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oduction

The public vocational rehabilitation program is ultimately about jobs, work,
and careers for people with disabilities as a result of the services offered by
vocational rehabilitation (VR). The final determination of the effectiveness
of VR is whether or not its clients become employed and stay employed. In
order for this to happen, of course, there needs to be ready, available and
interested employers. There is no doubt that VR and employers have a lot
to learn from each other in order for people with disabilities to achieve
vocational goals and for employers to consider people with disabilities as
the viable human resource they represent. Working together as partners will
make each stronger and more effective.

Therefore, VCU-RRTC is happy to present this guide as a template for the
development of mutually beneficial partnerships between public vocational
rehabilitation programs and private sector employers. This publication
reflects the emphasis that the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative
Services in the U.S. Department of Education is placing on the necessity for
a more dynamic interchange between the leadership of state VR programs
and community business leaders. It is only through such dialogue that we
can ensure that the human resource demands of employers can be met by a
qualified supply of job seekers represented by VR programs.

This guide is based upon the results of such a dialogue that was formalized
in a Public-Private Sector Partnership Summit in Atlanta, Georgia in May,
2003. We urge all readers to pay attention to the important message present
here. The employment of people with disabilities and the business bottom-
line can be and should be compatible concepts. Business knows that the
lifeline of its organization is good, talented, dedicated, and qualified people.
The VR program has many such clients to offer. Partnerships between both
groups cannot be only compatible but very powerful.

Paul Wehman, Director
VCU-RRTC on Workplace Supports







oreword

It is no secret that the human resource needs of businesses throughout the
country are undergoing continual change. The number and type of jobs that
businesses need to fill undergo constant adjustment. One thing is certain -
American businesses will be facing a critical shortage of workers in all indus-
try sectors over the course of the next decade. It is the nimble company that
can adjust to these circumstances and remain competitive. All types of com-
panies will need to know where and how to find the most qualified workers
to fill its human resource needs, often from resources that have not been fully
exploited.

People with disabilities represent a large segment of the workforce that busi-
nesses will need to learn how to better recruit, hire, and manage. It is not
simply a matter of wider diversity management, although that is an important
by-product of engaging this workforce segment. There are two more impor-
tant reasons for companies to go after this workforce pool. First, people with
disabilities constitute a large pool from which companies can recruit, with
over 43 million working age people with disabilities in this country. Second,
there is help available in every state for companies to recruit from this group
of job seekers through the state vocational rehabilitation agency.

Therefore, Manpower, Inc. is delighted to endorse this Private/Public
Partnership Template as a vehicle for helping businesses and state vocational
rehabilitation agencies to develop strong working partnerships. We hope that
businesses and vocational rehabilitation offices in every region and state use
this as a guide for maximizing what each has to offer the other.







This guide describes actions that address these issues. The contents
reflect the work of a dedicated group of rehabilitation professionals in Federal
Region IV* called the Employment Partners Team. It also describes the results
of a recent leadership summit organized by Virginia Commonwealth University
RRTC on Workplace Supports and funded by the U.S. Department of Education
RSA and NIDRR. This summit included state public vocational rehabilitation
leadership and prominent private sector business leaders. A product of these two
activities is a template for organizing productive partnerships between private
sector business and the public vocational rehabilitation (VR) program so that
employers effectively meet their human resource needs and people with disabili-
ties get good jobs.

* Federal Region IV includes the Southeast states of Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky,
Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee







Features to Developing
Private/Public Partnerships

Based on what employers say they need, and based on the work of the Employ-
ment Partners Team, these ten features represent a template for VR programs,
within and among states, to cultivate private business partners.

For interstate development of relationships between public VR programs and
companies with multi-state, regional or national operations, the key state leaders
may also wish to organize a collaboration in a regional fashion. Regional efforts
could be convened by entities such as the Rehabilitation Continuing Education
Programs, which are mandated to provide training and technical assistance to
state VR program personnel and are located in each of the 10 Federal regions.
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Ten Features

FORM A MARKETING TEAM, SANC-
TIONED BY VR LEADERSHIP AND
ADVISED BY BUSINESS.

It starts at the top. The message of the effort©s
importance is clear when VR directors fully sup-
port, and mandate, the establishment of a desig-
nated work team that will be responsible for
organizing and maintaining marketing efforts
designed to reach out to employers. It is espe-
cially important to also include informed busi-
ness leaders as critical members of the team.
With this joint public/private involvement, the
message is emphasized that business and VR are
both serious in meeting each other©s needs. This
partnership also assures that businesses will be
interested in and benefit from marketing initia-
tives that are undertaken as a result of the team©s
activities. To begin the process:




CONDUCT INITIAL AND ON-GOING STUDY
OF EMPLOYER PRACTICES AND EMPLOYER
MARKET.

The human resource management practices of business and VR
processes are quite different. Therefore, it requires VR to
understand how employers approach human resource manage-
ment. It is equally important to know what the employer mar-
ket looks like, that is, what companies are hiring for which
positions. This knowledge is the foundation for establishing the
marketing approaches that will be developed through the suc-
ceeding steps. And since the employer market is constantly
shifting along with economic circumstances and individual
companies© own markets, this step requires constant re-visiting.

First, there must be employer assessments:




From these results the team can determine:

STRATEGICALLY PLAN TO MEET MARKET
NEEDS, AND CONTINUALLY REVISE THE
PLAN TO MEET MARKET DEMANDS.

Marketing is a strategic endeavor. Framing the right mes-
sage to the right audience in the most effective way
requires planning. Based on information gained from the
study of employer practices and employer markets, the
marketing team will need to convene on a regular basis to
develop its plan of action. The team may find that a facili-
tator trained in strategic business plan development will
provide a process for collecting and organizing plans into
a document that may be used as a road map for imple-
menting partnership efforts.




Typical steps for developing a marketing plan:

Typical steps for revising a marketing plan to stay current with
the market:




DEVELOP CUSTOMIZED MARKETING
MATERIALS AND APPROACHES WITH

TARGETED MESSAGES FOR MARKET
SEGMENTS.

One size does not fit all. Different industries have unique
human resource needs. There are certainly common char-
acteristics all employers seek in their employees. There
are also common skills that employers in different indus-
tries will require of their respective workforces. However,
there are also important distinctions in diverse industries
that marketing messages must account for. Skill sets
required of employees and workplace circumstances in the
information technology industry will be quite distinct from
those required in the health industry, for example.
Therefore, the marketing messages and approaches must
be tailored accordingly. Remember the marketing maxim
cited in Feature 2 that emphasizes matching what you
offer to the customer needs and wants.




MAINTAIN CURRENT DATA BASE OF
EMPLOYER CONTACTS AND TRANSACTIONS.

All good marketing efforts track contact with potential and actu-
al customers. Another marketing maxim states that if a contact
is not documented, it didn©t happen. Otherwise, duplicated con-
tacts, lack of promised follow-up, and loss of valuable informa-
tion might occur. Instead, well honed data management of
employer contacts and customers can yield an abundance of
valuable employer information that can be used for a host of
purposes such as:

A useful database will include, at a minimum:




PERSONNEL DEDICATED TO DEVELOP AND
MANAGE.

Employers consistently call for a single point of contact
for hiring and supporting job seekers with disabilities in
the workplace. Some state public rehabilitation agencies
have responded to this need by establishing corporate
account representatives who are responsible for employer
development activities. These account representatives are
able to filter candidate referrals to employers based on
their close relationship with and knowledge of particular
employers. The result is better matches between job can-
didates and company needs.

These professionals should be:

A primary job responsibility of account representatives is
analyzing employer needs and determining how services
from VR can meet these needs, so that job and career
opportunities are the result for job seekers with disabilities.
Job duties of the account representative may include:




CUSTOMIZED SKILL TRAINING TO VR
PERSONNEL ON EMPLOYER RELATIONSHIPS.

VR field counselors typically do not have direct responsibility
for what has traditionally been called "job development" or "job
placement." It is a responsibility that often rests with specially
designated staff, contracted vendors, and/or the job seekers
themselves. However, the ultimate goal of jobs for VR clients
requires that counselors have a strong background in employer
relationships. This is especially necessary when there is a con-
certed public/private partnership initiative underway.
Counselors should be aware of employer needs, put themselves
in positions to interact directly with employers, and prepare
their clients accordingly. There will be a distinct need, if the
public/private partnership initiative is to be successful, for all
VR staff to be attuned to employer needs and to reflect the qual-
ity employer customer orientation that the initiative seeks.

Training for management and counselors might include:

To support this notion further, these steps might be considered:




PRACTICAL GUIDE/ REFERENCES FOR VR
AND FOR EMPLOYERS.

Information builds capacity. The more VR and employers
know about each other, the more successfully they can
partner. One way to put information in the hands of those
who will make the partnerships work is to have brief,
readily available, and easy to use references for parties to
the partnership. Such references can also function as
adjunctive marketing material to be placed in the hands of
both new and long term partners. There are two kinds of
references/guides that are useful for this purpose - one for
VR personnel and one for employers.

VR personnel guide to employer relationships, which
might include information on:

Employers guide to using VR services, which might
include information on:




These resources are most effectively used if they are brief, con-
cise, and easy to use. The two types of guides should contain
complementary and parallel information so that the concepts and
the messages are consistent with one another and there is a com-
mon language used in each. Jargon, esoteric references, and
acronyms are avoided. The marketing team members and focus
group participants are good barometers for testing the usefulness
and organization of the information in the guides.

MAKE AVAILABLE INFORMATION AND
RESOURCES

It©s the information age! There are few marketing initiatives
and few partnership development activities that are not support-
ed by or that do not feature a major website presence. A crisp,
easy to use and professionally developed and maintained web-
site is both a critical source of information and a marketing
tool.

Websites are useful information and marketing vehicles
because:




A dedicated website might contain:

Of course there has to be someone designated to be respon-
sible to maintain, update and monitor the site. Web mas-
ter(s) can be important members of, or at least regular con-
tributors to, the marketing team and its activities.

PLAN FOR CONTINUOUS DIALOGUE
BETWEEN VR LEADERSHIP AND BUSINESS
LEADERS.

For VR, it©s all about jobs. It is logical, not to mention
critical, for VR to regularly talk to those who provide the
jobs - employers. For employers it©s all about finding
people who can contribute to enterprises. Talking to
sources of job seekers, like VR, is a critical activity for
employers. Thus, sustained public/private partnerships are
created when there are continuous opportunities for VR
leadership and business leaders to dialogue so that they
can cooperatively develop initiatives that a) support the
hiring of job seekers with disabilities, b) support employ-
ers© quest to attract contributors to their workplaces, and c)
build work environments that foster productivity and
worker retention.




Regular facilitated sessions between VR leadership and business
leaders are important so that both understand:

It is often useful to have a neutral third party to serve as an ini-
tiator of such dialogue. For example, the Employment Partners
Team in the Southeast Region IV (see Postscript), with the assis-
tance of the Region IV Rehabilitation Continuing Education
Program, convenes regular forums at which VR leadership and
business leaders meet to discuss issues of mutual concern.
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Region IV Employment Partners Team

Latest research, development, and trends in rehabilitation, community, and
business and industry have inspired the Employment Partners Team (EPT).
This team represents the 12 state rehabilitation agencies in the southeast
region. Its purpose is to strategically position the public Vocational
Rehabilitation (VR) Program in Region IV to be the employers© resource of
choice for workforce needs. These 12 state rehabilitation agencies are repre-
sented by staff who have the ability to influence the direction of the VR
agency in using its resources to meet the needs of employers. The Regional
Rehabilitation Continuing Education Programs (RRCEP) at the University
of Tennessee and Georgia State University are also EPT members, as well as
the Rehabilitation Services Administration regional office.

Through informal conversations at various regional and national meetings,
these professionals realized that they could benefit from learning what was
going on in each of their states. These leaders asked for assistance from the
RRCEP at the University of Tennessee to organize a meeting of employment
representatives from each VR state agency. The VR state directors named a
delegate, and the group met to share resources (brochures, videos), role and
duties of employment specialists and the placement process for each state.
The meeting was so successful that the group requested additional meetings
to share resources, processes, ideas, and materials. Within a 12-month peri-
od, two regional meetings were held. In 1996, the group became official by
establishing name, purpose, and team membership.

A number of team members were in touch with employer needs and realized
that they could have a stronger impact on the region if they worked together
rather than separately. The effectiveness of the EPT began increasing as they
worked together on a number of projects. Establishing "Components of an
Effective Employment Program" provided common knowledge for the group
and a blue print for each state agency to follow. Organizing three Regional




Employment Conferences from 1997 - 2001 allowed the EPT to shape the agendas so that the
region gained pertinent information about how the VR program could become the employers©
resource of choice for workforce needs. To offer further support, the EPT met routinely with
VR directors at regional CSAVR meetings.

The EPT gained financial support from VR directors to conduct a Regional Marketing Study
of employer practices to 1) assess differences in needs, 2)determine how employer markets
can be segmented, and 3) identify precise marketing approaches. Guided by the study results
and recommendations, the EPT developed a Strategic Business Plan in 2000 and received a
technical assistance grant from RSA to provide the resources needed to execute the plan. In
keeping with their interest in staying current with employer needs, the members have revised
the plan to incorporate their new thinking and direction for 2003-2005. The EPT proved to be
outcome driven and a worthy investment for RSA as the team developed a regional employer
database, marketing materials for targeted market segments, customized skill training for VR
staff, practical guide to the employer/VR relationship, and a resource website for members.

The overarching strategic goal for the EPT is to

State members network, learn from and leverage resources from one another. They share
ideas on working with specific employers that may have presence in multiple states, best
practices, training materials, and operational and procedural methods. Information sharing
has helped to expand services and programs across the region. Presently, many of the states
link with Business Leadership Networks (BLNs) because they place the employer central to
their purpose. Some states have corporate account representatives that offer a single point of
contact for employers. VR upper and middle management are outreaching to businesses. The
EPT em-braces these efforts and opportunity to discover potential company linkages within
the region.

Since 2000, Corporate Forums have been held at Regional Employment Conferences that
bring together VR and companies. As a result, contacts with various companies are being
leveraged across states. For instance, Lowe®©s, Shaw Manufacturing, Suntrust Bank,
Manpower, CVS, Walmart, Home Depot, and Unum Provident have had success in employ-
ing people with disabilities in one southeastern state and are interested in leveraging VR
resources in other states in which they operate. The 2003 Regional Employment Conference
continued this effort by providing a forum for VR directors and managers to dialogue with a
host of companies with regional presence about expanding and refining partnership opportu-
nities.

The EPT is an impetus for change in Region IV. The teams next steps in its evolution are to
continue refining purpose, to assist VR executive leadership and middle management in
adopting business and marketing principles, and to train and support counselors in their work
with employers.
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Public-Private Partnership Summit

Summary of Proceedings

Purpose

The purpose of this summit was to bring businesses together with the
leadership of state vocational rehabilitation (VR) agencies to dia-
logue on how to implement and refine partnerships that meet busi-
ness human resource needs and result in jobs and careers for job
seekers with disabilities. The primary outcome of the Summit was
the template for public/private partnerships, presented throughout this
document. The proceedings of the meeting are presented below.

Background
The Summit was held in Atlanta, GA on May 29, 2003 and included

representatives from twenty-one (21) companies and VR leadership
from eight (8) Southeastern states (FL, GA, AL.MS, TN, KY, NC, &
SC). Business participants recruited for participation were known to
have experience partnering with VR and disability employment agen-
cies. VR leadership included state directors and upper level manage-
ment personnel.

The Summit was sponsored by Virginia Commonwealth University
Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on Workplace Supports
Business Roundtable and was held in conjunction with the biannual
Region IV Employment Partners Training Conference.

Agenda and Purpose
The core of the process was workgroup discussions during which the

business participants were guided by facilitators to respond to and
discuss the following set of questions. Responses by business partici-
pants that were common to each of the discussion groups are also
summarized.




Why do you value public-private partnerships?

How can VR management make its services more appealing/convenient to employers?

What are human resource needs beyond referral of individual job candidates that could be
provided by VR.?

What incentives would attract more employers to enter into partnerships with VR?

What would you be willing to contribute to the partnership?

The dialogue from VR leadership in relation to these employer responses indicated a strong
desire to collaborate in addressing employer responses. Several of the state VR directors
made explicit commitments to continue similar dialogue with businesses in their respective
states and to work with them to improve partnerships and responsiveness to business circumstances.
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