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	1.0 – Policy Summary
Applicants and eligible individuals shall be full and active participants in their vocational rehabilitation.  They shall have the opportunity to obtain information about options and make informed choices throughout their rehabilitation program.  This includes, but is not limited to:

1. An individual’s employment goal;

2. The VR services needed to reach the employment goal;

3. The provider(s) of the services; and

4. The method of procurement.

ADVR counselors support informed choice by:

1. Listening to and respecting the individual’s opinions; and

2. Presenting information as to the options available.

    


2.0 – Definitions
Informed choice: the process by which individuals participating in the vocational rehabilitation program make meaningful decisions about their vocational goals, the services and service providers needed to reach those goals and how these services will be procured.  The individual’s skills and abilities to exercise informed choice can be developed through use of self-assessment techniques, training and experience in goal setting and decision-making, and education.
3.0 – Procedures

3. 1 – Principles

Informed choice is based on the premise that people with disabilities should have control over or input in the processes and services that impact their lives including the vocational rehabilitation process.  The logical extension of this philosophy is that those who are actively involved in their own VR planning will have greater success and experience greater job satisfaction than those who are not involved.

Informed choice is a decision-making process that provides an individual the opportunity to be an active and knowledgeable participant in his/her rehabilitation program and to make meaningful decisions in all phases of the vocational rehabilitation process.  This includes the selection of his/her vocational goal and the services needed to become successfully employed.  Choices are made based upon realistic options and within the constraints outlined in ADVR policy.

Informed choice is the active and knowledgeable involvement of individuals contributing to the success of and satisfaction with their employment outcomes.  
3. 2 – The counselor’s role
The implementation of the practice and philosophy of informed choice is not intended to nor does it allow the VR counselor to relinquish their professional responsibility. Informed choice does not mean unlimited or unreasonable choices. While individuals are encouraged and expected to actively participate and make meaningful choices in conjunction with their vocational rehabilitation counselor, informed choice does not mean the individual has complete control over his/her their programs.  

In the collaborative decision-making process, vocational rehabilitation counselors are required to apply their professional judgment; applicable laws, regulations, and policies; and sound planning considerations to the individual’s circumstances.  The role of the counselor involves listening, questioning, mentoring and encouraging.   Specifically counselors can participate in the informed choice process by:

1. Supporting the individual’s choice making process;
2. Identify the range of services offered by ADVR;
3. Provide information about resources, vendors and services;
4. Encourage the individual to explore alternatives they might not have considered;
5. Work with the individual to analyze the services needed to achieve a job goal;
6. Review any limitations on ADVR services and expenditures; and
7. Helping to identify other means of obtaining services ADVR cannot provide.
Examples of informed choice throughout the VR process can include:

1. Intake: choice to participate in a group process versus individual; understanding of eligibility criteria to decide if VR is appropriate; 
2. Assessment: selection of vendors; possibly type of assessment, i.e. situational vs. paper and pencil; providing assessment information to the extent possible;

3. Eligibility: helping identify impediments to employment;

4. IPE development: choosing vocational goal, helping to identify services; selecting vendors, and identifying comparable benefits;

5. Employment: selecting employer and job; and

6. Closure: agreeing to case closure.

There are some situations where the VR counselor cannot support the individual’s choice.  Examples include:

1. There is substantial evidence the decision will not lead to an employment outcome.  If a goal is incompatible with the individual’s abilities, capabilities and limitations and no accommodation, rehabilitation technology or other service can bridge the gap, the counselor can say no;
2. If relevant labor market information indicates that the employment goal or services will not lead to an employment outcome, the counselor should not approve the IPE;
3. The individual wants ADVR to pay for a service, but the service is not required to achieve employment, the counselor cannot approve the service; or
4. The choice may be harmful to the individual or others.  The VR counselor has a responsibility to ensure that the individual understands the consequences of their decisions.
3.3 – Steps in the informed choice process
There is no linear, precise process to follow in making the often complex decisions around employment goals and the services required to meet those goals.  It is a collaborative effort between the individual receiving services and the VR counselor. 
Individuals will bring a wide range of experience in choice making; cultural attitudes about the disability may have limited their access to information about their options and responsibilities. Often the individual will need to develop decision making skills. The VR counselor must clearly communicate the responsibilities, expectations and boundaries up front.  Without this, the door is left open for confusion and misunderstanding as to how VR services are intended to assist individuals achieve employment outcomes.

The following are the general steps that are part of the process:

1. Analyze needs;
2. Gather information or learn how to gather information from a variety of source;
3. Involve supports as appropriate, including family, friends, and others;
4. Outline options;
5. Evaluate the information;
6. Select from among the options and make a choice; 

7. Assume the responsibility for the outcome of the choice; and

8. Evaluate the results of the choice.
3.4 – Reasonable and necessary costs

The implementation of informed choice brings more attention to balancing the two legal principles of individualization and of reasonable and necessary costs.  
The first principle is based on the very nature of the VR program itself. Namely, the program is mandated to address on an individualized basis the unique rehabilitation and employment needs of an individual with a disability. 
The second principle requires a State VR agency to administer its program and manage its resources in an efficient manner by ensuring that the costs to meet the unique rehabilitation needs of each individual are both necessary and reasonable.  
Since the two principles (individualization and reasonable/necessary costs) intersect with the principle of informed choice within the context of the IPE, it follows that the IPE is the key mechanism available to the agency for ensuring costs are reasonable and necessary, honoring the informed choices of the individual, and, addressing the identified rehabilitation and employment needs of the individual. Thus in the development and approval of the IPE, agency staff need to balance these principles so that the required services are provided at reasonable cost consistent with the informed choice of the individual.

4.0 – Exceptions

Any exception of policy must be approved by the Chief of Rehabilitation Services or his/her designee.
5.0 – FAQs

1. Question: I have an individual who has written their own IPE.  Can I accept this?

Answer: Yes, with qualifications.  Federal regulations include the option for eligible individuals to develop all or part of the IPE with or without the assistance of the VR counselor.  See Choosing Your Employment Plan with the Division of Vocational Rehabilitation and/or ADVR Policy and Procedures CS 10.0 – Individualized Plan for Employment for further information.
Even so, the VR counselor remains responsible for ensuring that the IPE is appropriate, based on the comprehensive assessment and can lead to a successful employment outcome.
2. Question: I have an individual who needs a basic computer, but wants more functionality.  He says it is his choice to have a better computer.  Can I say no to the more expensive computer?  

Answer: Yes.  This speaks to the issue of ‘need versus want’.  Only services essential for the employment outcome should be included on the IPE and the cost of the services should be reasonable.  The latter speaks to the responsibility ADVR has in the management of public VR monies.  Informed choice is not simply choice.  Counselors have a right and responsibility to say ‘no’ when the option selected is clearly unreasonable in respect to cost or the service is not essential.

3. Question: This sounds like a silly question, but I think I am practicing informed choice, but I am not sure.  How do I know if I am really giving the individuals on my caseload an opportunity to participate?

Answer: If you are having to say ‘No’ to the individuals on a regular basis, then the decision making process of informed choice has possibly not been explained in a way the individual adequately understands how to implement it.  One of the side-benefits of informed choice is that the individuals often arrive at the same conclusion you would have reached once they evaluate all the options.
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