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South Carolina
Vocational Rehabilitation Department

P. CFIARLES LaROSA IR., COMMISSIONER

Enabling eligible South Carolinians with disabilities to prepare for, achieve and maintain competitive employment

1410 Boston Avenue r Post Office Box 15 r West Columbia, South Carolina 29171-0015

DATE: October 16. 1998
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TO: fV'Office of the State Budget
nv

FROM: \lV P.Charles LaRosa Jr., Commissioner
{

SUBJECT: Annual Accountability Report for Fiscal Year 1997-98

I

The South Carolina Vocational Rehabilitation Department respectfully submits its Annual
Accountability Report for Fiscal Year 1997-98 as required by Proviso 72.68. The department's
mission as well as program objectives are specified by federal law and regulations, principally
the Rehabilitation Act Amendments of 1992.

The department continues to advance its mission and program goals through an ongoing,
comprehensive strategic planning and implementation process that began three and one-half
years ago. A sharp focus on customer service coupled with a shift in philosophy from process to
outcome has brought significant improvements in direct client service. Many of those
improvements can be linked to the increased use of technology, which has allowed the
department to move a number of program support personnel to direct client service delivery. The
further development of the team concept is enhancing employee "ownership" in the program and
having a positive effect on customer service.

The SCVRD has for more than a decade held the number-one ranking among rehabilitation
agencies in the country for productivity per capita as well as cost efficiency of its service
delivery. It continues to look for new ways to improve on its successes in a constant effort to
successfully prepare people with disabilities for the 2l st century job market.

The performance measures in this Accountability Report are all outcome oriented and directly
related to the department's mission of enabling eligible South Carolinians with disabilities to
prepare for, achieve and maintain competitive employment.

The contact staff member for this report is Peter B. Howell, Assistant Commissioner, who can be

reached at896-6502.
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Executive Summary:

Citizens with disabilities represent our state's largest unemployed minority although they are its
most significant potential source of manpower. National surveys indicate only 29 percent of
working-age people with disabilities are employed, yet72 percent of the unemployed people
with disabilities want to work.

The mission of the South Carolina Vocational Rehabilitation Department (SCVRD) is to enable
South Carolinians with disabilities to prepare for, achieve and maintain competitive employment.

The department has two programs: (1) the Vocational Rehabilitation Basic Service Program and
(2) the Disability Determination Program. The department ranks them in that order, based on
federal and state mandates for vocational rehabilitation. By law, the department must give
highest priority to providing the vocational rehabilitation services necessary to enable the state's
citizens with disabilities to achieve competitive employment.

The department is unique in that it serves people with more than 135 different physically and
mentally disabling conditions. In 1997-98, as in previous years, the SCVRD Basic Service
Program placed more than 8,000 people with disabilities into competitive employment. With a
highly trained staff of rehabilitation professionals and a network of community work training
centers, the department is uniquely qualified to convert dependent tax users into independent
working taxpayers. These new taxpayers quickly repay the state's investment in their vocational
rehabilitation services and, in fact, pay back more than $3 for every vocational rehabilitation
dollar spent.

The department provides services that far exceed national standards for success in employment
outcomes for its clients. Compared with the national average,the SCVRD has higher
rehabilitation rates per capita and lower costs per rehabilitation. The department's successfully
rehabilitated clients work longer hours and receive higher wages than their counterparts
nationally.

The program goes where the needs are by forming partnerships with many state and local human
services providers to supply employment-oriented services to people with disabling conditions.
More than 350 businesses and industries support the department's22 work training centers
across the state.

The Disability Determination Program strengthens the department's range of services by
providing effective and efficient evaluation of claims for disability benefits. The program strives
to process all claims with the highest possible level of quality, in the shortest possible time and at
the lowest reasonable cost.

With an annual workload of more than 70,000 disability claims, this program eclipses national
averages in keeping costs down and in documentation accuracy.

The Disability Determination Program also works cooperatively with other agencies, processing
claims for Medicaid and for South Carolina State Retirement Systems.
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I During 1997-98, the SCVRD focused sharply on customer service through the further

development and implementation of customer-service plans, which include measurement of

I customer satisfaction. Feedback from customers was very positive.
! 

Staff realignment made better use of the program's resources through a team approach geared to

I 
improving services to persons with disabilities.

r Over the past few years, the agency has recognized the need to build upon its history of success

. by conducting strategic planning to ensure that people with disabilities in South Carolina will

t continue to receive the best in services. That initiative involved planning in several key result
areas, including customer service, technology and parhrerships. During 1997-98, a new key

I result area, called "Continuous Improvement," was identified as the next initiative to make sure

I the momentum is maintained and the program continues to get beffer.

I National recognition continued to reflect the department's success rate. In May 1998, the Public

I Employees Roundtable in Washington, D.C., honored the SCVRD with a Certificate of Special
Recognition in the 1998 Public Service Excellence Award program. Those awards recognize

I federal, state and local agencies for "the highest standards of teamwork, excellence and

I innovation."

I The results of the agency's drive to streamline the program and enhance customer service were

I reinforced by a KMPG Peat Marwick performance audit released in 1998. The audit contained no
negative performance findings. The SCVRD's strengths and achievements highlighted in the

I audit report included:

I . the re-engineering of the case management system that allowed the agency to reallocate
funding from administrative to counseling positions;

I . the SCVRD case management system that serves as both an assessment working file and ar compliance file, with built-in customer and quality checkpoints;

r . clients who complete the program and obtain employment are generally satisfied with

t services; and

. the agency's strategic planning process that focuses staff efforts on key result areas for
I improvement and drives agency performance.
t

Although recognized as a national leader in vocational rehabilitation, the SCVRD strives to make

I its services even more successful and responsive. These efforts include the best possible use of
I staff, technology and service partnerships to provide the department's clients with the tools,

services and products they need to compete successfully in the 21st century workplace.

I
I
I
I
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II Mission Statement and Program Viability:

I The mission of the South Carolina Vocational Rehabilitation Department is tor enable eligible South Carolinians with disabilities to prepare for, achieve and
I maintain competitive employment.

t

I South Carolinians with physical and/or mental disabilities make up more than 12 percent of ourr working-aged, adult population. They are our greatest unemployed minority, but they represent

I the most significant potential manpower resource for our state and our nation.

I The federal and state mandate of the South Carolina Vocational Rehabilitation Department is to
convert as many eligible members of this large minority of unemployed, tax-consuming South

I Carolinians with disabilities into taxpaying, competitively employed and fully participatingr workers as the agency's resources will allow.

I The department is uniquely qualified to fulfill this mission utilizing its network of community
I work training centers and its capacity to both purchase and directly provide specialized disability

accommodation and vocational preparation services.

t The department's conversion of dependent tax users into independent working taxpayers
provides significant economic as well as social benefit to South Carolina. In 1997-98, the

I department placed 8,637 South Carolinians with disabilities into competitive employment .

I Conservative estimates are that as a result of Vocational Rehabilitation services and job
placements, workers with disabilities will rcalize an increase in their earnings of $15.92 for every

I $l of Vocational Rehabilitation funds invested in their rehabilitation.
I

Likewise, people with disabilities who work return an estimated $3.18 in taxes for every dollar

I spent on their vocational rehabilitation. They repay the cost of their vocational rehabilitation in
I an average of only 3.9 years.

I
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Description of Programs

Priority Ranking:
The South Carolina Vocational Rehabilitation Department operates two programs, the
Vocational Rehabilitation Basic Service Program and the Disability Determination Program.

During 1997-98, the Vocational Rehabilitation Basic Service Program operated under the federal
Rehabilitation Act Amendments of 7992, which speciff that all vocational rehabilitation services
outlined in the Act must be made available to all eligible clients. Therefore, the basic service
program cannot be fuither subdivided to set priorities for specific services or program
components.

Likewise, the Disability Determination Program operates under contract with the Social Security
Administration, which specifies the mission and operational boundaries.

The priority ranking for these two programs would be as follows: Priority #l: Vocational
Rehabilitation Basic Service Program; and Priority #2: Disability Determination Program.

Program Name:

Vocational Rehabilitation Basic Service Program

Program Cost:
Federal

$ 34,384,860

State

$ 15,1 15,556

Other

$ 906,260

Total

$ 50,406,676

Program Goal:

The department's goal is to enable eligible South Carolinians with disabilities to prepare for,
achieve and maintain competitive employment. An eligible person has a physical or mental
impairment that hinders him or her from working, and must require and be able to benefit from
vocational rehabilitation services that would lead to competitive employment.

The SCVRD's strategic plan, now in its fourth year of implementation, shifts the emphasis from
the process to the results-to place as many persons with disabilities as possible in competitive
employment. The plan centers on a customer-friendly service-delivery system that prepares
clients to successfully compete in a constantly changing workplace. Every process, practice and
policy the department has is under constant scrutiny to determine how it benefits the client.
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t Success requires a staff that is well+rained and empowered, equipped with the technology suited

to the task and driven by continuous feedback from all customers.r 
3ency's guiding ,ririon summarizes the ingredients for reaching its goals:I Theal

. commitment to the agencv's mission:

I . using technology to provide maximum benefit to staff and clients;

. being a leader in innovative, individualized customer service that contributes to successful
I employment outcomes;
I . maintaining positive and productive relationships with business, industry and all levels of

I 
goveffIment;

r . providing quality service in an atmosphere of trust, sincerity and commitment;

I 
. providing advancement opportunities to develop and retain exceptional employees;

r . showing accountability by using resources efficiently and effectively; and

I e providing our customers with the tools, services and products to prepare them to compete

I successfully in the 21st century workplace.

Program Objectives:

I The primary objective of the South Carolina Vocational Rehabilitation Basic Service Program is

t to use its limited resources in the most effective, efficient, and customer-oriented manner to serve
as many working-aged South Carolinians with disabilities as possible and place them in

I competitive employment. This objective will be measured by comparing the South Carolina
I Vocational Rehabilitation Department's results in those areas to those of vocational rehabilitation

- 
programs across the nation as well as to its own benchmarks.

I Achievement of this primary objective requires effective planning and implementation of a
variety of services to meet supporting objectives. Among them are:

r Strategic Planning

I The agency's Strategic Plan, launched in 1994, asked the questions, "How is our world

I changing? Where are we now? Where do we want to go?" The agency has addressed those
questions, but it remains clear that strategic planning is never complete; the plan must be

I 
continually modified to adapt to changing conditions.

- A key factor in strategic planning is staff ownership in the plan. Therefore, plan development

I involved committees of staff members with diverse roles. All staff members have continuous

I opportunity for input.

I The original key result areas (KRAs) were customer service, government relations, human

I resources, partnerships, public relations, technology, and values/mission/vision. As the plan
evolved, government relations and public relations KRAs were combined, and the department

I
I
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I added a "continuous improvement" KRA to improve and integrate services, increase customer

satisfaction and boost employment outcomes for clients.

t Customer Service

I In shifting the emphasis from process to the results, the department continues to spotlight service

I and focus on customers, including clients, coworkers, contractors, employers and the public. The
guiding vision for customer service is that "each customer's experience will be a high-quality,

I professional and respectful contact. We will be a leader in innovative and efficient customer

I service that contributes to successful employment outcomes."

I The department's training staff developed an extensive customer-service curriculum. Staff

I members from throughout the department helped teach the classes and by the end of 1997-98,
every SCVRD employee was schooled in quality customer service.

I Each of the department's organizational units developed its own customer service plan with
- provisions for customer-service feedback. Both internal and external customers are surveyed and

- the results are used as a guide to address the needs of all customers.
Ir The department annually invites feedback at public hearings in three regional locations. The

_ feedback is incorporated into the next year's state plan.

I The department's client relations staff fields complaints from clients and works through
appropriate channels to resolve concerns over provision ofservices.

I Teamwork is an integral part of the customer-service initiative. This year brought the Client
- Service Team concept to the department's field offices. Work teams enable employees to

I combine ideas and creatively solve problems in an effort to provide the highest caliber of

I services to clients.

As a result, more employees feel a sense of ownership in the program. The attitude "We've
I always done it this way'; is changing to "How can we do this better?"I

I Realignment

t Improved customer service and technological efficiency have allowed the department to move

I program support personnel into more direct-service roles to meet increased needs in those areas

I without adding any more full-time employees.

Many program support personnel, who before were handling only clerical tasks, now work

I directly with clients in scheduling appointments, following up on services and handling minor
r problems. The new roles allowed the department to add 10 new direct-service caseloads as well

as assure legal compliance.

I Case services increased cost-efficiency in its diagnostic procedures by eliminating unnecessary
paperwork in favor of a commitment to more direct client services.

I

I
t
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Technology

Innovative use of technology is a primary factor in reaching department objectives for improved
services. Advances in the past year have increased speed and improved accuracy while allowing
support staff to assume greater responsibility.

Counselors are equipped with laptop computer workstations, which free them from the office
environment so they can meet with clients in other locations. In addition to flexibility, the
workstations allow for quicker, more consistent and more accurate documentation.

Computer access for program support staff also increased this year. This enables one support
staff member to serve several counselors at a time rather than just one.

In addition, the past year brought technological breakthroughs for vocational rehabilitation staff
psychologists, who are receiving portable workstations with custom-designed software. This
allows psychologists to spend more time providing needed services to clients and less time with
paperwork. Reports that once took a week to produce are now ready in one day and clerical
assistance is no longer necessary.

Partnerships

Partnerships with businesses and industries throughout the state is a major objective for the
department. Approximately 1,200 clients at the 22 vocational rehabilitation work training centers
receive valuable job training through contract agreements with more than 350 businesses and
industries. The centers provide a valuable outsource option for business and industry, while the
clients get real work experience and are paid for their production. This training prepares clients
for meeting employment objectives.

Local business leaders serve on advisory boards to help the centers set training goals that meet
industry needs.

The department met objectives to work effectively with many other state and local human service
providers, in some cases through jointly funded cooperative programs. The SCVRD works with
the Department of Education on school-to-work programs in high schools and vocational
schools; with the Department of Alcohol and Other Drug Abuse Services in serving clients with
substance abuse problems; with the Department of Mental Health and the Department of
Corrections to help individuals leaving state institutions find employment; with the Department
of Social Services to channel welfare reform clients into the SCVRD program; with the
Department of Disabilities and Special Needs for job coaching services contracted with local
DDSN boards; and with Easter Seals in the area ofjob coaching. The SCVRD participates in
Work In Progress, an association of mental health advocacy organizations.

The department's client relations staff works closely with the governor's Client Assistance
Program to assess client problems and resolve them quickly and equitably.

The department has on-site staff at the Medical University of South Carolina to assist
significantly disabled citizens as they begin their employment plans.
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Performance Measures:
The department's success is rooted in the performance of its employees. Shifting from a process-
based system to an outcome-oriented operation has broadened employee ownership and
increased accountability from the bottom to the top of the agency.

Although the department has surpassed national averages in several key categories for many
years, the statistics for 1997-98 reflect the agency's increased focus on customer service. The
department uses its own previous fiscal year outcomes as benchmarks, measuring up as follows:

Efficiency Measures SCVRD SCVRD
previous year current year

$5,936

$1,972

$914

r6,l4l

8,379

225

808

98.7%

$2s4

79%

94%

$5,864

$1,979

$882

16,742

8,637

225

831

98.9%

$27r

84.7 %

94%

VR agencies
nationwide

$12,535

$2,1 6 I

$3,690

N/A

N/A

75

437

903%

$21 8

64.2%

74%

Average cost per rehabilitation

Average cost per client served

Cost of purchased services per rehabilitation

Effectiveness Measures

Total accepted for services

Total number of rehabilitations

Rehabilitations per 1 00,000 population

Clients served per 100,000 population

Clients competitively employed at closure

Average weekly wage of clients employed

Rehabilitated clients with earninqs above
poverty level

Rehabilitated clients working more than
20 hours per week

SCVRD SCVRD VR agencies
previous year current year nationwide
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Work Training Centers

Partnerships with South Carolina's businesses and industries through contract agreements
provide outstanding training opportunities for clients, who also receive wages for production.
The contracts generate revenue for the department's 22 work training centers. Both revenues and
wages have increased. Last year, 8,109 clients received services at the training centers and2,649
became competitively employed after receiving these services.

Revenues from contracts with business & industry

Wages earned by SCVRD clients at the centers

Employed one year after closure

Counselor willingness to listen to client's ideas and
suggestions in developing service plan

Satisfied with adequacy of information about their disabilities

Satisfied with promptness of service delivery

Satisfied with kind of training received

Satisfied with benefits of training received

Satisfied with assistance in seeking job
and finding employment

Satisfied with results of physical restoration
services

Would recommend SCVRD to others with disabilities

FY 1997 FY 1998

$14,300,225 $16,334,137

$5,760,323 S5,853,475

Customer Feedback

Local area offices routinely use responses from customer surveys and client focus groups to
make improvements in their daily operations. The local feedback is funneled to the state level
and serves as the fuel for continuous improvement efforts.

Follow-up surveys of successfully rehabilitated clients showed a highly favorable assessment of
SCVRD services. The department surveyed a random sample of clients one year after their cases
closed.

Survey results included:

FY 1996

72%

99%

98%

98%

90%

94%

94%

FY 1997

76%

99%

99%

99%

93%

92%

92%

93% 96%

99% 99%

l0
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Program Name:

Disability Determination Program

Program Cost:
Federal

$ 20.04r.632

State

$0

Other

2,747,361

Total

$ 22,788,993

Program Goal:
The Disability Determination Program's goal is to strengthen the SCVRD's services by
providing effective and efficient evaluation of claims for total and permanent disability benefits
under provisions outlined in state and federal law and agreements with state agencies.

The Disability Determination Program serves individuals seeking assistance under provisions of
the Social Security and Supplemental Security Income disability programs, South Carolina
Retirement System disability programs, total and permanent disability provisions of the
Medicaid program and the disability provisions of the Homestead Exemption Act.

As part of the disability evaluation process, applicants are evaluated to determine if they will
benefit from vocational rehabilitation services and. if so. are referred to the Basic Service
Program.

Disability Determination Program operations are governed by Social Security Administration
regulations. The SCVRD coordinates personnel issues and ensures federal and state compliance
in day-to-day operations.

In carrying out its goals, the Disability Determination Program strives to process all claims with
the highest possible level of quality (by careful adherence to all applicable laws, regulations and
policies), in the shortest possible processing time (in keeping with sound documentation and
evaluation),and at the lowest reasonable cost (consistent with evidentiary requirements and sound
program administration).

Program Objectives:
During the 1998-99 fiscal year, the Disability Determination Program will receive, develop and
adjudicate more than 70,000 claims on more than 66,000 individual applicants for Social
Security or SSI benefits. (Some individuals will apply for both programs at the same time.) In
addition, approximately 6,500 Medicaid claims, 2,000 claims for disability benefits under the
S.C. Retirement System and approximately 50 applications under the Homestead Exemption Act

1l
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disability provisions will be processed. This will result in approximately 1,500 determinations
per week with decisions reached in an average of 90 days or less.

Performance Measures:
The Disability Determination Program strives to achieve performance levels that are equal to or
greater than the national average in the areas of: productivity (number of claims produced for
each FTE); cost per claim; and medical cost per case. The goal for claim processing time is 90
days or less and the target for documentation accuracy is more than 90 percent.

Effectiveness and
Efficiency Measures

Production per work year

Cost per claim

Medical cost per case

Processing time

Documentation accuracv

South Carolina
1996-97

278.0

$ 29s

$72

91.0

96.8%

South Carolina
1997-99"

252.6

$ 325

$82

90

96.9%

NationalAvg.
1997-98*

267.2

$ 344

$82

73.5

93.8%
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+ statistics available for I0/97 through 8/98
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