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About this Toolkit

Strong partnerships with community stakeholders such as state vocational rehabilitation (VR) agencies, 
community organizations, and businesses/employers are crucial to expanding employment 
opportunities for people with disabilities and ensuring that people with disabilities have access to the 
support they need to succeed in the workforce. The primary aim of the “Empowerment Through 
Partnership: Enhancing Employment Programs for People with Disabilities” toolkit is to provide Centers 
for Independent Living (CILs) with essential tools and strategies to develop and sustain productive 
partnerships to enhance their employment programs and improve employment outcomes for people 
with disabilities. You will use different strategies when approaching potential partners depending on 
the setting and your existing relationship. This toolkit offers practical recommendations for crafting 
effective elevator pitches, guidance on how to build persuasive and engaging presentations, and tips for 
establishing memoranda of understanding (MOUs), including editable MOU templates that you can 
modify for your own CIL’s use. In addition to these strategies, the final section of the toolkit offers key 
research and data points that may support CILs in demonstrating how disability-led employment 
initiatives and disability-inclusive policies can provide value to partners. Each of these tools can be used 
across the many phases of initiating and maintaining effective partnerships. 

About the Author

Dr. Lidia Fonseca is the Executive Director at Valley Association for Independent Living (VAIL), located in 
south Texas. She has served her community as a disability justice advocate and provides overall 
supervision, management, development, and implementation of programs at her CIL. The programs 
that she has developed have helped promote the independent living (IL) philosophy, consumer control, 
and systems change so that independent living is possible for all people with disabilities. Dr. Fonseca’s 
efforts relate to workplace inclusion, accessible transportation, and leveraging resources among 
community partners. Dr. Fonseca has a bachelor’s degree in Rehabilitative Services from The University 
of Texas Pan-American, a master’s degree in Rehabilitation Counseling from Texas Tech University, and 
a Doctorate degree in Rehabilitation Counseling from the University of Texas Rio Grande Valley. She has 
13 years of experience in the IL field. Her focus is on disability rights. Her interests are in emergency 
management, resource development, expansion of employment services for people with disabilities, 
and training on leadership and advocacy.

Dr. Fonseca serves as the President of TEXCIL, an association of CILs in Texas, which provides technical 
assistance, training, and resources for CILs across the state. She also serves as the President of the 
Regional Transportation Advisory Panel (RTAP), in which she educates on the accessible transportation 
needs in the rural areas that VAIL serves. She also serves as a board member and the Secretary of the 
Association of Programs for Rural Independent Living (APRIL) Board of Directors. 
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Crafting an Effective Elevator Pitch

When you first reach out to potential community partners to collaborate on enhancing employment 

options for people with disabilities, you will need an effective elevator pitch to clearly and 

concisely communicate the purpose of your outreach or proposal. An effective elevator pitch 

should provide a short description of your CIL, what you do, and what you have to offer a potential 

partner. Below is a step-by-step guide to help you craft a pitch that is engaging and impactful.

Step 1: Define Your Objective

Begin by clearly understanding the purpose of your pitch. In this case, your goal is to persuade a 

potential partner to collaborate with your CIL to enhance employment opportunities for people 

with disabilities.

Step 2: Know Your Audience

Research the potential partner to understand their values, needs, and interests. Tailoring your pitch 

to resonate with their mission will make it more compelling. The value your partnership could 

bring to a business/employer will look different than what your CIL has to offer to a state VR 

agency. Consider what mutual benefits the partnership might offer.

Step 3: Create a Hook

Start with a strong opening statement that grabs 

attention. This could be a surprising statistic, a 

compelling fact about the impact of your work, or 

a brief, inspiring story of success from your CIL.

Step 4: Highlight the Problem

Briefly explain the challenges people with 

disabilities face in securing employment. Make 

sure to convey why this issue needs addressing 

and how it aligns with the potential partner's 

goals.

Step 5: Present Your Solution

Clearly outline how your CIL addresses this issue 

through programs and initiatives. Explain the 

unique aspects of your approach and the benefits 

it brings to the community and the potential 

partner.

Example

"Did you know that partnering with us can help 

increase productivity while making a significant 

social impact?"

Example

"Currently, people with disabilities are twice as 

likely to be unemployed. Our partnership can 

reduce this gap by providing tailored training 

and support."

Example

"Our center specializes in developing 

customized training programs that equip 

individuals with the skills needed to thrive in 

your work environment."
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Step 6: Describe the Benefits

Illustrate the advantages of forming a partnership, 

emphasizing examples of how it benefits both the 

partner and the community. Highlight aspects like 

increased brand reputation, access to a broader talent 

pool, and enhanced corporate social responsibility.

Step 7: Call to Action

Conclude with a clear call to action, inviting the 

potential partner to take the next step. This could be 

setting up a meeting, attending an information 

session, or a direct invitation to visit your CIL.

Step 8: Practice and Refine

Practice your pitch until it feels natural and confident. Aim for a duration of about 30 to 60 

seconds, ensuring it is concise yet comprehensive. Gather feedback from colleagues and make 

necessary adjustments.

Strategies for Building Persuasive and Engaging Presentations

Once you have had the initial opportunity to approach a new partner, keep them engaged by 

building persuasive presentations and reiterating the value of partnering with your CIL. Here are 

three effective strategies to build persuasive and engaging presentations that you could leverage in 

a follow-up meeting with a potential partner. 

1. Craft a Compelling Narrative

A well-structured narrative can captivate your audience and make your message more memorable. 

Start by outlining the journey of a typical candidate your CIL supports, highlighting both 

challenges and successes. Include the elements shown in Exhibit 1.

Exhibit 1. Strategies to Craft a Compelling Narrative

Make it Personal

With their permission, share a real-life story or testimonial from a person with a disability who has 

successfully transitioned into employment through your programs. This personal touch can evoke 

empathy and create a strong emotional connection.

Offer a Clear Problem-Solution Framework

Clearly present the barriers people with disabilities face in the job market and how your CIL's initiatives 

effectively address these challenges.

Example

"By joining forces, you gain access to a 

broader talent pool with higher job 

retention rates and show your commitment 

to social responsibility, enhancing your 

brand's reputation."

Example

"Let's schedule a meeting to explore how 

we can work together to create 

transformative opportunities. When would 

be a convenient time for you?"

By following these steps, you'll be well prepared to deliver an elevator pitch that effectively 

communicates your CIL's mission and the potential benefits of a partnership, paving the way for 

meaningful collaborations and advancing IL philosophy in your community.
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By presenting your CIL's work as part of a larger, inspiring story, you can help potential partners 

see the value and impact of their involvement.

2. Use Data and Visuals

Data-driven insights, paired with compelling visuals, can significantly enhance the persuasiveness 

of your presentation. Consider the approaches listed in Exhibit 2. 

Exhibit 2. Strategies for Using Data and Visuals Effectively

Statistics and Graphs 

Use relevant statistics to underscore the importance of the issue and the effectiveness of your 

solutions. For example, showcase the percentage increase in employment rates for program 

participants.

Infographics and Charts 

Simplify complex information through infographics and charts that are easy to understand at a glance. 

This visual support can help reinforce your key points and make your presentation more engaging.

By presenting data in a visually appealing manner, you make the information more accessible and 

impactful for your audience.

3. Incorporate Interactive Elements

Engaging your audience actively can make your presentation more memorable and foster a 

collaborative atmosphere. Try the approaches listed in Exhibit 3. 

Exhibit 3. Interactive Elements for Fostering Engagement

Interactive Polls and Q&A Sessions 

Use technology to conduct live polls or surveys during the presentation to gather audience opinions 

and insights. Follow up with a Q&A session to encourage discussion and address any questions.

Workshops or Demonstrations 

Include a brief workshop or demonstration of your training methods. This hands-on experience can 

provide potential partners with a tangible understanding of your programs and their benefits.

Through these strategies, CILs can create presentations that not only inform but also inspire 

potential partners to collaborate with you to enhance employment opportunities for people with 

disabilities.

Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs): Definition & Importance

1 Murad et al. (2022). A memorandum of understanding has facilitated guideline development involving collaborating 

groups. Alam Journal of Clinical Epidemiology, Volume 144, 8-15. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclinepi.2021.12.022

What is an MOU?

A Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) is a formal agreement between two or more parties. It serves as a non-

binding document that outlines the terms and details of a mutual understanding or partnership, clarifying the 

responsibilities and expectations of each party involved. MOUs are often used in situations where parties need to 

cooperate and collaborate, but do not yet wish to engage in a legally binding contract.1

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclinepi.2021.12.022
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After you have established an initial relationship with a partner, consider suggesting an MOU to 

formalize the partnership. MOUs serve as a foundational framework for partnerships, offering 

flexibility to tailor agreements to the specific needs and goals of both your CIL and the partner 

organization. You can customize each MOU to ensure each partnership is optimally aligned with 

the type of employment program being implemented to maximize impact. 

In the context of enhancing employment programs for people with disabilities, using an MOU can 

be particularly beneficial. It ensures that all stakeholders, from service providers to employers, are 

on the same page about their roles in supporting and empowering people with disabilities. This 

collaborative approach can lead to more effective and sustainable employment solutions.

Importance of MOUs in Building Relationships

Exhibit 4 summarizes how MOUs play a key role in building relationships. 

Exhibit 4. How MOUs Can Help Build Relationships

Clarity and Communication

MOUs help clearly outline the objectives, roles, responsibilities, and expectations of each party. This 

clarity helps prevent misunderstandings and ensures all parties are aligned in their goals.

Foundation for Trust

By documenting the intentions and commitments of each party, MOUs help build trust. They serve as a 

tangible demonstration of commitment to the partnership, which is essential for fostering a 

collaborative environment.

Flexibility

Since MOUs are typically not legally-binding, they offer a flexible framework for collaboration. This 

allows parties to adapt to changing circumstances without the constraints of a rigid contract.

Framework for Future Agreements

MOUs can serve as a precursor to more formal, legally binding agreements. They lay the groundwork 

for deeper partnerships by establishing a framework that can be expanded or formalized as the 

relationship evolves.

Conflict Resolution

By providing a reference point for the terms agreed upon, MOUs can help resolve disputes or 

miscommunications that may arise during the partnership.

MOU Templates

Exhibit 5 provides links to editable MOU templates with different types of entities that CILs may 

partner with including state VR agencies, community organizations, and employers. Tasks 

included in your own CIL’s MOUs with partners will vary. Modify these templates to the specifics 

of your CIL’s framework and relationships. For example, some state VR agencies may have format 

requirements for agreements with partners. Other types of community organizations, such as 

chambers of commerce, may wish to include additional roles and responsibilities in their MOU 

language. These templates are offered as a starting point. 
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Exhibit 5. Editable Templates by Partner Type

Partner MOU Template Link

State VR Agency Access Editable State VR Agency MOU Template

Community Organization Access Editable Community Organization MOU Template

Business/Employer Access Editable Business/Employer Template

Tips for Presenting MOUs to Potential Partners

Once you have established a relationship and have plans for a follow-up meeting, consider the 

following tips for preparing to present an MOU to a potential partner organization. 

1. Tailor the MOU Presentation to the Partner's Interests

When presenting an MOU, it's crucial to align the content with the potential partner's values and 

strategic goals. Draw on the research you completed for your elevator pitch, or conduct additional 

research, to fully understand the organization’s priorities, including social responsibility initiatives. 

Emphasize how the partnership not only benefits people with disabilities but also aligns with the 

partner’s mission and enhances their corporate image. Highlight specific sections of the MOU that 

reflect mutual benefits, such as commitments to disability-inclusive hiring practices or shared 

training initiatives.

2. Showcase Success Stories and Impact

Illustrate the potential impact of the MOU by sharing success stories and data from past 

collaborations. Provide concrete examples of how similar partnerships have led to positive 

outcomes, such as increased employment rates for people with disabilities or successful integration 

into the workforce. Use testimonials from past partners and program participants to emotionally 

engage the audience, demonstrating real-world benefits and the transformative potential of the 

collaboration.

3. Engage Through Interactive Discussions

Instead of delivering a one-sided presentation, create an interactive dialogue with the potential 

partner. Encourage questions and leave space for discussion to better understand their concerns or 

expectations. This approach not only makes the meeting more engaging but also allows you to 

address any hesitations and tailor explanations of the MOU components to meet their specific 

interests. Concluding with a collaborative brainstorming session can also help in identifying 

additional areas of synergy and potential enhancements to the MOU, encouraging a sense of joint 

ownership and commitment.

Key Research and Data Points

Employment programs for people with disabilities have gained increasing attention in recent years 

as organizations and policymakers seek to improve workforce participation rates among this 

demographic. In addition to the practical strategies for fostering and formalizing relationships with 

partners to enhance employment programs, data points may be helpful in demonstrating the 

potential impact that your partnership could have. This section of the toolkit highlights key 

findings from research on disability employment. These data may be useful as CILs approach new 

https://aoddisabilityemploymenttacenter.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/DETAC_CIL_Toolkit_State_VocRehab_Agency_MOU_Template.docx
https://aoddisabilityemploymenttacenter.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/DETAC_CIL_Toolkit_Community_Org_MOU_Template.docx
https://aoddisabilityemploymenttacenter.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/DETAC_CIL_Toolkit_Business_Employer_MOU_Template.docx
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partners and look to demonstrate the impact that their partnership could have on advancing 

employment for people with disabilities. 

¡ Disability-inclusive employment strategies. A study by Chan et al. explored the 

effectiveness of disability-inclusive employment strategies across several companies in the 

United States.2 The researchers found that companies implementing disability-inclusive 

policies experienced increased hiring rates for people with disabilities and emphasized the 

importance of having key personnel dedicated to coordinating these practices. 

¡ Impact of policy interventions. A report by Hartman et al., analyzed the impact of policy 

interventions including the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA).3 Their 

findings indicated that interagency collaborations with robust implementation of WIOA 

provisions saw a significant rise in employment rates for people with disabilities, 

particularly in sectors like healthcare. 

¡ Employer perspectives on disability. A study by Brooke et al., examined employer 

attitudes towards hiring people with disabilities.4 Interviews with 35 supervisors revealed 

that while there has been a positive shift in mindset related to disability-inclusion in the 

workplace, misconceptions about productivity and accommodation costs persist. The study 

suggests building positive relationships between employment specialists and employers is 

crucial. Results from the study suggest that support and training from employment 

specialists is essential for hiring managers to expand employment opportunities for people 

with disabilities.

¡ Trends in disability employment. The National Trends in Disability Employment 

(nTIDE) 2023 Year-End Special Edition report produced by the Kessler Foundation and 

the University of New Hampshire's Institute on Disability, highlights ongoing trends and 

challenges in disability employment.5 The report underscores a gradual increase in 

employment rates over the past decade, attributing success to targeted job placement and 

support services. However, it also points out persistent gaps in full-time employment 

opportunities for people with disabilities.

2 Chan, F., Tansey, T.N., Iwanaga, K., Bezyak, J., Wehman, P., Phillips, B.N., Strauser, D.R., & Anderson, C. (2021). 

Company Characteristics, Disability Inclusion Practices, and Employment of People with Disabilities in the Post 

COVID-19 Job Economy: A Cross Sectional Survey Study. Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation 31, 463–473. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-020-09941-8
3 Hartman, E. C., Russell, D. R., Brinck, E. A., Anderson, C. A., & Ralston, D. J. (2024). The Influence of 

Demographics and Workforce Innovation Opportunity Act (WIOA) Employment and Training Services on 

Employment Outcomes for Teenagers Receiving Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and Their 

Parents. Rehabilitation Counselors and Educators Journal, 13(1). https://doi.org/10.52017/001c.92939 
4  Brooke, A. M., Taylor, J. P., Inge, K., Wright, T., Wehman, P., McDonough, J., & Brooke, V. (2024). Employer 

Perceptions of Hiring and Initial Support of Employees With Disabilities. Rehabilitation Counseling Bulletin, 0(0).

https://doi.org/10.1177/00343552241265317
5 Kessler Foundation & University of New Hampshire Institute on Disability. (2023). Unprecedented Success 

Continues:2023 Employment Gains for People with Disabilities Outshine Those of Counterparts Without 

Disabilities. 

https://kesslerfoundation.org/press-release/unprecedented-success-continues-2023-employment-gains-people-

disabilities-outshine

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-020-09941-8
https://doi.org/10.52017/001c.92939
https://doi.org/10.1177/00343552241265317
https://kesslerfoundation.org/press-release/unprecedented-success-continues-2023-employment-gains-people-disabilities-outshine
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¡ VR’s role. A comprehensive report by Leahy et al. on VR services found that tailored VR 

programs significantly enhance employment outcomes for people with disabilities.6 The 

report noted that participants in VR services were more likely to secure employment 

through personalized support such as motivational interviewing, skills training and 

supported employment services. 

¡ Insights into effective partnership models. CILs can enhance employment opportunities 

for people with disabilities by adopting partnership models rooted in trust, innovation, and 

strategic engagement. According to Oertle & Trach, collaboration is essential for creating 

effective employment programs, as it supports a team-oriented approach that is crucial for 

success.7 Without collaboration between agencies, people with disabilities are more likely 

to encounter obstacles in accessing the support they need to thrive in the workplace. These 

elements align with the broader collaborative literature and emphasize the importance of 

addressing specific employer needs and innovating strategically. 

¡ Benefits to hiring people with disabilities for businesses. Multiple studies demonstrate 

significant business benefits from hiring people with disabilities, including improved 

financial performance, productivity, and innovation. Exhibit 6 shows key findings from 

recent research, that can aid in messaging to potential partners. 

Exhibit 6. Evidence-Based Business Benefits to Hiring People With Disabilities

Improved Financial Performance

Companies prioritizing disability inclusion report 28% higher revenue, 30% higher economic profit 

margins, and 111% higher net income compared to peers with lower inclusion efforts.8

Businesses with robust disability inclusion practices achieve 1.6 times more revenue and 2.6 times 

more net income than industry counterparts.8

Enhanced Productivity and Efficiency

Employees with disabilities exhibit equal or better job performance, lower absenteeism rates (40-60% 

less sick leave), and higher retention rates than non-disabled colleagues. 9

Walgreens found distribution centers employing >30% workers with disabilities were 20% more 

efficient than comparable facilities.8

6 Leahy, M.J., Del Valle, R.J., Landon, T.J., Iwanaga, K., Sherman, S.G., Reyes, A., & Chan, F. (2018). Promising 

and evidence-based practices in vocational rehabilitation: Results of a national Delphi study. Journal of Vocational 

Rehabilitation. 2018;48(1):37-48. https://doi.org/10.3233/JVR-170914
7 Oertle, K. M., & Trach, J. S. (2007). Interagency Collaboration: The Importance of Rehabilitation Professionals’ 

Involvement in Transition. Journal of Rehabilitation, 73(3), 36–44. 

https://research.ebsco.com/c/y5wonk/viewer/pdf/tc4jvr66wb
8 Aichner, T. (2021) The economic argument for hiring people with disabilities. Humanities and Social Sciences 

Communications, 8 (22). https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-021-00707-y
9 Lindsay, S., Cagliostro, E., Albarico, M. et al. (2018) A Systematic Review of the Benefits of Hiring People with 

Disabilities. Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation, 28, pp. 634–655. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-018-9756-z

https://doi.org/10.3233/JVR-170914
https://research.ebsco.com/c/y5wonk/viewer/pdf/tc4jvr66wb
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-021-00707-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-018-9756-z
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Competitive Advantages

Disability-inclusive companies report stronger innovation, market share growth, and customer loyalty 

due to diverse perspectives and better market representation.10

Systematic reviews of 39 studies confirm benefits including improved company image, workplace 

safety, and problem-solving capabilities.9

Operational Cost Savings

Higher retention rates reduce recruitment and training costs, with nearly half of workplace 

accommodations requiring no financial investment.

Tax incentives like the Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC) further offset costs.

While progress has been made to enhance employment opportunities for people with disabilities, 

ongoing efforts are necessary to address persistent barriers and misconceptions. These studies and 

reports provide valuable insights for organizations aiming to improve the employment landscape 

for people with disabilities, and collectively indicate that disability inclusion drives tangible 

business outcomes across financial, operational, and strategic dimensions.

Additional Resources

For more information about how you can develop partnerships and build employment services at 

your CIL, check out these additional resources. 

10 Accenture (2018) Getting to Equal: The Disability Inclusion Advantage. 

https://www.accenture.com/content/dam/accenture/final/a-com-migration/pdf/pdf-89/accenture-disability-inclusion-

research-report.pdf

· How CILs Can Promote Competitive, Integrated Employment (CIE): Developing Successful 

Strategic Partnerships

· Peer Support for CILs Building Employment Services: Results and Innovation in Systems 

Excellence (RISE) e-Learning Community Summary

· CILs Connecting People with Disabilities to CIE Webinar

https://www.accenture.com/content/dam/accenture/final/a-com-migration/pdf/pdf-89/accenture-disability-inclusion-research-report.pdf
https://aoddisabilityemploymenttacenter.com/how-centers-for-independent-living-cil-can-promote-competitive-integrated-employment-developing-successful-strategic-partnerships/
https://aoddisabilityemploymenttacenter.com/peer-support-for-cils-building-employment-services-results-and-innovation-in-systems-excellence-rise-e-learning-community-summary/
https://aoddisabilityemploymenttacenter.com/september-national-community-of-practice-cop-webinar/
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