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Customized Employment Strategies
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Overview

• Customized Employment begins with Discovery of the person to identify ideal 
working conditions, their experience and strengths, and other preferences or 
considerations. Discovery also entails trying various job to identify abilities, skills 
and interests. 

• OPWDD believes the Discovery tool is a very useful in developing a deep 
understanding of the person, is person-centered and helps the team achieve 
better employment outcomes. 

• A formal OPWDD Discovery may be completed in the Employment Training 
Program or Pathway to Employment. 

Customized Employment – Discovery with the Person 
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Customized Employment – Discovery with the Person 

Benefits of Customized Employment

For the Individual:
Provides meaningful work that matches the person’s 
skills and interests, leading to employment success.

For the Employer:
Fills unmet business needs by accessing a broader 
pool of talent and creating tailored roles that benefit 
the company.
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Customized Employment – Discovery with the Person 

What are Discovery Components?
• Observations: Observing the individual in various familiar and unfamiliar settings—at home, in 

the community, and during daily routines—to identify strengths, preferences, and how they 
interact with others.

• In-depth interviews: Conducting guided conversations with the individual, their family, friends, 
and others who know them well. This provides a holistic picture of their skills, interests, and 
support needs.

• Focus on strengths and interests: The process is capacity-based and centers on what the 
person can do, rather than focusing on disabilities or deficits. The goal is to understand what 
brings the person joy and highlights their abilities.

• Informed choice: Experiential learning about the person’s interests, skills, abilities and support 
needs.  Trying various types of tasks and job.  

• Identify ideal conditions: Collecting information on the conditions necessary for the person to 
be successful. This might include the pace of work, level of supervision, or environmental 
factors. 
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Customized Employment – Discovery with the Person 

What services offer Discovery?  

• Employment Training Program (3-4 months)

• Pathway to Employment (425 to 556 hours over 1-2 years)

• Community Based Prevocational Services (more than 1 year)

• Combination of ACCES-VR services
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Customized Employment – Discovery with the Person 

What Tools are Available for Discovery?

• Employment Training Program (ETP) Discovery Report –
https://eleversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/2.-ETP-Discovery-Report-10-1-19.pdf

• Pathway to Employment Workbook with Career , Vocational and 
Transitional Plan – https://eleversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/1.-Pathway-to-
Employment-Workbook-with-Career-Vocational-and-Transition-Plan-002.pdf

• Marc Gold  - Discovery Handbook – https://www.marcgold.com/discovery

• Bringing Fidelity to Customized Employment Processes –
https://www.griffinhammis.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Bringing-Fidelity-to-Customized-
Employment-Processes.pdf

https://eleversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/2.-ETP-Discovery-Report-10-1-19.pdf
https://eleversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/1.-Pathway-to-Employment-Workbook-with-Career-Vocational-and-Transition-Plan-002.pdf
https://eleversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/1.-Pathway-to-Employment-Workbook-with-Career-Vocational-and-Transition-Plan-002.pdf
https://www.marcgold.com/discovery
https://www.griffinhammis.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Bringing-Fidelity-to-Customized-Employment-Processes.pdf
https://www.griffinhammis.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Bringing-Fidelity-to-Customized-Employment-Processes.pdf
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Customized Employment – Creat ive  Job Development  P lan  

Meet with the person and their support team to develop a customized job development 
plan. 

• Review the Discovery process and what was learned.  

• Brainstorm the types of job tasks that may align with the person’s skills and abilities.

• Brainstorm what types of workplace settings and culture may align with the person’s 
conditions for success (i.e., busy/quiet, lots of people/limited public interaction, structured 
tasks/flexible tasks, etc.)

• Brainstorm a list of businesses where these tasks and conditions may occur.  

• Review transportation options.



9OFFICE FOR PEOPLE WITH DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES

Customized Employment  – Creat ive  Job Development  P lan 

Meet with the person and their support team to develop a customized job development plan. 

• Review the impact of wages on public benefits.

• Review what types of alternate employment arrangements may work for the person, if 
needed.

o Job Customization - An individualized job description is created or negotiated by 
either.

o Job Carving - Selecting a subset of tasks from a traditional job description.
o Task Reassignment - Reassigning tasks from an existing role to create a new job.
o Negotiated Job Description - Creating a completely new job based on the specific 

needs of the employer and the skills of the job seeker.
o Self-Employment

• Collaboratively, develop assigned tasks, timelines, and communication agreements.
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• Listen when talking to employers to establish unmet needs that the person you’re supporting  
might fill.

• Tour a business, observe the site for unmet needs and possible opportunities.
• Ask lots of questions about the business, business’ goals, manager’s experience and workforce. 

Examples of questions to ask when getting to know a business:  
o Do employees have duties that take time away from their main area of expertise? 
o Are there busy times of the day or week when you could use extra help? 
o Do you have any tasks that employees do that could be completed more efficiently as a 

separate job? 
o Are you able to maintain production or are there times when you have challenges meeting 

your outcomes? 
o Are there tasks that you would like to see done more frequently or that are not being 

performed at all?

Customized Employment – Discovery with the Business 
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C u s t o m i z e d  E m p l o y m e n t  – N e g o t i a t e  a  C r e a t i v e  E m p l o y m e n t  A r r a n g e m e n t

Negotiating a Creative Employment Arrangement with a Business

• In Customized Employment, you can negotiate to carve out duties from existing roles or create a 
new position that aligns with the person’s specific skills and the employer's needs. 

• Create proposals that target enhanced customer experience, create new products or services, 
and/or increase workflow efficiencies. 

• Job negotiation requires the ability to critically assess workplace expectations and culture.

• Offer options to address business needs and allows the business to focus on their core 
competencies.  Addressing business needs may include:
o Increasing access to resources
o Accessing specialized skills or products
o Offering more staff and time to handle tasks (i.e. sterilizing, cleaning, customer service, etc.)
o Managing projects more efficiently
o Increasing flexibility to meet fluctuating demands

• Remember to negotiate beyond just salary, and consider other areas like a flexible schedule, 
remote work options, or professional development opportunities.
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Customized Employment  – Discovery with  the Business 

Skills for Negotiating with Businesses 

• Identify employer needs: Research and interview employers to find their unmet 
needs, pain points, or tasks that take time away from employees' main 
responsibilities.

• Align person’s strengths with employer needs: Strategically match the person’s 
discovered skills and conditions for success with the employer's unmet needs. The 
negotiation focuses on how the person can be a valuable contributor.

• Build a strong proposal: Highlight the specific, unique value the job seeker can 
bring to the company. Focus on how the proposed role would benefit the employer 
by increasing efficiency or productivity.
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C u s t o m i z e d  E m p l o y m e n t  – N e g o t i a t e  a  C r e a t i v e  E m p l o y m e n t  A r r a n g e m e n t

Examples of Creative Employment Arrangements
• Job Customization - An individualized job description is created or negotiated by either.
• Job Carving - Selecting a subset of tasks from a traditional job description.
• Task Reassignment - Reassigning tasks from an existing role to create a new job.
• Negotiated Job Description - Creating a completely new job based on the specific needs of the 

employer and the skills of the job seeker.
• Subcontracting – There are 2 ways to subcontract:

o Offer a business a new service or goods which a business can add to their current services 
or product lines, or  

o A person who is an “expert” or “specialist” in a service or task that the business cannot 
meet the need themselves.  The person can do that task or service on their schedule as a 
subcontractor (not a wage employee)

• Self-Employment – Assisting the person in developing a business plan and starting a business 
OR becoming employed through a gig or online marketing business such as Uber Eats or Rover.  
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Wildwood Programs – Customized Employment 
Bridget Chiaramonte, MS.Ed Bridget Chiaramonte
Video: https://www.wildwoodprograms.org/business-portal/

Instead of….

1. Person First Language “I help 
people find work” “Jimmy needs a job”

2. Funding Lingo “OPWDD, ACCES-
VR”

3. Nonprofit Lingo: I provide 
Employment Services. Are you hiring? 
Can you job carve? 

4. Short-term asks: “Are you hiring?” 

Say…

1. Business First Language: “We help businesses 
find talent”

2. Our services are free (or funded by Medicaid / 
State Ed.) to help qualified people find work and 
get off benefits.

3. Business Lingo: We offer recruitment and 
retention services to businesses. Could you help 
me better understand your hiring needs?

4. Long-term goals: We have jobseekers who may 
be a fit for your positions. Could we chat briefly to 
make sure I’m referring the right candidates? 

http://ms.ed/
https://www.wildwoodprograms.org/business-portal/


Job Customization 2025

Community Care Physicians Arnoff Moving & Storage Discover Albany

Think big picture: What do these scenarios have in common? 



Job Customization 

1. Outreach: Know your target audience. For WW, it’s 
mid-size businesses (50-1000 employees) in 
Hospitality, Manufacturing, Healthcare, Retail,  
seeking growth.

2. The ask: Be curious. Would a partnership fit your 
vision?  Often sparked through a warm connection, 
email, cold-call, walk-in and followed up with a 
meeting without a jobseeker.

3. The pitch: “The everybody’s doing it” technique… 
i.e: share similar examples, host Partner Awards. 
Have your website identify these successes. 

4. The alternative (or expansion): Find other ways 
to partner 

Customization Challenges

1. Large Corporations
2. State Agencies
3. Time
4. Caseloads
5. A Bad Prior Experience



17OFFICE FOR PEOPLE WITH DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES

Why is Customized Employment Important?

Customized Employment often leads to increased job satisfaction and improved 
employment outcomes. 

• Employment First will empower more people to seek employment with varying levels of support 
needs.

• Increased number of people moving from day and vocational services to employment.

• People with complex needs often need a process that differs from typical supported 
employment.

• Young adults transitioning from school may need part-time or flexible options to support 
vocational and career development.

• People have varied interests and may want flexible or creative employment options.  
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Employment Trends and Customized Employment

Positive Industry Trends

 Healthcare and Boomers

 Physical Fitness 

 Busy Working Families

 Pet Care & Products

 Graphic Arts

 Social Media

 Handmade Goods

 Weddings and Parties 
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Employment Trends and Customized Employment

What are examples of businesses that may match a persons 
interests or skills?  

• Fitness and health
• Talking to people
• Taking care of elderly people
• Cooking 
• Cars
• Detailed writing
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Can Providers  Bi l l  for  Customized Employment  Serv ices?

• (i) vocational assessment, person-centered employment planning and job-related 
experiential learning;

• (iii) job development, analysis, customization, and carving, including negotiation and 
creating potential jobs with prospective employers on behalf of an individual or group 
of individuals; 

• (v) job coaching, training, and planning within the work environment; 

• (xi) other workplace support services including services that enable the individual to 
be successfully integrated into the job setting (e.g., development of natural supports in 
the work environment);  

• (x) benefits support, advisement, and asset development; 

Billable Services Location: https://eleversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/5.-List-of-
Allowable-SEMP-Services-1-2-24.pdf

https://eleversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/5.-List-of-Allowable-SEMP-Services-1-2-24.pdf
https://eleversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/5.-List-of-Allowable-SEMP-Services-1-2-24.pdf
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Can Providers  Bi l l  for Customized Employment  Serv ices?

• (xiii) communication with the individual, family or other members of the individual's circle of 
support to discuss and address employment-related issues, such as management of benefits 
or challenges the individual may have in the work environment;

• (xiv) meetings, reports, and communication with OPWDD staff regarding progress and 
outcomes for individuals receiving SEMP services; 

• (xvi) planning the delivery of all allowable SEMP services [other activities previously approved 
by OPWDD.]; 

• (xvii) managing the delivery of all allowable SEMP services; 

• (xviii) preparation and review of documents, reports, and other required information in support 
of SEMP allowable services as required by OPWDD;

Billable Services Location: https://eleversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/5.-List-of-Allowable-
SEMP-Services-1-2-24.pdf

https://eleversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/5.-List-of-Allowable-SEMP-Services-1-2-24.pdf
https://eleversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/5.-List-of-Allowable-SEMP-Services-1-2-24.pdf
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Sel f  Employment  Success Story 

Robert “Bobby” – Robert’s Lawn Service

Started: 2008 by walking around his neighborhood offering lawn care
SEMP Support: Helps with scheduling, finances, invoicing, and customer management

Services Offered:
Lawn mowing, leaf raking, weed whacking
Snow shoveling & snow blowing (added for winter income)

Equipment:
Owns 2 riding mowers & a push mower (bought 2023)
Church donated snow blower & weed wacker
Provides free lawn care for church & elderly neighbors

Business Operations:
Works within 2-mile radius, rides mower between jobs
About 5 hours/week; currently 4 customers (down from 10 due to rate increases: $20 → $25 → 
$30/lawn)
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Sel f  Employment  Success Story 

• Promotes via YouTube, Facebook, and lawn tractor signage

• Job Coach (Mike): Supports with billing, customer communication, organization, and safety

• Provides 1–2 hrs/week of coaching

• Community Impact: Known locally for independence, kindness, and generosity

• Other Employment: Works part-time at local landfill sorting recycling

Bobby’s Advice: “You can do it!” — encouraging others to 
believe in themselves
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Sel f  Employment  Success Story 
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Sel f  Employment  Success Story 
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Sel f  Employment  Success Story 
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Questions for Discussion  

What topics would you like to see in a targeted 
Customized Employment training? 
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Questions for Discussion  

What are ways can you help your staff to do 
Customized Employment? 
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Q & A 
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Resources

OPWDD Website: www.opwdd.ny.gov

EMCA Technical Assistance Mailboxes:
employment.vocational.services@opwdd.ny.gov

day.community.services@opwdd.ny.gov

Service-Specific Information:
https://opwdd.ny.gov/types-services/employment-services

https://opwdd.ny.gov/types-services/employment-training-and-
supports

https://opwdd.ny.gov/types-services/day-services

http://www.opwdd.ny.gov/
mailto:employment.vocational.services@opwdd.ny.gov
mailto:day.community.services@opwdd.ny.gov
https://opwdd.ny.gov/types-services/employment-services
https://opwdd.ny.gov/types-services/employment-training-and-supports
https://opwdd.ny.gov/types-services/employment-training-and-supports
https://opwdd.ny.gov/types-services/day-services
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Presenters

Julia A. Kelly, MS. Ed. 
Director, Employment & Meaningful Community Activities
NYS Office for People With Developmental Disabilities
Phone: 518-473-7030
julia.a.kelly@opwdd.ny.gov

Daniel Prince 
Statewide Manager, Employment Training Program (ETP)
NYS Office for People With Developmental Disabilities
Phone: 518-903-9257
daniel.m.prince@opwdd.ny.gov

Bridget Chiaramonte, M.Ed
Business Development Liaison 
Wildwood Programs
Office 518.640.3317  |  Fax 518.640.3307
Business.wildwoodprograms.org

mailto:julia.a.kelly@opwdd.ny.gov
mailto:daniel.m.prince@opwdd.ny.gov
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