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Abstract. The state-federal vocational rehabilitation system is tasked to demonstrate accountability for employment outcomes of
persons with disabilities. State VR agencies have sought to evaluate existing practices, and in areas that existing practices leave room
for improvement, create the conditions for innovation to occur. The purpose of this article is to identify promising organizational
and cultural factors that appear to promote best practices in the public vocational rehabilitation program. A multi-stage study
utilizing the Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR) was conducted involving four high performing state VR agencies to discover
emerging and promising organizational practices leading to improvements in employment outcomes of people with disabilities.
The comprehensive examination revealed specific organizational practices, culture and structural elements that encourage and
support the development of innovative, effective service delivery practices. Given the complexity of service provision and the
increasing demand for successful outcomes, VR agencies must develop organizational cultures that facilitate transformational
learning by employing evidence-based practices that lead to successful outcomes for agency consumers.

Keywords: Organizational culture, learning organization, leadership, state vocational rehabilitation agency, evidence-based
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1. Introduction

The State/Federal Vocational Rehabilitation (VR)
program originated through federal legislation in 1920
with the Smith-Fess Act (Patterson, Bruyere, Szyman-
ski, & Jenkins, 2005) and remains some 94 years later
as the primary public sector provider of VR services for
individuals with significant disabilities in this country.
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455 Erickson Hall, East Lansing, MI 48824, USA. E-mail:
sherwatsusan@comcast.net.

There has been mounting pressure in recent years to
demonstrate accountability for employment outcomes
of those served by the state-federal system through the
development and use of evidence-based practices. This
has led to an increased focus on research dedicated
to improving practice and the translation, dissemina-
tion, and utilization of that knowledge throughout the
83 state-federal agencies that represent the public VR
program. The emphasis of the National Institute of
Disability and Rehabilitation Research (NIDRR) on
knowledge translation of research findings into prac-
tice highlights the paucity of evidence based-practice
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and sets the agenda for the work that needs to be done.
As indicated by Pruett, Swett, Chan, Rosenthal, and Lee
(2008), the powerful question posed by Paul (1967)
years ago, “What treatment, by whom, is most effec-
tive for this individual with that specific problem, and
under which set of circumstances?” (p.111) remains for
the most part unanswered within the public rehabilita-
tion program (Leahy, Thielsen, Millington, Austin, &
Fleming, 2009).

Although federal mandates from the Rehabilitation
Services Administration (RSA) for public VR programs
initially focused on the design of program evaluation
systems and the collection, analysis and reporting of
data on the impact of services, the focus has evolved
over the years to emphasize how these data are used
for continuous improvement in the delivery of services
and the outcomes achieved. In recent years there has
also been increased attention on the concepts of quality
assurance systems or plans, evidenced-based practice
(EBP), and knowledge translation (KT) efforts within
the healthcare, disability and rehabilitation arenas.
These initiatives are associated with the use of quantita-
tive and qualitative data obtained through research and
evaluation efforts to inform policy, practice and con-
tinuous improvement strategies for organizations that
serve people with disabilities. One of the most crit-
ical issues that affects the quality and usefulness of
program evaluation, research, and continuous improve-
ment efforts is the degree to which the leadership and
management of the organization value such efforts.
This is similar to the development of a learning cul-
ture within organizations that creates and sustains an
environment that supports the creation of best prac-
tices provides the resources to rigorously examine the
impact of these promising practices and interventions
on employment outcomes of the consumers they serve.
For example, if the State Director and leadership in a
public rehabilitation program do not value and invest in
program evaluation and research efforts, those activities
will be minimally effective and only serve to satisfy
compliance with regulatory standards (Leahy et al.,
2009).

The purpose of this paper is to provide an in depth
discussion and examination of the findings from a mul-
tiple case study undertaken by the RRTC-EBP VR to
identify promising best practices and organizational
factors associated with successful employment out-
comes for consumers served in the public VR program
(Leahy et al., 2013). Although the rigorous methodol-
ogy employed in this multistate study through the use of
Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR) and the find-

ings related to promising best practices are presented
and discussed in separate articles within this special
issue (Anderson, Leahy, Del Valle, Sherman, & Tansey,
2014; Del Valle et al., 2014), the findings and discussion
of the organizational environment and cultural factors
identified in the study will be the focus of this paper.

2. Literature review

2.1. Culture

Culture is the “medium through which leader-
ship travels and impacts organizational performance”
(Packard, 2009). Culture is closely tied to an orga-
nization’s top leadership. An organization’s culture
guides the organization’s behavior (Giberson et al.,
2009). One of the definitions of organizational culture is
the “organizational values, beliefs and hidden assump-
tions that organizational members have in common”
(Sanz-Valle, Naranjo-Valencia, Jimenez-Jimenez, &
Perez-Caballero, 2011). Culture provides shared mean-
ings and helps interpret information provided and
events that occur in the organization (Giberson et al.,
2009). Meaning and information are then passed down
and taught to new members as a way of handling orga-
nizational problems.

Culture can influence employee views of what is and
what is not important, it allows an individual to develop
knowledge that can impact organizational learning, and
it creates processes by which knowledge is created,
approved and distributed. Schein (1984) defined differ-
ent levels of organizational culture as basic assumptions
that are unconsciously-held learned responses. These
learned responses determine (a) how group members
perceive, think and feel; (b) values and beliefs that are
part of an individual’s consciously held concepts that
are used to justify beliefs and actions; and (c) objects
and physical settings that include office layouts and
organizational symbols. Leaders rely on these cultural
precepts to manage people, to develop strategy and to
implement organizational change.

Schultz (2008) noted that culture was the collective
practices of the organization. He stated that, “organiza-
tions thrive when the organizational culture facilitates
buy-in, creativity, and personal involvement of pro-
fessional staff (p.40).” The culture of an organization
influences the behavior of those in the organization
and can serve as a mechanism for bringing employees
together to enhance organizational goals and increase
productivity (Schraeder, Tears, & Jordan, 2005). In
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organizations, culture is the shared meaning and under-
standing of the organization (Giberson et al., 2009).
Organizational culture affects all facets of the organi-
zation including policies, procedures, and operational
strategies. The culture of an organization can help or
hinder an organization’s ability to accept change, be
innovative and encourage and create new knowledge
from which employees can be more productive and
meet customer need (Rijal, 2010; Schraeder et al.,
2005; Brown, 1992). An organization’s culture can also
impact innovation and development of the organization
as a learning environment.

2.2. Culture and the learning organization

A learning organization develops new knowledge
and insight from the common experiences of its
employees and has the potential to promote positive
behaviors and improve the organization’s capabili-
ties (Sanz-Valle, Naranjo-Valencia, Jimenez-Jimenez,
& Perez-Caballero, 2011). Transitioning state VR
agencies from administrative entities (Herbert, 2004;
Herbert & Trusty, 2006; Schultz, 2007; Schultz, 2008;
Bezyak, Ososkie, Trice & Yeager, 2010) into learn-
ing organizations that develop and promote evidence
based service delivery practices is necessary to enhanc-
ing program outcomes and creating environments that
facilitates innovation. Learning organizations are better
at retaining staff, encouraging innovation, developing
evidence-based practices to improve organizational per-
formance (Schultz, 2007; Packard 2009). According to
Sessa & London (2006), three levels of learning occur
within organizations: 1) Adaptive learning occurs when
an organization reacts to and attempts to resolve an
issue in a manner that is not conscious or reflective in
nature, 2) Generative Learning occurs when individu-
als seek out new knowledge about a subject or issue, and
3) Transformational Learning occurs when a group of
individuals experience a shift in the way they perceive
their environment (Mezirow, 2000; Schultz, 2007). The
greatest benefit for an organization occurs through gen-
erative and transformational learning (Schultz, 2007).

De Long & Fahey (2000) suggest that culture shapes
organizational learning in four ways: “1) culture shapes
employee assumptions about whether knowledge is
important or not and what knowledge is worth manag-
ing, 2) culture allows individual knowledge to become
organizational knowledge, 3) culture shapes the pro-
cesses by which new knowledge is created, legitimated
and distributed, and 4) culture creates the context for
social interaction that ultimately determines how effec-

tive an organization can be at creating, sharing and
applying knowledge”.

In an attempt to define organizational culture in rela-
tion to organizational learning, Cameron and Quinn
(1999) proposed the Competing Values Framework
(CVF). The CVF is an extremely useful tool for ana-
lyzing organizational culture and designing a course
for changing such culture in a way to effectively pro-
mote sweeping strategic initiatives (Lincoln, 2010).
Quinn and Rohrbaugh (1983) explained CVF in terms
of two major dimensions that included four major quad-
rants representing opposite assumptions. Dimension
1 ranges from flexibility and discretion to stability
and control in the organization. Dimension 2 ranges
from internal focus and integration to external focus
and differentiation in the organization. The four major
quadrants defined by these two axes are labeled as
clan, market, hierarchy, and adhocracy (Cameron &
Quinn, 2006; Naranjo-Valencia, Jimenez-Jimenez, &
Sanz-Valle, 2011). Figure 1 illustrates the CVF model.

Clan culture, is collaborative in nature, has an
emphasis on flexibility, internal maintenance, team-
work, employee involvement, empowerment, cohesion,
participation, and corporate commitment to employ-
ees. In this culture, leaders and management encourage
mentoring, nurturing, trust, and sharing. Market cul-
ture is externally focused and decision-making is based
on data analysis. The emphasis is on productivity,
profitability, market share and winning. Leaders and
managers are strategic, competitive, and results ori-
ented (Giberson et al., 2009; Lincoln, 2010; Sanz-Valle
et al., 2011; Millington & Schultz, 2009).

Hierarchical culture focuses on the internal organiza-
tion (i.e. structured bureaucracy) and is control oriented.

Fig. 1. Competing Values Framework (CVF).
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Decision-making is centralized with information com-
ing down through the chain of command. In hierarchical
systems, the use of authority by those in administrative
roles, efficiency, cost containment, and compliance to
rules are of paramount importance (Sanz-Valle et al.,
2011; Millington & Schultz, 2009). Conversely, adhoc-
racy is externally focused and emphasizes flexibility or
dynamism, adaptability, and change. Decision-making
is decentralized and creativity, entrepreneurship, and
risk-taking are expected and valued. In this culture,
teams are formed around projects and communication
flows up the chain of command. As a result, leaders and
managers in adhocracy systems value innovation and
building partnerships with external stakeholders. Such
culture promotes survival in an uncertain, ambiguous,
and turbulent environment (Lincoln, 2010; Millington
& Schultz, 2009; Sanz-Valle et al., 2011).

Different organizational cultures have different
impacts on organizational learning (Sanz-Valle et al.,
2011). Leaders in these programs have often overseen
hierarchical cultures (Millington & Schultz, 2009) that
focus on internal organization and control (Giberson et
al., 2009). Characteristics of these types of hierarchi-
cal cultures include following the rules, regulations and
norms. Leadership styles emphasizing this type of cul-
ture has negative effects on learning and therefore does
not encourage movement to a learning organization.

2.3. The Culture of Leadership

No matter how large the organization, agency leaders
need to develop an organizational culture that encour-
ages innovation at all levels and creates a learning
environment leading to sustainable synergy. Leader-
ship of an organization can be defined as “the process
by which leaders influence the attitudes, behaviors, val-
ues of others toward organizational goals” (Chi, Lan, &
Dorjgotov, 2012) or a “process by which an individual
influences a group of individuals to achieve com-
mon goals” (Packard, 2009). The effect of leadership
behaviors on organizational culture is of importance to
organizational success and effectiveness. Leadership is
an important variable that affects the performance of an
organization (Packard, 2009). The leadership behavior
of an organization creates, either knowingly or unknow-
ingly, the culture of the organization in which staff
operates. Leadership that facilitates a culture that allows
for the creation of a learning organization encourages
the development, acquisition, transformation, and dis-
semination of new knowledge that can foster innovation
leading to effective best practices (Rijal, 2010).

Organizational culture is one of the management
tools available to leaders of organizations to shape
employee performance (Lincoln, 2010; Giberson et al.,
2009). Culture can improve employee performance by
reducing job stress and enhancing the confidence and
commitment of employees (Lincoln, 2010; Shahzad,
Luqman, Khan, & Shabbir, 2012).

Schein (1984, 1992, 1993, 1997) has done exten-
sive research into organizational culture and leadership.
Schein suggests that organizational learning should
be looked at in terms of an organization’s culture
(Schein, 1992, 1993; Lucas & Kline, 2008). In his
basic model, Schein noted that behaviors, values and
basic assumptions, such as ways of thinking, perceiving
and reacting, are powerful forces that stabilize orga-
nizations (Shahzad et al., 2012). The convergence of
attitudes, behaviors and values of those in an organiza-
tion is considered leadership (Chi, Lan, & Dorjgotov,
2012). Leadership, particularly at the chief executive
or director level, is tied to an organization’s culture.
The leadership of an organization, through strategic and
operational decisions, forms the basis of shared val-
ues and assumptions that form an organization’s culture
(Giberson et al., 2009).

Personality traits of leaders influence culture and
are one way to understand the connection between the
leader and his/her organization. Bass (1985) defined
a transformational leader as “one who motivates fol-
lowers to do more than they originally expected to
do”. Transformational leaders expand and can change
the interests of their followers, and generate aware-
ness and acceptance of the purpose and mission of the
organization. Transformational leadership consisted of
three components: 1) charismatic leadership: where the
leader exhibits behaviors that subordinates admire and
appreciate; 2) intellectual stimulation: where the leader
encourages innovation and creativity; and 3) individu-
alized consideration: where the leader finds ways for
followers to identify goals and enables opportunities to
achieve those goals (Packard, 2009). Transformational
leaders, who believe in the principle of power with,
rather than power over, make strategic and operational
decisions that impact the culture of their organiza-
tions and influence those who work within the culture.
Transformational leaders encourage creation of learn-
ing environments that support staff in implementing
best practices that lead to greater organizational success
(Tuft, 2012).

Senge (1994) popularized the term “learning organi-
zation” in the 1990’s in his book The Fifth Discipline.
He identified three leadership roles needed to build
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a learning organization: leaders as designers, leaders
as teachers, and leaders as stewards (Senge, 1994).
Creating a transformational culture requires support
of innovation, transformation, and change. Leaders of
learning organizations must provide a clear and attrac-
tive vision of the organization’s future that creates
commitment from followers in achieving goals (War-
rick, 2011). Transformational leaders see a need for
change, create a new vision and obtain from followers
a commitment to organizational change (Rijal, 2010).
These leaders work with their followers to embrace
uncertainty and facilitate followers understanding of
the goals of the learning organization. Transforma-
tional leaders build commitment and then set about
empowering their followers to “look beyond their own
self-interest for the good of the group” (Stone, Russell,
& Patterson, 2004). In order to transform their organi-
zation, transformational leaders recognize the need for
change, create a new vision and institute the change
(Warrick, 2011; Yang, Wu, Chang, & Chien, 2011). In
light of the above discussion related to organizational
culture and leadership, the following section presents
the findings from the study involving four high per-
forming state-federal VR agencies.

3. Methodology

This study utilized a qualitative, multiple-case study
design with four state VR programs serving as indi-
vidual sites. As noted by Stake (2005), specific cases
should be selected intentionally rather than randomly
to examine particular research questions comprehen-
sively and in greater depth. The four state agencies were
selected to participate based on previous research find-
ings indicating levels of high-performance, as well as
a peer-nomination process (Fleming, Del Valle, Kim,
& Leahy, 2013). For a more detailed review of the
methodology utilized in this study interested readers
are encouraged to review another article in this spe-
cial issue by Anderson, Leahy, Del Valle, Sherman &
Tansey (2014).

Consistent with protocol recommended by Yin
(2009) and Stake (2006), the same methodological
framework was used across cases thereby enhanc-
ing representativeness and robustness when consistent
findings emerged across sites. A modified Consensual
Qualitative Research (CQR) methodology was used to
examine the data and provided a systematic, rigorous
approach to analysis (Hill, Thompson, & Williams,
1997; Hill & Williams, 2012).

The research question, “What are the best models of
effective practice, policy, and procedures among state
VR agencies that result in the creation of an envi-
ronment that promotes innovation and the effective
delivery of services to assist individuals with disabilities
to achieve employment outcomes?” was specifically
proposed to identify organizational and cultural fac-
tors associated with creating a culture that promoted
best practices in the public VR program. The ques-
tion was designed to elicit information from all case
study participants regarding the organizational and cul-
tural factors they believe were related to services and
interventions they felt were evidence-based, innovative,
or promising practices that lead to improved employ-
ment outcomes within the VR system. Although the
researchers requested and received a substantial amount
of administrative reports from each of the four states
studied, the case study data collected through inter-
views and focus groups provided very helpful, thorough
information in addressing the research question at hand.

3.1. Participants

Purposive sampling (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2003),
a technique commonly used in qualitative research,
was used to select participants across three dis-
tinct organizational levels with the state-federal VR
program–leaders, mid-level managers, and counselors.
Researchers worked closely with the VR administrator
or their designee in the respective state agencies given
that these individuals were well positioned to identify
key staff members across organizational levels. Prelim-
inary contact was made with the administrator of each
state VR agency to establish an acceptable timeframe
for conducting semi-structured interviews and focus
groups with participants. Leaders were asked to extend
an invitation to identified staff to participate in speci-
fied research activities and were integral in encouraging
engagement with the research team. The researchers
employed this technique with the consideration that real
or perceived power discrepancies may exist among staff
at varying hierarchical and seniority levels. However,
given that access to key staff engaged with emerg-
ing, promising, innovative, or evidence-based practice
was imperative in addressing the research question, the
investigators agreed that agency leaders were in the best
position to assist with sampling.

Consistent with the conceptual design, data were
collected from staff representing three distinct orga-
nizational levels within each state including the
administrator and members of the senior management
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team, supervisors and mid-level managers, and rehabil-
itation counselors (Leahy, Del Valle, Fleming & Kim,
2012). The interviews and focus groups were con-
ducted in-person in each state over a two to three day
timeframe. Across the four state sites, a total of 154 indi-
viduals including four state directors, 25 senior leaders,
56 mid-level managers, and 73 VR counselors partici-
pated in the study. The multiple case studies of the four
VR state agencies selected were conducted between
June 2012 and January 2013.

3.2. Semi-structured interviews and focus groups

Semi-structured interview techniques provide an
open-ended, less structured and flexible approach
to gathering data from participants using a partic-
ipatory, conversational approach (Merriam, 2009).
Sixty-minute semi-structured interviews were individ-
ually conducted with VR agency leaders including
the directors of the VR programs, VR for the blind
programs, client services, and other senior manage-
ment staff. Group interviews, also referred to as focus
groups; provide an opportunity for researchers to facili-
tate discussion among participants when addressing the
research question(s). It was particularly important to
foster and record rich participant discussion given that
this study was exploratory in nature (Fontana & Frey,
2005). Ninety-minute focus groups were conducted
with regional and district directors, specifically those
serving in mid-level management positions. Additional
90-minute focus groups comprised of approximately
10–15 participants each were also conducted with VR
counselors and staff in each of the four case study
states. Although counselor participation was prominent
among the third organizational level of data collec-
tion, other staff including trainers also contributed
to the discussion. Representation of staff across the
three organizational levels was important in specifying
environmental factors that affect receptiveness to inno-
vation and the adoption of promising or evidence-based
practice.

3.3. Data analysis using CQR

A modified approach to the Consensual Qualita-
tive Research (CQR) process developed by Hill and
colleagues (1997) was used for this study. CQR pro-
vides a systematic approach to gathering and analyzing
qualitative information by multiple researchers using
semi-structured data collection techniques. Researchers
must reach consensus about inherent meaning in the

data before confirming the domain, core idea, and
cross-analytical phases. Additionally, a hallmark fea-
ture of CQR involves use of at least one auditor who
is responsible for reviewing the work of the primary
researchers. The auditor poses objective opinions and
recommendations regarding the researchers’ adherence
to original source data to ensure representativeness
and trustworthiness and reduce potential group-level
bias (Schlosser, Dewey, & Hill, 2012). As noted by
Ladany, Thompson, and Hill (2012), an external audit
of the cross-analysis phase, particularly in comprehen-
sive studies involving substantial data, is important and
enhances stability of the findings.

4. Results and discussion

The results of the cross analysis on research findings
identified common domains across the four agencies
studied in relation to the primary research question that
guided this portion of the larger study. Each of these
domains representing organizational and cultural fac-
tors associated with creating an atmosphere conducive
to innovation and best practices will be presented and
discussed below. Multiple domains were noted across
the three organizational levels within each state agency
for leaders, mid-level managers and selected counselors
and other staff involved with the agency’s innovations
and best practices. Below is a summary of the multi-
ple domains that appeared at each organizational level,
including domains unique to individual agencies. The
movement from hierarchal culture to a culture of adhoc-
racy that facilitates a learning organization has been a
key to the success of each of these high performing VR
agencies. Table 1 provides an overview of environmen-
tal and cultural factors found across all organizational
levels, within the four-state sample. Each is follow by
a brief description.

4.1. Culture

There was agreement that effecting change in the
organizations’ culture is necessary to making substan-
tial changes in agency operations and service delivery
practices enhancing service quality and employment
outcomes for customers. Included in culture is the
notion, as one agency described it, of trying to instill
“a culture of critical and smart thinking before you do.”
This need for organizational change by agency lead-
ers is supported by the literature. Because culture is an
integrative process, improving performance in a time of
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Table 1
Environmental and Cultural Factors, by state, across all organizational levels

Texas Utah Mississippi Maryland

Culture Culture Culture Culture
Leadership Leadership Leadership Leadership
Partnerships Partnerships Partnerships
Resources Resources

Service integration and business
model

Support for Innovation and
promising practices

Support for Innovation and
promising practices

Support for Innovation and
promising practices

Support for Innovation and
promising practices

Working alliance and
client-centered services

Working alliance and
client-centered services

Working alliance and client-centered
services

Working alliance and
client-centered services

Staff Training and Development Staff Training and Development Staff Training and Development Staff Training and Development
Return on investment
Increasing

visibility/Communication
Communication/Constituent

Relations
Rehabilitation Counselor and Unit

Autonomy

diminished resources requires successful VR agencies
to change from traditionally hierarchical culture, with
a focus on control to a culture of adhocracy, focused on
flexibility, risk taking, partnerships and innovation. One
VR agency described an agency culture of development
and promotion that would allow adoption of a trans-
formational agenda; encouraging best practices to be
adopted and innovation to occur. In another agency, cul-
ture was considered the environment where all staff is
“very encouraged to be creative, be visionary to deliver
the agency message, goals and mission.”

4.2. Leadership

Agency leaders were aware that their responses to
the innovative ideas brought forward must demon-
strate support for agency staff. Credit was given by
mid-managers, counselors and staff to agency lead-
ers for instituting organizational changes leading to a
less bureaucratic and a more flexible and responsive
agency. The culture a leader creates, can “strongly influ-
ence the behaviors of employees” (Sanz-Valle et al.,
2011). Research clearly shows moving to an adhocracy
focused flexible and adaptable culture has a positive
effect on employees and supports organizational learn-
ing and risk-taking (Giberson et al., 2009; Sanz-Valle
et al., 2011; Yang, Wu, Chang, & Chien, 2011). Coun-
selors and staff clearly appreciated the accessibility of
agency leaders. Comments such as “support of your
supervisor to be creative and to be able to discuss the
best way to handle things” and “my supervisor supports
me in trying new things” were common themes from

counselors and staff. Leaders in learning organizations
need to be flexible and adaptive, striving to bring out
the best in their followers (Rijal, 2010). In the orga-
nizations included in this project, the leaders believed
that “the way we walk, talk act, supporting ideas, being
open to people” is encouraging innovation and use of
best practices. Chan and Reudel (2005) have noted that
“rehabilitation agency supervisors have the potential to
make a significant impact on the issue of retention”
(Schultz, 2007). Counselors and staff also recognized
that continuity in agency leadership was an important
element of agency success.

4.3. Support for innovative and promising
practices

Leaders of agencies encouraged and supported inno-
vative ideas throughout all levels of the organization.
These leaders encouraged communication and auton-
omy and were open to and encouraging of staff ideas at
all levels of the organization. The creation of a shared
vision, effective communication, and support for inno-
vation are hallmarks of transformational leadership.
Organizations that thrive facilitate a culture of buy-in,
creativity and the personal involvement of professional
staff (Schultz, 2008).

Collaboration with community partners and requir-
ing field staff to be heavily involved with service
providers through constant contact and communication
were viewed as the foundation for successful inno-
vative ventures. Hierarchical cultures tend to inhibit
innovation due to their internal focus on control and sta-
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bility (Giberson et al., 2009). The research supports that
movement from hierarchical to adhocracy culture fos-
ters creativity and innovation in these high performing
agencies.

4.4. Partnerships

The relationship with all partners including con-
sumers, employers, community rehabilitation programs
and other state agencies was valued by VR agency staff
at all levels. Inter and intra-agency partnerships were
considered critical components of service provision.
The agencies in the study worked closely with sev-
eral entities to ensure that their partners’ needs were
met through collaborative working relationships and
seamless service delivery.

4.5. Staff training and development

A learning organization brings out the best in its
employees and has a culture where individuals are
encouraged to enhance their skills and performance
and share knowledge and expertise to improve the
organization. Schultz (2008) discussed how transfor-
mational learning is the overlap of clinical supervision
and professional development. A highly trained staff is
essential to achieve the working alliance and providing
professional services. Training in specific targeted pop-
ulations such as blindness, deafness, autism, transition
age youth and multicultural counseling are practices the
four states employed to enhance service delivery and
employment outcomes for agency customers. Training
initiatives at these agencies were not just limited to suc-
cessful job task completion but counselors and staff
were also encouraged to “look for opportunities for per-
sonal growth and advancement”. A continuous learning
orientation in these agencies encouraged development
of staff and new ideas that assisted these organizations
to “think outside the box” and to develop new ways to
address consumer needs. Continuous learning is nec-
essary for organizations to have the “ability to meet
the changing needs in rehabilitation service delivery”
(Schultz, 2007).

4.6. Working alliance and client-centered services

Client-centered services or the working alliance were
used to describe the focusing of staff on professionalism
in rehabilitation counseling services. These agencies
believed that rehabilitation counselors should be per-
forming their duties in the counselor role rather than the

case management role inherent in their positions. Coun-
selor statements reflected a feeling of being connected
to the counseling components of rehabilitation coun-
seling. Client-centered services incorporate the holistic
view of clients into rehabilitation planning, rather than
limiting clients to a tightly focused view of functional
abilities and mechanical job placement. These agencies
realized that client self-actualization is as important as
employment outcomes.

Along with the common agency domains, the
research yielded unique agency domains within the four
states. Although these efforts were not duplicated in
the other sample states, the researchers determined the
following were important to report and briefly discuss.

4.7. Return on investment

Marketing the benefits of services and the return on
investment to state policy makers has demonstrated the
value of services in measureable terms to both inter-
nal and external personnel and has allowed one agency
to stabilize and expand the scope of their program
over time. The culture of understanding the return-on-
investment of specific initiatives or services support
the capacity of this agency to consider sustainability
of these projects beyond the time-limited support that
may be available from federal or state sponsors.

4.8. Service integration and business model

Adhocracy culture recognizes that innovation and
change is necessary to enable the organization to take
charge of shaping its own future (Giberson et al., 2009).
Rather than relying on referrals to external agencies,
one agency is providing service integration and coordi-
nation, when feasible and deemed productive, directly
to clients. This VR agency has incorporated a business
model that has produced its own unique structure. The
agency has embedded a 501(c3) within its structure in
order to provide flexibility. It has a client first approach,
providing high quality services that focus on outcomes.
The organization maintains relationships with legisla-
tors, employers, partners and the public and has been
successful in selling its story.

4.9. Increasing visibility and
communication/constituent relations

Effective communication enables transformational
leaders to create a shared vision that enables employ-
ees to understand the goals and aspirations of the
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organization (Rijal, 2010). A focus on increasing vis-
ibility for one agency has increased the awareness of
its VR program, the consumers the program serves,
and the benefits of providing services for individu-
als with disabilities and the community. This agency
views visibility, communication and constituent rela-
tions as critical to their ongoing efforts to secure
community support for the program, engage partners
in a dialog regarding joint services, and communi-
cate effectively with the state’s legislature to preserve,
and ultimately expand, funding for the department’s
programs. Another agency views communication as
a critical interaction at all levels of the agency and
operates an Office of Communications and Constituent
Relations (OCCR) specifically designated to address
questions and requests from legislators and assist with
public relations campaigns.

4.10. Rehabilitation counselor and unit autonomy

A hallmark of adhocracy culture is flexibility in
service provision (Giberson et al., 2009; Sanz-Valle
et al., 2011; Millington & Schultz, 2009). In order to
meet the service needs of individual clients, one state
agency empowers staff in their district offices to have
the flexibility to alter services to meet the needs of the
surrounding communities. This agency provides coun-
selors with the ability to refer internally for a range of
different services based on individual need.

4.11. Resources

The semi-structured interviews revealed agency
leaders who are committed to acquiring, developing,
and disseminating resources needed for field opera-
tions. An organization’s culture is formed through the
strategic and operational decision of its top leaders
(Giberson et al., 2009). Leaders in an adhocracy culture
focuses on growth, adaptability and transformational
change (Giberson et al., 2009). Resource management
for one agency included exploring new ways to fund
needed programs, such as using braided funding in
partnership with another state agency. Funding oppor-
tunities for some of these agencies included grants for
activities for such as transition and setting aside funds
for innovative programs deemed successful. Transfor-
mational leaders, who create organizational cultures of
adhocracy, tend to facilitate learning environments that
lead to innovation and the adoption of best practices.

5. Summary and conclusions

The review of the four state-federal VR agencies
clearly indicated that VR practice environments and
the likelihood of engaging in innovative best practices
is affected by the organization in terms of their: cul-
ture, leadership, support for innovative and promising
practices, partnerships, staff training and development,
and the working alliance and client-centered services.
These observations were further validated at all levels
of each organization studied.

In resource-limited environments, evidence of effi-
cacy and effectiveness can help make programmatic
funding decisions so that agencies can show that the
services they provide work (Brannon, 2010). The state-
federal VR program has been challenged to demonstrate
the effectiveness of VR services provided to eligi-
ble customers. The emphasis on the development and
implementation of EBPs is needed to assist state-federal
VR agencies in demonstrating the effectiveness of
VR service provision. Creating cultures that transform
agencies into learning organizations and that empower
staff towards innovation is a critical and necessary
step. Leadership continuity will also become a highly
significant factor in the sustainability of these types
of enabling organizational cultures. There is no ques-
tion that VR agencies must develop a foundation of
EBPs that lead to competitive employment outcomes
for people with disabilities. Such practices are in need
of metrics that can prove they work. Proven strategies
and best promising practices must be documented and
their portability to other state VR agencies needs to
be considered. The agencies in the sample have all
moved from hierarchal to adhocracy cultures, and cre-
ated learning organizations that encourage staff at all
levels to be innovative and employ effective best prac-
tices. Finding ways to measure the outcomes of best
practices developed by agency staff continues to chal-
lenge VR organizations and is critically necessary to
provide the level of empirical evidence of success to all
the stakeholders in the state/federal VR program.
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