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Many employers would appreciate a clear road map when traveling the often
winding roads of reasonable accommodations under the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA). However, there are no rigid routes for the interactive
process. After an employee requests an accommodation, the employer must
engage in a good faith and flexible dialogue that addresses the employee’s
specific medical limitation, request, job position, and work environment, among
other factors. That said, employers can find guidance in at least ten hard and fast
rules on the reasonable accommodation process: 

1. An employer’s statutory duty to provide reasonable accommodations may
begin before the employment relationship even forms. If an applicant
requests reasonable accommodations to enable participation in the hiring or
interview process, an employer must provide an accommodation unless
doing so poses an undue hardship. 

2. Generally, an employer’s duty to engage in the interactive process is triggered
whenever it learns that an employee needs an accommodation. Courts give
employees wide latitude in how they make this known. The employee need
not make the request in writing, identify a specific accommodation, or use
specific terms such as “disability,” “ADA,” or “reasonable accommodation.” 

3. To start the interactive process, the employer should gather information
from the employee, including the specific nature of the limitation, the specific
difficulty or issue that the employee is experiencing at work, and what sort of
accommodation the employee is seeking. 

4. An employer may require that the employee provide documentation from
the medical provider most familiar with the employee’s disability in order to
confirm the employee’s specific limitations and need for accommodation. 

5. Once the employer receives this medical documentation, it should ensure
that any subsequent requests for updated records are reasonable and do not
create an undue burden on the employee. For example, rather than
requesting updates on a weekly basis, an employer may seek updated
medical information at a time that coincides with an employee’s next
scheduled appointment if the doctor’s assessment may change at that time. 

6. Employers should keep all information collected from employees about their
disabilities and need for accommodations confidential. All medical
documents should be maintained in a standalone file separate from the
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employee’s personnel file. 

7. The employer should also be collecting information on its end as it reviews
the information submitted by the employee. For example, the employer
should be reviewing the essential functions of the employee’s position and
the employee’s ability to perform those functions, and determining which
reasonable accommodations, if any, would enable the employee to perform
his or her job. An employer need not provide an immediate response to an
employee’s request for accommodation, but it must address the request
promptly and keep the employee informed of any updates in the process to
ensure there is open communication. Document all communication
throughout the interactive process. 

8. The goal of the interactive process should be to allow the employee to
perform his or her existing job through a reasonable accommodation.
However, even if this outcome is unfeasible, the interactive process is not
over. Employers should then consider if they can accommodate the
employee through reassignment to a different vacant position for which the
employee is qualified or through a temporary leave of absence. 

9. An employee is entitled to a reasonable and effective accommodation – not
necessarily the accommodation of his or her choice. 

10. If an employer is able to reasonably accommodate an employee, it is
advisable to keep the interactive process open even after the
accommodation is implemented. The employer should reach out to the
employee to ensure that the accommodation was provided as discussed and
that it is indeed effective in enabling the employee to perform his or her job.
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