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It is important that an employed person with traumatic brain injury (TBI) has the opportunity to
work alongside other individuals without disabilities and experience the same opportunities for
career growth such as promotions and raises. Opportunities to work in integrated settings are
correlated with positive psychological and physical health outcomes as well as improvements in
self-determination, independence, and quality of life for people with significant disabilities.!
Research on return-to-work (RTW) rates for people with TBI shows that people with mild TBI
have RTW rates of 89 percent within 12 months of injury, while RTW rates for people with
moderate to severe TBI vary between 35 and 50 percent.>® These rates underscore the importance
of employment for people with both mild and moderate to severe TBI.

Many people seeking to re-enter employment after brain injury will be referred to their state’s
public vocational rehabilitation (VR) program. VR programs help people with disabilities find, get,
keep, and/or advance in employment through the delivery of tailored services. Many of the
services are provided to those eligible at no cost. For instance, job placement and job coaching
support are not subject to financial need. More significantly, the VR program assists people with
disabilities at all levels of functional limitations.

Someone with a brain injury who experiences more mild functional impairments may benefit
from vocational guidance and counseling, retraining, and assistance with job placement to work
towards their job goal. An individual who experiences more substantial functional limitations
after an injury may benefit from VR’s more intensive offerings through the VR Supported
Employment program.

To receive services in VR’s Supported Employment program, an individual has to first apply for
VR services. From there, VR determines eligibility and identifies if more intensive ongoing
support is needed. These intensive services may include help finding a job, job coaching, on-the-
job supports that fade over time as one gains independence, and collaboration with long-term
support providers.

Medicaid Home and Community-Based Services (HCBS) waivers are common options for
providing paid, long-term support, but those who may benefit from Supported Employment and its
long-term support approach may not have access to HCBS waiver services. Factors include
eligibility, waitlists for services, or lack of Supported Employment within a person’s waiver
options. However, the lack of a paid, long-term support option should not preclude a person with
brain injury from taking steps to seek VR Supported Employment services.

Table 1 lists questions to assist a VR counselor, employment service provider, or community
advocate with finding alternatives to paid, long-term support through HCBS waivers. Through
perseverance, creativity, and resourcefulness, people with brain injury needing Supported
Employment can find success and contribute to the workforce.
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Table 1

Question

Response

Is the job seeker a youth?

If so, VR may be able to keep a Supported Employment set of services
available for an extended period to allow for continued long-term
support. Youth with significant disabilities may receive continued
support for up to four years or until age 25.

Is the job seeker on an HCBS waiver? If so,
is there a Supported Employment long-
term support option available on the
current or another waiver for which the
individual may be eligible?

By involving an individual’s HCBS care coordinator or case manager,
alternatives may be realized through the identification of another
suitable waiver, which could include a state’s 1115 demonstration
waiver offering Supported Employment, if available.

Is the person a beneficiary of
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) or
Social Security Disability Insurance? If so,
have they been referred to a local benefits
planner for an in-depth consultation on
work incentives, otherwise known as
Social Security Administration (SSA)
employment supports?

A benefits planner may be able to find a way to get long-term support
services covered as a disability-related expense, which can then serve
as a deduction from countable income. Some specific work incentives
that may provide a long-term support solution include the
Impairment-Related Work Expense (IRWE) or the Plan to Achieve Self-
Support (PASS) or a subsidy/special condition. These are all illustrated
in SSA’s Red Book, but a job seeker can get all of their questions
answered through a benefits planner, and the development of a
tailored work incentive should not cost anything to a job seeker.

If the person is an SSA beneficiary, might
their needs be met through less intensive
support from an SSA Employment
Network following closure from VR?

SSA beneficiaries often use what is called the “Ticket to Work”
program during their pathway to employment. The “Ticket” can first
allow a person to get initial, intensive support from VR followed by a
period of up to three to five additional years of ongoing support from
an Employment Network (EN). ENs available in the state of the job
seeker can be located through a search at ChooseWork.ssa.gov.

Is the person a candidate for an Achieving
a Better Life Experience (ABLE) account?

ABLE accounts allow individuals to save funds up to $100,000, which
are not considered countable resources for federally funded benefits.
ABLE accounts are for people whose disability began before age 26,
but the age of onset requirement changes to before age 46 on January
1, 2026. Each state has its own ABLE program with details on eligibility
and requirements. Long-term support may be considered a Qualified
Disability Expense and paid out of an ABLE account.

Can the person benefit from natural
support at the job site, coordinated by a
VR counselor or an employment service
provider before the VR file is closed?

Natural supports tap into the assistance that work sites already
provide to employees. The Institute for Community Inclusion at UMass
Boston developed guidance on natural support approaches.

Might the person benefit from available
individual or group support through their
local Center for Independent Living (CIL)?

Many ClLs provide employment services along with advocacy and self-
advocacy guidance to overcome barriers.
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