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In-Home Supportive Services (IHSS)

When adults with disabilities or their parents (or both) are ready for greater independence (or want a change in the care-giving relationship), issues of support are often on everyone’s mind.  In this Information Brief, you will find an overview of a government-based program that can often be worked into a successful plan for living more independently, in your family home, or in a place of your choosing.
What is it?  

IHSS is a federal-state health and social service program that provides personal care and domestic services for people who are aged, blind, or disabled and living in their own homes (not a licensed place).  The person must (1) be a lawful resident of California with low income and limited resources; and (2) need personal assistance services to remain safely in his or her own home.  “Own home” can be the family home or the person’s own dwelling, such as a house or apartment, but not a licensed care home or facility.  Authorized hours may range to a maximum of 283 hours per month, depending on the needs of the individual.

Basic purpose?  

The central purpose of the IHSS program is to enable an eligible person to remain safely in the person’s home (not in a licensed care home or facility).  In determining need for IHSS, county workers must determine that (1) the services needed are not 

available through alternative resources, and (2) the individual is unable to remain safely at home without the service.
Who is eligible?  

Being a person who is aged, blind, or disabled; receiving SSI or other public assistance (with exceptions); needing assistance to live safely in one's own home; and, those needed services not being available from other sources.  A “home of one’s choosing” may be the parents’ home, but the person cannot be receiving SSI at the board-and-care rate and be eligible for IHSS.  If living with a relative and receiving the higher SSI rate, the person may elect to waive the board-and-care rate and receive SSI at the individual rate, so as to also be eligible for IHSS.  NOTE:  From the regional center’s perspective, IHSS is a generic service, and therefore a regional center client must try to get such services before the regional center will fund similar services.  Regional centers can pay for similar services, if their client’s needs are not fully met through IHSS.

What services can be provided?  

Allowable IHSS services include:

•
Domestic services (e.g., cleaning, changing linens, doing the dishes, laundry,  cooking, etc.);

•
Related services (e.g., menu planning, shopping, etc.);

•
Heavy cleaning services due to special health problems or the like;

•
Non-medical personal services (e.g., hygiene, dressing, grooming, helping the person eat or move about, etc.);

•
Essential transportation services (e.g., to doctor’s appointments);

•
Protective supervision to protect against risk of injury/accident (e.g., to watch and intervene if the person would walk out of the house into traffic, or burn themselves on the stove);

•
Limited yard hazard clean-up;

•
Teaching and demonstration service, under the condition that the person will become more self-sufficient; and

•
Paramedical services under direction of health care professional (e.g., exercises, catheter care, injections, etc.).

What is protective supervision?  

Under IHSS regulations, protective supervision is only available to "non-self-directing, confused, mentally impaired, or mentally ill persons" to "safeguard the recipient against injury, hazard or accident."  Regulations further stipulate that the need (1) may not be a medical condition and the form of supervision is medical; or (2) be in anticipation of a medical emergency; or (3) be to prevent or to control anti-social or aggressive behavior.

How much support is available?  

Based on assessment of need; up to 283 hours per month, typically at $6.25 per hour.  (There are exceptions; some counties, especially with public authorities, have increased wage rates recently.)  To get close to 283 hours, protective supervision is typically involved.

Assessment of need?

A county worker will do an initial assessment of need, and annually reevaluate that need.  In some service areas, the county worker will write down standard norms unless you indicate (and can support) a need for more services.  If there are special circumstances – such as frequent incontinence requiring more frequent change in sheets, more laundry, more bathing than twice a week, slowness in chewing, allergy to dust so that house cleaning must be more frequent, special diet, etc. – be sure to bring these to the county worker’s attention.  The person is entitled to services on weekends and in the evening if needed.  Be sure to ask for a paramedical form if you need help with injections, tracheotomy suctioning, range-of-motion, or other assistance.
The county worker will fill out forms known as "SOC 293" and "SOC 293a," which will set out how much time per week you have been allowed for service.  Your county worker must give you a copy of these forms if you ask for them.  They provide more information than notices sent by the County.
If you need more than 20 hours per week in personal care services, meal preparation and cooking (and clean-up, if getting help to eat), and paramedical services, you will be classified as severely impaired, even if some of the help comes from a family member or friend who is not paid through IHSS.  If you need less time, you will be categorized as non-severely impaired.  If you are severely impaired, you are eligible for up to 283 hours of service per month, assuming you have hired your own IHSS worker(s).  If you are non-severely impaired, the monthly maximum is 195 hours.  Typically, persons needing the maximum hours require protective supervision.

Time-for-task guidelines are for entire households, and when you share a dwelling with others the number of hours authorized for some activities may be less.  Domestic services, typically set at six hours per month, is an example.  If three people occupy the dwelling, your personal allowance may be two hours per month.  The six-hour guideline was based on someone providing domestic services twice a month.  You may be able to show that the person needs to come more often -- say, because sheets need to be changed more frequently, or trash taken out more than twice a month.  Individual differences in need, and health and safety issues, typically guide.  Incidentally, time-for-task standards may not be used in determining personal care needs, meal preparation and meal clean-up, or paramedical services.

How is IHSS organized, delivered, and paid for?  

Services are coordinated through county Departments of Public Social Services.  

Most counties administer their own programs.  Sometimes, county boards of supervisors establish public authorities to manage the program.  There are now about a half dozen across the State.  Consortiums and contractors (e.g., a managed care firm) can be used, as well.  Leaders in the disability rights (and independent living) movements generally recommend that the person receiving in-home supportive services be the employer, whenever possible.  Where not possible or wanted, there should be an agency mode, so that the recipient of services has a choice.

Generally speaking, it is good practice for the person with the disability to hire his or her own IHSS worker(s).  Persons with severe impairments have a right to do this, even if the county uses a contract agency as the employer, and this approach is the only option for persons who are non-severely impaired.  If you are in one category, but think you should be in the other, you may ask for a reevaluation.  If there is a disagreement with the county worker that you cannot resolve, you may ask for a fair hearing.

The County will typically pay $6.25 per hour (sometime slightly more in unusual circumstances), when the IHSS person is hired by the person with a disability.  IHSS workers paid by contract agencies typically earn more.  IHSS workers are covered by workers' compensation if hurt on the job, and have state disability and unemployment insurance coverage.  In most cases, the worker(s) turn in a time sheet twice a month, and get paid on the 10th and 25th of the month.  Sometimes, the person with a disability will supplement the worker's pay, or pay for additional services.  This is permissible.  Likewise, a family member or friend may supplement the hourly rate or pay for extra services.  And, so long as the money goes directly to the IHSS worker, and does not go through the SSI recipient's hands, it will not be counted as income to the person with a disability, and therefore will not affect the person's entitlement to IHSS or SSI.

If the person receiving IHSS services is not in a position to be a good employer, several options may be considered.  If the person is receiving ILS (Independent Living Skills) services, or SLS (Supported Living Services), an instructor/counselor or community support facilitator may be able to assist the person to be [or learn to be] a better employer.  In some cases, a parent or other personal advocate, or other family member or close friend, may be able to help.

If a person lives in his or her own place (either buys or rents), a combination of IHSS, ILS or SLS funds, if accessible and used imaginatively, is likely to be the paid support service arrangement of choice for an adult with developmental disabilities.  Coordination of services -- especially in complex cases where the individual needs lots of help -- can come from an interested agency, perhaps working with a family, a conservator, or a circle of support (a personal network or team).

Where and when do you apply?  

Where?  County Department of Public Social Services.  When?  Living in one's own home (e.g., with parents; own apartment) or, while currently institutionalized, if the person wants to live in their own home and can do safely with IHSS.

Drawbacks or issues?  

Low rate of pay.  In one county (not Napa County), a knowledgeable person says over 70% of the cases involve “some fraud."  The most typical is a person doing fewer hours of work than reported, in order to have an “effective rate of pay” that is competitive within the local labor market.
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