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1. Introduction

Walgreens is one of the largest retail chains in
America and a brand name that is recognized and
trusted across the country. Under the leadership
of Randy Lewis, Walgreens Senior Vice President
of Distribution, the company has created a nation-
al disability outreach effort initially focused on re-
cruiting and hiring team members from the disabil-
ity community into Walgreens Distribution Centers
(www.walgreensoutreach.com). The model program
for this initiative is the new Distribution Center in An-
derson, South Carolina which has hired over 150 team
members from the disability community since its open-
ing in October, 2006. It was my honor to serve as
the initial Disability Program Manager for Walgreens
in 2005 and 2006. My full-time role was to assist the
company in research, development, planning, creation,
and management of the disability outreach. The pur-
pose of this report is to share some of the lessons that
I learned about Corporate America during my time at
Walgreens and provide some insight on how the field
of Vocational Rehabilitation can better work with and
in corporations across the country.

2. Description of lessons learned

The following is a description of some of the major
lessons that I learned as a Rehabilitation Counselor
working full-time in Corporate America.

1. Respect the Corporate Culture:
During my first month at Walgreens, I was very
anxious to share everything I had learned in my
training as a Rehabilitation Counselor and how
this information could positively impact Wal-
greens. Yet, what became clear to me was that
I needed to learn about Walgreens and its cul-
ture before my ideas could be utilized effectively.
Walgreens is one of the best companies in Amer-
ica and in my role it was critical for me to step
back and learn about the company’s culture so I
could figure out disability related strategies that
best fit their culture.

2. Learn the Operations:
On my second day as a full-time employee at
Walgreens, I traveled to the Distribution Center
in Ohio with someone who had worked in opera-
tions for over 20 years. I spent three days observ-
ing and learning about different areas and jobs in
the Walgreens Distribution Center. I was simply
amazed by the operational complexity of the Dis-
tribution Center and how each team member was
so important to the flow of products through the
building. This overview of the operations side of
Distribution/Logistics at Walgreens provided me
with a foundation to build my ideas. During my
time at Walgreens, there was always something
new to learn about the operations of the Distri-
bution Centers and I was only able to scratch the
surface in terms of detailed understanding. How-
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ever, the key was to work hard to learn as much as
possible about the operations in order to build job
training, job accommodation, and natural support
strategies that worked.

3. 80/20 Listening to Talking:
The key to the first two strategies was falling back
on the counseling skills that I had learned as a Re-
habilitation Counselor, particularly my listening
skills. Walgreens hires the best of the best – peo-
ple who are leaders in their fields. It was impor-
tant for me to do a lot of listening, as these individ-
uals gave me insight on the human resource, op-
erational, management, information technology,
and engineering sides of the Distribution Centers.
During my time at Walgreens, I found myself
frequently utilizing core counseling skills such
as listening, reflecting, encouraging, and observ-
ing [2]. These skills helped me be more effec-
tive in implementing successful strategies in an
already very successful corporate culture.

4. Step Up the Game:
One thing that was very difficult for me to change
was my “social service thinking mode” to the
“business thinking mode”. Sometimes in social
service, the tendency is to put things off and roll
with the flow. We are busy in the social service
world, but often put some things aside if we need
to accomplish others. At Walgreens, I was sur-
rounded by fast thinkers, fast talkers, and incred-
ibly hard workers. Expectations were always set
high and the Walgreens team was continuously
pushing each other to “do it better” [1]. I found
it critical to follow through and work hard to de-
liver on every deadline. In the “business thinking
mode” – time is truly money and as a Rehabilita-
tion Counselors it is important to remember to be
in the “business thinking mode” when working
with corporations.

5. “Overpromising” Can Be a Deal Breaker:
As a Rehabilitation Counselor working as an em-
ployer, I had a different vantage point of how the
Vocational Rehabilitation system partners with
companies. Numerous companies shared their
bad experiences with job placement specialists in
the Vocational Rehabilitation system who “over-
promise and under deliver”. On certain occa-
sions, I found this to be true with some of the
community based organizations and Vocational
Rehabilitation Counselors. Some broken promis-
es included not helping with follow-up on need-
ed support information as originally offered, re-

questing to provide training that never happened,
and bringing less qualified job candidates for
screening than originally promised. However,
at Walgreens, we also found a set of partners
from the Vocational Rehabilitation system who
were straightforward, supportive, and followed
through on promises. These are the partners that
Walgreens wanted to work with and is still part-
nering with today.

6. Rehabilitation Counselors Bring High Value:
Often, Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors de-
value the services they bring to a corporation and
highlight the fact that these services are “free” to
companies. Yet, to Walgreens and to other cor-
porations, “free” typically equates to low quali-
ty services with corporate management thinking
there must be a reason that services are “free”.
I believe that I brought tremendous value to the
team at Walgreens because of my training as a Re-
habilitation Counselor. I provided a perspective
on issues across the Distribution/Logistics Divi-
sion that was often unique because of my experi-
ence in the disability community and as a Reha-
bilitation Counselor. My knowledge on accessi-
bility, universal design, the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act (ADA), job analysis, job accommo-
dations, natural supports, and social communica-
tion training came into play on a variety of issues
across the Walgreens Distribution/Logistics Divi-
sion. I believe that as the Vocational Rehabilita-
tion Counseling field progresses, more and more
Rehabilitation Counselors will find their way to
critical roles in Corporate
America as long as we continue to emphasize the
unique nature of the services we bring to the table.

7. Partnering With the Vocational Rehabilitation
System Makes Good Business Sense:
The bottom line truth is that partnering with Vo-
cational Rehabilitation made good sense for Wal-
greens and it makes good sense for other corpo-
rations as well. Walgreens partnered with the lo-
cal and state Vocational Rehabilitation offices as
well as the local county boards on developmen-
tal disabilities in Anderson, South Carolina. One
result of the partnership was development of the
Walgreens Training Center that recruits and trains
workers on core jobs in the Walgreens Distribu-
tion Center. Job seekers with disabilities bene-
fit from this training center by receiving target-
ed, supported training preparing them to be ex-
cellent team members in the Distribution Center.
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Walgreens benefits from the training center by
receiving screened, qualified, and trained work-
ers ready to be excellent team members. A sec-
ond piece of the partnership is ongoing support,
planning, and teaming that occurs for individuals
across the recruiting, training, hiring, and job re-
tention processes. As our field continues to cross
more and more into Corporate America, there
will be more creativity in terms of unique pro-
grams and projects that demonstrate bottom line
business efficiency of partnering with Vocational
Rehabilitation.

8. Building Trust is All Important:
One common thread in the job development liter-
ature is that building trust with businesses is crit-
ical to long-term success. My experience at Wal-
greens dictates that this is absolutely true. One of
my initial tasks at Walgreens was to gain the con-
fidence and trust of the teams that I was support-
ing. I believe that all of us have biases and stig-
mas about the disability community. When work-
ing with companies I feel it is critical to build a
trust level so any fears related to these biases and
stigmas can be openly discussed and processed.
This trust is not built after one conversation or
one day. I worked hard at Walgreens to listen,
ask questions, and learn the business so I could
build trust. After a few months with the compa-
ny, I believe I slowly gained this trust and that
is when the true openness and problem solving
began. Now the team at Walgreens has created
a culture of inclusion encouraging questions and
concerns.

9. Do Not Forget the Social Communication
Skills:
More and more research is demonstrating the im-
portance of social and communication skills to the
success of workers with disabilities. Walgreens
differentiates the “hard skills” – the ability to do
the job tasks from the “soft skills” – the ability to
work successfully with others in the workplace.
Walgreens proactively developed a social com-
munication skills training program that job candi-
dates can access in the Walgreens Training Cen-
ter. This training program teaches skills and com-
petencies necessary to be a successful Walgreens
team member from a “soft skill” side. Deb Rus-
sell, Walgreens Manager Outreach & Employ-
ee Services, recently reiterated the importance of
“soft skill” preparation and how it correlates with
long-term success of team members.

10. Vocational Rehabilitation Strategies Are Uni-
versally Beneficial:
It was amazing to me at Walgreens how the strate-
gies we utilize for accessibility, accommodations,
and natural supports can be utilized across the
workplace. During preparation to open the Distri-
bution Center in Anderson, South Carolina – the
management team attended a one week long train-
ing at the University of North Carolina TEACCH
Program (www.teacch.com). TEACCH is a pro-
gram designed to help set the educational and
work environment for success of individuals with
disabilities. After the second day of training at
TEACCH, Keith Scarbrough, Distribution Center
Manager, commented that many of the TEACCH
visual support strategies make sense for all team
members, not just team members with disabili-
ties. This has proven to be true in Walgreens
and other corporate environments. Visual support
strategies, social skill training, accessibility sup-
port, job analysis, job carving, job modification,
structured interviews, behavioral observations –
all of these concepts from the Vocational Reha-
bilitation world can have lasting impact in today’s
workplace.

3. Discussion and conclusion

It is my perspective that a big part of the future of Vo-
cational Rehabilitation will exist within corporations.
Walgreens has just scratched the surface in terms of the
potential benefits of partnering with Vocational Reha-
bilitation and the disability community. The disability
initiative at Walgreens has begun to effect and will con-
tinue to impact store operations, customer relations, re-
cruiting, training, marketing, diversity, worker’s com-
pensation, information technology and community af-
fairs. The potential of a Rehabilitation Counselor to
positively impact the bottom line of a company is al-
most limitless. In my opinion, our skills and talents
go way beyond hiring and accommodating – we can
impact training, recruiting, diversity planning, supplier
diversity projects, marketing, customer relations, work-
ers’ compensation-return to work, service accessibility,
web accessibility, incentive planning and community
affairs. This not only holds true for large corporations
like Walgreens, it also is true for small and mid-sized
companies. Currently, I am working with Midway
Moving & Storage – Illinois’ largest independent mov-
ing and storage company (www.midwaymoving.com)
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on a disability outreach project. This project focuses
on job training, recruiting, and marketing within the
disability community and is demonstrating the bottom
line impact for a mid-sized company.

I believe the key for Rehabilitation Counselors is to
remember a few important tips when building relation-
ships with businesses:

1. Do not devalue the services that can be offered
(do not hype up “free” even if your services are
publicly supported).

2. Respect the specific Corporate Culture.
3. Take time to learn about the operational aspects

of the company.
4. Build trust – don’t expect to have a trusting rela-

tionship after the first meeting.
5. Do a lot of listening.
6. Bring those other good counseling skills to the

table – reflecting, encouraging, observing [2].
7. Do not overpromise – lean towards under promis-

ing and over delivering.
8. Step up your game with business people – always

follow up and follow through.
9. Be creative and use your diverse skill set as a

Rehab Counselor to customize ideas.
10. Provide specific examples of how disability out-

reaches impact other companies (i.e. Walgreens).

One of the common themes about the strategies just
listed is the need for time to successfully build business
relationships. It can be difficult, in our quota based

world, to find the time to build these relationships. But,
a few deeper business relationships will ultimately pro-
vide better outcomes than many surface relationships.
Secondly, the ultimate business relationship is when a
business hires a Rehabilitation Counselor to develop an
internal disability unit or outreach project. As the Wal-
greens experience demonstrates, this initial investment
will prove to have many positive returns and possibly
impact the future of how that company does business.
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