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enhancing P E O P L E ’ S  L I V E S

C O N N E C T I O N

By Maria Walker, employment program planner, Polk County Health Services

To paraphrase a popular book title, it takes a village to reduce the large unemployment 
rate for persons with mental illness and intellectual or other developmental disabilities. 
Increasing employment opportunities for these individuals is every service provider’s 
responsibility, whether they provide community living, employment, behavioral health, 
or case management 
services.

Polk County Health Services 
(PCHS) in the Des Moines, 
Iowa, area works with a 
network of service providers 
in the community to 
increase employment 
outcomes. In collaboration 
with service providers and 
other stakeholders, PCHS 
developed a supportive 
employment service frame-
work that identifies key 
elements that define a 
quality service.

The mental health and 
disability services agency 
adheres to four core values 
to accomplish its goal of 
increasing community 
employment.

Core value 1: Increasing 
self-sufficiency through 
community employment.

PCHS defines the purpose of 
community employment as it 
is understood by most per-
sons in the rehabilitation 
field—as a means to achieve 
greater self-sufficiency.

The presentations at a CARF International 
conference in 2012 provided innovative 
solutions to many challenges that service 
providers face today.

Although the conference speakers 
represented the employment and 
community services field, many of their 
ideas can be adapted to organizations 
across the health and human service 
spectrum.

This series consists of five articles in the 
presenters’ own words. Their approaches 
to problem solving are as diverse as the 
topics they discuss and the barriers they 
have overcome.

In this issue of CARF Connection, we’re 
showing how persons with disabilities 
benefit from a federal program that 
supports employment outcomes.
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Persuading employers that persons with disabilities 
are good workers is but one challenge. Persuading 
persons with disabilities that employment will 
improve their quality of life can be an immense 
challenge in itself. To meet both of these challenges 
and enhance the employability of the persons served, 
PCHS introduced short-term, competency-based 
skills training and supported education services.

Core value 2: Maintaining a collaborative 
partnership with a network of service 
providers to achieve a common goal.

PCHS turned to CARF-accredited community 
providers and other stakeholders for their expertise 
in developing a plan to improve employment 
outcomes in the county.

Each community provider in the PCHS network 
aligns its services within a quality framework that is 
evidence based and follows best-practice models 
identified through the Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), 
Employment First initiatives, and the CARF standards.

Core value 3: Maintaining accountability of 
taxpayer service dollars.

In collaboration with its stakeholders, PCHS 
developed an employment scorecard to gather and 
share information about the services that the agency 
funds.

Scorecard key indicators include averages for the 
number and types of disabilities served, barriers for 
the persons served (such as limited work history, 
transportation, criminal background, financial 
disincentives, education level), types of jobs secured, 
length of time to find employment, retention rate, 
hourly wages earned, and number of hours worked.

The scorecard also allows employment providers to 
measure the success of their organization’s services 
against averages in the network. The scorecard data 
also help individuals seeking services to make an 
informed decision about choosing a provider that 
they believe will best meet their needs.
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TTW 101
Ticket to Work (TTW), sometimes simply 

called the Ticket program, is a voluntary 

program for beneficiaries, known as Ticket 

Holders, who receive Social Security 

Disability Insurance (SSDI) or Supplemental 

Security Income (SSI).

An Employment Network (EN) works with a 

Ticket Holder to develop an Individual Work 

Plan (IWP) that is tailored to the indi-

vidual’s specific needs and designed to 

help the Ticket Holder become and stay 

employed. The EN then provides the 

employment-related services to the Ticket 

Holder that support the IWP.

Social Security compensates the EN for 

assisting a Ticket Holder to reach wage-

related milestones and outcomes. Payment 

under the Ticket program is different than 

payment under most federal programs. The 

EN is not paid for providing services. It is 

paid when the Ticket Holder becomes 

employed and meets certain earnings 

benchmarks. The payments can be made 

with Medicaid Waiver service dollars.



An independent evaluation process validates the 
scorecard’s data and helps governmental officials to 
assess PCHS’ use of public funds.

Core value 4: Using an incentive structure to 
achieve defined employment outcomes.

PCHS believed that an incentive structure tied to 
outcomes could drive improvement. But the agency 
faced one huge, seemingly insurmountable problem: 
It had no funding to use as incentives.

Enter Ticket to Work, or TTW.

PCHS staff members were at first skeptical that TTW 
could bring the changes needed to adequately support 
service providers that, in turn, support individuals 
with significant barriers to achieve self-sufficiency. 
After consulting with providers to determine the best 
way to use TTW, PCHS successfully applied for an 
Employment Network (EN) on behalf of the five 
providers in its network.

PCHS chose to become the EN—rather than each of 
the contracted providers becoming an EN—because 
administrative costs would increase if each of the five 
providers became an EN on its own.

TTW WORKS FOR PCHS

Internally, PCHS set up a TTW account for each of the 
five service providers and a sixth account for 
development/training.

The structure looks like the chart below:
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Each milestone payment received is placed into the 
respective provider’s account. At the end of the year, 
the employment scorecard is applied to rate each 
provider for the following three outcomes:

1. Number of persons working five or more hours 
per week. This is called the engagement phase, 
because people are often trying work for the first 
time.

2. Number of persons working twenty or more hours 
per week.

3. Average number of barriers of the persons served. 
This outcome measure encourages providers to 
serve individuals with a significant number of 
barriers.

The score is calculated into a percentage, and, at the 
end of the year, each provider earns that percentage of 
its total account. The money not awarded is placed in 
the development/training account, which can be 
accessed by all five providers to enhance employment 
outcomes and meet training needs. For example, if a 
provider has a total of $10,000 in its account and its 
evaluation score is 85 percent, it is awarded $8,500, 
and the remaining $1,500 is placed into the develop-
ment/training account.

Incentive money can be used for the providers’ staff 
development and training, startup of new services that 
will enhance employment outcomes, and other projects 
that are tied directly to increasing self-sufficiency of the 
persons served.
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THE FUTURE LOOKS BRIGHT FOR TTW

In PCHS’ fifth year of using the employment scorecard, a 
significant impact is made by being able to provide 
opportunities for the contracted service providers’ staff 
members to grow professionally and improve their 
organizational service delivery.

As the TTW incentives model remains in place and the 
economy improves, PCHS hopes it will be able to 
provide more incentives for the service providers in the 
network, which will in turn produce greater employment 
and self-sufficiency among persons with significant 
disabilities.

About the author
As the employment program planner for PCHS, 

Maria Walker is responsible for the planning and 

implementation of the 

employment and day 

services delivery system. 

She is also a program and 

administrative surveyor 

for the Employment and 

Community Services 

customer service unit of 

CARF.

About Polk County Health 
Services
PCHS, www.polk.ia.networkofcare.org, is a nonprofit 

organization that is the local mental health and 

developmental disabilities authority for Iowa’s most 

populous county. PCHS does not deliver direct services 

to consumers. Rather, the agency maintains a provider 

network system to meet the county management plan for 

service delivery.

More TTW information
For more information on Ticket to 

Work, visit www.yourtickettowork.com, 

a Social Security Administration website.

For information about becoming an 

Employment Network, write the 

Technical Assistance and Support Center 

at Operations Support Manager, 

ENOperations@yourtickettowork.com.

For information about Polk County’s 

outcome system and experience as an 

Employment Network for TTW, write 

Maria Walker, m.walker@pchsia.org.

MAXIMUS, www.maximus.com, is a 

company that partners with state, 

federal, and local governments to 

provide health and human service 

programs, including TTW.

Current CARF standards manuals 

can be purchased in 

the Online Store at 

www.carf.org/catalog

(in Canada at 

www.carf.org/catalogue)
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CARF is committed to providing 
equal opportunity in all its employ-
ment practices, including selection, 
hiring, promotion, transfer, and 
compensation, to all qualified 
 applicants and employees without 
regard to race, color, national  origin, 
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CARF promotes the full  realization 
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Al Whitehurst, EDITOR

Address correspondence to the editor: 
awhitehurst@carf.org

News: 2012 National Strategy for
Suicide Prevention
A new report of the U.S. Surgeon General and of the National Action Alliance 
for Suicide Prevention emphasizes the role every American can play in 
protecting their friends, family members, and colleagues from suicide.

Read the National Action Alliance for Suicide Prevention overview of the 
report’s goals and objectives and the Action Alliance’s priorities.

From the Surgeon General’s website:

• Download the full report (PDF, 5 MB).

• Find additional resources for suicide prevention.

In the News from CARF’s partners area of the CARF website, read a message 
from SAMHSA (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration): 
New national strategy paves way for reducing suicide deaths.
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You may subscribe to receive free new issues of the 

CARF Connection newsletter in two delivery formats:

Email Subscription 

RSS Feed Subscription 
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