but par-
ents’ anxiety that their children would make a mistake limits their chances
of learning these skills.

Table 7 compares skills for independent living across all domains.
Highest average scores were in personal hygiene (0.77) and mobile
phone/internet use (0.59), while lowest were in money management (0.30) and
living space maintenance (0.33). This summary confirms previous results,
highlighting key areas where additional support is needed.

Table 7. Comparative analysis of the development of skills important

for independent living
Skills — observed areas Average value
Personal hygiene 0.77
Use of mobile phones and the internet 0.59
Using community resources 0.49
Nutrition 0.41

Maintaining the living space
Money Disposition

About the future. Young people who understood the concept of in-
dependent living, particularly supported housing, reported it would suit most
of them. This idea was especially appealing to those who have known each
other for a long time and work together in an inclusive café, which helps them
build social connections, gain economic empowerment, and develop life skills.

“That’s areally good idea. If we all lived together, it would be really
intriguing” (Y5, Y6, Y7).

Many participants expressed the desire to start their own families
and live independently.

“I can see myself residing with my spouse and kids. In my dream,
it's in a house in a peaceful area of the city” (Y8).

“I’ll have an apartment in the centre of the city if my office is there.
If living with a roommate doesn’t work out, then it's just the cat and me”
(Y12).

Parents and youth emphasised the importance of employment for
independence, noting challenges such as employers’ lack of awareness, un-
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suitable workplaces, and gaps in skills after graduation. Secondary schools
in NiS§ offer vocational programs for students with developmental disabili-
ties, yet parents report that even in protected workshops, practical skill ac-
quisition is limited:

She is learning hairdressing, but in actuality she sits and observes

what others are doing. It’s more like purchasing time to be among

her peers and socialise, rather than learning something and expect-

ing to be able to do it eventually.
(P6)

Only two participants attend an electrical engineering school, which
provides a potential pathway to future employment. However, parents note
that formal schooling alone is not enough for acquiring all necessary prac-
tical skills, and they plan to supplement education in the future with men-
toring through private lessons to ensure their children are fully prepared for
the labour market.

Parents highlighted that employers often only recognise physical
disabilities and lack understanding of the adaptations needed for young
people with autism. The Law on Professional Rehabilitation and Employ-
ment of Persons with Disabilities (2009) establishes employers’ obliga-
tions for the employment of persons with disabilities (Article 24.), yet par-
ents note that many employers are unaware or interpret disability narrowly:

What is the most common, if not always the only, pictogram repre-
senting disability? A wheelchair, possibly a hearing aid, implying
that we frequently limit disability to those manifestations and fail to
comprehend the complexities of the term.

(P3)

Regarding the future, many parents feel anxious and uncertain, try-
ing to focus on daily life instead: “Believe me when I say [ must not think
about the future... If we think, we swiftly fade away, and we cannot fade
away because of them. That’s why we take each day as it comes” (P10).

Parents see siblings as potential future resources but stress it should
not be their obligation: “Even if he ends up in an institution, I am relieved
that he has a brother and sister who will visit him” (P4).

After explaining supported housing, all parents agreed on its im-
portance, though some expressed concerns about its suitability: “I abso-
lutely think it's for him. I just wouldn't like that place of residence to turn
into a ghetto” (P9).

DISCUSSION

The findings reveal uneven levels of independence among children
and young people with developmental disabilities. Quantitative data show
that participants are most independent in personal hygiene (64%), using
mobile phones (71%), and computers (64%), while they require the most



168 Lj. Skrobi¢, B. Vranié

support in money management (56%), use of household appliances (60—
80%), and maintaining living space (60%). These trends are consistent with
normalised qualitative results, where hygiene (0.77) and digital skills
(0.59) emerged as the strongest domains, and money management (0.30)
and household chores (0.33) as the weakest.

The high level of personal hygiene can be explained by the fact that
these skills are integrated into everyday family routines and continuously
reinforced from early childhood. In contrast, managing money or house-
hold tasks requires real-life practice and exposure, which are often limited
due to parental overprotection, safety concerns, and a lack of opportunities
for autonomous engagement. Many parents noted that their children rarely
handle money independently or perform household chores, as these activi-
ties are perceived as risky or too demanding. This suggests that limited
practice, rather than lack of ability, restricts development in these domains.

Nutrition (0.41) and use of community services (0.49) fall in the
middle range, showing that independence in these areas depends largely on
family involvement and accessibility of community resources. Parents em-
phasised that systematic exposure to everyday tasks and access to personal
assistants or day programs could significantly strengthen these competencies.

Age differences also play a crucial role in the acquisition of inde-
pendence skills. Although statistical testing was not conducted, qualitative
insights indicate that older participants (18-30 years) show higher levels of
autonomy, especially in hygiene, digital literacy, and social interaction,
compared to younger participants (13—17 years), who are still developing in
areas such as money management and nutrition. This finding aligns with
developmental expectations and previous research showing that independence
grows with age and accumulated experience (Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2003;
Schulz et al., 2022). The absence of formal measurement of these differences
represents a methodological limitation that future research should address.

Overall, the integration of quantitative and qualitative data high-
lights the variability of independence and identifies domains requiring
structured support. Skills reinforced through daily routines or technology
use develop more easily, while those linked to practical and social func-
tioning lag behind due to environmental and systemic barriers. Early, con-
sistent, and structured interventions—especially community-based pro-
grams—are essential for developing core independence skills and prepar-
ing youth for supported living.

When it comes to the future, parents express persistent anxiety and
uncertainty. Key barriers include the lack of accessible workplaces, limited
employer awareness, and insufficient systemic support. Services crucial for
independence—such as personal assistance, day programs, or supported
housing—remain unavailable. Many participants, particularly those no
longer in education, are effectively invisible to institutions, leaving fami-
lies as the sole providers of support.
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Supported housing, although recognised by 86.7% of parents as nec-
essary, is still not available in NiS. Parents see it as a service that could
bridge the gap between dependence and autonomy, enhancing skill devel-
opment and social inclusion. Y oung people themselves, when familiar with
the concept, largely share this view, recognising its potential to enable in-
dependent and dignified living. These findings reinforce the need for sys-
temic development of supported housing and related community services
as vital components of inclusive social policy.

CONCLUSION

The research indicates that young people with developmental disa-
bilities in Ni§ show uneven independence across daily activities. They are
most independent in personal hygiene and using mobile phones or comput-
ers, but rely heavily on support for money management, household chores,
and nutrition. Skills reinforced in daily routines or by peers develop more
readily, while competencies requiring structured practice and community
engagement remain underdeveloped.

Parents expressed concern about their children’s future, emphasis-
ing the lack of adapted workplaces, low employer awareness, and scarce
systemic support. Supported housing, recognised by 86.7% of parents as
essential, is currently unavailable, representing a key barrier to autonomy.
Young people familiar with the concept agreed that it would enhance social
inclusion, skill development, and independent living.

The findings highlight systemic gaps in services such as supported
housing, personal assistance, and day programs, which restrict independ-
ence and social participation. From a human rights perspective, these gaps
impede the right to community-based living, as defined by the UN Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child and the UN Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities. Obstacles to independence arise from societal
and systemic deficiencies rather than the abilities of young people them-
selves. Without community-based support, families remain the sole source
of care, limiting opportunities for autonomy and social justice.

LIMITATION OF RESEARCH AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The methodological design of this study limits the generalisability
of its findings. The sample was small, localised, and heterogeneous in age,
communication, and functioning, and participants were not grouped by
level of intellectual disability, which restricts a deeper understanding of
differences in support needs. Since none of the participants used supported
housing, the study cannot assess or compare its effects on autonomy. Fu-
ture research should include comparative studies with users of supported
housing, examine settings where such services already exist, apply stand-
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ardised measures of functional independence, and rely on larger and more
diverse samples. Drawing on international evidence and human rights
frameworks may further support the development of community-based ser-
vices, including supported housing. Despite these limitations, the study of-
fers important insights that may inform local policy regarding the needs of
this population and guide future interventions.
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IIYT KA CAMOCTAJIHOCTH:
HN3A30BU U 3HAYAJ CTAHOBAHA Y3 IIOAPLHIKY
3A MUTAJIE CA PA3BOJHUM TEIHKORAMA

Jbusbana Cxpoouh, bojana Bpanuh
YuusepsureT y Humry, ®unozodeku dakynrer, Hum, Cpouja

Pe3ume

Iusb oBor HCTpaXkuBama je Ja ncnuTa noTpede 1 n3a30Be ca KojuMa ce Cyouanajy Jera
Y MJIJIM ca Pa3BOjHUM Temikohama y Hpoliecy MOCTH3ama CaMOCTAIHOCTH, Ka0 U HBbUXOBE
HOPOANIIE, Y YCIOBUMA HEJOBOJAHO Pa3BHjeHe mojpiike y 3ajenHui. [loceban axieHar
CTaBJbEH j€ Ha MPOLICHY MMOTEHIINjTHOT 3Ha4aja yCIyre CTAaHOBaha Y3 MOIPIIKY Kao MeXa-
HHU3Ma Koju On oMoryhno HE3aBHUCHUjH U KBAIUTETHU)H KHUBOT, ¢ 003MPOM Ha TO Jia OBa
ycnyra y Hunry TpeHyTHO HUje yCroCcTaBIbeHa.

Ksanturatneau 1eo 00yxBatno je 45 poauTtesba, a MOJAM CY TPUKYIUbEHN YIUTHH-
KOM O CaMOCTAITHOCTH Y JKMBOTHHMM BeIlITHHaMa, nojapmny 1 Oyayhum rianoBuma. Ksa-
JIMTaTHBHU Jieo 00yXBaTHO je ueTHpy Gokyc rpyre ca 20 MiaIuX, y3 YKIbyUMBamke POUTe-
Jba y JIBe rpyIe, kopHinhemeM IPOTOKOIA KOjU TOKPHBA HE3aBUCHOCT U Oyayhe Texmbe,
Hapo4UTO y CTAHOBAY M 3alOLIbaBabY.

Pesynratn okasyjy BUCOK U yMEpEeH HUBO CaMOCTATHOCTH y JIMYHOj XUTHjE€HU U KO-
prmihersy MOOWITHHX Tene)OHa M MHTEpPHETA, JOK CYy HajMamhe HE3aBHCHU y YIPABIbAY
HOBIIEM, KyhHHM TOCTIOBHMa, TPHUIPEeMH 0oOpoka W Kopumhemy pecypca 3ajemHHIe.
Bemrrune koje ce yupihyjy y cBaKOJHEBHIM PyTHHAMA WK Y3 BPIIEHAUKYy MTOAPIIKY JIaK-
IIe Ce CTUYY, JJOK KOMIIETEHIIMje KOje 3aXTeBajy CTPYKTYpHpaHy MPaKCy U aHraXOBambe Y
3ajeJHHUIN OCTajy HEJOBOJLHO pa3BujeHe. CTapoCHE pasiiKe Cy OUHMITIC/HE: CTApUjH yde-
CHUIM 00JbE KOPUCTE UTHTAIHE BEIITHHE, JTUYHY XUTHjeHY U YUECTBY]Y Y 3ajeIHHIH, TOK
cy miahy1 BHIIIe 3aBHCHH Y (DMHAHCH]CKMM M CIIOKEHHjUM aKTUBHOCTHMA. Poxuressy nctu-
qy 1oTpedy 3a CHCTEMCKOM ITOAPIIKOM, NPHUCTYIIOM PECypcHMa M M3JIarambeM MITaJuX
AKTHBHOCTHMa KpO3 JINYHE aCUCTEHTE U JHEBHE Mporpame.

Henocrarak cTaHOBama y3 HOAPIIKY U APYTHX YCIIyra Koje IPOMOBHUIITY HE3aBUCHOCT
yKa3zyje Ha CHCTEMCKH MPomycT y 00e30ehuBamy HHKITy3Hje. MITaiu KOju Cy pa3yMein KOH-
LENT U3Pa3WiIz Cy Ja Ou OBa yciyra Ouiia moroaHa 3a BehuHy mBHx, ToceOHO 300T pa3Boja
JKUBOTHHX BEIUTHHA, EKOHOMCKE OCHXEHOCTH M JIPYIITBeHe HHTerparuje. OrpaHnyerba
CTy/IMje YKIbYUY]y BEJIMUHHY Y30pKa, reorpad)cKy CHeLM(pUIHOCT 1 HETIOCTOjake Mo/jaTaKa
0 CTereHy UHTENEKTyalIHe HHBAIMAHOCTH. YTIPKOC TOME, pajl IIpy»Ka 3HauajHe YBHE Y HOo-
Tpebe Miaaux ca Temkohama y pasBojy U Jjaje CMEepHHIIE 32 Pa3Boj MOJIUTHKA U porpama
KOjH TIOZIpKaBajy caMOCTaJIaH )HBOT, ca (JOKYCOM Ha CTAHOBAEbE Y3 MOAPIIKY.
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