What Makes Vocational Rehabilitation Effective?

VISN 1 MIRECC researchers have shown community-based work experiences to be the most important key to success for veterans participating in the VA’s Compensated Work Therapy (CWT) programs. CWT work opportunities provided by 92 VA programs were placed into three categories: (1) Sheltered workshops supervised by CWT personnel with no mixing of disabled and non-disabled workers, (2) VA based Transitional Work Experiences (VA TWE) where disabled workers fill jobs at VA settings supervised by regular VA staff and (3) Community based Transitional Work Experiences (Community TWE) where disabled workers are placed into community jobs supervised by community employers. 
Experience in both TWE programs was related to better program outcomes in contrast with participation only in sheltered workshops. Community work experiences were especially beneficial, as participants were 2.5 times more likely to obtain competitive employment compared with sheltered workshop participants. 
These findings emphasize the importance of mingling with non-disabled workers and supervision by regular bosses as key elements in the process of vocational rehabilitation. Over the past 10 years, VA vocational rehabilitation efforts have been moving toward seeking a goal of accelerated placement in community jobs in contrast with seeking a goal of “readiness” for employment through training in skills short of actual work experience. The supported employment strategy encourages vocational rehabilitation personnel to meet with clients in community settings and actively work with potential employers to improve prospects for successful job placement. The importance of this strategy was supported by another major finding of this study: programs with more active community outreach efforts had markedly better outcomes. VISN 1 MIRECCC investigators Sandra Resnick, Robert Rosenheck and Charles Drebing conducted this research. 

