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Happy New Year! It’s been an 

exciting six months since our 

last newsletter. Our own Dr. 

Bob Schmidt retired from Uni-

versity of Richmond, and the 

team made a site visit to Aus-

tin, Texas, and multiple 

presentations on the national 

stage.   

We have an excellent lineup 

of articles in this issue: Dr. 

Schmidt shares details of our 

project’s data security proce-

dures; we share some of the 

ethical implications of the VR-

ROI project, and we give you 

an update on the latest in VR-

ROI news and publications. 

We hope you enjoy this issue of the Bi-Annual Newsletter! 

Dr. Schmidt and Dr. Ashley at the Texas Workforce 

Commission in August, 2017.   

Thanks to our Advisory Council, the VR-ROI Project team has engaged in many pro-

ductive conversations related to ROI and its’ ethical implications. There will be an 

article on this topic in the special issue of the Journal of Rehabilitation Administra-

tion, set for publication in the spring of 2019. In advance of that article, we’d like to 

share some ethical guidelines for using ROI data with our readers.  

Guidelines:   

 ROI data should always be examined and interpreted within accurate context. 

 ROI data should not be used as a tool to “screen out” individuals or determine 
eligibility. 

 ROI data should not be used as a sole decision-making factor. Rather, it should 
be used as a tool for VR planning.          (Cont’d on Page 3 “ROI Ethics”) 

ROI and Ethics 
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A Look at Data Sharing Agreements 

There has been a lot of interest in how the VR-ROI Project collects and protects its data. Read about 
these procedures, summarized by our Co-Principle Investigator, Dr. Robert Schmidt. 

VR-ROI Data Security Protocol  

Given the sensitive nature of the data we receive from our VR partner agencies, we have developed a 

two-pronged approach to keeping it safe. First, we minimize the risk of data falling into the wrong 

hands. To that end, we only transmit data through secure means (256-bit encryption or through secure 

servers) and use strong passwords for access to any devices on which data are stored.  

Second, we attempt to render the data unidentifiable to minimize its value in the unlikely event of a 

breach. The U.S. Departments of Labor and Education identify two types of information that might be 

used to link data to an identifiable individual. One type includes SSNs, names, addresses, phone num-

bers, and the like that identify an individual directly. We do not receive any of this information – agen-

cies strip direct identifiers from the data before transmitting them to us.  

The other type can identify individuals indirectly when used in combination with other data elements, 

but not when used separately. For example, there may be many females with a disability. However, 

there may be only one or two females with a disability who were born on the same day, are of the same 

ethnicity, have the same level of education, and live in the same low-population zip code. De-

anonymization in this manner requires substantial effort. Nevertheless, we attempt to make such de-

anonymization much more difficult by "masking" two crucial elements. Specifically, we replace birth 

date with the individual’s age (in quarters) at the time of application for VR services. We also replace 

city, state, and zip code with employment-related information for that locale, e.g., quarterly employ-

ment rates for the locale. Although it remains possible to de-anonymize the data, it would require much 

greater effort to do so. 
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Are there questions you want to see answered in our next 

newsletter? Let us know! You can submit questions on our 

website (www.vrroi.org) or contact us through social media! 

Twitter: @VRROI  
 
Facebook: VR-ROI Project  
 
LinkedIn: Vocational Rehabilitation Return on Investment (VR 

ROI) Project 

http://www.vrroi.org/
https://twitter.com/VRROI
https://www.facebook.com/VRROI
https://www.linkedin.com/company/vocational-rehabilitation-return-on-investment-vr-roi-project?trk=top_nav_home
https://www.linkedin.com/company/vocational-rehabilitation-return-on-investment-vr-roi-project?trk=top_nav_home


 

Staff  Spotlight: Dr. Robert Schmidt  
Dr. Robert Schmidt, the Co-Principal Investigator for the VR-ROI Project, recently retired 

from the University of Richmond’s Robins School of Business where he taught since 1981. Over that peri-

od, he served as the chair of the Department of Economics for eleven years and interim dean of the Busi-

ness School for one year. Bob received his BA from the University of Wisconsin-Madison and Ph.D. from 

Duke University, and is currently a Professor Emeritus of Economics. 

Bob was introduced to VR and the Virginia VR agencies by Dr. David Dean (see “Staff Spotlight” in vol. 1, 

issue 1) and worked with David on the economics of disability for nearly thirty years. In addition to the eco-

nomics of disability, he has published articles on the economics of education as well as on the interplay 

between population growth and economic growth across countries. 

Upon David’s premature death in 2014, Bob has attempted to fill David's shoes within the VR-ROI team. 

Bob plays a dual role in the project, working on project management and administration as well as on the 

empirical side in building agency databases and econometric estimation. 

With retirement from teaching, Bob plans to increase his time commitment to the project to approximate-

ly 50%. With the wonders of cheap computers, the internet, a great cell phone plan, and a Bluetooth head-

set, Bob can work with the team and on the empirics anywhere. Consequently, he and his wife, Jane, plan 

to split their time between Richmond and their home in Duck on the Outer Banks of North Carolina. 
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ROI and Ethics (Cont’d from Page 1)  
Failure to follow these guidelines could lead to harmful consequences, even if unintentional. For example, if accu-

rate context is ignored when interpreting, the fully story behind the data is overlooked. Without context, there 

could be a decision to eliminate helpful services to a group of consumers simply because the data shows a low 

return on investment for the service. In order to view ROI data within the proper context, open communication 

must take place among multiple stakeholders (individuals with disabilities, administrators, counselors, data pro-

fessionals, economists, etc.). This will allow accurate interpretation of the data. 

Similarly, ROI data should not be used to screen out individuals or as the sole decision-making factor. As an exam-

ple, it would be wrong to make a decision to refuse services to a specific group of individuals simply because data 

shows they have not proven to be a good ROI in the past. If the ROI data shows that there is a lower rate of re-

turn when providing education services for men, this does not mean that VR agencies should no longer fund edu-

cation services for all men. This would be unethical, and likely illegal as well. If policies were written strictly based 

on the ROI data, those policies might overlook an important step: determining the “why” behind the data. In this 

example, some important questions to ask are: What can we do differently that will make men more successful? 

Should we be providing them with a different type of service? What services do they need? Is there another phe-

nomenon indicated? Simply screening out individuals or adjusting policies without fully understanding other rele-

vant factors would be unethical. A popular quote originally attributed to the Spiderman comic book, reads: “With 

great power comes great responsibility.” In making ethical decisions, it is important to acknowledge the power 

and responsibility associated with the ROI data and the impact of its interpretation. 



 

VR-ROI News 

 The VR-ROI team travelled to Texas in August, 2017, as 

part of a site visit to one of our state partners.  

 The VR-ROI 101 Modules will be available online following 

review from our Learning Community. We incorporated 

feedback suggested by the Advisory Council at our fall 

meeting in order to meet the needs of our intended audi-

ence. We are excited to provide these learning modules in 

order to educate administrators, VR counselors, communi-

ty partners, and employers on the basic terminology of VR-

ROI. If you work in the VR world, these modules will help 

you better communicate the economic benefits of voca-

tional rehabilitation to those who don’t see it on the front 

lines! CRC credits will be provided for completion of viewing 

these modules.  

 The next Summit on Performance Management will be in Oklahoma City in fall of 2018.  

 Virginia DARS Commissioner James Rothrock retired this month. He 

has been a great supporter of the VR-ROI Project and we are grateful for 

his dedication and service to the VR community! 

  Publications 

 “The Effects of Vocational Rehabilitation for People with Physical Disa-

bilities” by David Dean, John Pepper, Robert Schmidt, and Steven Stern is 

scheduled for publication in the Spring 2018 (vol. 12, no. 1) issue of the 

Journal of Human Capital. 

 "The Effects of Youth Transition Programs on Labor Market Outcomes 

of Youth with Disabilities" by David Dean, John Pepper, Robert Schmidt, 

and Steven Stern is under revision for resubmission to the Economics of 

Education Review. 

 The entire team is coordinating on a special issue of the Journal of Re-

habilitation Administration that focuses on VR ROI. This issue, co-edited by Kevin Hollenbeck of the 

Upjohn Institute as well as Kirsten Rowe and Bob Schmidt of the VR-ROI Project, is targeted for publi-

cation in Spring 2019. 

Dr. Froehlich and Dr. Rowe among other 

attendees at Summit 2017 in Omaha. 

A look inside a meeting of the Texas 

Workforce Commission.  
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