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Abstract

Introduction: Discovery is a core practice within Customised Employment, used to identify the strengths, interests, and
conditions for success of people with disability through qualitative, person-centred exploration rather than standardised
assessment. Despite strong evidence that families influence employment outcomes, their role within Discovery remains
informal, inconsistent, and largely untheorised.

Aim: This paper examines the role of families within Discovery and proposes a structured model for embedding family in-
volvement as a core component of inclusive employment practice, with the Australian employment ecosystem as a reference
point.

Methods: Drawing on the Equilibrium Systems Model of Employment (ESME), which conceptualises employment as
an ecological system shaped by interactions among individuals, families, providers, employers, and policy environments,
the paper integrates international literature with applied practice experience to develop the Family Discovery Model as
a conceptual and practice-informed framework. The model is examined in relation to co-production theory, Customised
Employment fidelity, and contemporary disability employment policy contexts.

Results: The Family Discovery Model positions families as system actors who contribute through narrative building, net-
work mapping, and collaborative reflection. These functions strengthen employment planning, improve alignment between
participant goals and service delivery, and enhance system coherence. Practice-based examples illustrate application across
school-to-work transitions, movement from segregated employment, and pathway development for individuals with intellec-
tual, developmental, and complex support needs.

Conclusion: Embedding families as co-producers within Discovery offers a practical and scalable mechanism for strength-
ening rehabilitation practice and advancing inclusive employment systems. By operationalising family involvement within
a structured framework, the model supports improved employment outcomes, greater fidelity to Customised Employment
principles, and stronger alignment with contemporary disability policy objectives.

Keywords: customised employment, family involvement, disability employment, co-production, rehabilitation, systems
theory
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1. Introduction

Employment outcomes for people with disability remain
persistently poor despite decades of legislative reform, ser-
vice innovation, and targeted investment. In Australia, ini-
tiatives such as the Disability Discrimination Act 1992, the
National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS), and succes-
sive iterations of Disability Employment Services were in-
tended to improve access to open employment. However,
employment rates for people with intellectual and develop-
mental disabilities have remained largely unchanged since
the mid-1990s (Mank & Grossi, 2013; Smith, 2023a). In-
ternationally, similar patterns are evident, with substan-
tial investment in vocational rehabilitation yielding uneven
outcomes and limited systemic change (Butterworth et al.,
2024).

One underexamined contributor to this stagnation is the role
of families. Families are often the most enduring influences
across the life course, shaping expectations, advocacy, and
access to social networks. Research consistently demon-
strates that family expectations are among the strongest
predictors of employment outcomes, particularly during
school-to-work transition (Carter et al., 2012; Kramer et al.,
2020). Higher expectations are associated with improved
outcomes, while low expectations are linked to continued
segregation and limited employment pathways (Test et al.,
2009). Despite this influence, families are rarely embed-
ded within formal employment practice and are typically
engaged in informal or ad hoc ways rather than as structured
contributors (Migliore et al., 2012).

This paper advances an expanded conception of Discovery
that systematically incorporates families as co-producers
of employment knowledge. Within Customised Employ-
ment, Discovery refers to a structured, qualitative process
through which practitioners develop a rich understanding
of a person’s interests, strengths, conditions for success,
and support needs through observation, conversation, and
engagement across everyday settings, rather than through
standardised assessment or readiness testing. Drawing on
the Equilibrium Systems Model of Employment (ESME),
which conceptualises employment as an ecological system
in which outcomes emerge through interactions among indi-
viduals, families, providers, employers, and policy environ-
ments (Smith, 2018, 2026), this paper positions families as
system actors who actively shape employability over time.
The Family Discovery Model is introduced as a structured,
competency-based framework that enables meaningful fam-
ily participation in Discovery while safeguarding participant
agency, choice, and self-determination.

From a rehabilitation science perspective, Family Discov-
ery extends traditional vocational approaches by embed-
ding relational and ecological dimensions within employ-

ment planning. Rather than focusing solely on individual
capacity, the model aligns rehabilitation goals with family
systems, community connections, and environmental sup-
ports, reflecting contemporary understandings of disability
as an interaction between individual and context.

The paper proceeds in four stages. It first reviews litera-
ture on family involvement in employment. It then outlines
the Family Discovery Model and its theoretical grounding
in ESME. Next, it examines application within policy and
practice contexts, illustrated through practice examples. Fi-
nally, it proposes a research agenda and considers implica-
tions for policy, practice, and future scholarship, position-
ing Family Discovery as a systemic innovation capable of
advancing inclusive employment reform.

2. Literature Review

To provide transparency in how the literature informing this
paper was identified and synthesised, a structured scoping
and mapping process was used. Literature was sourced
across peer-reviewed, policy, and practice-based domains
relevant to disability employment, family involvement, and
relational practice. Rather than aiming for exhaustive cov-
erage, the review prioritised conceptual relevance to Family
Discovery and open employment pathways. Figure 1 sum-
marises the search domains, screening logic, and conceptual
clustering used to inform the analysis.

Systemic barriers continue to limit families’ capacity to par-
ticipate meaningfully in transition planning. Francis et al.
(2022) identify time constraints, linguistic diversity, and un-
equal power dynamics in school-home relationships as per-
sistent barriers, particularly for families from low-income
and culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. Lon-
gitudinal research supports these findings. Kirby (2016)
demonstrated that parental expectations mediate the rela-
tionship between background characteristics and adult out-
comes for autistic young people, with higher expectations
associated with improved employment, independent living,
and community participation.

Systemic barriers continue to limit families’ capacity to par-
ticipate meaningfully in transition planning. Francis et al.
(2022) identify time constraints, linguistic diversity, and un-
equal power dynamics in school-home relationships as per-
sistent barriers, particularly for families from low-income
and culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. Lon-
gitudinal research supports these findings. Kirby (2016)
demonstrated that parental expectations mediate the rela-
tionship between background characteristics and adult out-
comes for autistic young people, with higher expectations
associated with improved employment, independent living,
and community participation.
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Figure 1. Literature Search and Conceptual Mapping Process.

The influence of families on employment outcomes is well
established. Parents and carers often provide critical insight
into an individual’s interests, strengths, and support needs
and play central roles in advocacy and service navigation
during key transitions such as school-to-work and move-
ment from segregated to open employment (Carter et al.,
2012; Hetherington et al., 2010). Empirical studies con-
sistently identify family expectations as a strong predictor
of post-school outcomes. Carter et al. (2012) found that
higher parental expectations were associated with improved
employment outcomes, while Test et al. (2009) identified
expectations as among the most robust predictors of suc-
cessful transition. These findings highlight the dual role of
families as potential facilitators of employment and, when
unsupported, unintentional constraints on opportunity.

Despite this influence, families remain marginal to formal
employment practice. Migliore et al. (2012) found that
family involvement was typically peripheral and inconsis-
tently integrated into planning processes. This pattern is re-
flected in system-level evaluations. The Australian Govern-
ment’s mid-term review of Disability Employment Services
reported substantial increases in caseloads without corre-
sponding improvements in employment outcomes, along-
side rising costs per placement. Participants and employers
identified limited tailoring and weak engagement with nat-
ural supports, pointing to the absence of structured mecha-

employment systems

nisms for family involvement (Australian Government De-
partment of Social Services [DSS], 2020).

These findings align with broader co-production literature,
which emphasises that meaningful service innovation oc-
curs when service users and families are recognised as con-
tributors to knowledge and outcomes rather than passive re-
cipients of support (Bovaird, 2007). Customised Employ-
ment (CE) is an employment model that emerged in the
early 2000s in response to persistent exclusion of people
with significant and complex disabilities from competitive
integrated employment. CE is designed to individualise the
employment relationship through person-centred planning,
negotiated job design, and alignment between individual
strengths and employer needs, with Discovery serving as a
foundational process (Callahan & Griffin, 2011; Griffin et
al., 2007; Riesen et al., 2023). While CE represents a signif-
icant advance in inclusive practice, Discovery has largely re-
mained a professionalised activity, with families rarely for-
malised as contributors despite their relational knowledge
and long-term involvement.

Efforts to strengthen family engagement have included ini-
tiatives such as the Family Employment Awareness Training
(FEAT) program. Evaluations indicate that FEAT increases
family knowledge, confidence, and engagement with em-
ployment systems (Francis et al., 2013; Grossi, 2014), with
later studies reporting improved professional awareness of

Journal of Health and Rehabilitation Sciences



Smith, P.

Families as System Actors in Discovery

systemic barriers and family contributions (Francis et al.,
2014; Gross et al., 2025). However, these initiatives pri-
marily operate at the level of awareness-raising. Families
remain positioned as recipients of information rather than
active co-producers of employment planning.

This reflects a broader gap in practice. While policy and
research increasingly acknowledge the importance of fam-
ily engagement, few models articulate how families can be
systematically embedded within employment planning pro-
cesses. As a result, family involvement remains consulta-
tive rather than collaborative, limiting its impact on employ-
ment outcomes (Grigal et al., 2019). The Family Discov-
ery Model is proposed in response to this gap, providing
a structured framework through which family knowledge,
networks, and lived experience can be integrated as active
components of Discovery rather than peripheral inputs.

3. Materials And Methods: The Family Dis-
covery Model

The Family Discovery Model is grounded in the principles
of Customised Employment and situated within the Equilib-
rium Systems Model of Employment. Customised Employ-
ment emphasises individualisation, person-centred practice,
and the negotiated creation of employment opportunities,
with Discovery used to identify strengths, interests, and sup-
port needs relevant to job development (Callahan & Griffin,
2011). In practice, however, Discovery has often been im-
plemented as a provider-led activity shaped by professional
judgement and system constraints.

The Equilibrium Systems Model of Employment reframes
this approach by conceptualising employment as an eco-
logical system in which outcomes emerge through inter-
actions among individuals, families, providers, employers,
and policy environments (Smith, 2018, 2026). This per-
spective aligns with co-production theory, which empha-
sises that sustainable outcomes depend on the meaningful
involvement of those who hold experiential and contex-
tual knowledge (Bovaird, 2007; Needham & Carr, 2009).
Within this system, families represent a critical but under-
utilised resource, offering continuity across life stages, de-
tailed knowledge of the individual, and access to social
networks beyond formal services. The Family Discovery
Model formalises this contribution by positioning families
as co-producers of employment knowledge rather than pe-
ripheral participants.

The model is implemented within existing Customised Em-
ployment services as an extension of Discovery rather than
as a standalone intervention. It is facilitated by trained em-
ployment practitioners, with families participating as struc-
tured contributors to knowledge generation rather than as
service recipients or decision-makers. Implementation re-
quires targeted training for practitioners and families, fo-
cusing on narrative development, network mapping, collab-
orative reflection, and ethical safeguards to protect partici-
pant agency. Integration within existing service systems is
supported through alignment with established quality and fi-
delity frameworks, enabling family contributions to be doc-

umented and incorporated into routine employment plan-
ning without displacing professional responsibility for job
negotiation and workplace design.

Within the model, families contribute through three inter-
related functions that extend Discovery beyond profession-
ally mediated knowledge. First, families engage in narrative
building, contributing longitudinal accounts of personal his-
tory, interests, routines, and responses to environments that
may not be accessible through time-limited professional ob-
servation (Grigal et al., 2019). This narrative knowledge
provides critical context for interpreting preferences and
identifying conditions under which employment is likely to
be sustainable. Second, families support network mapping
by identifying social, community, and informal economic
connections that can generate employment opportunities be-
yond provider-led or vacancy-driven pathways, expanding
the range of negotiable employment possibilities (Callahan
& Griffin, 2011). Third, families participate in collabora-
tive reflection, a structured sense-making process in which
participants, families, and practitioners align goals and co-
produce employment strategies over time. This function
requires explicit attention to participant autonomy, particu-
larly where family expectations may unintentionally narrow
choice or constrain vocational identity development (Mc-
Connell et al., 2019).

The model incorporates safeguards to ensure that family
involvement strengthens rather than undermines person-
centred practice. Families contribute knowledge and net-
works, while responsibility for job negotiation and work-
place design remains with trained practitioners. This divi-
sion of roles preserves participant agency and aligns with
international rights frameworks, including the United Na-
tions Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(United Nations, 2006). Consistent with co-production liter-
ature, clarity of roles and structured collaboration are essen-
tial to ensuring that participation enhances outcomes (Need-
ham & Carr, 2009).

The model is supported by a structured training frame-
work that equips families with the competencies required
for meaningful participation. Aligned with the NDIS Par-
ticipant Employment Strategy 2024—2026, the approach sit-
uates family involvement within broader employment sys-
tems, including Inclusive Employment Australia and re-
forms to Australian Disability Enterprises (NDIS, 2024;
Grigal et al., 2019). Training emphasises person-centred
practice, narrative development, and strengths identification
(Carter et al., 2012; Grossi et al., 2018), alongside net-
work mapping and collaborative engagement with providers
and employers (Callahan & Griffin, 2011; McConnell et al.,
2019).

Learning is consolidated through the Family Discovery Ac-
tion Plan, which integrates family-generated narratives, net-
works, and strategies into formal Discovery documentation.
While detailed training materials are beyond the scope of
this paper, the model is designed to function as an embedded
component of high-fidelity Customised Employment prac-
tice. By integrating family-derived knowledge alongside
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professional assessment, Family Discovery strengthens the
evidentiary basis for job development and supports shared
ownership of outcomes.

4. Family Discovery in Policy and Systems
Contexts

The Equilibrium Systems Model of Employment conceptu-
alises disability employment as a dynamic system in which
outcomes emerge through interactions among individuals,
families, providers, employers, and policy environments
(Smith, 2018, 2026). Although families have long been
recognised as influential, they have typically remained pe-
ripheral to formal employment systems. The Family Dis-
covery Model reframes this position by recognising fam-
ilies as active system actors whose contributions support
continuity, stability, and more coherent employment plan-
ning. In doing so, employment pathways reflect not only
professional assessment and participant aspirations but also
the relational knowledge and social capital held by families.
This framing aligns with international co-production lit-
erature, which emphasises that effective service systems
emerge when users and families are embedded within de-
sign and delivery processes rather than consulted episodi-
cally (Bovaird, 2007). While this paper is grounded in em-
ployment systems characteristic of liberal welfare regimes
such as Australia, the United States, and the United King-
dom, where family involvement often compensates for frag-
mented service provision, the model does not presume uni-
versality and may require adaptation in social democratic
contexts where the state assumes a more central coordi-
nating role. Integrating families within ESME strengthens
system functioning by broadening the knowledge base, mo-
bilising natural supports beyond formal services, and rein-
forcing accountability through alignment with participant-
defined goals. Through these mechanisms, Family Discov-
ery contributes to the systemic balance central to ESME.
The current Australian policy context provides a timely op-
portunity to embed this approach. The introduction of Inclu-
sive Employment Australia from November 2025, alongside
the NDIS Participant Employment Strategy 2024-2026, re-
flects renewed emphasis on early intervention, choice, and
inclusive pathways (Department of Social Services, 2025;
Services Australia, 2025). Together with reforms targeting
Australian Disability Enterprises, these developments create
conditions for innovation. Family Discovery offers a struc-
tured and fundable mechanism through which commitments
to co-production can be operationalised, enabling families
to participate as contributors to employment planning rather
than passive consultees.

Comparable patterns are evident internationally. In the
United States, Discovery is widely used within Customised
Employment but remains largely provider-led, with family
involvement typically informal or inconsistent. Programs
such as FEAT demonstrate the value of family engagement
but stop short of embedding families as co-producers within
Discovery (Grossi et al., 2014; Gross et al., 2025). In the
United Kingdom, co-production is widely endorsed in prin-

ciple, yet systematic mechanisms for family involvement re-
main limited. In this context, Australia is well positioned to
lead internationally by formalising Family Discovery as a
replicable model aligned with obligations under the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabili-
ties (United Nations, 2006).

The benefits of integrating Family Discovery operate across
multiple levels. For individuals and families, employment
planning becomes more responsive and relational. For
providers, family involvement strengthens continuity, im-
proves information flow, and supports fidelity to Customised
Employment practice. At the system level, Family Discov-
ery offers governments a practical mechanism for translat-
ing policy intent into measurable practice while leveraging
natural supports to improve efficiency and sustainability.
Important considerations remain. Families vary in capacity,
resources, and cultural context, requiring approaches that
are flexible and inclusive. Safeguards are essential to ensure
that family involvement strengthens rather than constrains
participant agency. Organisational and policy adjustments
are also required, including workforce development, formal
recognition of family roles, and aligned funding structures.
Without these supports, family engagement risks remaining
symbolic rather than substantive.

5. Research Agenda: Applied Evaluation Pri-
orities

The integration of Family Discovery into Customised Em-
ployment requires systematic evaluation to support broader
adoption. Evidence is needed to demonstrate effectiveness,
implementation fidelity, and value for policy and practice,
particularly given ongoing calls for evidence-informed ap-
proaches to competitive integrated employment for people
with disability (Inge et al., 2018; Riesen et al., 2023). A fo-
cused research agenda is therefore required to clarify what
should be measured and how findings can inform service
development.

Four evaluation domains are central. First, outcome evalu-
ation should examine whether Family Discovery improves
employment results compared with provider-led Discov-
ery. Key indicators include participation rates, job attain-
ment, retention at 13, 26, and 52 weeks, and measures of
job quality such as satisfaction, stability, and progression,
consistent with prior evaluations of Customised Employ-
ment outcomes (Callahan & Griffin, 2011; Luecking et al.,
20006; Riesen et al., 2023). Evaluation should also consider
whether family networks generate employment opportuni-
ties beyond those typically accessed through provider-led
job development and whether these approaches reduce re-
liance on formal supports.

Second, process evaluation is essential to assess implemen-
tation fidelity. This includes examining whether narrative
building, network mapping, and collaborative reflection are
applied as intended and whether family contributions are
meaningfully integrated into planning. Provider capability
to facilitate these processes while maintaining participant
agency is critical, aligning with broader implementation sci-
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ence literature emphasising fidelity, workforce capability,
and organisational readiness (Fixsen et al., 2005; Riesen
et al., 2019). Existing quality frameworks, including Cus-
tomised Employment Organisational Fidelity & Elevating
Capacity Tool (CEOFECT) and the Customised Employ-
ment Quality Assurance Framework (CEQAF), offer a foun-
dation for embedding family engagement indicators within
routine quality assurance (Inge et al., 2018; Riesen et al.,
2023a).

Third, participant experience represents a core evaluation
domain. Family involvement should enhance, rather than
compromise, self-determination. Evaluation should as-
sess whether participants feel supported in shaping goals,
whether family input aligns with individual preferences, and
whether decision-making remains person-centred, reflecting
established self-determination and person-centred practice
literature (Wehmeyer et al., 2011; Shogren et al., 2017).
Tools such as the Discovery Experience Reflection Scale
(DERS) provide structured mechanisms for capturing par-
ticipant and family perspectives and monitoring experiential
fidelity to person-centred Discovery.

Finally, system-level evaluation should examine how effec-
tively Family Discovery is embedded within organisational
and policy contexts. This includes alignment with service
guidelines, funding arrangements, and quality assurance
processes, as well as the extent to which providers adopt
the model as routine practice. Comparative and cost—benefit
analyses will be important in establishing economic value
and informing commissioning decisions, consistent with
systems and co-production literature emphasising value cre-
ation and public accountability (Bovaird, 2007; Luecking,
2011).

Methodologically, mixed-methods approaches are well
suited to this agenda, combining quantitative outcome data
with qualitative insights from participants, families, and
practitioners (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Participatory
approaches, in which families and participants contribute to
research design and interpretation, are consistent with the
principles underpinning Family Discovery and strengthen
the relevance and legitimacy of findings (Cargo & Mercer,
2008). Together, these approaches position Family Discov-
ery as both a practice innovation and a mechanism for sys-
tem learning, supporting continuous improvement and more
inclusive employment systems.

6. Implications

The Family Discovery Model has important implications
for policy, practice, and research. Its adoption requires
more than incremental change, as it challenges how systems
recognise families, how practitioners collaborate with them,
and how evidence is generated to support innovation. By
positioning families as active system actors, the model func-
tions not only as a practice enhancement but as a mechanism
for broader system reform.

From a policy perspective, Family Discovery emerges at
a timely moment. The alignment of the NDIS Participant
Employment Strategy 2024-2026 with the introduction of

Inclusive Employment Australia from November 2025 cre-
ates an opportunity to embed family contributions within
national employment services. While co-production is fre-
quently referenced in policy discourse, few systems have
translated this principle into operational practice. Family
Discovery provides a structured and replicable mechanism
through which commitments to inclusion and choice can be
enacted. For this potential to be realised, policy frameworks
must formally recognise Family Discovery as a fundable
activity. Without explicit guidance and resourcing, fam-
ily involvement risks remaining inconsistent or symbolic.
Recognition may occur through inclusion in service guide-
lines, training subsidies, or integration within quality and
performance frameworks. Equity considerations are also
essential, with approaches needing to be accessible, cul-
turally responsive, and adaptable across socioeconomic and
geographic contexts. Embedding Family Discovery within
national frameworks further supports alignment with the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities.

For providers and practitioners, the model requires a shift
in both mindset and practice. Families are positioned not
as peripheral stakeholders but as partners whose insights in-
form Discovery and job development. This requires profes-
sional capability in facilitation, collaborative planning, and
boundary management, particularly when integrating family
narratives and networks into employment planning. Organ-
isational systems must also evolve to document family con-
tributions and support consistent implementation. When im-
plemented effectively, Family Discovery can strengthen un-
derstanding of participant strengths, expand employer net-
works, and improve job matching, while safeguards ensure
that participant voice remains central.

For researchers, Family Discovery highlights the need to
examine how family engagement shapes employment path-
ways beyond traditional outcome measures. Future re-
search should assess impacts on employment outcomes, fi-
delity, and participant experience using comparative and
longitudinal designs. Participatory approaches may further
strengthen the evidence base by ensuring findings remain
grounded in lived experience and applicable across diverse
contexts.

Taken together, these implications position Family Discov-
ery as both a practice innovation and a system-level reform.
Its effectiveness depends on policy recognition, organisa-
tional readiness, and a robust evidence base. When these
conditions are met, Family Discovery has the potential to re-
shape not only how Discovery is conducted, but how inclu-
sive employment systems are designed, implemented, and
sustained.

6.1. Limitations and Future Research

This paper is conceptual in nature and does not present pri-
mary empirical data. While the Family Discovery Model
is informed by practice-based application, further research
is required to examine its effectiveness across diverse con-
texts. Future studies should assess implementation fidelity,
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employment outcomes, and participant experience using
comparative and longitudinal designs. Additional research
is also needed to explore scalability, cultural applicability,
and system-level impacts across different service environ-
ments.

7. Conclusion

Employment outcomes for people with disability remain
persistently poor despite sustained policy reform and pro-
gram investment. One enduring limitation has been the
absence of structured mechanisms for incorporating fam-
ily knowledge into employment planning, despite clear ev-
idence of families’ influence on expectations, decision-
making, and access to opportunity.

This paper has introduced the Family Discovery Model as
a response to this gap, positioning families as system actors
within the Equilibrium Systems Model of Employment. By
formalising family contributions through narrative building,
network mapping, and collaborative reflection, the model
reframes Discovery as a co-produced process grounded in
lived experience rather than a solely provider-led activity.
Conceptually, the model operationalises ESME by strength-
ening alignment across individual, relational, organisa-
tional, and policy domains. Practically, it offers a scalable
framework that is compatible with Customised Employment
fidelity requirements, enhances job development through
expanded social networks, and mobilises natural supports
while maintaining safeguards for participant agency and
choice.

At the policy level, Family Discovery provides an applied
mechanism for translating co-production from principle into
routine practice. Its relevance to contemporary reform con-
texts, including the NDIS and Inclusive Employment Aus-
tralia, highlights its potential contribution to more inclusive,
accountable, and sustainable employment systems consis-
tent with obligations under the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

The research agenda outlined earlier provides a basis for
evaluating these contributions across outcomes, fidelity, and
system integration. Taken together, Family Discovery ad-
vances both the theory and practice of inclusive employ-
ment by embedding family knowledge within Discovery in
a structured, ethical, and systemically coherent manner.
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