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The South Carolina Vocational Rehabilitation Department respectfully submits its Annual
Accountability Report for Fiscal Year 1998-99 as required by Proviso 72.63. The department's
mission as well as program objectives are specified by federal law and regulations, principally
the Rehabilitation Act Amendments of 1998.
The department continues to build momentum in its quest to fulfill the objectives of its
comprehensive strategic planning and implementation process that began five years ago. A sharp
focus on customer service coupled with a shift in philosophy from process to employment
outcome has brought significant improvements in direct client service. However, we realize the
importance of constant examination of policies and procedures and have placed a lot of emphasis
on continuous improvement over the past year.
For many years the South Carolina Vocational Rehabilitation Department has set national
standards for productivity and cost efficiency. The new century should provide an expanded role
for people with disabilities in the workplace and we look forward to the challenge of providing
the highest quality services to prepare our clients for those opporhrnities, while at the same time
making the best use of our resources.
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:
The need for well-trained, qualified, reliable employees for businesses and industries has never
been greater. With employment rates high, the pool of qualified job candidates is not as deep as
many employers would like. It is vital for the business community to better utilize a resource
that has gone largely untapped through the years-people with disabilities. Three-fourths of
working age people with disabilities want to work, yet less than a third of them have jobs.
South Carolina has long recognized this valuable resource, setting national standards with its
public vocational rehabilitation program. The South Carolina Vocational Rehabilitation
Department's mission is to enable South Carolinians with disabilities to prepare for, achieve and
maintain competitive employment, and for many years the department has greatly exceeded
national averages in competitive employment outcomes for its clients.
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 1998-99, as in previous years, the SCVRD Basic Service
Program placed almost 9,000 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 $3.18 for every vocational rehabilitation dollar
spent. On average, they fully repay the cost of rehabilitation in 3.9 years.
Compared with the national averagq 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 Disability Determination Program strengthens the department's range of services by
providing effective and efficient evaluation of claims for disability benefits. With an annual
workload of more than 80,000 disability claims, 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.
The Disability Determination Program also works cooperatively with other agencies, processing
claims for Medicaid and the South Carolina State Retirement Systems.

During 1998-99, the SCVRD continued to carry out the initiatives of its strategic plan and
continued to develop new ones. "Making the best better" has been the thrust of the department's
strategic planning over the past five years and this year momentum continued to build.
Continuous improvement is vital and this year ushered in another phase of the Key Result Areas

(KRAs). The Continuous Improvement KRA looked closely at local service and operational
practices, quality enhancement, team operations, rehabilitation training and evaluation, and
system integration through the utilization of technology.

A lot of effort continued to go into the redefinition of roles for VR staff more effectively tying
everyone into the agency mission. It was geared to reduce the "process" part of rehabilitation
without compromising accountability, and to enhance direct contact with clients. Specialized
training in these roles helped staff make the transition into redefined duties. The department
launched new training on working together as teams so service delivery to our clients would be
timely, efficient and effective in reaching competitive employment outcomes. The team concept
also resulted in some changes in actual physical layout of area offices. Some offices began
taking out partitions, resulting in a more open, team-friendly work atmosphere.
The SCVRD's local work training centers continued to build effective partnerships with
hundreds of the state's businesses and industries, which provided contract work for clients at the
centers. Clients received valuable work experience and an understanding of the personal, social
and professional standards required to succeed in the workplace. Business and industry benefited
through a cost-effective, reliable resource, while the department realized $15.6 million dollars in
revenues through these partnerships. Clients were paid $5.5 million in training wages for work
performed in the training centers; remaining funds went into operating expenses of the centers.
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.
The past year brought significant strides by VR's statewide facilities progftlm. Emphasis on the
improvement of those cases and follow-through after clients moved on from those facilities
resulted in better employment outcomes.
Successfully rehabilitated clients lessen the burden on the nation's Social Security budget and the
department benefits through Social Security reimbursement for closures. This year the
Vocational Rehabilitation Department realized about $1.5 million dollars in reimbursements, as
it did the year before. These funds were channeled into service delivery to help keep costs down.
Customer satisfaction remained high, according to follow-up surveys of rehabilitated clients.
Local VR operations also monitored current client feedback through confidential suggestion
opportunities provided through area offices and training centers.

Technology improvements remained a focal point. The conversion of agency data to a new
network server system saw great progress, with a target of January 2001 for completion. Staff
from around the state became better equipped as additional computers were installed. Year 2000
compliance received lots of attention as well, with November 1999 established as the target date
for completion.

Hiring and keeping the best staff available was a focus. The department's human resources
initiative to improve hiring practices continued to develop this year with an enhanced selection
instrument for support staff.

In fact, staff recognition was one of SCVRD's top priorities during fiscal year 1998-99. The
department unveiled its "Celebration of Success" progrurm, in which employees were nominated
by their colleagues and received rewards and recognition for exceeding goals, program
excellence, customer service or individual accomplishment. This ongoing program includes
quarterly recognition events at local VR locations.

By staffrng its network of specialized facilities with highly qualified professionals, the
Vocational Rehabilitation Department is uniquely qualified to provide our citizens with
disabilities the very best services geared toward their competitive employment. The state as a
whole benefits. Employers gain well-prepared, qualified employees. Taxpayers get a great retum
on the funds spent on vocational rehabilitation because clients of the department become
taxpayers themselves when they go to work.

Mission Statement and Program Viability:
The mission of the South Carolina Vocational Rehabilitation Department is to
enable eligible South Carolinians with disabilities to preparefor, achieve and
maintain competitive employment.

juUifiti.,

make up more thanl2percent of our
South Carolinians with physical and./or mental
population.
greatest
They are our
working-aged, adult
unemployed minority, but they represent
the most significant potential manpower resource for our state and our nation.

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
Carolinians with disabilities into taxpaying, competitively employed and fully participating
workers as the agency's resources will allow.
The department is uniquely qualified to fulfrll this mission utilizing its network of community
work training centers and its capacity to both purchase and directly provide specialized disability
accommodation and vocational preparation services.
The department's conversion of dependent tax users into independent working taxpayers
provides significant economic as well as social benefit to South Carolina. In state fiscal year
1998-99, the department placed 8,861 South Carolinians with disabilities into competitive
employment. Conservative estimates are that as a result of Vocational Rehabilitation services and
job placements, workers with disabilities will realize an increase in their earnings of $15.92 for
every $1 of Vocational Rehabilitation funds invested in their rehabilitation.

Likewise, people with disabilities who work retum an estimated 53.18 in taxes for every dollar
spent on their vocational rehabilitation. They repay the cost of their vocational rehabilitation in
an average of only 3.9 years.

Leadership System
When the Vocational Rehabilitation Department launched its strategic planning initiative in
1994,the agency board and department leadership asked the questions: "How is our world
changing? Where are we now? Where do we want to go?" The leadership quickly realizedthat it
could not answer those questions on its own. The department's future success depended on the
input of staff, clients, employers and other customers. The department established a strategic plan
that called for its leadership to guide a vocational rehabilitation program based on the opinions,
needs, abilities and talents of its internal and external customers, and for all efforts to contribute
toward the goal of competitive employment for our state's citizens with disabilities.
The plan evolved through development of a guiding vision, planning assumption, short and longrange visions and specific strategies.

Under the commissioner's leadership, senior management coordinated agencywide committees
to chart the course for fulfilling the mission of the strategic plan. Membership of these "key
result area" (KRA) committees reflected the entire spectrum of vocational rehabilitation staff
statewide, from the ground level up. The seven original KRA committees focused on:

o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Values, Mission, Vision
Customer Service

Technology
Government Relations
Partnerships

Public Information and Education
Human Resource Development and Management

These committee members, including more than 100 employees, provided valuable leadership
through their "front line" perspectives on service delivery and by conducting surveys of a variety
of other customers. Each KRA developed a plan of action geared toward effective, efficient and
customer-driven vocational rehabilitation services.

Positive feedback and tangible results from these KRA plans led to a logical next step in program
leadership: a o'Continuous Improvement" KRA. The mission of this initiative is to "continue to
improve and integrate processes/systems to enhance quality of services, customer satisfaction
(internal and extemal), and increase productivity and efficiency with a result of quality
competitive employment outcomes." It was determined that the best way to fulfill that mission
was to minimize paperwork and other "process" aspects of rehabilitation and instead enhance the
quality of direct service to clients, which would lead to better competitive employment
outcomes.

The Continuous Improvement KRA branched into several subcommittees coordinated by senior
leadership, and during 1998-99 significant progress was made in each area:

o

Local Practices examined current office procedures throughout the state and discovered a
number of inconsistencies. By reviewing previous procedures and researching possible new
ones, this committee is forming a functional guide to be used consistently statewide.

o

Quality Service Enhancement focused on improving quality statewide through involvement
of all staff, improved communication, timeliness of decision making, increased knowledge of
community resources and more active partnerships with business and industry. Targeted
areas of improvement include direct job placement, informed client choice, training centers,
community education, referral development and transition.

o

Rehabilitation Training Centers and Statewide Facilities analyzed current procedures in
the client referral process as well as assessment and adjustment processes to provide better
services in these specialized facilities.

.

System Integration and Process sought to improve service delivery through more effective
and efficient use of technology and communication tools. This initiative required much
research and input from staff.

o

Teams focused on changes involved with development of the client service team concept
within the agency, based on an environment of empowerment, responsibility and
accountability. Teams will continually monitor, evaluate and improve service delivery. The
committee is developing a team resource package.

The Continuous Improvement initiative illustrates the agency leadership's vision for the next
century and its commitment to enabling all staff to play a key role in developing and carrying out
the agency's goals.

Gustomer Focus and Satisfaction
In shifting the emphasis from process to the results, the department continues to spotlight service
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,
professional and respectful contact. We will be a leader in innovative and efficient customer
service that contributes to successful employment outcomes."
Every SCVRD employee has been schooled in quality customer service and 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 surveved and the results are
used as a guide to address the needs of all customers.
The department annually invites feedback at public hearings in three regional locations. The
feedback is incorporated into the next year's state plan.
The department's client relations staff fields complaints from clients and works through
appropriate channels to resolve concems about provision of services.

Teamwork is an integralpart of the customer service initiative. Work teams enable employees to
combine ideas and creatively solve problems in an effort to provide the highest caliber of
services to clients. This year brought further development of the team concept to the
department's operations, more effectively tying all staff into the agency's mission.
Roles of eligibility support specialists, plan support specialists, procurement specialists,
information specialists, vocational evaluators and psychologists were redefined. Specialized
training helped the staff make the transition to the redefined duties. These changes pointed
toward less "process" time and better direct service and outcomes for clients.
Continued improvement in the use of technology also played a key part in the customer service
plan. This year more local area staffs were equipped with computer resources to enhance time
management and documentation and, in fum, free more time for counselors and other staff to
provide the "human touch" to clients.

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

FY 1997

FY 1998

Employed one year after closure

72%

76%

78%

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

99%

99%

98%

Satisfied with adequacy of information about their disabilities

98%

99%

98%

Satisfied with promptness of service delivery

98%

99%

98%

Satisfied with kind of training received

90%

93%

93%

Satisfied with benefits of training received

94%

92%

96%

Satisfied with assistance in seeking job
and finding employment

94%

92%

93%

Satisfied with results of physical restoration
services

93%

96%

95%

Would recommend SCVRD to others with disabilities

99%

99%

98%

The number of rehabilitated clients who remained employed one year after closure continued to
rise, reaching 78 percent. The survey also showed that many successfully rehabilitated clients
had seen pay increases during their first year of employment:

Salary comparison
one year after closure

Partnerships
Partnerships with businesses and industries throughout the state are a major customer service
objective for the department. Clients at the 22vocational 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 has on-site staff at the Medical University of South Carolina to assist
significantly disabled citizens as they begin their employment plans.
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.

Celebration of Success
Internal customer service efforts were bolstered in 1998-99 by the launching of the Celebration
of Success program. Employees of the department were recogntzed for exceeding goals, program
excellence, customer service or individual accomplishment.
Nominations came from their peers. Any employee who received three nominations approved by
a local Celebration of Success committee became eligible for an award item of their choice from
an agency catalog.
Local offices schedule recognition ceremonies periodically to promote this program and honor
employees.
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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 1998-99, the Vocational Rehabilitation Basic Service Program operated under the federal
Rehabilitation Act Amendments of 1998, which specifu that all vocational rehabilitation services
outlined in the Act must be made available to all eligible clients. Therefore, the basic service
program cannot be further 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 #1: Vocational
Rehabilitation Basic Service Program; and Priority #2: Disability Determination Program.

Program Name:
Vocational Rehabi litation

B

asic S ervice Pro gram

Program Cost:

Federal

State

Other
$ 31,088,783 $ 16,449,209 $ 368,453

Total
$ 47,906,445

Program Goal:
The department's goal is to enable eligible South Carolinians with disabilities to prepare for,
achieve and maintain competitive employment. To be eligible, a person must have a physical or
mental impairment which 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 fifth year of implementation, shifts the emphasis from
the process to the results-with a goal of placing 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.

1l

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.

The agency's guiding vision summarizes the ingredients for reaching its goals:

.
o
o

commitment to the agency's mission;
using technology to provide maximum benefit to staff and clients;
being a leader in innovative, individualized customer service that contributes to successful
employment outcomes;

o

maintaining positive and productive relationships with business, industry and all levels
government;

o
o
o
o

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

of

providing advancement opportunities to develop and retain exceptional employees;
showing accountability by using resources efficiently and effectively; and

providing our customers with the tools, services and products to prepare them to compete
successfully in the 2lst century workplace.

Program Objective:
The primary objective of the South Carolina Vocational Rehabilitation Basic Service Program is
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
competitive employment. This objective will be measured by comparing the South Carolina
Vocational Rehabilitation Department's results in those areas to those of vocational rehabilitation
programs across the nation as well as to its own benchmarks.

Program Results:
The department's success is rooted in the consistently solid 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.
The department has surpassed national averages in several key categories for many years and
therefore uses its own previous fiscal year outcomes as benchmarks, measuring up as follows:

Glients

served/rehabilitated 1994-95 1995-96 1996-97 1997-98

1998-99

14,201 15,521 16,141 16,742 17,007
services
30,016 30,981 32,642 34,187 35,609
Total active cases served
Total number of rehabilitations 8.261 8.273 8.379 8.637 8.861
Total accepted for

t2

The following performance measures illustrate the department's success compared with national
averages (of public VR programs in every state) as well as with its own benchmarks. The rnost recently
available data on national rehabilitation rates and costs reflects fiscalyear 1997.

Clients served per 100,000 population
864

900

800

l

700

600

l

500

400

300

200

Rehabilitations per 1 00,000 population

NSC'RD
Ll National
FY96

IJ

Wages
Even though South Carolina as a whole does not rank high nationally in per capita income, the
Vocational Rehabilitation Department's successfully rehabilitated clients actually surpass their
counterparts nationally in average weekly wage.

Average weekly wage at closure 1994-95 1995-96 1996-97 1997-98 1998-99

clients
National VR programs
SCVRD employed

5252
NA

$278
$256

$275
$218

Rehabilitated clients earning
above poverty level
gofh

EofA
7V/o

6f/6
soPh

1Vh
30%

20%
'to%

Rehabi litated clients working

more than 20 hours per week
94%

gao/^

T4

$280
NA

$282

NA

Average total cost per rehabilitation
$13,366

$i

2.260 $12,492

$12,517

'r sCnno
I National

FY95

FY96

FY97

Average total cost per client serued
$2,500
1

$2,249

$2,08s

$2,068

$2,164

$2t10

$1,872

$2,000

$1,745

$1,500

$1,000

$500

J

1

NSCVRD
I National
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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 training wages for
production. The contracts generate revenue for the department's 22 work training centers. Last
year, 8,134 clients received services at the training centers and2,847 became competitively
employed after receiving these services. Remaining clients continued to receive services.
FY

1997

FY

1998

FY 1999

Revenues from contracts with business

& industry $14,300,225 $16,334,137 $15,585,829

Wages earned by SCVRD clients at the

centers $5,760,323

$5,853,475

$5,551,801

The remainder of the centers' revenues went into their operating expenses.

Return on the Taxpayer Investment
The department's clients continue to show a very high rate of return on the taxpayer's
investment. Successfully rehabilitated clients become contributors to our state's economy rather
than relying on benefits funded by taxes. For instance:

o
.
.

Clients who become employed realize an increase in their earnings by $f 5.92 for every $1 of
Vocational Rehabilitation Department funds invested in their rehabilitation.
They retum an estimated $3.18 in taxes for every dollar spent on their vocational
rehabilitation.
They repay the cost of their vocational rehabilitation in an average of only 3.9 years.
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Program Name:
Disability Determination Program

Program Cost:
Federal

State

Other

Total

$23,141,873

$0

2,3r4,197

$ 25,456,060

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
the Social Security and Supplemental Security Income disability programs, South Carolina
Retirement Systems disability program, total and permanent disability provisions of the
Medicaid program and the disability provisions of the Homestead Exemption Act.

of

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 case processing operations for federal claims are governed by
Social Security Administration regulations and, in the case of non-federal programs, by specific
provisions of South Carolina statutes and 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 1999-2000 fiscal year, the Disability Determination Program will receive, develop
and adjudicate more than 87,300 claims on more than 69,300 individual applicants for Social
Security or SSI benefits. (Some individuals will apply for both progrnms at the same time.) In
addition, approximately 6,500 Medicaid claims, 2,000 claims for disability benefits under the
S.C. Retirement Systems and approximately 100 applications under the Homestead Exemption
T7

Act disability provisions will be processed. This will result in approximately 1,800
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.

South Carolina
1997-98

South Garolina
1998-99

NationalAvg.
1998-99

Production per work year

252.6

275.5

264.7

Cost per claim

$ 32s

$ 334

$ 375

$82

$78

s89

90

98*

81

969%

91.7%

94.4%

Effectiveness and
Efficiency Measures

Medical cost per case
Processing time

Documentation accuracy

* Although processing time was longer than national goals, this reflected the agency's

success

clearing large numbers of aged claims. Processing times are expected to meet regional and
national goals in fiscal year 1999-2000.
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