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The Problem

Finding suitable employment opportunities(especially in an uncertain economy(can be difficult for anyone these days, despite the availability of the state Workforce Development System (or “One-Stop System”) and a wide variety of community-based job counseling and placement services.  Those difficulties are greatly compounded for people with disabilities.  

In addition to the usual challenges of finding work (where the pay is at least adequate), that offers workers congenial and supportive environments, and that affords them opportunities for professional growth, people with disabilities may also face other challenges.  These challenges are related to transportation, on-premise physical accessibility, and, in many cases, balancing their earned income against entitlements for which they qualify through such entities as Supplemental Security Insurance (SSI), Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), Medicaid, and other supports designed to help ensure their self-sufficiency.

One Proven Solution

One very effective solution to this problem that has been tried and tested in Colorado is the Consumer Navigator model.  

Consumer Navigators are individuals with disabilities, family members, or advocates who assist customers with disabilities seeking employment in navigating various systems that provide the services and supports needed to obtain and maintain employment. 

This concept originated as a peer-mentoring program focused entirely on helping individuals with mental illness navigate the mental health system to obtain the supports and services needed to manage their life.  Under Colorado’s Project WIN(a five-year, statewide, systems change effort funded by the U.S. Department of Education, Rehabilitation Services Administration in 1998(that model was expanded to serve people with all types of physical and mental disabilities, or both, who receive public assistance.  

In July 1999, Project WIN issued a Request for Proposal (RFP) to identify local pilot sites at which the concept of the Consumer Navigator might be installed and tested.  Ultimately, two sites were granted funding for this innovative service: the Pikes Peak Workforce Center (One-Stop), in Colorado Springs(a public entity operated under the state’s Workforce Development System(and the Center for Independence (CFI), a community-based Independent Living Center located in Grand Junction, on Colorado’s western slope.  Both pilot sites were staffed and delivering services by May 2000.  Much of what we can report regarding the viability and potential of the Consumer Navigator model is based upon the track records of these pilot sites.

It must be emphasized that, in the development of the original RFP, and in the subsequent monitoring and evaluation of project efforts, Project WIN relied heavily on its Stakeholders Policy Forum. That group included representatives from a state agency consortium, various disability service agencies, community-based advocacy groups, and individuals with disabilities.  The guidance derived from the policy forum proved critical to the ultimate success of the Consumer Navigator initiative.

Although only two pilot sites were initially established, the RFP provided flexibility in allowing the local communities to design and propose strategies that met the needs of their local community.  A key goal of Project WIN was to determine the scope of versatility that could be accommodated in a state with a strong bias for local control of public services.

Accordingly, while both sites were based in urban areas, the Colorado Springs site serves a larger and more urban area than the Grand Junction site, which had to accommodate a larger population of rural and semi-rural clientele.  The grantee in Colorado Springs was a Workforce Center; in Grand Junction it was an Independent Living Center.  Pikes Peak Workforce Center in Colorado Springs employed two, full-time Consumer Navigators, and the Center for Independence in Grand Junction initially job shared one full-time position between two workers.  Although they were hired by, and were accountable to, different employers, at both sites the Consumer Navigators were housed at Workforce Centers, and were integrated into the normal staff routines and procedures at those facilities. (CFI subcontracted with the Workforce Center in Grand Junction for space and accommodations.)

As the primary funding source for both sites, Project WIN defined the initial requirements for program operation, monitoring the sites to ensure compliance with those requirements, centrally providing training and marketing resources for use at both sites, and evaluating and documenting the performance of the sites.

During the first 28 months of pilot site operations serving individuals with disabilities, this small cadre of Consumer Navigators directly served 407 customers.  Consumer Navigators also indirectly benefited hundreds more through their services in support of Workforce Center staff, employees of other state agencies and community-based organizations, and in their networking with current and prospective employers of people with disabilities.  (Colorado Workforce Center statistics suggest that nearly 5% of Workforce Center customers is comprised of people with disabilities, though many of these consumers have “invisible” disabilities that they never declare for fear of being discriminated against.)  At least half of those 407 consumers who were directly served by Consumer Navigators were able to secure employment.  The goal of the Consumer Navigator is to ensure that people with disabilities are able to access and secure the services and supports needed to obtain and maintain employment.  Consumer Navigators don’t duplicate community services already existing but support individuals with disabilities utilizing the “right” services and supports needed to obtain his/her goal.  

Beyond the initial pilot sites, the Consumer Navigator concept continues to thrive in Colorado.  Project WIN in cooperation with Project TRAIN, a state-level effort awarded to the Colorado Office of Workforce Development and funded by the U.S. Department of Labor under round two of the Work Incentive Grant (WIG), will deploy Consumer Navigators in nine additional Workforce Centers.  Under this expanded effort, Project WIN will play a key role in providing training, technical support, marketing assistance, and evaluation services to this greatly expanded network.

Many important lessons have been learned as a result of Colorado’s efforts to date, and this paper highlights Project WIN’s experiences in key areas, especially for the benefit of other states, territories, or regions that might be interested in adopting this model for their own purposes.  Hence, on the pages that follow we touch briefly upon the following topics:

· The need for strong support from the leadership of the organization implementing the Consumer Navigator model. 

· Key considerations in the selection of Consumer Navigators.

· Training requirements for the Consumer Navigator.

· Job Functions of Consumer Navigators.

· Integrating Consumer Navigators among other Workforce Center staff.

· Impact of the Consumer Navigators at the pilot sites.

· Strategies for evaluating Consumer Navigator success.

Strong Support from Organizational Leadership

To ensure its ultimate success, the Consumer Navigator approach must have buy-in, approval, and support at the highest levels of the organization seeking to implement this strategy.  In addition to serving as the central point of accountability for this effort, the leadership should:

· Provide overall direction for the nature and scope of the Consumer Navigator deployments.  We found the use of the RFP process to be very helpful in this regard because it requires the authority to clearly and measurably define what it expects to be the outcomes of this effort, and to reward those entities that meet those expectations with incentive funding, technical assistance, and other supportive services.

· Ensure that program planning and implementation efforts reflect the input of consumers with disabilities and their community-based advocates, as well as local government, the business community, and civic leaders.

· Maintain an “arms length” distance from the day-to-day operations of the programs so that local planners and implementers, operating within the general parameters defined at the RFP level, are free to adapt the concept, where appropriate, to their local circumstances.

· Either directly, or with the help of a third-party contractor, conduct thorough and objective evaluations of the impact of these programs, and ensure that positive results are widely publicized among staff, program advocates, and the public at large.

· Serve as a catalyst for frequent and broad-based communications regarding the nature, scope, and successes of the Consumer Navigator program in order to help build a broad base of support for this initiative, now and in the future.  Both central authorities and staff should be aware of the need to offer marketing products in multiple formats (e.g., Braille, audio cassettes, open captioning) to ensure the broadest possible outreach among program clients.

· Work to minimize the operating costs of these programs by such means as formal interagency cooperative agreements, resource sharing, and the centralized funding of marketing and outreach activities.  A key example of the latter has been the Colorado Project WIN Resource Guide (www.projectwin.org, click on publications), a directory of federal, state, and local programs and services that are available to people with disabilities in Colorado.  Project WIN produced this resource, which was made available for training Consumer Navigators and other service providers throughout the state. (Because of their extensive work “in the field,” Consumer Navigators can also be helpful in providing current information for the annual updates of the directory.)

· Focus much of their energy on ensuring the long-term sustainability of these programs, perhaps through the creative leveraging of limited public and private resources, and other cooperative, ongoing, fundraising activities.

Key Selection Criteria

The Stakeholders Policy Forum members agreed that it was important for Consumer Navigator candidates to be individuals with disabilities, family members and/or strong advocates of the disability community during the formulation of the RFP for the original pilot sites.

Many of those advisors were themselves people with disabilities whose life experiences had left them distrustful of the ability of often-overworked staff to provide them with satisfactory service.  They were also concerned that most staff lack the ability to empathize with individuals who have disabilities.

In response to those concerns, early recruitment of Consumer Navigators was focused primarily within the disability community, with an emphasis upon potential hirees who were themselves people with disabilities, or family members of people with disabilities, or individuals who had a proven track record of working with that constituency.

Through practical experiences in the planning and implementation of these services over the past few years, we have learned that many of the concerns of our early advisors can be allayed because the core skills of any caring, helpful professional can be put to good service with proper training.  Further, we now clearly understand that the proper level of empathy can be readily ascertained through reviews of candidate work histories, on-the-job training, and probationary reviews of new hires.  

Beyond the essential requirement of ensuring empathy, we have defined the following skills and abilities that seem essential to success in this line of work:

· Empathy, tempered by a practical understanding of the need to, and the knowledge of how to, reconcile consumer preferences with the requirements of programs and services that have been designed to support them.

· Ability to inspire and nurture confidence, cooperation, and teamwork in clients and co-workers.

· Respect for the consumer’s right to privacy.

· Ability to follow as well as lead, as circumstances require, and the ability to know which role is appropriate when.

· Commitment to the concept of lifelong learning and continual personal and professional growth, including an appreciation for and willingness to undertake practical research in helping to address the needs of clients.

· Strong written and verbal communications skills, with the latter to include group facilitation skills of the type required of public speakers and professional trainers.

· Strong “people skills,” a phrase that encompasses the idea of treating people with honesty, sincerity, and respect.  Another popular way of identifying this attribute is when individuals are described as being “personable,” i.e., having appealing or “likeable” personalities.

· Strong negotiation skills.

· Ability to work independently, without close supervision.

· Ability to meet organizational goals and objectives on time, and on budget.

· Substantial (quantifiably defined as “at least three years”) of first-hand experience in working with people with disabilities, and/or at least three letters of reference from credible sources attesting to the ability of the candidate to work effectively with people who have disabilities.

Candidates who bring these abilities to the job will be further strengthened by formal training sessions, as described below. 

Training Requirements

The factors identified above under “Key Selection Criteria” represent the basic skills and abilities that a Consumer Navigator candidate should be required to bring to the job.  Follow-up training is used to impart specific skills and insights deemed essential for effective performance on the job.  Those training foci consist primarily of:

· The nature, history, and scope of programs and services offered by disability service organizations in their service areas.  This includes a thorough understanding of the laws and regulations related to various entitlement programs.

· The nature and uses of various assistive technologies.

· The use of personal computers to facilitate communications, as well as the management and tracking of client services in a cost-efficient manner.  This includes knowing how to use JobLink (state specific database for the Workforce Development System), and other databases, to access information and to document services to consumers.

· Strategies for evaluating the impact of Consumer Navigator services, and the role of the Consumer Navigator in capturing the necessary metrics.

Several approaches towards the delivery of training have been developed, including the use of self-paced materials, multimedia training materials, and group sessions in which role playing and simulation exercises are emphasized to ensure that trainees have a practical understanding of the requirements of the job.

Job Functions of Consumer Navigators

It is important for the reader to understand that the Consumer Navigator has a dual role:

1. He (or she) is primarily focused on providing service and support directly to people with disabilities, many of whom require intensive guidance in formulating and executing their individual, professional development plans.  They also need a reliable source of accurate referrals, and advocacy services.  In addition to being advocates for people with disabilities (which may involve actively representing them in negotiations with other service providers and prospective employers), Consumer Navigators also teach their clients how to advocate for themselves by ensuring that they understand their rights and entitlements, especially under publicly funded programs and services.  The scope and depth of the expertise required to render this level of specialized support goes far beyond what is required of most employment and training professionals, and thus clearly justifies the need for these Consumer Navigator specialists.

2. To bolster the capacity of local Workforce Centers and disability service networks.  In this role, Consumer Navigators serve as “in-house consultants” to other Workforce Center staff to heighten their awareness and understanding of the special needs of this constituency.  They accomplish this objective by conducting group training sessions; working one-to-one to bolster the skills of new or inexperienced Workforce Center staff; and working in teams with Workforce Center staff and their customers.  Consumer Navigators also play a key role in boosting cooperation among state agencies, social service offices, and other advocacy and community-based support organizations, and in fostering awareness and positive working relationships with local employers.

While it is important not to dilute the capacities of the Consumer Navigator by overwhelming that individual, these workers have proven to be helpful in such added functions as organizing and supporting a local advisory group.  This local advisory group has a special focus on improving services to people with disabilities by working locally to remove barriers to employment.  Strategies for this group may include writing grant proposals, developing and/or disseminating staff training resources in this area of specialization; and conducting customer satisfaction surveys that help local Workforce Centers and other organizations identify the need for improvements in their operations.

As a general rule, Consumer Navigators do not provide job coaching nor industry-specific job development support.  However, it is conceivable that, in a marketplace with relative few industries, and with Consumer Navigators who have a great deal of first-hand experience with major employers, the nature of the support provided could be more job specific.

Staff Integration

Our experience to date suggests that special efforts must be made to ensure that Consumer Navigators are effectively integrated into the “culture” of local Workforce Centers.  In introducing existing staff to these new workers, leadership must emphasize that the Consumer Navigator:

· Fulfills a special need that could be as much as 5% of the population being served by the Workforce Center and thus poses no threat to the job security of current staff.

· Is a helpful resource to the current staff, and is thus able to strengthen their capacity to provide quality services to a broader range of their clientele.

· Will bolster the public image of the Workforce Center and its personnel by adding a dimension of service that could not be offered in sufficient depth previously.

Our experience also indicates that there can often be valuable, indirect benefits to the use of Consumer Navigators.  For example, because of their precise and in-depth knowledge of the full range of community resources(and the relationships they develop and maintain with those resources(they can often be more efficient in referring people with disabilities to other essential services and support, thus greatly reducing the individual client’s frustration in finding the help they need.  Consumer Navigators have helped Workforce Centers identify the need and raise awareness about assistive technologies to serve customers who have disabilities.  As a result, Consumer Navigators have been directly involved in ensuring universal access to programs, supports and resources for individuals with disabilities.  

A key element in the training of Consumer Navigators is focused on making them aware of the importance of a smooth integration into the prevailing culture of the local Workforce Center, and on teaching them how to meet that challenge quickly and effectively.

Impact of the Consumer Navigators at the Pilot Sites

The first two years of pilot site operations clearly illustrate the potential of this concept.  During that period, Consumer Navigators directly served a total of 407 individuals with disabilities at the pilot sites.  (Recall that, in their interactions with current and prospective employers, and in their training and support of Workforce Center staff, these professionals are believed to have indirectly impacted potentially hundreds of other consumers with disabilities!)

Among the 407 individuals who received direct services from the Consumer Navigators:

· The average age was 38.9 years.

· Over half of the customers served (59%) were receiving some form of Social Security entitlements.

· The disability categories represented among the customers served were as follows: drug/alcohol, 0.5%; visual, 4%; hearing, 4%; psychiatric, 9%; mental retardation, 14.5%; brain injury, 22%; orthopedic/amputation, 28%; and “Other” (i.e. learning disabilities, epilepsy, etc.), 18%.

· When Consumer Navigators provide direct service, 84% of that time and effort is devoted to providing four types of services: advocacy (32.5%); individual, client-centered counseling (26.1%); resource for employers (13.8%); and benefits counseling (12.3%).  

· Much of the service provided by Consumer Navigators centered on referring customers to other sources of assistance, and that attests to the importance of establishing and maintaining strong, community partnerships under this kind of initiative.  About half of those referrals were to three types of community-based resources: integrated career centers [Workforce Centers], 21%; benefits counseling source, 13%; and state vocational rehabilitation offices, 13%.

· The nature and scope of the services provided by the Consumer Navigators did not vary significantly between the first six months of service delivery, and the first six months after customers were placed in employment.

· Among the 204 customers (50%) who were ultimately placed in employment, 65% were placed in part-time employment; 32% were placed in full-time employment; and 3% secured both full- and part-time work.

Strategies for Evaluating Consumer Navigator Success

Consumer Navigators use both quantitative and qualitative metrics in assessing their outcomes.  Quantitative metrics include maintaining accurate records on such matters as:

· The number of clients served.

· Number of dependents in clients’ households.

· Essential demographics on the client population, including age, racial/ethnic background, gender, and the education/training experience.

· The date (and cause) of disability onset, as well as the nature and severity of the disabilities represented among the population served.

· The nature and duration of prior training and work experience.

· Present job/career aspirations (including industry classification codes).

· The nature and duration of each client’s participation in various entitlement programs, including SSI, SSDI, Vocational Rehabilitation, Medicaid, Veterans’ Benefits, Food Stamps, private disability benefits, etc.

· Average duration of service (in hours) provided to each client by the Consumer Navigator (which is helpful in the long-range planning of staffing requirements).

· Number of clients to find employment.

Qualitative data should be routinely collected, using sensitively designed data collection instruments, by means of:

· Face-to-face customer satisfaction surveys.

· Confidential, mail-in customer satisfaction surveys.

· Telephone surveys.

· Focus groups of samplings of individuals with disabilities who have used the services of a Consumer Navigator.

It is essential to collect and analyze as much trend data as possible by periodically gathering feedback on the same metrics.  Trend data makes it possible to see whether metrics are improving or deteriorating over time.

Any form of survey should be conducted in the dominant languages represented about each program’s clientele.  In our experience, producing survey instruments in Spanish as well as English communicates an organizational commitment to inclusiveness that is well received in the community.

Care must always be taken to ensure that, whatever evaluative data is collected, the privacy of clients is always protected.  It is also critically important that data collection be limited primarily, if not solely, to gathering information that is truly useful in assessing the efficacy of current program offerings, and in monitoring the demand for services that can be fulfilled by Consumer Navigators now and in the future.

Contact Information: 

Judith Emery, Director

Colorado Project WIN

JFK Partners/UCHSC

4200 East 9th Avenue, C-230

Denver, CO 80262

303.315.1272 (voice) or 303.837.8964 (TTY)

judy

HYPERLINK "mailto:judy.emery@uchsc.edu"
.emery@

HYPERLINK "mailto:judy.emery@uchsc.edu"
uchsc
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*This publication will be made available in alternative formats upon request. 
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