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Em ily is go ing on a cruise to Mex ico with money she earned her self. When she was 19 years old, she 
used the pro cess of cus tom ized em ploy ment to find a job. She had transitioned out of high school at age 18 
and ini tially spent her days as sem bling flash lights in a pro duc tion line at a lo cal de vel op men tal dis abil ity 
agency. Her fam ily wanted to help Em ily find employ ment that al lowed her to use more of her skills and 
was lo cated in an in clu sive set ting in the com mu nity. 

The con cept of cus tom ized em ploy ment was in tro duced in 2001 by the US De part ment of La bor’s Of 
fice of Dis abil ity Em ploy ment Pol icy.  The strat egy was de signed to as sist peo ple with dis abil i ties and 
other in di vid u als who have po ten tial bar ri ers to em ploy ment, such as se nior cit i zens, vet er ans, and peo ple 
with com plex health-re lated con di tions. Cus tom ized em ploy ment is de fined as, 

. . . a means of in di vid u al iz ing the em ploy ment re la tion ship be tween em ploy ees and em 
ploy ers in ways that meet the needs of both. It is based on an in di vid u al ized de ter mi na 
tion of the strengths, needs, and in ter ests of the person with the dis abil ity, and is also 
de signed to meet the spe cific needs of the employer. It may in clude em ploy ment de vel 
oped through job carv ing, self-em ploy ment, or en tre pre neur ial ini tia tives, or other job 
de vel op ment or re struc tur ing strat e gies that re sult in job re spon si bil i ties be ing cus tom 
ized and in di vid u ally ne go ti ated to fit the needs of the in di vid u als with a dis abil ity. Cus 
tom ized em ploy ment as sumes the pro vi sion of rea son able ac com mo da tions and 
sup ports nec es sary for the in di vid ual to per form the func tions of a job that is in di vid u ally 
ne go ti ated and de vel oped (U.S. De partment of La bor, 2002, p. 43156). 

For in di vid u als with sig nif i cant dis abil i ties, the cre ation of a cus tom ized job in creases “the op por tu ni 
ties for their par tic i pa tion and max i mizes their compe tent per for mance” (Callahan, 2002). The prin ci ples 
and char ac ter is tics of cus tom ized em ploy ment are re lated to the con cept of sup ported em ploy ment but are 
dif fer ent in sig nif i cant ways. A cus tom ized ap proach is ini tially guided by a job seeker’s pro file. Get ting to 
know the job seeker at the be gin ning of the pro cess is the key to de vel op ing a job that meets the needs of 
both the in di vid ual and the employer. In con trast, the typ i cal supported employment ap proach is pri mar 
ily driven by the jobs that are avail able in a com mu nity. Ad di tion ally, cus tom ized em ploy ment does not 
in clude group place ments or subminimum wage po si tions as is of ten the case with sup ported em ploy ment 
(Inge, 2006). A cus tom ized em ploy ment ap proach leads to the de vel op ment of a job based on the needs of 
the fo cus per son rather than the la bor mar ket at large. 
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The Customized Employment

Process


The pro cess of cus tom iz ing a job starts with the 
de vel op ment of an em ploy ment plan for a job 
seeker based on his or her strengths, in ter ests, and 
com plex i ties. In for ma tion gath ered dur ing this 
phase is more de tailed than that ob tained from a 
typ i cal vo ca tional as sess ment. One method of cap 
tur ing the nec es sary de tail is a pro cess re ferred to 
as dis cov ery (Callahan & Con don, 2007). Dis cov ery 
seeks to an swer the ques tion “Who is this per 
son?” by ob serv ing and talk ing to the in di vid ual 
in a va ri ety of fa mil iar and un fa mil iar set tings and 
by in ter view ing fam ily members, friends, and ser 
vice pro vid ers to get their per spec tives on the 
strengths, con tri bu tions, per for mance, and needs 
of the job seeker. 

The goal of the pro cess is an un der stand ing of 
the job seeker as an in di vid ual and the con di tions 
that are nec es sary for the per son to be suc cess ful 
in an em ploy ment set ting. This in cludes not only 
the iden ti fi ca tion of an in di vid ual’s pref er ences, 
in ter ests, and con tri bu tions, but an un der stand ing 
of “the com plex is sues that might emerge to com 
pro mise em ploy ment ef forts” (Callahan and Con 
don, 2007, p. 23). Fac tors such as an in di vid ual’s 
mo ti va tion to work and ways of learn ing a task 
are crit i cal pieces of in for ma tion in the dis cov ery 
pro cess. Con duct ing this kind of in ten sive in ves ti 
ga tion takes time but is well worth the effort to 
achieve ef fec tive em ploy ment out comes. 

Once the in for ma tion is col lected, it is writ ten 
into a vo ca tional pro file that is used to de velop an 
em ploy ment plan. The plan also in cludes a pri or i 
tized list of tar geted em ploy ers, gen er ated by the 

job seeker’s team and based on the in for ma tion 
col lected in dis cov ery. 

The in for ma tion in the pro file can sub se quently 
be used to de velop a port fo lio that pres ents the job 
seeker to po ten tial em ploy ers. This stra te gic mar 
ket ing tool uses pho to graphs and text to de scribe 
the skills and con tri bu tions of the in di vid ual. It 
can be pre sented to an em ployer by the job seeker, 
by a job de vel oper, or by an other em ploy ment 
pro fes sional who has been in volved with the in di 
vid ual dur ing the dis cov ery pro cess. For in di vid u 
als who are in ter ested in self-em ploy ment, the 
pro file can be used to de velop a busi ness plan that 
out lines the skills the in di vid ual will bring to a 
busi ness and de scribes his or her re quired re 
sources and sup ports. 

The dis cov ery pro cess can also be used in 
school-based set tings to guide tran si tion plan ning, 
ca reer ex plo ra tion, and vo ca tional prep a ra tion for 
mid dle- and high-school stu dents. Us ing the tools 
of dis cov ery, team mem bers can pre pare stu dents 
with sig nif i cant dis abil i ties for tran si tion by ex 
plor ing their pref er ences and in ter ests and the 
con di tions that al low the stu dents to per form at 
their best. The pro cess can en able stu dents to 
make more in formed choices and to ad vo cate for 
them selves at IEP and tran si tion meet ings. Be gin 
ning the dis cov ery pro cess while stu dents are still 
in school gives teams the time to re ally get to 
know them. The in for ma tion they col lect helps 
stu dents build needed skills for the fu ture. School 
is an oppor tu nity for stu dents to ac quire work ex
pe ri ences in school-based jobs, par tic i pate in vol 
un teer work in the commu nity, or ex plore 
self-em ploy ment op tions. 
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Customizing a Job for Emily 

Idaho Deaf-Blind Pro ject staff, to gether with a 
con sul tant from the Uni ver sity of Montana’s Ru ral 
In sti tute on Dis abil i ties and NCDB, fa cil i tated an 
ini tial meet ing to dis cuss cus tom ized em ploy ment 
with Em ily’s fam ily and ser vice pro vid ers. They 
ex plained the dis cov ery pro cess and how the in 
for ma tion gen er ated for the vo ca tional pro file 
would be used to find a job for Em ily. The par tic i 
pants in the meet ing in cluded Em ily, members of 
her fam ily, staff from the de vel op men tal dis abil i 
ties agency (DDA), her ser vice co or di na tor, and a 
rep re sen ta tive from the lo cal vo ca tional re ha bil i ta 
tion (VR) of fice. At the con clu sion of the meet ing, 
sev eral mem bers of the team vol un teered to con 
duct in ter views and ob serve Em ily in a va ri ety of 
set tings. 

The team mem bers be gan col lect ing in for ma 
tion by spend ing time with Em ily in her home and 
in the com mu nity. They watched her make her fa 
vor ite Mex i can chicken soup and then ate din ner 
with the fam ily later in the day. They ob served her 
on the com puter as she looked up the bal ance in 
her check ing ac count. They went with her to an 
arts and crafts sup ply store and ob served how she 
ma neu vered through the aisles and the types of 
sup port she needed to find items and pay for 
them. They in ter viewed her par ents, sis ters, and 
other fam ily members about chores she did on a 
daily ba sis and how she acted in un fa mil iar set 
tings. They asked if she ever ini ti ated tasks on her 
own and dis cov ered that she would auto mat i cally 
hang up peo ple’s coats when they came for a visit 
and sit down to play with their chil dren with out 
be ing prompted. They visited Em ily at a DDA 
work shop and talked to the staff. They ob served 
her at a bowl ing al ley where she bowled on a 
weekly ba sis. They also talked to Em ily and for 
mer teach ers to find out how she learned new 
skills and how she had per formed on vo ca tional 
tasks in high school. 

Af ter con duct ing in-depth in ter views and ob 
ser va tions, the team com piled in for ma tion and 
wrote it into a vo ca tional pro file. They in cluded 
not only in for ma tion learned from ob ser va tions 
and in ter views, but also de tails such as her fam ily 
struc ture and so cial net works, trans por ta tion op 
tions in the com mu nity, her per for mance on for 
mal and in for mal work done at home and at 
school, her fa vor ite ac tiv i ties, her in volve ment in 
struc tured com mu nity ac tiv i ties, her pre ferred 
hol i days and fam ily tra di tions, her rec re ational 
likes and dis likes, her sen sory chal lenges, and her 
ac a demic, com mu ni ca tion, and so cial skills. 

Through this pro cess the team be gan to un der 
stand who Em ily was and the kinds of jobs that 
she might like and do well in. They learned that 
she per formed best when there was a struc tured, 
pre dict able rou tine. She liked to use check lists and 
writ ten in struc tions. She learned from mod el ing, 
ver bal in struc tions, rep e ti tion, and re peated prac 
tice. She was de scribed by her teach ers as “thor 
ough” and as someone who “likes to com plete a 
task.” She liked to be busy and to be around peo 
ple, al though the teach ers did not think that it was 
nec es sary for them to con tin u ally en gage her. She 
liked to do things with her hands (e.g., multipiece 
puz zles, pen drawings, cook ing, crafts) and loved 
to buy cookbooks. 

The team also learned more about the sup ports 
Em ily might need in a work set ting. They found 
out that she was un com fortable in loud, echo ing 
en vi ron ments and would leave a set ting if the 
sound was both er ing her. They dis cov ered that 
Em ily had hear ing aids but had cho sen not to 
wear them, that she did not see out of her left eye, 
and that she had is sues with depth percep tion. It 
was im por tant to en sure that a worksite did not 
re quire her to go down steps on a reg u lar ba sis, 
climb a lad der, or nav i gate over un even ter rain 
without as sistance. When us ing a com puter 
screen, she needed con trast ing print with lim ited 
glare. She could read 12-point type, but it was eas
ier and much less tax ing on her vi sion if the print 
was larger. The team also dis cov ered that Em ily 
learned best when she ini tially had a one-to-one 
sup port per son who pro vided sys tem atic in struc
tion and re peated prac tice on a task. Once she was 
fa mil iar with an en vi ron ment and knew the par tic 
u lars of a task, she could do it on her own with in 
ter mit tent sup port. 

All of the in for ma tion in the vo ca tional pro file 
was used to de velop Em ily’s em ploy ment plan. It 
de scribed her ideal work ing con di tions and the 
terms for ne go ti a tion with an em ployer. The con 
di tions in cluded: (a) a steady pace of work that 
would keep her busy; (b) rou tine steps for a job 
(sev eral tasks within a job would be all right); (c) 
clear rules and ex pec ta tions; (d) a work sched ule 
of 3 to 4 days a week of up to 8 hours a day; (e) 
avoid ance of an ex tremely loud en vi ron ment. The 
plan also listed Em ily’s spe cific job skills and a list 
of em ploy ers whose busi nesses might have a need 
for the tasks she could per form and match her 
con di tions for em ploy ment. 

At the con clu sion of the meet ing, the team de 
cided that it would be bene fi cial for Em ily to de 
velop a port fo lio for mar ket ing her self to 
em ploy ers. She then de signed one as a pic to rial 
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and writ ten rep re sen ta tion of her con tri bu tions 
and ca pa bil i ties. It in cluded a va ri ety of pho to 
graphs of her play ing the pi ano, mak ing soup, us 
ing the com puter, fil ing pa pers, work ing at a 
gro cery store, and us ing pub lic trans por ta tion. It 
also listed her ar eas of in ter est, the char ac ter is tics 
of her strong work ethic, and job tasks she could 
per form (e.g., de liv er ing items, stock ing, tak ing in 
ven tory, mak ing snacks, sort ing mail). The last 
slide of the port fo lio asked the ques tion “Could 
your busi ness ben e fit from hav ing any of these 
tasks per formed?” 

Em ily ob tained a job at a lo cal fab ric store. The 
man ager was look ing for a per son who could 
work sev eral hours a week and per form var i ous 
tasks. She wanted some one who was re li able, had 
a strong work ethic, and a pos i tive at ti tude. Em ily, 
with the sup port of a job de vel oper from the DDA, 
used her port fo lio to pres ent in for ma tion about 
her skills and in ter ests to the man ager. She was 
sub se quently hired to work four days a week for 
two hours a day, folding cloth on bolsters and 
mak ing sure that the bol sters were in the proper 
or der. Even though Em ily had a num ber of mar 
ket able skills, she still re quired sup port to help her 
learn the steps of the job and com plete the tasks in 
a timely man ner. The fund ing for a job coach for 
Em ily came from VR dol lars and was co or di nated 
with staff from that agency. 

Em ily is now 24 years old and is still work ing 
in her com mu nity. She no lon ger works at the fab 
ric store, but she has used her portfo lio to se cure 
jobs at other places, in clud ing a daycare cen ter 
and a tele vi sion sta tion. She now works at Ken 
tucky Fried Chicken do ing “lobby work.” She 
“loves it” and was, in fact, the “VR Cli ent for the 
Year” for her re gion of the state. She works 12:00 
to 2:00 p.m., Mon day through Fri day, and re ceives 
in ter mittent sup port from a job coach. The job 
coach was funded by a schol ar ship un til re cently 
but is now be ing paid with Medicaid funds. 

Many cus tom ized em ploy ment ser vices are 
sup ported by a blend of mul ti ple fund ing sources. 
The So cial Se cu rity Ad min is tra tion’s work in cen 
tive pro grams, such as PASS (Plan for Achiev ing 
Self-Sup port) have been one way to fund tran si 
tion plan ning and ca reer de vel op ment ac tiv i ties 
for high school stu dents. PASS plans have funded 
a va ri ety of sup ports in clud ing as sess ments, job 
coach ing, job de vel op ment, trans por ta tion, and 
equip ment for peo ple who are el i gi ble. Other 
sources of fund ing in clude Medicaid waiv ers, de 
vel op men tal dis abil ity coun cil funds, state VR ini 
tia tives, and Medicaid in fra struc ture grants. 

Cus tom ized em ploy ment is a strat egy that 
strives to high light an in di vid ual’s qual i fi ca tions 
and in ter ests in an ef fort to ne go ti ate a job that sat 
is fies both the employer and the job seeker. Al 
though ser vice pro vid ers and fam i lies who use the 
cus tom ized ap proach will likely en coun ter many 
of the same chal lenges that oc cur with the use of 
more tra di tional job de vel op ment meth ods, those 
who de cide to use it will dis cover a more in no va 
tive, per son-cen tered as sess ment and plan ning 
pro cess. They will dis cover that cus tom ized em 
ploy ment helps them to “think out side the box” as 
they work to de velop a job for a spe cific per son in 
the com mu nity or gen er ally to ex pand in clu sive 
em ploy ment op por tu ni ties. 
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Deaf-Blind Ser vice Cen ter


The Deaf-Blind Ser vice Cen ter (DBSC) is a com 
mu nity-based agency in Se at tle com mit ted to as 
sist ing Deaf-Blind peo ple to reach and main tain 
their high est pos si ble qual ity of life and de gree of 
per sonal au ton omy. The fo cus and vi sion of DBSC 
have evolved over its 20 years of ex is tence, and to 
day we are closer than ever to the com mu nity we 
serve. 
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