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CHAPTER 6 
 

The Vocational Rehabilitation Evaluation:  Individuals with a Limited or 
nonexistent Work History (Infancy to Age 25) 

 
SCOPE 

 The rehabilitation counselor who must make pediatric and young adult vocational 
rehabilitation evaluations is faced with unique problems, such as assessing vocational 
options and earning capacity for clients with limited or no work histories.  However, it is 
not the rehabilitation counselor's duty to make occupational or economic speculations on 
behalf of the client.  Rather, the counselor should present to the jury the range od pre-
accident vocational and educational options and those that are still available to the client 
after the accident.  If the client has no work experience, this is done with the help of 
government statistics enhanced by personal data on the client's family, educational, and 
socioeconomic background.   These criteria are also used for evaluating the client with 
limited work experience, as jobs chosen by clients at an early age often poorly reflect their 
future vocational and earning potential.  The counselor should avoid making any 
projections based on jobs the client has held without giving consideration to the client's 
career development plans, career maturity, and work values. 
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§ 6.01 Introduction 
 
Disabled clients with no work history or with a limited work history pose unique problems when 



assessing the impact of injury on future vocational options and wage earning capacity.  
The rehabilitation professional can provide helpful data an insight on the physical, 
emotional, and vocational aspects of these problems, and can be instrumental in 
coordinating all necessary rehabilitation services during childhood and adolescent 
development. 

 
 The rehabilitation counselor must consider a new set of variables when determining the 
impact of disability on those under the age of twenty-five.  Most individuals under this age have 
limited work experience, if any, and the counselor who must assess the effect of disability on 
future vocational and educational options will confront unique problems in the evaluation 
process.  For convenience, and in large part because of the different approaches called for, these 
problems will be reviewed as they pertain to two age categories:  infancy to eighteen years of 
age;  and eighteen to twenty-five years of age. 
 
§ 6.02 Pediatric Evaluations 
 
Traditional arguments against assessing the economic impact of a pediatric disability center on 

the difficulty of evaluating a patient with no established earning or vocational potential.  
However, the rehabilitation professional making such an assessment should only be 
concerned with educating the court regarding pre- and post--accident educational and 
vocational alternatives that would have been available to the patient within reasonable 
probability.  These can be determined from information on the patient's family, 
educational and socioeconomic background, test results, and statistical information from 
federal agencies. 

 
 In traditional rehabilitation circles, such as university degree programs and state and 
federal agencies, it is practically unheard of for a rehabilitation counselor to work with a child 
under the age of sixteen.  Some early intervention programs that assign counselors to public 
schools allow the opening of a file on a disabled youth at age fifteen so that some prevocational 
services can be provided before initiation of full services at age sixteen.  However, any 
discussion of earlier rehabilitation intervention is generally so far removed from the counselor's 
experience and training that it is not even considered.  Nevertheless, the potential for 
involvement of the rehabilitation counselor in pediatric rehabilitation is extensive.  My own 
practice has seen a tremendous growth in this area from the standpoint of consultation in 
litigation, physical referral, and the provision of services to both client and family members.  The 
scope of pediatric rehabilitation counseling should continue to expand significantly in the 
coming decade.  There is already a growing need for this type of counseling expertise in medical 
malpractice and other litigation. 
 
[1]--Difficulty of Estimating Diminution of Earning Capacity 
 
 The prevailing view of some defense attorneys used to be that little or no assessment 
could be made of the economic impact could be made of the economic impact of a disability on 
the earning capacity and future development of a child.  Arguments were based on the belief that 
if no history of earnings and work existed, no consideration of diminution of earning capacity 
was possible.  Some defense attorneys took the position that no diminution of earning capacity 



existed.  Others took a more realistic although still quite limited approach that, at best, 
consideration could be given only to a diminution of earning capacity assessment based on a pre-
accident earning capacity equal to the average for a high school graduate in the United States.  
Both of these positions are wholly inadequate and arbitrary.  It is certainly untenable in the 
context of this work, which is based on the concept of a scientific assessment of the 
rehabilitation and economic implications of injury, to suggest that these are the only alternatives. 
 
 [2]--Counselor Limited to Assessing Range of Options 
 
 The argument among the rehabilitation consultant, defense attorney, and plaintiff's 
attorney in this area of litigation centers on whether it is possible to make an accurate assessment 
or draw conclusions within reasonable rehabilitation probability, regarding future employment 
and earnings. 
 It is true that such conclusions would be purely speculative, it is impossible to talk with 
accuracy regarding the existence of, much less the specific characteristics of, a labor market in 
future years.  Speculations of this type lie totally outside the rehabilitation counselor's ability and 
expertise.  Rather than attempt to discuss within reasonable probability the exact job, work 
groups or classification of jobs, or earning capacity to be assumed by the individual, or to draw 
firm conclusions regarding the specific educational attainment level the individual could have 
achieved, the counselor should direct his or her efforts toward a much more detailed evaluation 
of the education which, in fact, is taking place. 
 
 The rehabilitation counseling consultant's role in this type of litigation is first to assess 
the range of educational and vocational development options that might be available to the child. 
 It is not for the counselor to choose among these alternatives, but merely to state what 
alternatives may exist on the basis of sound data and within reasonable probability.  A finite 
number of educational and vocational development options are available, including: 
 
 (1)Completion of grammar school and direct placement in the labor market without 

vocational training; 
 
 (2)Completion of grammar school, subsequent apprenticeship, on-the-job training, or 

vocational-technical school training; 
 
 (3)Completion of high school and direct placement in the labor market without training; 
 
 (4)Completion of high school, followed by on-the-job training, apprenticeship, or 

vocational-technical school training programs; 
 
 (5)Completion of high school and two-year academic degree program through a 

community college, with direct placement in the labor market; 
 
 (6)Completion of a two-year academic college degree program, followed by 

apprenticeship, on-the-job training, or technical school training; 
 
 (7)Completion of a four-year college education with direct placement in the labor market. 



 
 A broad range of other data, including family characteristics, environmental 
characteristics, psychosocial data, socioeconomic data, test data of the injured child and, where 
possible, siblings, and federal statistical information developed through the Bureau of Census 
and the Department of Labor, allows the rehabilitation counselor to draw conclusions within 
reasonable probability as to which pre-accident developmental options would remain open after 
the accident. 
 
 Once the developmental options are assessed it is relatively easy for the counselor to 
determine what work groups fall within each option, the specific types of jobs (range of job 
alternatives) which fall within those options, and the impact a certain type of disability and 
residual functional limitations will have on the performance of jobs in each of those groups.  
Hence, the assessment is not concerned with the impact an injury has on the specific job or the 
specific diminution of earning capacity incurred by the child.  It is a process of jury education 
which allows a better understanding of the kind if impact the injury and residual limitations will 
have on each educational and vocational development option, and each set of vocational 
alternatives within worker trait groups.  Although it is up to the jury to make a final decisions 
regarding the actual economic loss, the counselor's assessment makes the criteria to be 
considered less arbitrary.  This permits the jury to make an informed decision based on 
extensively researched and well- substantiated data. 
 
§ 6.03 Educational and Vocational Development Options and Potential:  No Work History 
 
The rehabilitation professional assesses the vocational options available to the child with no 

work history in terms of the child's perceived vocational handicaps in worker trait groups 
in the current labor market.  Appropriate worker trait groups and jobs that would have 
been available to the patient before and after the accident are determined by testing the 
child and evaluating his or her family, educational, and socioeconomic background. 

 
 Critical differences between the standard rehabilitation evaluation for an individual with 
a work history and the assessment of the individual without an established work history (age 
infant to 18) occur in the initial data collection during the evaluation, and in the research 
accomplished subsequent to the evaluation, using the Dictionary of Occupational 
Titles(DOT/Worker Trait Group and Guide for Occupational Exploration(GOE). 
 
 [1]--Gathering Data 
 
 When dealing with an individual who has no work history of established earnings pattern, 
it is critical to develop sufficient information to allow for accurate assessment of the 
developmental options that were available to the client before the accident.  The first area of 
concern is the collection of family and socio-economic data.  It should include interviews with a 
many family members as possible.  A review of the actual home environmental is not as critical, 
but it can add to the counselor's insights.  Family data should be extensive and include 
information on the maternal and paternal grandparents, aunts and uncles, parents, siblings, and 
significant others in the child's environment.  The following specific information should be 
collected: 



 
 (1)The child's level of education, including any history of vocational/technical school 

training, on-the-job training, or apprenticeship; 
 
 (2)The child's vocational history, if any, along with data on earnings; 
 
 (3)General information on family attitudes toward educational and vocational 

development; 
 
 (4)Family attitudes toward leisure activities including reading and games which build 

physical, social. or skill development; 
 
 (5)Age of the parents and siblings; 
 
 (6)School records and information on education levels of siblings, as well as any 

problems the siblings might be having in school either academically or 
behaviorally. 

 
 The information will aid the counselor in the use of published government statistics 
regarding average earning capacities relative to specific attained vocational or educational 
development levels.  It is extremely helpful in allowing the experienced counselor to come up 
with a more accurate individualized assessment that is supported by, but not limited to, general 
government statistical information. 
 
 If the child is old enough (i.e., at least four years of age), specific testing can be done to 
assess level of intelligence, social and academic skill development, and physical development in 
terms of coordination.  The added data help the counselor to draw conclusions regarding the 
impact of the disability on the individual's developmental potential.  The older the child being 
evaluated, the more extensive the testing possible.  Tests to evaluate learning aptitudes and 
academic skill achievements can be added to the protocol for even more accurate assessment od 
developmental potential. 
 
 Once these data have been collected, the well-trained rehabilitation counselor can begin 
to determine what vocational and educational options were within reasonable probability before 
the accident and which options remain viable after the accident.  The counselor then assesses all 
pre-accident options within the context of the post-accident disability and determines the specific 
impact the vocational handicaps have on the developmental options and the work groups and 
jobs within work groups to which those options apply. 
 
 It is important that the counselor avoid making a determination regarding the exact pre-
accident vocational or educational option the client would have chosen.  The counselor's 
responsibility  is to pinpoint those developmental options that were, within reasonable 
probability, available to the client before the accident.  He or she should focus primarily on 
eliminating extremes which, although they may have been possibilities, the client most likely 
would not have attained. 
 



 For example, at the low end of developmental alternatives, it may be determined that 
based on a family history of educational attainment, excellent academic achievement by siblings, 
and a good school record along with high intelligence test results, it was within reasonable 
probability to assume the client would have at least completed high school before the accident.  
This is reinforced if it is anticipated that the client will still be able to complete high school post-
accident.  The counselor can then eliminate an evaluation of the impact of the injury on worker 
trait groups and jobs within developmental options less than the attainment of a high school 
diploma.  No consideration placement in the labor market or dropping out of high school with 
subsequent on-the-job training or apprenticeship programs.  On the high end, if that same client 
if found to have a normal or average level of intelligence (i.e., an I.Q. of 100) and no family 
history of educational attainment beyond high school, it may be determined that the client had 
little or no potential to achieve either a two-year or four-year academic college degree.  These 
degrees, along with graduate school programs, are eliminated from consideration.  If the child is 
older, this assessment can be further substantiated by the results of any additional testing which 
had been done in the areas of learning aptitudes and academic achievement. 
 
 Once it is determined which educational and vocational development options were within 
reasonable probability, available to the client before the accident, it is possible to assess the 
impact of the client's vocational handicaps on the vocational options within work groups. 
 
 [2]--Work Groups and Vocational Options 
 
 As noted in Chapter 3, the Dictionary of Occupational Titles(DOT) organizes over 
20,000 jobs into basic job groups and worker functions.  The Guide for Occupational 
Exploration(GOE) further organizes these occupations into 12 interest areas, 66 work groups, 
and 348 subgroups and provides specific information relative to interest, aptitude, and 
adaptability of occupational groups.  These texts, which are published by the United States 
Printing Office, provide: 
 
 (1)General job descriptions; 
 
 (2)A list of occupationally significant characteristics required for successful performance 

of the jobs described; 
 
 (3)A list of physical abilities required for successful performance of the jobs in these 

work groups; 
 
 (4)The training time necessary for entry into each job and work group; 
 
 (5)The general educational developmental levels necessary for successful performance of 

jobs within these work groups. 
 
 By using this information after the client evaluation the counselor can determine (1) 
which work groups are consistent with the pre-accident educational and vocational development 
options that were available to the individual, and which jobs within those work groups were 
representative of maximum vocational development and earning capacity levels; and (2) what 



direct impact the client's vocational handicaps will have on each work group and the jobs within 
those groups. 
 
 For example, if on the basis of the evaluation it has been determined that one of the pre-
accident educational/vocational development options open to the client was attainment of a high 
school diploma and either on-the-job training, apprenticeship training, or vocational technical 
school training, by using DOT and DOE the counselor can determine what work groups are 
consistent with this level of achievement.  For example, one specific work group may require an 
occupationally significant combination of:  (1) an interest in work with the hands; (2) manual 
and digital dexterity; (3) eye-hand coordination; (4) the ability to perceive small differences in 
things and objects and spatial relationships; and (5) the ability to work to prescribed tolerances 
and rigid standards. 
 
 Jobs within this category or work group may require either intensive on-the-job training 
in required techniques and methods or formal apprenticeship programs with a demonstrable 
increase of skills before advancement to journeyman status.  Jobs within this work group also 
require that the individual be able to: 
 
 (1)Apply common sense, and have the ability to carry out instructions furnished in 

written, oral, or diagrammatic form; 
 
 (2)Deal with problems involving several concrete variables in or from standardized 

situations; 
 
 (3)Make arithmetic calculations involving fractions, decimals, and percentages; 
 
 (4)Comprehend and express at a level sufficient to allow for filing, posting, and mailing 

such materials as forms, checks, receipts, and bills; 
 
 (5)Show a level of comprehension sufficient to allow for copying data from one record to 

another, filling in report forms, and maintaining records. 
 
 Jobs in this group require a specific vocational preparation period of up to four years.  
The DOT and GOE also provide an assessment of the aptitude required for jobs in this group. 
 
 Examples of the many jobs included in this work group are carpenter, roof-lathe operator, 
coil winder, and stone mason.  They represent skilled crafts that require extensive 
apprenticeship, on-the-job, or vocational technical school training.  They also represent 
maximum levels of vocational skill development and earning capacities within this work group. 
 
 The jobs of carpenter and roof-lathe operator are classified as heavy employment that 
require occasional lifting of up to 100 pounds and frequent lifting limited to 50 pounds.  Both 
jobs require that the individual be able to climb, balance, stoop, kneel, crouch, reach, handle, 
finger, and feel.  They are performed both in and out of doors and may expose the individual to a 
variety of hazardous work conditions. 
 



 The position of coil winder is listed as moderate employment, requiring lifting of 50 
pounds on occasion and up to 25 pounds on a frequent basis.  It requires that the individual has a 
full range of motion in the upper extremities for reaching, handling, fingering and/or feeling, and 
intact vision including acuity, depth perception, field of vision, accommodation, and color 
vision. 
 
 Stone masonry is considered moderate to heavy employment, requiring the ability to 
climb, balance, stoop, kneel, crouch, crawl, reach, handle, finger, and feel as well as intact visual 
functioning including acuity, depth perception, field of vision, accommodation, and color vision. 
 It is a job performed primarily out of doors that may expose the individual to a variety of 
hazardous work settings. 
 
 Assuming that the client is now cortically blind as a result of hypoxia, the impact that 
such an injury would have on the development of vocational handicaps and the reduction in the 
range of work groups and vocational options is obvious.  It is clear that the individual's familial 
background (father is a blue collar worker earning his living as a skilled craftsman in the 
construction field), his educational and vocational development, and all other data collected in 
the evaluation point to the client's ability to have achieved these positions.  A direct comparison 
of this type or work and earning capability to work groups and vocational options available to 
the individual after the accident reveals a diminution of earning capacity. 
 
 In this situation, the rehabilitation counselor is not assessing the actual job or even the 
work group which would have been chosen by this individual client before the accident.  The 
counselor is only assessing those work groups and vocational options which were available to 
the client, within reasonable probability, after an evaluation of the educational and vocational 
development options.  The diminution of earning capacity discussed reflects the impact of an 
injury and the resulting vocational handicaps on these work groups in today's labor market.  No 
consideration is given to the labor market which may exist in the future. 
 
§ 6.04 Educational and Vocational Developmental Options and Potential:  Limited Work 

History 
 
The rehabilitation counselor must not assume that a young adult's earning capacity and 

vocational potential are unaffected by injury because the pre-accident and post-accident 
earnings are equal.  Many young adults do not have well-defined career choices and enter 
the labor market on a trial-and-error basis.  Their limited earnings often reflect their lack 
of career maturity rather than their true vocational potential. 

 
 Individuals aged 18 to 25, with a partial work history and limited earnings, also present 
the rehabilitation counselor with unique problems in evaluation of future vocational potential.  
(This age range is somewhat arbitrary.  It is my experience that individuals between the ages of 
25 and 30 may also fall into this category.)  The primary concern for this age group is whether or 
not past earnings accurately reflect their capacity to earn.  In many instances, these clients have 
poorly defined work identities and limited work experience.  They have approached the labor 
market and career choices, not through a well-informed decision making process, but by trial and 
error.  Many clients in this age group have limited career maturity, poor vocational insight, 



difficulty in setting priorities among work values and job satisfiers, and lack any real 
understanding of how to explore the labor market. 
 
 The pre-accident jobs held by these individuals very often reflect these problems and do 
not accurately indicate their long-term capacity to earn or potential to develop vocationally.  In 
too many cases it is assumed that the individual's earning capacity is not diminished because 
actual pre-accident wages are matched by post-accident earning potential.  This frequently 
occurs when a pre-accident job pays in a minimum wage range ($3.35 to $4.50 per hour).  
Although the range of post-accident job alternatives available to the client has been greatly 
reduced, the remaining jobs pay in a range similar to those in the pre-accident  work records.  It 
is extremely important that both the counselor and the attorney understand the concepts of 
vocational development, career maturity, work values, career decision making, and vocational 
exploration if they are to appreciate the difference between earnings reflected by pre-accident 
work records and an individual's actual capacity to earn. 
 
 [1]--Stages of Career Development 
 
 The concept of stages of career development, as formulated by Donald Super in 1955, 
specifically addresses life vocational development in terms of stages of growth, exploration, 
establishment, maintenance, and decline. 
 
 The exploratory stage includes the fantasy phase, tentative phase, and realistic phase.  
The individual with limited career maturity, who lacks any real understanding of the career 
decision-making process or the means by which one explores vocational alternatives, generally 
approaches the labor market in a trial-and-error fashion during the exploratory or establishment 
stage.  Jobs developed in this fashion rarely reflect the individual's actual capacity for vocational 
and economic development. 
 
 The establishment stage is divided into the trial phase and stable phase.  It is during the 
establishment stage that career decision and career adjustment occur, and it is therefore this stage 
which is considered most critical in determining success or failure in a career (Crites, 1976).  A 
better understanding of how and why young people enter and adjust to their jobs has been a 
focus of much research in the rehabilitation and counseling literature.  The rationale behind this 
research is based ont he centrality of work in an individual's career satisfaction, and success.  
Their strong implication of research that breaks career development into a series of incremental 
stages is that an individual must successfully develop through one stage before entering the next. 
 
 Additional research into the establishment stage leads to the concept of job-seeking 
behavior as a further segment of vocational development and reviews relationships between 
personality characteristics and patterns of job seeking.  The important implication for the young 
adult group (age 18 to 25) is the severe impact that physical disability and vocational handicaps 
have on personality and thus on movement through vocational development stages.  Whichever 
development theory a counselor a counselor ascribes to, he or she is dealing with individuals 
who are only beginning the vocational development process, and therefore the counselor should 
not assume that the type of work performed at this stage of the individual's life is an accurate 
reflection of either maximum vocational potential or maximum earning capacity. 



 
 [2]--Career Maturity and Work Values 
 
 An individual's level of career maturity may also be of significance when assessing his or 
her work history during early work life as a reflection of vocational earnings capacity.  If 
vocational development is seen as a series of life stages, then vocational or career maturity is a 
point on this continuum of life stages that reflects the developmental level attained.  A major 
consideration in assessing career maturity levels, regardless of the individual's age, is his or her 
perceived locus of control.  Individuals who perceive that they are externally controlled by fate, 
luck, or other significant factors in their environment tend to show much lower levels of career 
maturity than do individuals who have developed an internal locus of control.  Individuals with a 
positive sense of self-worth, a good self-concept, and self-confidence generally show higher 
levels of career maturity on testing.  Research suggests that age and education level may have a 
significant impact on career maturity levels. 
 
 super defines work values as attributes or qualities an individual considers to be 
intrinsically desirable and which are sought in work activities.  Work values play a significant 
role in career decision-making.  Yet, in the 18- to 25-year age group, there are individuals who 
have a great deal of difficulty in setting priorities between work values and job satisfiers.  This 
inability to develop vocational insight and identify with work values is another critical factor 
which the rehabilitation counselor must consider when determining the appropriateness of pre-
accident career choices. 
 
 Both career maturity and work values can be assessed by test instruments such as the 
Work Values Inventory, the Adult Vocational Maturity Inventory, and the Career Maturity 
Index.  An individual's understanding and knowledge of the career decision-making process and 
the vocational exploration process is manifested, in part, as the level of career maturity scored on 
appropriate test instruments.  The fact that many individuals approach the labor market on a trial-
and-error basis lends further credence to the argument that a great deal of caution must be used 
when assessing pre-accident earnings versus earning capacity in this age group.  Although the 
need for training in career decision-making and career exploration is not restricted to this age 
group, career maturity is particularly critical during this stage of life.  The attorney and counselor 
are advised to take great care in making an assessment regarding diminution of earning capacity 
and reduction in range of job alternatives for these clients. 
 
 [3]--Rehabilitation Plans 
 
 the primary difference between rehabilitation plans for individuals in the 18- to 25-year 
age group and the rehabilitation plans for individuals with an established work history is the 
emphasis placed on educational development, individual counseling, and development of self-
concept, self-confidence, and a sense of self-worth.  Perhaps more than for any other injured 
population, physical injuries of a permanent nature, even when they are only mild to moderate, 
may have a serious impact on the young individual's sense of self-concept, self-worth, and self-
confidence.  It is not possible merely to talk away these concerns and fears in the counseling 
session.  Although assistance can be provided, particularly in the area of interpersonal 
relationships (e.g. the development of male-female relationships), it is often insufficient to solve 



the problems and concerns of the client. 
 
 The rehabilitation counselor has the advantage of being able to work into the 
rehabilitation plans concrete tasks which the client can undertake and which can be utilized in 
reinforcing positive and constructive development in these areas.  The plans should be designed 
to prepare the client for successful vocational, educational and interpersonal relationship 
experiences.  After a careful objective and subjective evaluation of the client, the counselor 
should design realistic and viable goal-oriented programs that will not exceed the client's 
physical, educational, or emotional capacities.  Failure to do so may worsen the client's disability 
status, because the client who continually reaches for unrealistic goals and fails only reinforces 
his or sense of disability. 
 


