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Abstract.18

BACKGROUND: Customized employment (CE) is a highly relevant but underused strategy for individuals with significant
disabilities. It is important to examine how CE has been utilized in state vocational rehabilitation agencies (SVRAs).
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OBJECTIVE: The purpose of this study is to identify SVRAs’ CE service patterns and outcomes from 2017 to 2020.21

METHOD: Descriptive analysis, chi-square, and t-test comprised data analysis.22

RESULTS: 78% of the consumers receiving CE were associated with 10 SVRAs. This sample (N = 1,779) was 57.4% male
and 42.6% female and had a mean age of 31.61 years. 77% were White. The frequent services provided with CE were VR
counseling and guidance, assessment, and job placement assistance. Based on the service provision pattern, the agencies
were separated into Group A, using co-occurring services other than supported employment (SE), and Group B, using SE
along with CE. Consumers served by Group B are more likely to have cognitive impairment, intellectual disability, and the
most significant disability. Group A is associated with lower employment, higher weekly earning and weekly hours worked.

23
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CONCLUSION: VR agencies and providers should consider these findings to refine and improve their service delivery and
policies/procedures particularly for customized employment.
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in the mid-2000 s suggested that customized employ-36

ment (CE) produced valued employment outcomes37

for individuals with disabilities (Citron et al., 2008;38

Elinson et al., 2008; Fesko et al., 2008). These39

projects highlighted the promise of CE as a voca-40

tional rehabilitation intervention and demonstrated41

that CE had the potential to mitigate the dispar-42

ity in employment opportunities and outcomes that43

exist for people with significant disabilities. In 2014,44

CE was outlined in statute when the Rehabilitation45

Act was amended in the Workforce Innovation and46

Opportunity Act (WIOA, 2014). Specifically, CE was47

defined as: “competitive integrated employment, for48

an individual with a significant disability that is based49

on an individualized determination of the strengths,50

needs, and interests of the individual with a significant51

disability, and is designed to meet the specific abilities52

of the individual with a significant disability and the53

business needs of the employer” (29 U.S.C §705(7),54

p. 1634). The statute also outlined specific strate-55

gies for implementing CE including: (a) exploring56

jobs with the individual; (b) working with employ-57

ers to facilitate placement, including customizing58

a job description based on current employer needs59

or on previously unidentified and unmet employer60

needs; (c) developing a set of job duties, a work61

schedule, and job arrangement, along with specifics62

of supervision (including a performance evaluation63

review), and determining a job location; (d) repre-64

senting a professional chosen by the individual, or65

self-representation of the individual in working with66

an employer to facilitate placement; and (e) providing67

services and supports at the job placement (29 U.S.C68

§705 et seq.).69

Customized employment represents a significant70

shift in the way employment support services are71

developed and provided for people with the most72

significant disabilities. CE is a sequential, cumu-73

lative process that includes three interconnected74

phases: discovery, customized job development, and75

ongoing supports. Discovery is the first CE phase76

used to determine an individual’s strengths, inter-77

ests, skills, and support needs to obtain and maintain78

customized employment. The discovery process79

includes interviews, observations, interactions with80

the employment seeker, and documentation review81

(Inge, et al., 2018; Workforce Innovation Technical82

Assistance Center [WINTAC], 2017). Interviews are83

conducted with family members and other influential84

people in the employment seeker’s life. Observations85

take place in settings where the job seeker participates86

in familiar and less familiar activities. The informa-87

tion obtained from task-based discovery activities is 88

used to inform how best to support a job seeker in a 89

customized job. 90

Discovery is the foundation for the second phase, 91

customized job development, and is used to identify 92

businesses that represent the job seeker’s vocational 93

themes. Informational interviews provide the frame- 94

work to learn more about businesses’ needs, working 95

conditions, and potential employers who engage in 96

similar work. Customized job development assumes 97

that jobs are negotiated based on an employment pro- 98

posal that accounts for the job seeker’s unique skills 99

and interests. The job developer, also known as an 100

employment specialist, completes a job site analy- 101

sis and plan (Hall & Keeton, 2021) that can be used 102

to develop the employment proposal. The final phase 103

includes providing individually tailored ongoing sup- 104

ports to the customized employee and employer. 105

Providing customized employment to assist peo- 106

ple with the most significant disabilities is critical, 107

because they remain chronically unemployed. In fact, 108

only 21.1% of people with intellectual and devel- 109

opmental disabilities work in competitive integrated 110

employment settings, while the remaining 78.9% 111

receive services in facility-based work and non-work 112

settings (Winsor, et al., 2021). There is ongoing 113

research that supports the utility of CE as a rehabil- 114

itation service that can be used to improve the poor 115

employment outcomes for individuals with the sig- 116

nificant disabilities (Inge, et al., 2022; Riesen, et al., 117

2021a; Riesen, et al., 2021b). 118

Although CE is a promising rehabilitation prac- 119

tice (Riesen, et al., under review), there appears to 120

be inconsistent CE implementation and utilization 121

across the country and poor overall CE outcomes 122

(Kim, et al., 2023). Kim and colleagues reported 123

on preliminary data extracted from the Rehabilita- 124

tion Services Administration Case Service Report 125

(RSA-911) for program years (PY) 2017–2020 to 126

determine outcomes for individuals receiving CE as a 127

Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) service. RSA’s Case 128

Service Report is the administrative data collected by 129

each state Vocational Rehabilitation agency (SRVA) 130

on consumers exiting in a program year. Their results 131

showed that 10 SVRAs were associated with 78% 132

of the 2,280 individuals that received CE who exited 133

after being served under an Individualized Plan for 134

Employment (IPE). Of these 2,280 individuals, only 135

692 (30.4%) successfully exited to competitive inte- 136

grated employment (CIE). These individuals worked 137

a median of 15 hours per week and received a median 138

wage of $11.24 an hour. 139
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The low utilization of CE is concerning because140

rehabilitation professionals generally view CE as a141

highly relevant strategy for individuals with signif-142

icant disabilities (Inge, et al., 2022; Leahy, et al.,143

2018). Therefore, it is important to more fully exam-144

ine how SVRAs are utilizing CE as a service and145

identify the systemic and practitioner barriers to146

effective implementation and successful CIE closures147

(Bishop, Zhou, Iwanaga, Chan, & Tansey, 2021). The148

purpose of this study is to expand the analysis of RSA149

PY 2017 through PY 2020 to determine SRVRA cus-150

tomized employment service patterns and outcomes.151

The following research questions were examined for152

this study:153

RQ1. What are the characteristics of SRVAs in154

terms of CE service provisions/patterns?155

RQ2. Are there differences in the services used156

in conjunction with CE services among the 10 state157

SRVAs with 78% of the individuals who exited ser-158

vices after an IPE and received CE services?159

RQ2. Are individuals more likely to exit VR160

services in CIE when the SVRA utilizes CE with161

co-occurring services?162

RQ3. What is the median wage for individuals exit-163

ing services in CIE for SVRAs that utilize CE as164

co-occurring services?165

2. Method166

2.1. Participants and data source167

Data used in the current study was extracted from168

RSA-911 database, a federal data source of SVRA169

services and customers served by SVRAs. The cases170

analyzed in this research were selected based on171

the following criteria: (a) consumers who received172

services from a SVRA and exited from PY 2017173

through PY 2020, (b) consumers who received cus-174

tomized employment services from a SVRA or from175

agency/providers, (c) consumers who were served by176

one of the 10 SVRAs with the highest service utiliza-177

tion of customized employment. According to these178

criteria, 1,779 cases were selected for the analyses.179

2.2. Procedures180

Multiple analyses were conducted to understand181

service patterns and service outcomes related to cus-182

tomized employment services provided by SVRAs.183

A frequency test was used to identify the 10 SVRAs184

with the highest utilization of customized employ-185

ment services. Descriptive analyses were conducted186

to understand the demographic characteristics of the 187

VR cases that met the sample criteria. Another fre- 188

quency test was used to identify the most frequent 189

VR services provided to individuals receiving cus- 190

tomized employment services within the 10 SVRAs. 191

Based on the differences that were identified in the 192

frequency of VR services used in conjunction with 193

CE, the 10 SVRAs were assigned to one of two 194

groups. Chi-square analyses were then used to test 195

the differences in frequency of services utilization 196

with CE between the two groups. Finally, analyses of 197

variance (ANOVA) were conducted to examine the 198

differences between the two groups in employment 199

outcomes including employment at the time of exit, 200

weekly earning, and weekly working hours. 201

3. Results 202

3.1. Selection of SVRAs 203

A frequency test was conducted to identify the 204

rate of CE service utilization in the SVRAs across 205

the United States. The result shows that 10 agencies 206

out of 77 SVRAs were associated with 78% of the 207

VR recipients who exited services after being served 208

under an IPE and received customized employment. 209

VR state agencies operate as (1) Combined VR agen- 210

cies, (2) Blind VR agencies that serve individuals 211

who are blind or have visual impairments, and 3) 212

General VR agencies that serves individuals with all 213

other types of disabilities. The 10 agencies associ- 214

ated with 78% of the VR recipients who exited after 215

being served under an IPE and received CE were 216

General/Combined VR agencies. The remaining 67 217

agencies accounted for 22% of CE service utiliza- 218

tion. To capture the service patterns and employment 219

outcomes associated with customized employment, 220

1,779 consumers who met the study criteria in these 221

10 SVRAs were selected for further analyses. 222

3.2. Descriptive statistics 223

Descriptive analysis was conducted to identify the 224

demographic characteristics of the 1,779 consumers 225

who received customized employment services. 226

Table 1 presents this information. Most of the sam- 227

ple was white (n = 1,370, 77%) with a mean age 228

of 31.61 years old (SD = 12.39, ranging from 18 229

to 84). A slightly larger percentage of the sam- 230

ple were male (57.4%, n = 1,022), as compared to 231

female (42.4%, n = 755). The most prevalent disabil- 232

ity source of impairment was cognitive impairments 233
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics of consumers served by 10 SVRAs

Variables N %

Age Mean=31.61 (SD = 12.39, range 18 to 84)
Gender

Male 1,022 57.4
Female 755 42.4
Unidentified 2 0.1

Race/ethnicity
White 1,370 77.0
Black/African American 264 14.8
Asian 39 2.2
Multi-racial 39 2.2
American Indian 18 1.0
Native Hawaiian/other pacific 5 0.3
Unidentified 44 2.5

Most common disability source
Cognitive impairments 862 48.5
Psychosocial impairments 496 27.9
Mental impairments 74 4.2
Physical impairments 71 4.0
Communicative impairments 50 2.8
Other 13 categories 12.6

Primary source of disability
Intellectual disability 380 21.4
Autism 311 17.5
Depressive/other mood disorder 175 9.8
Learning disabilities 167 9.4
Attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder 121 6.8
Other (18 categories) 35.1

Most common Barriers to CIE
Low-income status 884 49.7
Long-term employment 809 45.5
Basic skills deficiency 589 33.1

Exited in CIE
Yes 538 30.2
No 1,241 69.8

(n = 862, 48.5%), and the primary source of disability234

was intellectual disability (n = 380, 21.4%). The most235

common barriers to CIE included low-income status236

(n = 884, 49.7%), long-term unemployment (n = 809,237

45.5%), and basic skills deficiency (n = 589, 33.1%).238

The number of consumers who exited in CIE239

after receiving customized employment services was240

538 (30.2%); while 1,241 (69.8%) did not achieve241

a competitive integrated employment outcome. Of242

those who exited in employment, the median work-243

ing hour was 13 hours (mean = 15.41, SD = 11.16),244

the median hourly wage was $11.50 (mean = $11.25,245

SD = 5.81) and the median weekly wage was $150246

(mean = $191.54, SD = 197.95).247

3.3. VR Services provided with customized248

employment249

For the 10 SVRAs, frequency of VR services pro-250

vided with customized employment was examined251

to understand service patterns. This data is pre- 252

sented in Table 2. The services provided to more 253

than 10% of the consumers served with customized 254

employment were vocational rehabilitation coun- 255

seling and guidance (n = 831, 46.7%), assessment 256

(n = 457, 25.7%), job placement assistance (n = 433, 257

24.3%), benefits counseling (n = 393, 22.1%), sup- 258

ported employment (n = 311, 17.5%), short term job 259

supports (n = 233, 13.1%), and information and refer- 260

ral services (n = 233, 13.1%). 261

Agency level discrepancies were observed in the 262

types of services provided with customized employ- 263

ment. The SVRA with highest utilization rate of 264

rehabilitation counseling and guidance provided this 265

service to 100% of consumers (n = 65), whereas 266

SVRA with the lowest utilization provided it to 267

only 3.3% of consumers (n = 2). The discrepancy 268

was also found in the assessment (highest 57.4%, 269

n = 35, lowest 9.7%, n = 47), job placement assis- 270

tance (highest 63.7%, n = 216, lowest 0%), benefits 271
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Table 2
VR services provided with customized employment

VR service Group A Group B Total
(N = 1,171) (N = 608) (N = 1,779)

N % N % N %

VR counseling and guidance 520 44.4 311 51.2 831 46.7
Assessment 229 19.6 228 37.5 457 25.7
Job placement assistance 323 27.6 110 18.1 433 24.3
Benefits counseling 144 12.3 249 41.0 393 22.1
Supported employment 64 5.5 247 40.6 311 17.5
Short term job supports 172 14.7 61 10.0 233 13.1
Information and referral services 73 6.2 160 26.3 233 13.1

counseling (highest 65.5%, n = 156, lowest 0%), sup-272

ported employment (highest 55.7%, n = 49, lowest273

0%), short-term job supports (highest 39.5%, n = 49,274

lowest = 0%), and information and referral services275

(highest 100%, n = 116, lowest 0%).276

3.4. Difference in service patterns in conjunction277

with customized employment278

An analysis of service patterns indicated that there279

are two markedly different approaches to customized280

employment by SVRAs. Some SVRAs are more281

likely to include referrals for supported employ-282

ment (SE), while others are more likely to use283

services other than supported employment in con-284

junction with customized employment. Based on285

this finding, the 10 SVRAs were separated into two286

groups. Group A (n = 1,171) consists of five SVRAs287

using co-occurring services with customized employ-288

ment other than supported employment. Group B289

(n = 608) consists of the other five SVRAs more290

likely to use supported employment in addition to291

customized employment. The statistical significance292

of differences in service patterns was examined293

between groups using chi-square tests. As a results,294

the analysis confirmed that Group B is signifi-295

cantly more likely to include supported employment296

service in addition to customized employment com-297

pared to Group A (χ2(1, N = 1,779) = 342.955,298

p < 0.001). In further analysis, SVRAs included299

in Group A were more likely to provide job300

placement assistance (χ2(1, N = 1,779) = 19.577,301

p < 0.001) and short-term job support (χ2(1,302

N = 1,779) = 7.621, p = 0.006). SVRAs in Group B303

were more likely to include assessment (χ2(1,304

N = 1,779) = 67.504, p < 0.001), benefits counseling305

(χ2(1, N = 1,779) = 190.957, p < 0.001), information306

and referral services (χ2(1, N = 1,779) = 141.800,307

p < 0.001), and vocational rehabilitation guidance and308

counseling (χ2(1, N = 1,779) = 7.314, p = 0.007). The309

frequencies of SVR services provided by each group 310

are presented in Table 2. 311

3.5. Difference in demographic characteristics 312

Analysis to identify group differences in demo- 313

graphic characteristics indicated significant differ- 314

ences in consumers’ disability type and disability 315

significance. The proportion of consumers with cog- 316

nitive impairment was significantly higher (χ2(1, 317

N = 1,779) = 87.271, p < 0.001)) in Group B (63.8%) 318

compared to Group A (40.5%). The proportion of 319

consumers with intellectual disability was signifi- 320

cantly higher (χ2(1, N = 1,779) = 211.107, p < 0.001) 321

in Group B (41.0%) compared to Group A (11.2%). 322

In addition, the proportion of consumers who were 323

most significantly disabled was higher in Group 324

B (93.9%) compared to Group A (74.5%; χ2(2, 325

N = 1,779) = 101.608, p < 0.001). Almost 90% of 326

consumers with either cognitive impairment or 327

intellectual disability were identified to be most 328

significantly disabled. There were no significant dif- 329

ferences in race/ethnicity between groups. 330

3.6. Difference in employment outcome 331

In the final analysis, the differences in employ- 332

ment status at the time of exit, weekly earnings, 333

and weekly hours worked were examined between 334

the SVRAs in Group A that provide customized 335

employment as a co-occurring service with job 336

placement assistance and short-term job support, 337

and those in Group B that are more likely to use 338

referral for supported employment. In the employ- 339

ment outcome, consumers served in Group B were 340

more likely to exit in competitive integrated employ- 341

ment (59.4%) than individuals served in Group 342

A (15.1%; (χ2(1, N = 1,779) = 371.620, p < 0.001). 343

Detailed information regarding the number of con- 344

sumers who exited with CIE from each state VR 345
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Table 3
10 SVRAs’ consumers closed in CIE

State VR # closed in CIE All closures % cases closed in
agencies receiving CE in CIE CIE receiving CE

Group A states
State #1 33 487 6.8%
State #2 84 339 24.8%
State #3 38 99 38.4%
State #4 17 185 9.2%
State #5 5 61 8.2%

Total of group A 177 1,171 15.1%
Group B states

State #1 34 65 47.7%
State #2 42 116 36.2%
State #3 47 88 53.4%
State #4 228 238 95.8%
State #5 10 101 9.9%

Total of group B 361 608 59.4%

agency is presented in Table 3. There was sig-346

nificant difference in the comparison of weekly347

earning (t (538) = 7.57, p < 0.001) and weekly work-348

ing hours (t (538) = 9.11, p < 0.001) between the349

two groups. The consumers served by Group A350

was identified to earn more wage (mean = $279.34,351

SD = 250.75) compared to consumers served by352

Group B (mean = 148.49, SD = 148.53). Those served353

by Group A (mean = 21.24, SD = 13.37) also worked354

more hours in a week compared to those served by355

Group B (mean = 12.55, SD = 8.57).356

Further, considering the between-group dispar-357

ity in the demographic characteristics, cognitive358

impairment, intellectual disability, and severity359

of disability were included in the further anal-360

ysis to examine their impact on employment361

outcomes. As a result, statuses of cognitive362

impairment (χ2(1, N = 1,779) = 60.517, p < 0.001),363

intellectual disability (χ2(N = 1,779) = 61.136,364

p < 0.001), and being significantly disabled (χ2(2,365

N = 1,779) = 43.144, p < 0.001) were the significant366

predictors of higher employment rate. However,367

cognitive impairment was associated with lower368

weekly wage (mean = 176.51, SD = 176.92; t369

(538) = 2.26, p < 0.05) and lower weekly hours370

worked (mean = 14.57, SD = 10.62; t (538) = 2.28,371

p < 0.05) compared to consumers with other types372

of primary impairments (weekly age mean = 216.55,373

SD = 226.96; weekly working hours mean = 16.80,374

SD = 11.90). Intellectual disability was also asso-375

ciated with lower weekly earning (mean = 124.16,376

SD = 82.43; t (538) = 5.69, p < 0.001) and lower377

weekly hours worked (mean = 11.68, SD = 7.63; t378

(538) = 5.58, p < 0.001) compared to other types of379

disabilities (weekly age mean = 224.58, SD = 227.59;380

weekly working hours mean = 17.24, SD = 12.13).

4. Discussion 381

The number of VR recipients exiting SVRAs 382

during 2017 to 2020 who received CE services is con- 383

cerning. In 77 SVRAs, only 2,280 individuals exited 384

services after receiving customized employment. Ten 385

states were responsible for 78% of this number, while 386

the other 22% utilization of CE was accounted for 387

by 67 agencies. The number of recipients in the 10 388

states who exited in CIE after receiving customized 389

employment services was low (n = 538, 30.2%; while 390

over twice as many, 1,241 (69.8%) did not exit in 391

employment after receiving SVRA services. 392

Limited diversity in terms of race and ethnicity 393

was observed among VR recipients who received CE. 394

The majority of the individuals were white (n = 1,370, 395

77%) followed by Black/African American (n = 264, 396

14.8%). This same limited diversity is seen in the 397

overall sample of VR recipients exiting SRVAs dur- 398

ing this time period who achieved a CIE outcome. 399

For comparison, 74.8% of all VR participants with 400

an employment outcome in 2020 identified as White; 401

while 22% identified as Black; 7.7% as Hispanic as 402

examples (Revell et al., in press). Efforts are needed 403

to reach individuals from diverse racial and ethnic 404

backgrounds to ensure that they have equitable access 405

to services. This includes identifying and remediat- 406

ing barriers that potentially bias their access to VR 407

services including CE. 408

The low numbers of VR recipients exiting in CIE 409

after receiving customized employment services raise 410

questions regarding the capacity of SVRAs to provide 411

CE to individuals with the most significant disabili- 412

ties. Although RSA 911 data does not indicate why 413

the number of VR recipients receiving CE services 414

is low, there may be several factors associated with 415
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this outcome. Approximately 58% of the states in416

the United States have a CE state policy; 18% have417

a CE fee schedule; and 8% are using the Discov-418

ery Fidelity Scale developed by Hall, et al., 2016419

(D. Crandell, personal communication, October 6,420

2022). A lack of clear state policy, absence of a CE421

fee schedule, limited system wide adoption of vali-422

dated CE procedures, and limited published research423

can all contribute to underutilization of CE services.424

To authorize and vend for CE as service, VR coun-425

selors must have a cadre of agencies who understand426

how to provide substantive CE services. In addition,427

they must be able to effectively oversee providers,428

review documentation, and assess whether fidelity429

CE standards have been met.430

Although there is overlap in the two services, there431

are clear distinctions in SE and CE service delivery.432

VR counselors may need guidance on who to refer for433

customized employment services versus supported434

employment. A question that has been asked by states435

receiving technical assistance (TA) from the Voca-436

tional Rehabilitation Technical Assistance Center on437

Quality Employment (VRTAC-QE) is who should be438

referred for customized employment.439

Another concern is the implementation of services440

by the agencies that are vendors of CE for the SVRAs.441

Riesen et al. (in press) found that only 27 SVRAs have442

separate internal or external training requirements443

for SE and CE vendors. The Association of Com-444

munity Rehabilitation Educators (ACRE) approves445

training curriculum based on competencies for cus-446

tomized employment, and some states are requiring447

service providers to complete an approved training448

curriculum. Nationally, there are only nine curricula449

approved by the ACRE to issue the Basic Certifi-450

cate with an emphasis in Customized Employment451

(D. Wilkerson, personal communication, July 28,452

2022). These nine agencies with approved training453

have issued 3,026 certificates to (service providers454

(e.g., employment specialists/job coaches)) accord-455

ing to the certificate registry on the ACRE website456

(Association of Community rehabilitation Educators,457

2022) In comparison, there are 16,621 listed as hold-458

ing the Basic Employment Certificate. As more states459

are requiring the Basic Certificate in Customized460

Employment for vendors to bill for this service or con-461

sidering doing so, it is concerning that the demand for462

providers outweighs the supply. This disparity may463

account for the low numbers of VR recipients who are464

receiving CE services. States must begin to determine465

how they can increase the capacity of their vendors to466

provide customized employment with fidelity. This467

may include allowing agencies to provide CE by 468

service providers who hold the Basic Employment 469

Certificate while setting a timeline for their obtain- 470

ing the Basic Certificate in Customized Employment. 471

During this time, SVRAs should ensure that techni- 472

cal assistance (TA) is available for service providers 473

to ensure fidelity of the intervention. In other words, 474

service providers must be able to demonstrate knowl- 475

edge of CE services as well as demonstrate skills 476

to implement the services. Currently, VRTAC-QE 477

is one source of technical assistance for states 478

to work towards their goals of improving their 479

capacity in customized employment. It may also 480

be beneficial for SVRAs to establish a stipend or 481

provide financial support to agencies in order for 482

them to meet their requirements for providing CE 483

services. 484

The median hours worked by the individuals in 485

this sample who received CE services and exited in 486

competitive integrated employment were 13 hours 487

per week, which is less than those for all VR recip- 488

ients exiting in CIE. The average hours worked per 489

week at closure for all VR recipients exiting in CIE 490

were 29.7 hours in program year (PY) 2018, 29.9 491

hours in PY 2019, and 29.1 hours in PY 2020. 492

The median hourly wage for those who exited in 493

CIE was $11.5 (mean = $11.25, SD = 5.81), and the 494

median weekly wage was $150 (mean = $191.54, 495

SD = 197.95). Although this hourly wage is more than 496

the $7.25 federal minimum wage, it is less than the 497

hourly wage achieved at closure for all VR recipients 498

exiting in CIE. As a comparison, the average earnings 499

per hour at closure for all VR recipients exiting in CIE 500

was $13.00 per hour in PY 2018; $14.00 in 2019; and 501

$13.10 per hour in PY 2020. Associated with the low 502

hourly minimum wages is the low weekly wage for 503

this sample. VR recipients who received CE services 504

and exited in CIE earned a median weekly wage of 505

$150 (mean = $191.54, SD = 197.95) per week. This 506

is less per week than other VR recipients who exited 507

in CIE during this same time period. In 2018, the 508

average earnings per week at closure for all VR recip- 509

ients exiting in CIE were $392.04 in 2018; $418.60 510

in 2019; and $419.19 in 2020 (Revell, Inge, Cimera, 511

Brinck, & Keeton, in press). The low number of hours 512

worked and wages earned are concerning for a num- 513

ber of reasons. First, working so few hours raises 514

the concern of what workers with disabilities will 515

do the remainder of their week. Likewise, a median 516

weekly wage of $150 is clearly below the poverty 517

level. As such, there is a concern that individuals 518

obtaining employment through CE interventions are 519
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experiencing underemployment relative to compara-520

ble peers being served by SVRAs.521

Negotiation and customization are two primary522

features of customized employment, and agencies523

providing these services need to negotiate for more524

hours and greater wages that, at a minimum, reflect525

the hours and wages of other VR recipients who526

exit services in CIE. Individuals who receive CE527

services are, by federal definition, individuals with528

significant disabilities. Typically, these individuals529

will have greater barriers to employment than other530

VR recipients, which may include lower expecta-531

tions for their employment outcomes. However, VR532

service providers should not expect that individuals533

with significant disabilities can only work a mini-534

mum number of hours per week or that they cannot535

earn commensurate wages to employees without dis-536

abilities for the same work. One issue may be that537

when negotiating positions, not enough work is iden-538

tified under the proposed job description. Ongoing539

negotiation to ensure that additional job duties, hours,540

and increased wages must occur as the worker with541

disabilities develops new skills just as it would be542

negotiated for any employee of the business.543

In the final analysis, the differences in employ-544

ment status were examined between the SVRAs545

in Group A and those in Group B. VR recipients546

served in Group B (i.e., higher percentage referred547

for supported employment) were more likely to exit548

in competitive integrated employment (59.4%) than549

individuals served in Group A (15.1%). This is an550

important finding as the Essential Elements of Cus-551

tomized Employment for Universal Application does552

not include on the job support as a component of553

customized employment (WINTAC, 2017). Accord-554

ing to this document, individuals who need ongoing555

supports should be referred to supported employment556

for these services. Recognizing that the individuals in557

this sample who were referred for supported employ-558

ment were more likely to exit in CIE after receiving559

services is important to ensure that VR recipients560

receive these needed services after placement in a561

negotiated position.562

4.1. Study limitations563

One limitation of this study is the information564

available from the Rehabilitation Services Adminis-565

tration Case Service Report. While the RSA 911 data566

provides the type of services that VR recipients are567

receiving and their employment outcomes, there is no568

information on how the services are implemented or569

their quality. CE policy is state specific, and there are 570

variations in how the SVRAs interpret and fund CE. 571

Services provided in one state, for example, may not 572

be similar to those provided in another even though 573

the name of the service is the same. The quality of 574

the service could also vary by agencies in the same 575

state. 576

Although the manual and training for data entry 577

are available, there could be inconsistency in the way 578

staff code and enter information, which will impact 579

the analysis. CE is a sequential, cumulative process 580

that includes three interconnected phases: discovery, 581

customized job development, and ongoing supports. 582

One challenge however is that this is not articulated in 583

WIOA or reflected in the RSA 911 data collection sys- 584

tem. This creates an inconsistency in how CE services 585

are reported. The statute outlines specific strategies 586

for implementing CE including: (a) exploring jobs 587

with the individual; (b) working with employers 588

to facilitate placement, including customizing a job 589

description based on current employer needs or on 590

previously unidentified and unmet employer needs; 591

(c) developing a set of job duties, a work schedule, and 592

job arrangement, along with specifics of supervision 593

(including a performance evaluation review), and 594

determining a job location; (d) representing a profes- 595

sional chosen by the individual, or self-representation 596

of the individual in working with an employer to 597

facilitate placement; and (e) providing services and 598

supports at the job placement (29 U.S.C §705 et seq.). 599

However, the RSA 911 data does not collect data on 600

the delivery of these as services. As another example, 601

SVRAs may have different ways of reporting Discov- 602

ery in the RSA 911 data, because they do not know 603

how to report this service. Some states are report- 604

ing Discovery as assessment even though it is not 605

intended as an assessment. This creates a challenge 606

for analyzing and interpreting the RSA 911 data and 607

comparing states’ outcomes. 608

5. Conclusion 609

This study highlighted several important find- 610

ings related to CE service patterns and utilization. 611

Based on these findings, several recommendations to 612

improve CE service delivery and utilization can be 613

made. First, a comprehensive assessment of SVRA 614

policy should be conducted. This policy assessment 615

will help researchers and policy makers determine 616

how states are defining a provision of CE and to 617

determine of SRVA policy reflects operationalized 618
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procedures needed to implement the distinct phases619

of CE to fidelity. Specific policy should then be cross-620

referenced with validated CE practices to ensure621

that SVRA CE policies and procedures align with622

CE validate practices for discovery, customized job623

development, and ongoing support. Second, revi-624

sions to RSA’s case service report should be revised625

to ensure consistent language and reporting for CE626

cases. For example, discovery is considered an essen-627

tial element of the CE process; however, there is628

no mention of discovery in the RSA case services629

report and the only data element for VRCs to report630

is “Assessment, service provided by agency staff” or631

Assessment, provided through VR agency purchase.”632

As assessment is a relatively broad service domain633

used for numerous activities in support of provid-634

ing vocational rehabilitation services (e.g., eligibility635

determination, career counseling, individual plan for636

employment development), the capacity to distin-637

guish Discovery in the data will allow for increased638

scrutiny of the utilization and efficacy of this initial639

step in customized employment. Further, VRCs must640

be provided with ongoing and reliable training about641

how more accurately enter RSA case service data to642

reflect the CE services being provided (Bishop, et al.,643

2021).644
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