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OUTCOME-BASED REIMBURSEMENT, CONSUMER CHOICE 

AND THE INCLUSION OF ALL JOB SEEKERS: 

COMPATIBILITY ISSUES FOR STATE VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION AGENCIES

Introduction

Traditional delivery of rehabilitation and employment services for people with severe disabilities is being fundamentally altered by two significant innovations that are influencing both rehabilitation policies and practices. Outcome-based reimbursement (OBR) is setting new expectations for service providers. This approach to funding employment services typically consists of: a) setting reimbursement payments for employment services at critical points on the path to employment (e.g., completion of assessment, placement in employment, etc.); or b) paying service providers only after a consumer achieves a level of employment stability for a pre-determined period of time. Consumer choice is now putting people with disabilities in control of decisions regarding the choice of service providers, supports, employment paths, and reimbursements for services.

Outcome-Based Reimbursement

OBR, though certainly not new, is "one of the latest trends in public management–particularly for social services" (Behn & Kant, 1999).
 Proponents of OBR tout the many benefits over more traditional rehabilitation funding strategies such as fee-for-service or hourly funding where agencies are typically paying for the provision of employment services instead of employment outcomes. The anticipated benefits of OBR include "increased emphasis on valued outcomes; increased accountability for results; increased cost efficiency and effectiveness resulting from streamlined service delivery; and increased consumer-choice and satisfaction” (Novak, Mank, Revell, and O’Brien, 1999)
.

Consumer Choice

The Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended in 1998, clearly states each State Vocational Rehabilitation Agency's (VR) obligation with respect to consumer choice. The choice provisions as outlined in Section 102 (d) of the Act support the thesis that the ultimate decisions and corresponding responsibility for the outcomes achieved rest with the individual seeking employment – with the support of the VR and other stakeholders. 

	Section 102 (d): The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 as amended in 1998.

                 Each designated State agency shall: 

"Develop and implement written policies and procedures that enable each individual who is an applicant for or eligible to receive vocational rehabilitation services under this title to exercise informed choice throughout the vocational rehabilitation process carried out under this title, including policies and procedures that require the designated state agency:

     (1) to inform each such applicant and eligible individual (including students with disabilities who are making the transition from programs under the responsibility of an educational agency to programs under the responsibility of the designated State unit), through appropriate modes of communication, about the availability of and opportunities to exercise informed choice, including the availability of support services for individuals with cognitive or other disabilities who require assistance in exercising informed choice, throughout the vocational rehabilitation process;

      (2) to assist applicants and eligible individuals in exercising informed choice in decisions related to the provision of      assessment services under this title;

     (3) to develop and implement flexible procurement policies and methods that facilitate the provision of services, and that afford eligible individuals meaningful choices among the methods used to procure service under this title;

     (4) to provide or assist eligible individuals in acquiring information that enables those individuals to exercise informed choice under this title in the selection of:


(a) the employment outcome;

                  (b) the specific rehabilitation services needed to achieve the employment outcome;


(c) the entity that will provide the services;

                  (d) the employment setting and the settings in which services will be provided; and 


(e) the methods available for procuring the services. 

     (5) to ensure that the availability and scope of informed choice provided under this section is consistent with the   obligations of the designated State agency under this title.”




Importance

Current literature on OBR is replete with claims regarding the consistency of this approach to funding employment services with the commitment to consumer choice (O'Brien & Cook, 1997;
 Rosegrant, 1998;
 Novak et al, 1999)
. However, OBR does not solve all the problems associated with service provider performance nor is it inherently compatible with consumer choice (Behn & Kant, 1999)
. The OBR method of paying for services is usually reserved for individuals who need extensive assistance to achieve and maintain employment due to severe cognitive disabilities. Most service providers that contract with VR serve people with the labels of mental retardation or severe mental illness, the most vulnerable of consumers. These often are the individuals who present the greatest challenges to the achievement of meaningful consumer choice. How do we reconcile the inherent issues of promising the unknown (outcomes) achieved under the direction and control of the consumer (choice) and working with a funding agency that is paying for measurable outcomes while also being directed by a strong and well-defined commitment to consumer choice and control? This is a highly complex issue – paying for outcomes and demanding choice. 

Context
The Ticket to Work and Work Incentive Improvement Act (TWWIIA) of 1999 and The Workforce Investment Act (WIA) of 1998 are two examples of recent legislation that address the provision of employment services through the use of OBR payment mechanisms. Both of these pieces of legislation may impact on services for people with disabilities served by VR. The TWWIIA legislation applies to Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) beneficiaries, many of whom also currently receiving or are eligible for employment services through a VR. The WIA directs the employment services of State Employment Agencies which includes Vocational Rehabilitation as a mandatory partner. In addition, there is considerable interest within VRs regarding the shift from process to outcome accountability as demonstrated by the fact that at least 16 agencies have already implemented or are in the process of developing OBR options for paying for employment services (Revell, 2000)
. OBR has become the funding technology of choice for a majority of service systems that provide services for people with disabilities. 

Table 1. 

Addressing Outcome-based Reimbursement and Consumer Choice in Recent Legislation. 

	
	Rehabilitation Act of 1973 as amended in 1998 
	Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999 (TWWIIA)
	Workforce Investment Act of 1998 (WIA) 

	Outcome-Based Reimbursement
	Not specifically addressed but several VRs  have recently implemented or are in the process of developing OBR approaches to pay for rehabilitation and employment services
	Includes an OBR option, referred to as the “Ticket”, to pay for employment services. SSDI and SSI beneficiaries can elect to receive employment services that are paid for only after the achievement of pre-determined outcome “milestones”
	Contains a provision for employment training services to be paid through a variety of methods including, “incrementally through payment of a portion of the costs at different points in the training course” (Section 134(d)(4)(G) 



	Consumer Choice 
	Requires VRs to develop policies and procedures that enable people with disabilities to "exercise informed choice throughout the vocational rehabilitation process" Section 102 (d) 
	The “Ticket” portion of TWWIIA  enables SSI and SSDI beneficiaries to contract with a service provider “of their choice” (referred to as an Employment Network)
	Mandates that “…training services are provided in a manner that maximizes customer choice in the selection of an eligible training provider” Section 134 (d) (4) (G) 




Before addressing the various manifestations of OBR approaches, it is imperative to first develop an understanding of why the shift to this and not something else. What is the climate that can produce such a dramatic shift in the business of vocational rehabilitation? In each system studied the service climate was similar prior to the implementation of OBR technologies. All surveyed funding agencies had been purchasing employment services from a variety of small supported employment providers, primarily community mental health centers which provide a wide array of support services for their clientele including housing, day programs, medication, therapy and employment. Traditional “fee for service” or hourly funding defined the financial relationship between funding agencies and service providers. 

Purpose

This study examines the impact of OBR arrangements on the commitment to consumer choice and full-inclusion of job seekers with disabilities. It attempts to describe what these new initiatives "mean" for all stakeholders and what influence that these changes may have on VR and service provider agencies.

Study Questions

1) What was the service “climate” that prompted the development and maintenance of OBR policies and practices?  

2) Can OBR be designed to ensure the inclusion of people with the most significant support needs? 

3) Can OBR funding accommodate individuals whose needs far exceed the norm for the VR system?

4) Is consumer choice integrated into OBR policies and practices?

Method

Setting: This study was conducted in five publicly funded agencies serving the employment needs of adults with severe disabilities. Three programs were within the VRs and two were within County Mental Health and Developmental Disability Agencies. Two sites were in urban settings, two were in rural settings and one was in a suburban setting. Service consumers were primarily adults with labels of mental retardation or mental illness. These sites were selected because of: (a) a funding agency stated or required commitment to consumer choice; (b) utilization of OBR as a method for paying for employment services; and (c) length of time involved with both initiatives. The sites were chosen by a panel of three researchers who conducted previous research on one or both of the above initiatives. They are recognized experts in their field. (Appendix A: Site descriptions provide additional site information.)

Participants:  Data was collected from 31 individuals including 15 funding agency administrators and counselors, 11 service provider agency administrators and counselors and 6 service consumers. There was approximately the same number of individuals across each program.

Data Collection: Verbal interviews and document analyses were the primary data sources.

Verbal Interviews.  In-person interviews were conducted with 25 participants and telephone interviews were conducted with the remaining six participants. These interviews occurred over a 13-month period between November, 1999 and January, 2001. They varied in length between one and four hours with most lasting approximately 90 minutes. There were numerous follow-up interviews and e-mail correspondence lasting approximately 10-15 minutes. Most interviews were audio taped with verbal permission of the interviewees and transcribed verbatim. Two interviews were videotaped. All in-person interviews were conducted one-on-one in program offices. The six telephone interviews were hand-recorded and all interviews were conducted, recorded and transcribed by the author. An interview guide was utilized that addressed the compatibility of OBR and Consumer Choice as outlined in section 102(D) of the Reauthorization of the Rehabilitation Act. Questions were developed to prompt interviewee knowledge of information regarding: a) impetus for change to OBR; b) process of change and the roles of and impact on stakeholders; c) critical design elements of each OBR system; d) strategies for full-inclusion of all consumers; and e) compatibility of OBR with consumer choice.  

Document Review. Individual Plans for Employment, contracts or agreements between agencies and providers, contracts or agreements between providers and consumers, state policies, procedures, and guidelines for managing OBR arrangements, and previous evaluation reports written by or for the programs in the study were reviewed by the author. The determination of documents for review was a decision made solely by the funding agencies. 

Data Analysis: Comments from each site were initially read and coded by hand according to source (funding agency, service provider, or consumer) and topic areas/research questions. Inductive analysis of data identified common themes from the topical areas addressed in the verbal survey and document analyses that correspond to the study questions. 

Findings

A) The Service Climate That Has Prompted the Development and Maintenance

of OBR Policies and Practices

The following section contains the common themes that: a) led funding agencies to consider OBR approaches, and b) guided the development of the various OBR approaches to funding employment services.

1. Consumers Not Achieving Employment Outcomes 

Funding agency personnel cite dissatisfaction with employment outcomes achieved by consumers as the primary precipitating factor that led to a desire to change their funding relationship with service providers. Funding arrangements between providers and funding agencies were based primarily on paying for hours of services or annual contracts to provide services for an agreed-upon number of eligible consumers. The message was clearly that agencies were paying for services, not outcomes. Funding agency staff opposed the continuation of a contractual relationship with service providers based solely on an hourly or fee-for-service arrangement. Service providers acknowledged the same shortcomings of fee-for-service arrangements as those expressed by their funding agency counterparts.

In the hourly system, our worst vendors were actually the best business people because they did the least amount of work for the most amount of money and our best vendors were the worst business people because they did the most amount of work for the least amount of money. …we didn’t have bad players, merely a bad system. We created the incentives for that to happen. When the customer comes in and asks for something, we want a system that will be able to respond to that request.  (VR Administrator)

2. Pre-employment Phase is too Long


Funding agencies contend that, in most cases, vocational assessment and planning is and should be a relatively short-term activity. Some consumers were reported to have received as much as 18 months of pre-employment assessment. Service providers were reimbursed as much for serving people in assessment activities as they were for support after people became employed. However, service providers acknowledged that actual employment support was much more labor intensive and costly for the service provider than assessment activities.

3. Consumers Not Assuming an Active Role

Both funding agency and service provider personnel agreed that consumers were very passive players in terms of the important decisions being made about their employment lives. Significant planning, where it did occur, appeared to exist as a values-based commitment on the part of service providers. The consumer appeared to have no “leverage” in the determination of selection of providers, supports and employment goals.

In the old system, the client looked at you as do employers look to me–you fix me up, and make it happen. They were much more passive, more dependent. The process lent itself to that. We could make the consumer feel that they were getting closer to their goal whether they were or not. Work was synonymous with activity and vise versa. In our old system, getting a job was dependent on our job coach–not our organization. It wasn’t consumer friendly. (VR Counselor)

4. Relationship Between Funding Agency and Service Provider Agency is in Itself a Barrier to Employment Outcomes


One of the systemic problems reported in an hourly system was the need for the service provider to account for their time to the VR. This created the perception of micro-managed accountability to the funding agency instead of accountability to the consumer. In addition, it focused on accountability for time instead of results. 

We used billable hours to pay for services. Billing was done in increments of 15 minutes and then shared with the counselor for billing. In my mind, this created a sheriff-outlaw relationship. Service provider staff was pressured to put on their bills as much as we would approve. My feeling was that providers were rewarded for getting by with as much as the sheriff would allow. It was not fun. It set up an antagonistic relationship. It was us against them. There was a lot of involvement but it was the wrong kind of involvement. We both wanted a partnership and we both wanted to do well but we both felt the system was not going to let that happen. What we wanted was to create an environment that was less of a burden on the counselor, making the counselor a part of the team and less of a cop. (VR Administrator)

5. Staff Not Trained or Supported to Achieve Employment Outcomes


The system of billing for hours of employment resulted in employment staff not being trained and supported to achieve employment outcomes. This issue of staff being inadequately trained to provide quality employment services was a recurring theme among funding agencies, service providers and consumers. Job coaches expressed no sense of urgency to complete a task that would lead to the achievement of the employment goal. The hourly system was universally characterized as lacking efficiency. There was substantial agreement that there had been limited motivation for job coaches to: a) practice the skills they had been taught; b) assist the consumer to achieve the job or career of their choice; and c) do so as quickly and as well as possible.  

B) Critical Design Considerations in an OBR/Choice Approach

Funding agencies have identified four “core” elements in the design of what they perceive to be an effective OBR approach to service funding that also addresses their commitment to consumer choice and full inclusion. 

1. Clear Delineation of Agency Expectations, Roles and Responsibilities


Table 2 illustrates how the vaguely stated commitments to helping people get a job are replaced with exact language expectations for each step in the process leading to employment and continuing toward employment stability. The various steps or “payment points” (e.g., pre-employment, placement, closure, etc.) provide the service provider, the funding agency and the consumer with a common understanding of expected outcomes. One Vocational Rehabilitation administrator described it as an “analogy to franchising” where they would be telling service providers exactly what they needed to do and showing them how best to do it. In addition, rehabilitation agencies expressed their intention to design a system that would allow them to become more active members in the rehabilitation process, where the counselor was more a part of the team and “less of a cop.”  (See Appendix C for a more complete description of each OBR system.)

Table 2: 

Rate Structures and Payment Points for OBR Systems
	                 Site (
Payment Point

           (
	Milestones-Supported Employment (MR consumers)
	Milestones-Transitional Employment (MH consumers)
	Keys Project 
	Community-Based Employment Services (CBES)
	Tarrant County 

	Pre-Employment (e.g. assessment, planning, job development)
	$500
	$500
	10% of total bid 

Avg.= $650
	15% of total bid

Avg.= $1300
	10% ($640) of total amount  ($720 for highly challenging individuals)

	Placement in employment 
	$650 ($850 for highly challenging individuals)
	N/A
	10% of total bid

Avg.=$650 
	40% of total bid for placement plus 30 days  

Avg.=$3500
	15% ($960) of total amount ($1080 for highly challenging individuals)

	Retention of employment (training, fading, time in employment)
	$2400 ($3500 for highly challenging individuals)
	$3050 ($4150 for highly challenging individuals)
	20% at 4 weeks, 10% at 8 weeks, and 20% at 12 weeks

Avg.=$3250
	45% of total bid after more than 60 days of stabilization
	20% at 4 weeks, 15% at 10 weeks, and 15% at 17 weeks (total is $3200 and $3600 for highly challenging)

	Closure in stable employment
	$4700 
	$4300
	30% of total bid after 6 months  of stable employment

Avg.=$1950
	For all services beyond 60 days of stable employment, negotiated hourly reimbursement is available.
	$1600 for 30 week transition to follow-along services. ($1800 for highly challenging individuals) 

	Other: services or supports
	
	Additional $1000 ($1300 for highly challenging) for “independent employment”
	May add 30% to each bid for highly challenging individuals. Additional amounts are available for substantial gainful activity (SGA) for a period of time.  People who achieve 
	Negotiable
	

	Total payments Possible (Reg./Highly challenging)
	$8450/9750
	$8850/10250
	$6500/8450 (Avg.)
	$8750 (Avg.)
	$6400/7200)


2. Systems Designed to Create Incentives


The foremost theme that framed the design process was a commitment to producing vocational outcomes by creating incentives in the systems. Funding agencies expressed a belief in the basic economic principle that “if you create an incentive, particularly an economic incentive, it is more likely to happen and over time your system will become defined by those incentives.” This belief in designing incentives frames the process of change as described by funding agency respondents. The funding agencies that have embraced OBR have stated a commitment to design a system that would reward the good providers with fair reimbursements for the achievement of employment outcomes and let the system take care of itself. 

a) Funding agencies and service providers share the risk
This is accomplished by allowing payments for intermediate steps. All funding agencies have allocated a portion of the funding for up-front activities such as assessment and planning activities. Funding agencies conceded that the risk needed to be shared to promote participation of service providers. Consumer choice of service providers is contingent upon the availability of different service providers and the shared risk idea was promoted as a way to encourage more service provider participation. 

Service provider perspectives.  How do you manage the risk involved when there is no way to guarantee success with all consumers? How will service providers be able to financially survive in a service system that is designed with the goal of achieving greater consumer choice and full inclusion of all eligible job seekers? The smaller payments for the earlier benchmarks and the need to often invest more than you get back until a consumer is stable in employment were the primary concerns expressed by service provider networks in these systems. Very little is guaranteed in this new approach and most providers indicated they were previously quite comfortable operating in a contractual, hourly, or fee-for-service arrangement with funding agencies. One counselor said, “Everything was guaranteed except outcomes.”  

b) Back-loaded payments enhance quality of the placement

Quality of the job placement is described as vital in an approach that emphasizes a back-loaded payment system and consumer satisfaction. The largest single payment is reserved for the final “Closure” to employment. The large final payment is the design element included to provide service providers with an incentive for placement in good job matches with long-term potential and maintains the focus on job skills and consumer choice.

One counselor shared that in the “old system” her provider agency did very little brainstorming around supporting the consumer to succeed in the worksite. “You couldn’t bill for that time. Now, we even send two job coaches to the same worksite to brainstorm. We need them to succeed.” She went on to share that the issue of compatibility between the job and the consumer’s wishes was the focus of most of the brainstorming. The stated logic is that if the job meets a consumer’s choice and is compatible with their skills, they are more likely to stay employed and the provider is more likely to receive the final large payments. 

Service provider perspectives. Service providers agreed that they feel unjustly penalized when a consumer voluntarily leaves a job that was considered to be a good job match “of the consumer’s choice.” Many providers feel that when a consumer chooses to leave a job, a provider should not be severely penalized. One suggested a shared risk when a consumer leaves a job that they clearly indicated was the job of choice and both the consumer and the employer agree the consumer was fully able to maintain. A partial final payment was one suggested compromise.

3. 
Inclusion of All Job Seekers as a Design Issue
a) Flexibility in design 

Agencies have established “differential reimbursement rates” to acknowledge that some individuals will present more challenges than others to achieve employment stability. The Oklahoma Bureau of Rehabilitation Services (BRS) was the prototype OBR program. They were the first to establish differential rate structures to distinguish between individuals who could be served at the “regular” rate and those who presented more barriers to employment and were therefore eligible to be served at the “highly challenging” rate. This has been the primary strategy for enhancing full inclusion. (See Appendix B: Highly Challenged Criteria Checklist.)

The Oklahoma and Texas systems of differential payments are further broken out to distinguish payments made for consumers with a label of mental retardation who would receive supported employment services and those with mental health barriers who would be served by differently designed employment programs. Table 2 (p. 9) presents the differential attention given to serving people with different barriers to employment and different disability labels. 

b) Individualization 

Allowing for additional supports or alternative strategies for funding on a case-by-case basis was presented as the strategy to enhance inclusion. This was also the response when agencies were unable to locate providers “who are fans of this [OBR] approach.” One agency reported, “The contracts are capped but with an additional amount set aside for the high-flyers, first come-first serve.” A Massachusetts service provider reports, “The high utilization of the ‘Additional Supports Component’ and willing access by the funding agency to okay those additional supports made the difference for several consumers.” This component has no set rate and therefore it is subject to individual negotiation. 

 
c) Systems designed by all stakeholders 

The most positive views of OBR approaches came from service providers who participated in the design of the system. An Oklahoma VR administrator stated, “In order to assist the provider to be less likely to engage in ‘creaming’, a satisfactory rate structure was an important first step. The expectation was that between 40 and 60 percent of clients should achieve the final milestone of sustained employment so the rate structure reflected this reality.” He acknowledged that service provider input was critical to the development of this rate structure and in turn ensured service provider participation. 

Service provider perspectives.  Many discussed the issue of extraordinary barriers where the risk is greatest and even a “highly challenged” level of funding is not sufficient to entice the service provider to try to place the consumer. “If we don’t really think we can place them, we don’t even try,” shared one job coach. This indicates that inclusion may continue as an issue for the most challenged of job seekers if the amount available for reimbursement is capped.

Consumer Choice Design Elements

There was substantial agreement among funding agencies that methods of educating the consumer about their new role and the choices they would have is built into their systems. (See Appendix D: Design Elements to Promote Consumer Choice).

a) Vendor Profile 

The Oklahoma BRS utilizes a Vendor Profile to inform consumers of service providers’ characteristics. These profiles are used to assist consumers in comparing competing service providers across a number of variables. They were described as methods for enhancing informed decision-making. The Vendor Profile is noteworthy in that it also informs the potential consumer of the provider’s “track record” in placing people in employment. Each provider states the percentage of consumers placed in employment for the previous calendar year and further breaks out the placements according to: a) percentages by industry (retail, services, manufacturing, construction, transportation and agriculture); and b) percentage by level of job (low-skilled, skilled-technical and professional/managerial).

b) Performance Report Card 

Working with the National Results Council, the Oklahoma KEYS Project has advanced the vendor profile concept into a more user friendly and impartial method of comparing competing service providers. The Performance Report Card is represented as offering a number of advances over the Vendor Profile by providing a visual graphic comparison of programs along a number of measures. It is more accessible to non-readers or people with limited literacy. Finally, it was developed with consumer input so that it is providing the information that consumers have indicated is important to them in selecting a service provider to help them achieve the employment of their choice. 

KEYS Project staff indicated that the report card assists the service providers to narrow and focus their presentations to address issues identified as important by consumers. Also, they videotape the presentations and can put timelines on the issues. The Performance Report Card was derived from meetings with consumers asking them, “What would be beneficial for you to know to help make up your mind which provider is right or best for you?” It is presented as a consumer-driven approach to vendor selection. Providers receive a copy before the meeting so they can prepare a response or explain their ratings on these key indicators from the report card.

The Performance Report Card also helps to ensure that providers will be talking about the same issues. Staff felt this would help consumers to be able to fairly comparative shop.

The KEYS Project staff also review the report card with the consumer to assist them to make the best choice for their needs and interests. For example, one vendor might get people to work quickly but they are all entry-level jobs. Another vendor might do better with helping people enter into careers but they are slower to make the placement. The Report Card also includes information about job coach turnover that consumers have indicated is a critical issue. Many do not want to establish a relationship with a job coach and then have to change during the critical time when they are trying to become stable in the job. 

Tarrant County is also developing a report card system similar to Oklahoma which will include information on placement, kinds of jobs, time in employment planning phase, and timelines overall of services. The consumer satisfaction piece was still being considered. No process was reported to be in place yet. 

 
c) Provider Fair or “Facilitated Introductory Meeting” with providers 

In the Fort Worth replication of the “Milestones” program and in the KEYS Project, approved service providers are periodically invited to a meeting where they are able to make a presentation to potential consumers. They also mingle and answer questions and elaborate on information about their services. The “provider fair” idea is to allow consumers to visit with all providers at once and more accurately compare providers. Each provider makes presentations with no coaching or attempt at standardizing the presentation information. They also have made a video to educate consumers and their families about the types of supports and services they should expect from the service providers. The video describes available services and is presented as a way to ensure that all consumers receive the exact same information when preparing to receive services through this system.

In the KEYS Program, information about the service providers is shared with consumers ahead of time through written materials such as the Performance Report Cards and Vendor Profiles. Staff of both programs agreed that providers do not have people of equal ability to explain their services. They recommend training sessions for providers to enhance the likelihood that consumers are selecting service providers based on more than just the service provider’s ability to sell the program at the Provider Fair. A consumer advisor in the KEYS Project reported, “We are beginning to see quite a bit of competition among the providers. When we began the program, several of the providers were very laid back and they didn’t send their top people to sell their program. Consequently, they didn’t get the business.” In the Massachusetts CBES program the most frequently used approaches by state agency personnel to offer choices to consumers of CBES providers were to assist consumers setting up tours of provider facilities, interviewing potential providers, and encouraging and supporting consumers to shop around. Other approaches included giving a list of qualified providers to consumers, providing written summaries about qualified providers, having case manager/service coordinators explain options, providing a list of questions to ask potential providers, and selecting an agency based upon proximity and access to consumer’s residence. (Year Two Evaluation Report)

 
d) Consumer Advisors

The KEYS Project coordinates with two consumer-run organizations (NAMI and the Tulsa Mental Health Association) to assist in the service provider choosing process. They can be present to aid and support each individual to ask the right questions and to attain information in a manner that is understandable. Tarrant County employs Employment Liaisons, who are consumer advisors charged with ensuring that people have the support they need to experience a variety of options and make more informed choices. The Employment Liaison is also the Local Authority’s contact with the service provider network providing referral, monitoring, quality control, etc. They verify that services actually did occur. 

 
e) Consumer and provider input to improve services 

CBES has developed a method for ensuring consumer input into the service appropriateness or quality by developing a consumer satisfaction component to their programs. Regarding their consumer satisfaction survey process, they have reported that they are used to high levels of consumer satisfaction but that this is different because they have focused on perceived strengths and weaknesses of the model and recommendations for improving the process. Therefore consumer satisfaction is a factor in overall program improvement. They indicate that a constant finding was consumers wanted to become employed quickly and they wanted more say in who (staff members) would provide their services, a finding consistent with the consumer input received by the KEYS Project when they were developing the report card. Both programs, as well as the Oklahoma “Milestones Program,” have also implemented a consumer “sign-off” before payment for services can occur.

CBES providers and consumers stated that the development of the program was greatly enhanced by the utilization of consumer and provider input through satisfaction surveys that focused on input for program improvement. Provider respondents to the survey, however, were concerned that the new system would bring in new providers, thus diluting the available funds for their agency, even though acknowledging that this new OBR approach was meant to promote consumer choice. Service providers in this system reported that they were pleased to be monitored for achievements, not how they accomplished those achievements.

C. Additional Service Provider Perspectives on Consumer Choice 

and Full Inclusion Within an OBR System


Service providers expressed concern that if indeed, “the overall service system is to be responsive to the issues associated with consumer choice and full inclusion, then additional concerns regarding our decision to participate in this system and give people choices of service providers must be addressed.” 

1. Retaining Trained Staff is Imperative in Order to Achieve Significant Outcomes Consistent with the Consumer’s Choices 


Service providers indicate that they were and are worried about hiring staff until they can both see that they are going to be able to financially survive in this new arrangement and until they actually receive reimbursements for assessment and plan development for early entries into their system. There is substantial agreement that they are less likely to be successful without trained and experienced job coaches. Concern was expressed about hiring new staff and service providers stated the belief that new staff would be unlikely to help them achieve the necessary bottom line. 

2. Service Providers Need to Be Business People to Survive in an OBR System


In order to manage the risk, human service providers recognize a need to become something they never intended to be which is, bottom-line, business people. In the early stages of implementing an OBR approach, there is great uncertainty about ability to pay staff salaries and achieve significant employment outcomes in a timely fashion.  


All service providers acknowledged a need for education and support to become entrepreneurs, marketers, and real bottom-line managers.  Some service providers have demonstrated that this new approach has allowed them, as managers, to do some very creative things, such as provide financial incentives to their training staff for exceeding performance expectations. They felt that this would be a strategy to keep staff around longer, thus reducing the cost of recruiting and training new personnel. Program staff  are typically hourly employees and this is one business-driven strategy presented to get staff to share in managing the risk.

Conclusions

All surveyed funding agencies utilize OBR strategies to secure employment services for people with severe disabilities. This addresses consumer choice and control. Funding agencies serving people with severe disabilities have devised some extremely sophisticated and creative approaches to financing service delivery to ensure that consumers receive the employment services of their choice and the services truly needed to achieve sustained competitive employment. The service provider Performance Report Cards, the Provider Fairs, personal contracts between consumers and providers, and most notably the payment systems have all been presented as effective ways to enhance consumer choice and control as well as full inclusion of people who present exceptional barriers to employment. Sites have also taken slightly different approaches to the payment arrangements. One site pays flat amounts for a milestone and another makes a percentage payment of the service provider’s “bid” price for each milestone. Some have “two-tiered” funding levels to encourage even greater inclusion and some have added an “individualized” extra component for those whose needs and choices exceed the limits of their system. Regardless of the nuances, they have all refined their OBR funding technology because of a stated commitment to greater consumer choice and full inclusion of job seekers with severe disabilities.

Even at the most elemental level, consumer choice as required in section 102 (d) of the Rehabilitation Act would not exist without choices of service providers. An outcome-based payment system that accounts for the average cost to serve all people whether they become successfully employed or not appears to have the greatest promise for ensuring participation by service providers and thus choices for consumers.

Payment systems not designed to ensure adequate compensation to service providers may actually decrease consumer choice. Service provider agency administrators indicated they would simply decline to participate in a system that does not provide them with a reasonable expectation of financial survival. In addition, rural participation through OBR has not been accomplished in a systemic way in any of the surveyed sites. Meaningful choices for job seekers with significant disability-related support needs who live in rural areas do not appear to exist at this time and no feasible solutions to this issue have been offered by either service providers or funding agencies. 

Service provider agencies will not be “choices” for any but the easiest to serve of those seeking jobs unless the issue of risk is addressed by funding agencies. With regards to full inclusion of job seekers, negotiated risk adjustment or “shared risk” for people with greater support needs appears to encourage service providers to work with people that they might otherwise decline to attempt to place in employment. There is agreement that increased inclusion of job seekers with significant barriers to employment can be best accomplished by attending to this issue. In addition, excessively heavy back loading of the milestone/benchmark payments definitely discourages new providers and small providers that do not have adequate cash reserve resources and even some current service providers from “taking a risk” with consumers who may pose additional challenges. On the other hand, an emphasis on heavy “back loading” of payments to service providers has been presented as the most effective way to ensure that consumer choice of job and quality of support services will be addressed. The effectiveness of the support provided by funding agencies to assist consumers with cognitive disabilities to negotiate selection of service providers, services and, most importantly, to manage their services on an ongoing basis appears to be the next significant hurdle in achieving meaningful consumer choice within this system.

The overall conclusion from this study is that OBR, when carefully constructed, appears to be an effective tool for creating a climate where consumer choice of jobs, careers and support services can occur. Conversely, an outcome-based technology that does not attend to the critical components that have been shown to enhance consumer choice and increased inclusion would appear to do little to affect either consumer choice or inclusion as service providers will simply choose not to participate. The critical issue is intent. Where the intent has been to focus on choice and inclusion, the funding technology has been constructed to support these values. 

Implications

The utilization of OBR in the vocational rehabilitation process for people with severe disabilities is currently receiving significant attention. With the recently enacted TWWIIA of 1999, the Social Security Administration is now beginning implementation of the “Ticket to Work” Program. The design of the “Ticket” addresses both consumer choice and OBR. Consumer choice is addressed as SSI or SSDI beneficiaries who receive a Ticket and choose to participate in the program giving their Ticket to any “registered” service provider or Employment Network. In effect, they would be “choosing” that registered provider to assist them in achieving employment. In addition, consumers may choose to split or move their Ticket between providers. 

OBR is addressed most directly through the “Outcome Payment” or the “Outcome–Milestone Payment” options. Under the Outcome Payment option, the service provider will receive payment of 40% of the average SSI or SSDI cash benefits for the previous year only after a consumer is no longer entitled to any SSDI cash benefits, or SSI cash benefits terminate due to earnings or work activity. In the Outcome–Milestone Payment option, Employment Networks begin receiving payment only after consumers achieve SGA for one calendar month. There are four Milestone payment amounts for additional months of employment. In addition, under each option, the service provider can continue to receive reimbursements for up to 60 months for maintenance of the previously mentioned levels of employment. 

In addition, TWWIIA and WIA also address the requirements for consumer choice in the selection of service providers within their OBR approaches to the provision of employment services. Based on the shared experiences of current OBR practitioners in this study, the Ticket would appear to have all of the elements of a flawed OBR/Choice system. With such elements as total back-loaded payments beginning only after employment has been achieved, this approach appears to represent an ineffective way to ensure significant service provider buy-in and therefore minimal choices for consumers. For example, the proposed payments only after a person has been employed for one calendar month would appear to be a way to minimize participation by new and small providers who have no significant cash reserves. This OBR approach would also appear to ensure little or no participation in rural areas where a single person provider organization might be the only viable option. In the current version of the Ticket, it appears that service providers who do participate will only be able to target projected “low-cost” consumers who have a high probability of achieving employment success. This approach would appear to further the exclusionary practices that OBR approaches have sought to overcome. The experiences of providers in this study indicate that they expend a great deal of resources in the first few months just getting people to the job site. This time is spent soliciting the business of the consumer, providing assessment services, developing the plan for employment, and securing a job that is compatible with the consumer’s wishes and strengths. These activities have significant costs associated with them and no guarantees that they will lead to employment success for all. 

Need for Additional Research

Concerns that need to be addressed regarding consumer choice include how to effectively provide support to the consumer around informed “choices” and are there are going to be any real choices? The logical next generation study of OBR and choice would focus on the implementation of the Ticket program as a viable option for assisting people with severe disabilities to get and keep employment of their choice. 


Future research questions related to the implementation of the Ticket and its ability to address consumer choice and full inclusion include:

a) Does the Milestone approach as defined in final regulations of the Ticket attract increased numbers of Employment Networks thus enhancing consumer choice?

b) Does the payment structure of the 'Ticket offer sufficient incentive for an Employment Network to successfully assist people with more significant disabilities to achieve employment? 

c) What strategies are utilized to promote consumer choice in the selection of 


Employment Networks and employment options?

These are just a beginning list of questions that will deserve further attention by policymakers and persons with disabilities.

The next five years will provide a critical view of the impact of the Ticket and the use of OBR for services that enhance the economic independence for persons with disabilities.
Appendix A: 

Site Descriptions

	Program Name


	Locale and Description


	Reason for Inclusion
	Primary Clientele

	Milestones 
	statewide supported employment program of the Oklahoma Bureau of Rehabilitation Services
	pioneer state rehabilitation system for the development and implementation of an outcome-based reimbursement policy and practices


	MR/MH

	KEYS Project
	federally funded pilot program which is using the milestones approach to assist the Social Security Administration to determine how best to implement their soon to be operational “Ticket to Work” Program


	second generation of the original Milestones Program
	MH

	Community-Based Employment Services
	statewide supported employment program of the Massachusetts Bureau of Rehabilitation Services

	1) formal policies and procedures for consumer choice; 2) matured to a point where significant numbers of consumers, providers and rehabilitation professionals have been impacted by the policies; and 3. developed OBR approaches in their program


	MR/MH

	Tarrant County Mental Health Mental Retardation Services
	Fort Worth, Texas, a county service provider that acts as a funding agency for employment services for people with significant disabilities


	replication of the Milestones Program developed by the Oklahoma Department of Rehabilitation Services and is early in the implementation phase  


	MR

	The Employment Outcome Support Program
	d) Delaware, Mercer and Medina County Boards of Developmental Disabilities of Ohio
	selected for the variation it offered on the theme of OBR, similarities in their approach to the proposed SSA “Ticket to Work” program, and the affiliation with the nationally funded Robert Wood Johnson Self-Determination Projects


	MR


Appendix B:

Milestones Highly Challenged Criteria Checklist(
 The consumer must meet at least three of the following criteria to be considered highly challenged and therefore eligible for the higher reimbursement rate. 

	
	
	CRITERIA



	1
	
	Been unemployed for at least 30 of the last 36 months

	2
	
	Had four or more jobs which lasted less than a month

	3
	
	Within the last 6 months a record of at least 3 of the following

	
	a
	Social withdrawal

	
	b
	Poverty of speech

	
	c
	Poor hygiene

	
	d
	Poor medication compliance

	
	e
	Difficulty with initiating tasks

	
	f
	3 months or more of inactivity

	4
	
	3 or more hospitalizations in the past 2 years

	5
	
	Eligible for SSI or SSDI benefits

	6
	
	Drug or alcohol abuse as a secondary diagnosis

	7
	
	Borderline Personality Disorder as a primary or secondary diagnosis

	8
	
	Symptomatic despite good medication compliance


(The Highly Challenged Criteria Checklist is reprinted from the Mental Health Milestone Handbook (Revision, 11/99)
Appendix C: 

OBR Payment Systems

Oklahoma Bureau of Rehabilitation Services “Milestones”

	PAYMENT MILESTONE(
	SUPPORTED EMPLOYMENT:

regular—    highly challenged


	TRANSITIONAL EMPLOYMENT

Regular—   highly challenged

	1. Determination of Needs/Planning
	$500                         $500      


	$500                       $500      

	2. Career Placement
	$650                         $850    
	N/A

	3. Job Site Training
	$1000                       $1500               
	$1200                     $1700

	4. Job Site Fading
	N/A
	$650                       $850

	5. Stabilization
	$1400                       $2000
	$1200                     $1600

	6. Transition to Ext. Support/Closure
	$2000                       $2700
	$1800                     $2500

	7. Independent Employment

    or Career Placement
	N/A
	$1000                     $1300

	TOTAL FEE
	$5500                      $7550
	$6350                     $8450


( Consumers receive only the services that are included in their Individual Plan for Employment. For example, if the consumer does not need on-site job coaching, milestones would be adjusted to reflect only the needed services. There are four risk groups and the vendors bid on the average cost of that risk group. The rates are for 1) placement only; 2) short-term job coaching; 3) supported employment regular; and 4) supported employment highly challenged.  

Oklahoma Bureau of Rehabilitation Services:

    Current Revised Payment Version for People with Serious Mental Illness(
	Milestone 
	Percent of Bid
	Amount (average bid)



	Career planning 
	10%
	$650

	Placement on job
	10%
	$650

	4 weeks on job
	20%
	$1300

	8 weeks on job
	10%
	$650

	Stabilization for 12 weeks
	20%
	$1300

	Rehabilitation @ 6 months of work 
	30%
	$1950


(This revised edition does not reflect the ability of providers to add 30% to each bid for highly challenged consumers. As they are a demonstration pilot for the soon to be implemented SSA Ticket program, they have also recently added incentive payments of $750 for consumers who reach Substantial gainful Activity (SGA) for 12 months and an additional $750 for consumers who achieve 18 months of employment with employer- paid medical benefits. Finally, there is a provision for $500 per quarter for job retention. Once again, it reflects the commitment to manage incentives rather than managing programs.

    Tarrant County MH/MR Services Milestones payment System(
	Milestone
	Percent of total fee
	Challenging individuals

Total fee=$6400
	Highly challenging individuals

Total fee=$7200



	Employment profile/meeting((
	10%
	$640
	$720



	Placement(((
	15%
	$960
	$1080

	4 week retention
	20%
	$1280
	$1440

	10 week retention
	15%
	$960
	$1080

	17 week retention
	15%
	$960
	$1080

	30 week-transition to follow-along
	25%
	$1600
	$1800


( All milestones must be pre-approved by the Service Coordinator and the Employment Liaison and will be paid only once per individual. (Professional Services Agreement for MR Vocational Services, 1998)

 Description of Milestones for Tarrant County 

((Employment Profile (EP) First milestone. The “covered individual” may invite anyone of their choosing (family, friends, etc.) to participate in the development of the plan. The service provider must discuss with the covered individual how the “plan to work” might impact their benefits. The EP is transferable to another provider but their staff have stated that this is not preferable and generally not encouraged for the same reasons cited by a service provider in CBES/Massachusetts. “Theoretically it’s great to choose a vendor for assessment and another one for job placement etc., but the reality is that a provider hired to do placement will still have to do their own assessment as the information needed is rarely going to be the information that is provided. So much of assessment is focused on soft job skills that speak to a person’s fit within a particular worksite culture. Observation is a major part of a vocational assessment.” 

(((Placement This is the milestone for securing job for the consumer which matches the “preferences” specified in the EP. “Unless renegotiated with the covered individual, all conditions must be met.” This milestone is paid only after the third day of work and the covered individual “reports satisfaction with the job choice” to their Service Coordinator. 

   Community Based Employment Services Payment System Massachusetts Rehabilitation Commission

	Component
	Percent of component
	Percent of overall total (approx.) (

	Total amount 

	Assessment

Plan

        Completion
	40%

60%
	15%
	$1300

     $520

     $780

	Placement

Career Plan

Placement

After 30 days
	40%

40%

20%
	40%
	$3500

     $1400

     $1400

     $700

	Initial Employment

        ( 30 days

        ( 60 days
	40%

60%
	45%
	$3700

     $1480

     $2200

	Extended Support ((
	N/A
	N/A
	$26.00/hour

	Additional Support ((
	N/A
	N/A
	Negotiable/

Individualized


* This is actually the percent of only the three components of their payment system that are based on reimbursement for an outcome. Note that the Extended Support Component and the Additional Support Component are reimbursed on: a) an hourly rate basis or b) negotiated between the state agency and the provider on an individualized basis. 

(( The first three components are designed to reimburse for achieving benchmarks that lead to stability for at least 60 days. These last two components are to pay providers for expenses associated with the long-term maintenance of employment and extraordinary expenses that will “address the unique and diverse needs of consumers.”

Ohio Alternative

The Ohio system that was examined approached the inclusion issue in a dramatically different way. It is most like the new proposed “Ticket to Work” as described in the final regulation for the TWWIIA Act of 1999. There is no payment provision until a person gets a job. However, once the consumer becomes employed, the agency or provider is reimbursed by the County MR/DD Service at a rate of 50% of the consumer’s earnings for a period of one year. In the second year the percentage is reduced to 40%, then 30% for the third year, and 20% for the fourth year and beyond. In addition the amount received by the provider can increase or theoretically decrease as the earnings either increase or decrease. There is little to be learned from this system at this time as there is no significant service provider participation currently. The critical point is that the provider assumes all the financial risk. It will be interesting to see if any providers agree to participate and then if they are able to address the “bottom line” issue and maintain over time. A second significant difference in this variation on the theme is that the funding agency does not dictate the preparatory steps that lead to employment. In all other programs examined, the funding agencies mandated assessments and employment plans at a minimum. Here they are free to achieve employment through their own methods. 

   Table 6

     Delaware County Outcome-based Reimbursement Approach

	Year 
	Reimbursement Rate



	1st year of employment 
	50% of earnings



	2nd year of employment
	40% of earnings



	3rd year of employment 
	30% of earnings



	4th year of employment 
	20% of earnings



	All subsequent years of employment 
	20% of earnings 




Appendix D:

Design Elements to Promote Consumer Choice

1.  Vendor Profile. 


a) Program Model: 

i. Transitional Employment: The service provider assists the consumer in obtaining and retaining multiple transitional employment positions; provides job coaching on the employment site as well as off-site support; and obtains continued transitional employment placements until competitive employment is achieved. 

ii. Supported Employment: The service provider assists the consumers in vocational preparation; job development; career choice decision; job coaching on the employment site; and long-term support to maintain employment. 


b) Support Services: 

The service provider indicates the array of services available through their agency. These typically include such services as case management, peer support groups, housing assistance, advocacy, medication assistance and social activities, among others. 


c) Transportation Assistance: 

This tells the consumer of the availability of transportation services available to and from the worksite, residence, and facility. 

2.   Performance Report Card: 


a)  Employment Information:

i.   
Average number of days from start of services to placement on the first job;

ii.   
Percentage of jobs with a benefit package that includes employer paid health insurance;


iii.  
Average weekly wage for people placed by each program; and 


iv.  
Average number of hours worked per week. 


b)  Consumer Measures: 


i. 
Barriers to Employment which is described as an indicator of the “difficulty level” or the provider’s ability to serve people with more support needs; and 


ii. 
PASS Plans. Because the KEYS Project is a Social Security funded pilot, the utilization of PASS plans are tracked. 


c)  Consumer Satisfaction:

All consumers served in employment by the competing service provider organizations are asked to evaluate the services they received using the following four measures, which are then displayed with a side-by-side comparison on the Report Card. 

i.
If you had a friend or family member in circumstances similar to your own, would you recommend this organization to that person?


ii.
How closely does the job match the goals you had for yourself when you began the program?

iii.
Staff members are caring, supportive and flexible. (Y/N) 


iv.
The organization provides services that you value and are helpful to maintaining employment. (Y/N) 
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