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Abstract

Purpose Practitioners in vocational rehabilitation (VR) and college disability counselors often face challenges connecting
highly educated individuals with disabilities to employment that aligns with their skills and training. Building equitable
partnerships between service agencies and employers is essential to creating effective supported employment programs.
Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) offers a promising approach to strengthen these partnerships and reduce
underemployment among college graduates with disabilities. This article introduces the use of CBPR in VR through the
development of a supported employment model.

Methods Following CBPR principles, we partnered with universities, industry stakeholders, and young adults with disabili-
ties to co-develop and implement Project FORWARD. This supported internship program aimed to help college graduates
with disabilities transition into competitive employment in the semiconductor industry through collaborative planning of
recruitment, internship structure, and workplace support.

Results We outline three core features of CBPR and present five strategies for building partnerships at different research
stages. Project FORWARD serves as a case example demonstrating how CBPR can address both employer and participant
needs through flexible internship design, with clear protocols for recruitment, training, and accommodation. We also discuss
practical considerations for researchers applying CBPR in VR contexts.

Conclusion CBPR provides a valuable framework for advancing VR research by promoting collaboration, equity, and com-
munity relevance. It bridges the goals of academic and industry partners while supporting the co-creation of meaningful
employment opportunities for individuals with disabilities. Future research should focus on sustaining long-term community
partnerships and developing inclusive employment interventions.

Keywords Community-Based Participatory Research - Vocational Rehabilitation - Supported Employment - Transition to
Employment - Community Participation - School-Industry Collaboration

Introduction

Bridging the Gap: Strengthening Equal
School-industry Partnerships to Support
Employment for College Graduates with Disabilities

Establishing equal partnerships between schools and indus-
try is crucial for creating effective supported employment
programs that help young adults with disabilities transition
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successfully into the workplace. As disability hiring policies
gain traction globally and companies increasingly align with
Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) priorities,
there is growing interest in recruiting talent with disabili-
ties [1-3]. College graduates with disabilities are becoming
a key target for employers, valued for their qualifications
and professional potential [1, 4, 5]. Despite this demand,
many students with disabilities receive limited vocational
support that truly prepares them for real-world employment
[6]. University career services often operate in isolation,
offering exploration activities that lack direct engagement
with industry [7]. This disconnect leaves school career
counselors without a clear understanding of how students’
academic training aligns with specific job roles, or how
to guide them through profession-specific application and
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interview processes [8]. The gap extends into the workplace.
Employers, while motivated to hire inclusively, often lack
the knowledge or resources to provide accessible environ-
ments and appropriate accommodations for employees with
disabilities [9]. As a result, even well-qualified candidates
may struggle to integrate and thrive [10—13]. To bridge these
gaps, sustained collaboration between schools and industry
is essential. Through co-designed programs, internships, and
shared expertise, both sectors can better support students
with disabilities in building job-ready skills, understanding
workplace expectations, and securing meaningful employ-
ment after college graduation.

Using Community-Based Participatory Research
(CBPR) to Build Sustainable Employment Pathways
for Individuals with Disabilities

Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) offers a
promising approach to developing evidence-based employ-
ment support by fostering equitable partnerships among
schools, industry, and individuals with disabilities. CBPR
is defined as a collaborative approach that actively involves
community members at every stage of the research process
[14, 15]. By prioritizing the voices of key stakeholders and
community partners, it effectively addresses social and
health disparities while ensuring that research outcomes
are both relevant and beneficial to communities involved
[16—-18]. Its participatory nature also ensures that research
outcomes are sustainable and continue to benefit the commu-
nity beyond the life of the research project [14, 19-21]. Well-
executed CBPR initiatives have the potential to improve
employment outcomes and promote greater community
inclusion for people with disabilities. Furthermore, by form-
ing equitable partnerships with employers, vocational reha-
bilitation professionals and school career counselors can co-
develop long-term support programs. These programs help
bridge the gap between school-based services and workplace
support, facilitating a smoother transition from education to
employment for graduates with disabilities.

Expanding the Role of CBPR in Vocational
Rehabilitation Through Multi-Stakeholder
Engagement

Despite its many potential benefits, Community-Based Partici-
patory Research (CBPR) has not been systematically applied
within the vocational rehabilitation (VR) field. While some
studies have integrated elements of CBPR into VR research,
these efforts remain limited and fragmented. Boye [6] used
a participatory approach to explore the work experiences of
students with disabilities in engineering and information tech-
nology (IT) workplaces, while Graham [22] applied participa-
tory methods to develop a functional assessment toolkit that
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matches individuals with disabilities to appropriate job roles.
These examples demonstrate that well-executed CBPR initia-
tives can lead to fruitful research outcomes concerning VR
and greater community inclusion for people with disabilities
[19, 21, 23]. However, many of these studies have focused
on the perspectives of individuals with disabilities, without
considering the broader "community" as a collective of diverse
stakeholders. Supporting employment for people with disabili-
ties requires collaboration across multiple sectors, including
schools, service agencies, employers, and other community
partners. For CBPR to reach its full potential in VR, it must
actively involve these stakeholders in the decision-making
process, particularly in shaping research design and program
development.

Objectives of This Article

This article aims to introduce CBPR to the vocational rehabili-
tation field and demonstrate how it can be applied to develop
a supported employment program that helps college gradu-
ates with disabilities transition into workforce. We begin by
reviewing the research methods literature on CBPR, highlight-
ing its key features and principles. Next, we outline strategies
for building equitable partnerships between researchers and
community stakeholders at each stage of the research process.
We also examine the benefits of implementing CBPR in VR,
along with the policy and cultural contexts that support its
adoption. The People with Disabilities Rights Protection Act
mandates quota-based employment and government-funded
support services [23], but gaps remain in connecting highly
educated individuals with disabilities to inclusive, competi-
tive employment opportunities [7]. This study was conducted
in Taiwan and centers on the development of Project FOR-
WARD, a supported internship model co-created with univer-
sity and industry partners using CBPR principles. While this
article does not report outcome data from Project FORWARD,
it focuses on the collaborative process, design strategies, and
lessons learned from building multi-stakeholder partnerships.
Findings from intervention outcomes will be reported in future
manuscripts. Challenges associated with applying CBPR in the
VR field are also discussed. Finally, we present an exemplar
that illustrates how to identify key community stakeholders
and establish collaborative partnerships when designing a sup-
ported employment program for young adults with disabilities.

Key Features and Principles of CBPR

Community Serves as a Critical Role in Action Development
and Research Process

Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) has
been defined by the Royal Society of Canada as “system-
atic investigation with the participation of those affected
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by an issue for purposes of education and action or affect-
ing social change” [24]. CBPR is characterized by cross-
agency collaboration that equitably involves researchers
and community members throughout the research process,
recognizing the unique knowledge and expertise each
partner contributes. The overarching aim of CBPR is to
integrate knowledge generation with concrete action to
improve community health [25]. Within CBPR, the con-
cept of “community” refers to a group of individuals who
share a common identity, interest, or objective—whether
defined by geography, political affiliation, cultural or
racial/ethnic background, or institutional connection [26].
In the context of vocational rehabilitation, the community
includes stakeholders invested in promoting workplace
inclusion and enhancing employment outcomes for peo-
ple with disabilities. This includes, but is not limited to,
individuals with disabilities, their families, service provid-
ers (e.g., vocational rehabilitation counselors and social
workers), employers, co-workers, and local non-profit
organizations. By engaging these stakeholders as equal
partners in determining research priorities and objectives,
CBPR fosters the development of research questions that
are grounded in the community’s most pressing concerns.

Partnership Synergy and Cultural Humility in CBPR

The core principle of CBPR is partnership synergy— a
collaborative dynamic that partners aim to achieve through
collaboration extends beyond simple resource exchange.
By integrating the perspectives, resources, and skills of
individual members, the group is able to co-create new
and valuable outcomes—outcomes that surpass the sum
of each member’s individual contributions [27]. A key
element of CBPR is its emphasis on cultural humility, a
concept that differs significantly from cultural competence
[28]. While cultural competence implies that researchers
can attain complete knowledge of another culture, cultural
humility recognizes that cultural understanding is a con-
tinuous, lifelong process. It requires ongoing self-reflec-
tion, recognition of one’s biases, and a readiness to share
or relinquish power [28]. Rather than making decisions
for the community, researchers practicing cultural humil-
ity support communities in defining their own priorities
and actions. Ideally, CBPR projects are initiated, led, and
shaped by the community themselves, from identifying
research objectives to implement actions [29]. In real-
ity, however, many CBPR initiatives are still primarily
organized by external researchers. Nevertheless, when
researchers are committed to inclusive decision-making
and genuinely empower community partners, CBPR can
still align with and meaningfully address the community’s
major needs.

The Iterative Nature of CBPR: From Reflection
to Sustainable Action

CBPR is also characterized by its emergent, flexible, and
iterative nature [15]. Its root trace back to 1940s, when Kurt
Lewin introduced the concept of action research, describ-
ing it as a spiral of steps in which each cycle involves plan-
ning, action, and fact-finding to improve both practice and
understanding [30]. Similarly, Brazilian educator Paulo
Freire advocated for a dialogical method of co-learning
and action grounded in continuous reflection [31]. While
CBPR is geared toward action, it also emphasizes rigorous
reflection on how research aligns with community needs and
how findings can inform meaningful change, particularly in
improving community health. In the context of vocational
rehabilitation, CBPR can be conceptualized as an ongoing
cyclical process that includes: identifying the challenges and
needs of job seekers with disabilities and other key stake-
holders; co-developing a supported employment program in
collaboration with community partners (including individu-
als with disabilities and employers); evaluating the feasi-
bility, cultural relevance and effectiveness of the proposed
program through continuous feedback from the community;
and returning to the beginning of the cycle for further refine-
ment. This cyclical, reciprocal approach ensures that the
resulting employment program in not only evidence-based
but also sustainable— accepted, supported, and utilized by
the community even after researchers step back from the
project.

Strategies for Building Partnerships at Each
Stage of the Research Process, Taking
Project FORWARD as an Example

Lay the Groundwork for CBPR: Initiate Collaboration
and Identify Community Partners in Vocational
Rehabilitation Research

CBPR often begins well before a specific research topic is
identified, starting instead with the establishment of dialog
between community leaders and researchers. In some cases,
community partners, such as those from official institutions
or non-governmental organizations, approach researchers
with specific needs or inquiries and seek collaboration.
Researchers then assess whether these needs align with their
expertise, evaluate available resources and capacity to par-
ticipate in the collaboration, and work to transform the com-
munity’s concerns into researchable questions. In the context
of vocational rehabilitation, however, a researcher-initiated
approach can represent a meaningful adaptation rather than a
deviation from CBPR principles. Because VR involves mul-
tiple institutional stakeholders and complex power dynamics

@ Springer



Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation

between employers, service providers, and individuals with
disabilities, researchers often need to take the first step to
establish trust and create space for dialog. By initiating con-
tact, researchers help articulate shared goals that may not yet
be clearly defined within the community and lay the ground-
work for genuine collaboration. This pragmatic adaptation
reflects the flexible and context-responsive nature of CBPR,
emphasizing relationship building as a necessary precursor
to collective ownership of the research process.

In practice, VR researchers may immerse themselves
in the community to build trust with individuals with dis-
abilities, collect stories related to career exploration and
job experiences, and identify key employment-related chal-
lenges. This process also involves connecting with indi-
viduals with disabilities as well as employers who share an
interest in promoting disability-inclusive employment. To
facilitate these connections, researchers may participate in
civil society organizations, attend public hearings, conduct
interviews with individuals with disabilities, and visit local
companies known for inclusive hiring. Building the trust
necessary for long-term collaboration typically requires a
sustained commitment, with researchers spending several
months to a year actively engaging with the community.

Case Study: Establishing Foundations for Project FORWARD
by Community Mapping to Industry Collaboration

Before the Project FORWARD was developed, the first
author (J.W.) identified the transition of young adults with
disabilities into competitive employment as a central objec-
tive for community collaboration. To lay the groundwork
for this initiative, J.W. conducted an inventory of potential
resources that could support relationship building and stake-
holder engagement. Key assets included (1) the university’s
strong reputation within the surrounding community, (2) its
strategic location near Taiwan’s largest hub for the electron-
ics and information technology industry—an area with high
demand for skilled college graduates, and (3) established
partnerships between the Department of Special Education
(home to the research team) and disability resource cent-
ers at universities throughout northwestern Taiwan. This
process of resource mapping and reflective analysis of the
current landscape of community engagement enabled J.W.
to strategically plan outreach efforts and identify key stake-
holders for meaningful and sustained collaboration.

With this foundation, J.W. applied for and received
seed funding from the university to initiate community
engagement activities over the course of a year. Using
this support, she conducted both individuals and group
interviews with young adults with disabilities, their par-
ents, and university disability resource center counselors.
The objectives were twofold: (1) to identify the challenges
young adults and their families face during the transition
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to adulthood and in developing career plans, and (2) to
explore existing career exploration supports and the dilem-
mas surrounding vocational services within universities. In
addition, the research team administered an online survey
to 112 young adults with disabilities to better understand
their daily lives and transition-related challenges. These
research activities revealed that supported internships
were the only service constantly identified as effective in
helping college graduates with disabilities gain real-world
work experience and secure employment [7]. The findings
from this survey have been presented in a separate article
[7]. However, such internships were rarely available due
to a lack of coordination between university disability
services and the industry sector. This gap in services and
unmet need became the driving force behind the creation
of Project FORWARD. Further, through interviews and in-
person visits to universities across northwestern Taiwan,
J.W. began building reciprocal relationships with school
counselors, who later became key partners in recruiting
participants for the research. As part of this collabora-
tion, J.W. offered talks and workshops at universities to
help faculty members better understand disability-related
issues and support inclusive practices in higher education.

Finally, through participation in a coordination meet-
ing between the local vocational rehabilitation center
and representatives from local companies, J.W. identi-
fied key challenges employers face in hiring and retain-
ing employees with disabilities, particularly in meeting
Taiwan’s mandated hiring quotas. Under the People with
Disabilities Rights Protection Act, public institutions in
Taiwan are required to maintain at least 3 percent of their
workforce as employees with disabilities, while private
organizations must meet a minimum threshold of 1 per-
cent. Employers who fail to meet these quotas are subject
to fines, which has increased pressure to find sustainable
and effective hiring strategies [23]. Following the meet-
ing, a group of human resource (HR) staff from a local
high-tech company (hereafter referred to as Company A)
reached out to J.W., expressing interest in collaborating
to promote disability-inclusive employment. Regular in-
person visits and virtual meetings were held to facilitate
effective communication and exchange of ideas. Addition-
ally, based on recommendations from school counselors,
J.W. approached another high-tech company (hereafter
referred to as Company B) to propose a draft model for
supported internships. This collaboration began with a
mutual interest in recruiting college graduates with dis-
abilities and providing them with the necessary support
to transition successfully into the workplace. After three
months of exploration and negotiation, the researcher and
the HR teams from the two companies have co-identified
the research topic as developing a supported internship
program for college graduates with disabilities.



Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation

Co-develop Research Procedure and Supported
Employment Programs with Community Partners

Once the specific research aim is collaboratively determined
in a CBPR team, researchers and community partners work
together to co-develop the research procedures to achieve
that goal. During this phase, ongoing communication is
essential to ensure that both parties share equal decision-
making power. Key decisions may include: identifying the
core components of the support program, determining which
individuals or organizations will provide the services, assign-
ing responsibility for monitoring implementation fidelity,
establishing protocols for handling emergencies or adverse
events, selecting service delivery locations, and designing
strategies to evaluate the program’s effectiveness [32]. Some
community partners contribute directly to intervention deliv-
ery, drawing on their practical expertise and lived experience
in supporting individuals with disabilities in the workplace.
Importantly, the chosen research methods and data collec-
tion procedures should be reviewed and approved by both
researchers and community partners. While some partners
may not be directly involved in data collection or analysis,
researchers have a responsibility to maintain transparency
throughout the process, such as clearly explaining how data
are managed, analyzed, and used. To facilitate meaningful
engagement, researchers should also prioritize using meth-
odological approaches that are accessible and easily inter-
preted by community members. Commonly used methods
include qualitative interviews, focus groups, photo voice,
and structured surveys, which not only yield rich insights but
also promote inclusivity in understanding and interpreting
research findings.

Case Study: Co-designing the Project FORWARD Program
with Industry Partners in High-tech Settings

Although consensus was reached between researchers and
community partners on developing a supported internship
program for individuals with disabilities, regular steering
committee meetings were held with HR staff to collabora-
tively design and refine the intervention. These meetings
served as a platform for resolving conflicts and co-construct-
ing program details.

Initially, the research team proposed in-person voca-
tional training sessions and on-site job coaching. However,
employer-driven constraints, such as strict security and
proprietary policies in the specific technology industry
that restricted external personnel from entering company
premises, required the research team to adapt its approach.
Rather than viewing these constraints as barriers, they
were treated as opportunities for CBPR to flexibly respond
to organizational culture and operational realities. The
original curriculum was redesigned into an online format

to ensure accessibility while respecting company proto-
cols. Similarly, direct job coaching was replaced by a peer
mentorship model, with both Company A and Company
B assigning two workplace mentors per intern to provide
continuous support. This adaptation maintained the par-
ticipatory spirit of CBPR by integrating company exper-
tise into the intervention design and empowering inter-
nal staff to take an active role in supporting interns with
disabilities. To further accommodate company needs, the
program’s duration was tailored to align with each com-
pany’s training structures. Two internship models were
developed: a 2 month summer internship for current col-
lege or graduate students to explore the semiconductor
industry, and a 6 month internship for recent graduates
seeking long-term employment opportunities. The pro-
gram timeline was also adjusted to match corporate hiring
schedules and academic graduation periods, demonstrating
how CBPR can remain collaborative and context-sensitive
within complex industrial environments.

Moreover, community partners in companies played an
advisory role in shaping curriculum content to reflect their
organizational cultures. For example, HR personnel pro-
vided input on the job interview training component, advis-
ing on resume preparation and interview expectations. After
student interviews, HR staff shared individualized feedback
from interviewers with the research team, enabling the team
to refine and personalize the training to better prepare stu-
dents for other incoming interview opportunities. Each stu-
dent participant was offered between one to six interview
opportunities by the partnering companies, providing valu-
able practice and helping them enhance their interview skills
through real-world experience.

The research team and community partners collabora-
tively finalized the supported internship program, hereafter
referred to as Project FORWARD, as outlined in Table 1.
Within Project FORWARD, the research team provided
individualized support to all eligible participants, includ-
ing assistance with resume editing and guidance through
the internship application process. Company partners then
prioritized these resumes and forwarded them to manag-
ers within relevant departments for review. Once a resume
was selected, the research team delivered personalized job
interview training to prepare the participant for the formal
interview. Final hiring decisions, including evaluating candi-
date fit and assigning them to appropriate departments, were
made by the company partners, who subsequently issued job
offers. Upon entering the internship, participants received
weekly online training sessions from the research team to
support their adjustment to the workplace. Concurrently, HR
personnel and department managers assigned two peer men-
tors, current employees within the company, to each intern.
These mentors played a key role in helping the interns learn
job-specific tasks and navigate workplace expectations.
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Table 1 Phases, Intervention Activities, and Responsible Units in the Implementation of Project FORWARD

Phase procedure Intervention activities

Responsible unit

1 Collaborative Planning

The research team and industry partners collaboratively

Research team & Industry partners

designed the program structure and workplace internship

content
1II Pre-test

Conduct individual interviews; administer the Self-Determi-

Research team

nation Inventory: Adult Report (SDI:AR) to assess partici-
pants’ autonomy, goal-setting, and decision-making skills

11 Pre-internship Individual Support
preparation

v Resume Editing & Position Matching HR staff review resumes, create candidate lists, and forward

Assist participants with resume editing and application

Research team

Industry partners

selected applications to department managers for further

consideration
V-1  Interview Training

Provide personalized interview training for participants who

Research team

advanced to the interview stage

V-2 Interview Feedback
mance

VI Hiring & Department Assignment
formal job offers

HR staff provide feedback on participants’ interview perfor-

Evaluate candidate fit and departmental suitability; issue

Industry partners
Industry partners

Industry partners & Research team

VII-1 Supported Internship -Interns formally join the company
(Mentorships) - At the workplace: Each intern was paired with two peer
mentors assigned by managers
- From the research team: provided additional support by
weekly group & individual check-ins
VII-2 Weekly Online Curriculum

Deliver group-based, self-determination-focused courses for

Research team

two hours each week to support interns in adapting to the

workplace

VIII  Post-intervention assessment

Conduct follow-up individual interviews; administer SDI:AR Research team

The research team led the selection of an appropriate
study design to ensure the results reflected both participant
and community partner perspectives. In CBPR, it is often
necessary for researchers to adjust their methods to fit real-
world constraints. Rather than focusing on a traditional
experimental structure, the study prioritized the develop-
ment of collaborative processes that accommodated both
research and community needs. In partnership with high-
tech industry employers, we co-developed procedures for
participant recruitment, assessment, and ongoing feedback
that aligned with their internal hiring practices. Eligible

Fig.1 Flow of Study Design

participants were divided into intervention and comparison
groups based on the employers’ natural recruitment deci-
sions rather than through random assignment (see Fig. 1).
This approach reflected the principles of CBPR, emphasiz-
ing flexibility, mutual respect, and real-world feasibility
rather than experimental control.

We conducted individual interviews with interns with
disabilities to explore changes in self-perception and career
planning before and after the supported internship. At the
same time, we held focus groups with HR personnel, manag-
ers, and co-workers to identify implementation challenges
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and understand the program’s potential benefits from the
perspective of our community partners. The participatory
nature of these qualitative approaches allowed partners to
remain actively engaged in the research process and to pro-
vide timely, practice-based feedback that informed iterative
program improvements. Importantly, the focus groups with
managers and co-workers also served as a platform to dis-
cuss job accommodations and support strategies tailored to
individual interns. This exchange helped employers better
understand how to support interns with disabilities and was
highly valued by our partners. To assess outcomes, we used
the Self-Determination Inventory: Adult Report (SDI:AR),
which allows young adults with disabilities to reflect on
changes in their decision-making ability and sense of con-
trol [33]. Participants in the comparison group received job
search support and referrals to other employment opportuni-
ties. Pre- and post-intervention assessments were conducted
for both groups.

Recruit Participants and Determine Who Can Be
Employed

Promoting participant recruitment is one of the key strengths
of the CBPR approach. In the VR research specifically,
researchers often face significant recruitment challenges,
such as difficulty reaching the target disability population,
limited interest in participating in employment-related stud-
ies, concerns about disclosing disabilities in contexts that
simulate or involve hiring processes, fear of adverse impacts,
influence from family or friends, inaccessible research
procedures, and transportation barriers [3, 34]. Engaging
participants from diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds
can be difficult due to a lack of understanding of their roles
within the VR system, absence of future planning, and low
self-efficacy [34]. Additionally, stigmatization and negative
employer attitudes towards hiring individuals with disabili-
ties can indirectly reduce interest in participating in research
about employment [3]. Involving individuals with disabili-
ties and community stakeholders in designing recruitment
efforts has proven to be an effective strategy [35]. Staff mem-
bers with disabilities bring cultural insight and often have
established trust within these networks. Their involvement
enables the research team to identify recruitment channels,
develop realistic timelines, engage key community figures,
craft effective messaging, and monitor the recruitment pro-
cess. This inclusive approach ensures that recruitment efforts
are grounded in the realities of the communities involved.
Another important consideration in the VR research is
defining participant eligibility criteria. Having open, for-
mal discussions with community partners about the target
population is critical to establishing a shared understand-
ing of recruitment goals. Researchers often prioritize fac-
tors such as age range and specific disability types to ensure

methodological rigor and control for variables in the study
design. In contrast, company partners may be more con-
cerned with whether participants’ academic backgrounds
align with available job positions or whether health condi-
tions might pose challenges in the workplace. Addressing
these differing priorities through collaborative dialog helps
both sides clarify inclusion and exclusion criteria. Setting
these boundaries early on is essential for maintaining trans-
parency, building trust, and ensuring a smooth recruitment
and implementation process.

Case Study: Community-driven Strategies for Participant
Recruitment in Project FORWARD

During the participant recruitment process, the executive
team of Project FORWARD employed multiple community-
based strategies to enhance outreach and engagement. First,
HR personnel from Company B and the research team cre-
ated a joint inventory of universities with which they were
interested in and divided recruitment responsibilities accord-
ingly. Second, the research team consulted school counse-
lors from university disability resource centers, who offered
feedback on recruitment materials and suggested effective
channels for distributing information. In parallel, the dis-
ability Employee Resource Group (ERGs) in Company B
(led by employees with disabilities) provided valuable input
on improving accessibility, such as enhancing color contrast
for individuals with visual impairments. Third, school coun-
selors played an active role in outreach. As trusted contacts
for both current students and alumni with disabilities, they
helped disseminate recruitment materials through multiple
platforms, including Facebook, LINE, email, Instagram, uni-
versity websites, and physical bulletin boards. In some cases,
school counselors introduced the project during Individual
Support Plan (ISP) meetings and personally encouraged eli-
gible students to participate. Finally, past participants were
invited to share information about Project FORWARD with
their peers. Their personal experiences and stories helped
prospective participants better understand the project and
feel more connected to its goals. Together, these collabo-
rative strategies expanded the project’s reach, improved
accessibility, built trust across communities, and ultimately
strengthening the recruitment process.

To establish clear and mutually acceptable recruit-
ment criteria, researchers in Project FORWARD held
several steering meetings with community partners.
Through these discussions, the team reached consen-
sus on the following eligibility requirements. Inclusion
criteria included: (1) young adults aged 18 to 30; (2)
possession of a disability certificate issued by the Min-
istry of Health and Welfare; (3) current enrollment in
or graduation from a college-level program in STEM
or management fields; and (4) a stated goal of securing
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competitive employment. Exclusion criteria were: (1)
inability to understand or provide informed consent; (2)
lack of motivation to pursue employment; and (3) lack
of accessible transportation to potential workplaces. To
address the company partners’ concerns regarding mental
health stability, researchers conducted preliminary evalu-
ations of applicants’ emotional and cognitive functioning.
A brief qualitative summary of these findings was shared
with HR personnel to support their decision-making dur-
ing the interview process. For participants who did not
receive internship offers and were placed in the compari-
son group, the research team provided continued support,
including resume editing, interview training, and career
counseling. Researchers also maintained contact with
these participants, conducting follow-ups six month later
to offer additional assistance with job searching or career
planning as needed.

Balance Power and Implementation in CBPR:
Funding, Roles, and Bridging Person

Securing funding and organizing the implementation team
are critical steps in ensuring a co-developed action plan
can be carried out in a CBPR project. Ideally, research-
ers and community partners share equal power in deci-
sion-making. In practice, however, the source of funding
often influences who has more control—especially when
it comes to hiring staff and determining team account-
ability. In some cases, community leaders take the initia-
tive by providing resources or funding to support research.
This gives them greater power in deciding how the pro-
ject addresses community issues and delivers impact. In
other cases, CBPR projects are funded through govern-
ment research grants awarded to academic institutions.
When this happens, researchers must be intentional about
including community partners in discussions about roles,
responsibilities, and how labor is divided. Equitable
implementation requires giving community partners a role
in overseeing staff and ensuring the work aligns with their
priorities. In the VR context, it is especially important to
identify a "bridging person" on both sides—someone who
can facilitate communication and support decision-making
between researchers and employers. This person is often
an HR professional who communicates group decisions
to executive and managerial staff while also representing
workplace perspectives in steering committee meetings.
The principal investigator, as research lead, should involve
community partners in hiring decisions for the implemen-
tation team. Hiring staff from within the target community,
especially individuals with disabilities, can further amplify
community voices and ensure the implementation reflects
their needs and lived experience.
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Case Study: Funding, power dynamics, and labor division
in the Implementation of Project FORWARD

When the intervention plan was co-developed with commu-
nity partners, J.W. successfully secured two research grants
from the National Science and Technology Council, which
is the largest national funding body in Taiwan. This fund-
ing supported the hiring of two graduate research assistants
and one full-time staff member to help implement the study.
All members of the implementation team held relevant pro-
fessional credentials, including an occupational therapist
(J.W.), two special education teachers (Y.L. and H.W.), and
a speech-language pathologist (J.C.), each with experience
working with students with disabilities. With strong back-
ing from community partners, the research team took pri-
mary responsibility for implementing study procedures and
delivering most of the intervention activities. Meanwhile,
Company A and Company B, our industry partners, provided
full-time internship positions with competitive compensa-
tion. In consultation with the research team, they managed
intern selection, offered job immersion experiences, and
oversaw daily workplace activities. Their responsibilities
also included managing interns, providing necessary job
accommodations, maintaining communication with man-
agers, and evaluating interns’ professional competencies.
To further support workplace integration, each intern was
paired with two peer mentors. Regular communication and
ongoing dialog between the research team and community
partners helped ensure a balanced distribution of power and
responsibilities. This collaborative approach allowed both
sides to make joint decisions and maintain clear, shared
ownership throughout the project.

Data Ownership, Confidentiality, and Community
Involvement in CBPR Analysis

An important topic to address early in any CBPR collabora-
tion is the ownership and management of collected data.
To comply with ethical regulations for research involving
human participants, researchers must obtain informed con-
sent before conducting any research activities. However, in
CBPR contexts, requiring written consent may discourage
participation, especially in communities where trust is still
developing or where formal documentation may raise con-
cerns among individuals the community partners are try-
ing to recruit [36]. Confidentiality is another critical issue
that must be discussed before the study begins. In the VR
settings, potential tensions may arise between individuals
with disabilities as job applicants and company partners as
employers. Researchers must draw clear boundaries between
the types of information that can be shared with employ-
ers, such as resumes, job-relevant background, and general
biographies, and information that must remain confidential,



Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation

including personal stories shared during individual inter-
views for research purposes. Protecting sensitive information
becomes especially important when it involves potentially
stigmatizing issues, such as psychiatric histories or criminal
records, which could expose participants to workplace dis-
crimination. Finally, in CBPR projects that are initiated or
funded by community partners, it is essential to have an early
and transparent conversation about data ownership. Estab-
lishing a formal data-sharing agreement not only ensures
legal and ethical clarity but also safeguards the researcher’s
ability to analyze the data and publish findings ethically.

In classical CBPR, involving community partners in data
analysis and interpretation is a key strategy for ensuring their
voices are meaningfully represented in the research process.
Several design approaches can support collaborative data
analysis. For instance, qualitative methods allow for the col-
lection of rich, narrative data from both individuals with dis-
abilities and their employers, offering perspectives that are
often more relatable and accessible to community partners
than statistical models or technical methodologies. Personal
stories and lived experiences can bridge the gap between
research and practice, especially for community partners
without formal research training. To further support par-
ticipation, researchers can offer introductory workshops on
data analysis and design inclusive activities that enable com-
munity members to engage in interpreting results. In prac-
tice, however, full participation in data analysis is not always
feasible. Many community partners face constraints such as
limited time, competing responsibilities, or lack of familiar-
ity with research methods. In such cases, a “partial CBPR”
model may emerge, where researchers take the lead in for-
mal analysis while still ensuring that partners’ perspectives
inform interpretation and application. This hybrid approach
reflects the adaptive nature of CBPR, demonstrating how
engagement can be flexibly structured to fit real-world con-
texts without compromising the principles of collaboration
and mutual respect. Even so, it remains the researchers’
responsibility to communicate findings clearly and facilitate
group discussions that allow community partners to reflect
on and contribute to the interpretation of results.

Case study: Balancing Ethical Information Sharing
and Workplace Communication in Project FORWARD

Information sharing about participants emerged as an ongo-
ing dilemma during the implementation of Project FOR-
WARD. In their roles as talent recruiters and employee
support personnel, HR staff at Company A and Company
B expressed a desire to learn more about interns’ disability
histories from the research team. However, due to ethical
obligations and confidentiality protocols related to research
data, the researchers were responsible for protecting sen-
sitive information, particularly details that participants did

not wish to disclose. To navigate this tension, the research
team implemented several strategies to ensure ethical infor-
mation sharing. First, the research team engaged in early
conversations with industry partners to clarify data bounda-
ries. The researchers and HR personnel reached a consensus
that no information collected during participant interviews
would be shared with employers. Second, the researchers
held individual discussions with participants to help them
decide whether, how, and to what extent they wished to
disclose their disabilities during the hiring process. These
preferences informed any communication with employers.
This conversation around self-disclosure continued once
the interns entered the workplace. Third, the research team
provided brief summaries based on observations and par-
ticipant input. These summaries included suggestions for
possible job accommodations, carefully aligning the con-
tent with each participant’s disclosure preferences. Fourth,
to support smooth workplace transitions, the first author
(J.W.) conducted a 30 min online meeting with each intern’s
manager to discuss any anticipated support needs. Disability
disclosure in the workplace is a complex and evolving pro-
cess. Project FORWARD prioritized participant autonomy
by creating space for individuals with disabilities to make
informed decisions about disclosure, supported by ongoing
dialog about the potential risks and benefits throughout the
hiring and employment experience.

Result Interpretation and Finding Dissemination

Transferring and disseminating research findings to the
community is a vital component of VR research. CBPR
offers a promising framework for this process, as its core
purpose is to apply research-generated knowledge to real-
world contexts and support actions that lead to social change
[24]. To achieve effective dissemination, researchers and
community partners must collaboratively discuss knowl-
edge translation and dissemination strategies during the
research design phase. The discussion ensures that findings
can inform action plans at multiple levels, including indi-
vidual, company, school, industry, and policy [37]. CBPR
outlines five core principles for dissemination: (1) engaging
in early discussions about various dissemination methods,
their goals, and intended audiences; (2) ensuring community
partners have equal authority in representing the team and
sharing findings; (3) clearly identifying who will lead spe-
cific dissemination activities; (4) requiring all dissemination
materials to be reviewed and approved by both researchers
and community partners; and (5) respecting diverse dissemi-
nation priorities. In the VR context, partners may differ in
their dissemination goals. For example, industry partners
may prioritize enhancing corporate image and meeting
ESG objectives, while researchers may aim to publish in
academic journals and present at conferences to advance
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scholarly impact. Additionally, dissemination may serve a
broader purpose—such as promoting the intervention model
to other agencies for replication and scaling across different
industries. Overall, thoughtful planning and mutual respect
for different dissemination goals are essential to ensure
CBPR findings are meaningfully shared and translated into
real-world impact.

Case study: Aligning Research Integrity and Corporate
Sensitivities in Dissemination

At the beginning of the collaboration, J.W. held direct con-
versations with Company A and Company B about to clarify
dissemination plans and mutual expectations. One of the
main concerns raised by the community partners was the
risk of being identified in published results, along with the
potential negative impact on the company’s image if they
could not fully control what information would be disclosed.
To address these concerns, the research team proposed three
strategies. First, Project FORWARD would involve multi-
ple companies from the same industry, and all participating
companies would be anonymized in dissemination materials
to prevent identification. Second, all dissemination mate-
rials, including presentations and manuscripts, would be
shared with the industry partners for review before public
release to ensure no identifying information was included.
However, the research team would retain final authority
over the content and structure of the academic publica-
tions to preserve the rigor and objectivity of the research.
Third, industry partners would be invited to contribute to
manuscript development, offering valuable input based on
their familiarity with workplace culture and internal poli-
cies. Although the company chose not to be listed as a co-
author due to internal confidentiality policies, their input was
instrumental in shaping the interpretation of the findings. At
the same time, the company used the outcomes of Project
FORWARD to highlight its commitment to diversity and
social responsibility. The results were shared in the com-
pany’s annual ESG report to demonstrate improved support
for employees and inclusive workplace practices. By bal-
ancing transparency, confidentiality, and shared ownership
of findings, the partnership demonstrated how CBPR can
support both rigorous research and meaningful community
outcomes.

Discussion
Key Findings and Innovations
This article aimed to demonstrate how Community-Based

Participatory Research can be effectively applied within the
VR field to support the employment of college graduates
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with disabilities. Through the case of Project FORWARD,
the authors outlined how equitable partnerships between
researchers, schools, and industry stakeholders can address
structural gaps in employment support systems. Key out-
comes included the successful co-development of a sup-
ported internship model, meaningful recruitment strategies
rooted in community trust, tailored workplace accommo-
dations, and shared ownership over data and dissemination
processes. Rather than viewing deviations from traditional
CBPR as methodological compromises, this study frames
them as intentional adaptations that reflect the realities of
VR and industry collaboration. In contexts where full equal-
ity of participation is not always feasible, such as corporate
environments with operational constraints, these adapta-
tions represent pragmatic and context-sensitive ways of
upholding CBPR principles. The study found that CBPR’s
collaborative and cyclical structure enables sustainable and
context-sensitive program development. By conceptualizing
flexibility as a core feature of CBPR practice, this article
offers an original contribution to the literature, showing how
participatory research can be effectively integrated into VR
and industry partnerships to achieve both academic and
practical impact.

Ensuring Equity and Navigating Power Dynamics
in CBPR Partnerships

A central goal of CBPR is to foster equitable partnerships
in which all stakeholders meaningfully contribute to the
research process. In Project FORWARD, maintaining equity
required ongoing negotiation of power among research-
ers, employers, and student participants with disabilities.
Although researchers administered the grant and employers
made final hiring decisions, deliberate mechanisms were
established to balance influence across partners. Decision-
making processes were structured around transparency and
dialog, with both research and industry partners participating
in steering meetings to review recruitment plans, internship
design, and data interpretation. To ensure that the voices of
interns with disabilities were not overshadowed by institu-
tional or corporate interests, the research team implemented
several safeguards. Individual interviews and focus groups
were used not only as data collection tools but also as par-
ticipatory platforms where interns could express concerns
and propose improvements to the internship model. Addi-
tionally, the inclusion of peer mentors within each company
created a channel for interns’ perspectives to be continuously
represented at the managerial level. By intentionally redis-
tributing decision-making power and embedding multiple
feedback loops, the project demonstrated how CBPR can
operationalize equity in practice, even within hierarchical
structures such as universities and corporations.
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Policy, Funding, and Organizational Culture:
Foundations for CBPR in Taiwan

National policy and funding priorities significantly shape
the feasibility of implementing CBPR to support disability
employment. As a high-income, industrialized democracy,
Taiwan has established progressive policies and a legal
framework that promote diversity and inclusion [38]. For
example, the Protection Act for Rights and Interests of Disa-
bled Persons mandates employment quotas, requiring public
institutions and schools to maintain a workforce with at least
3% representation of individuals with disabilities, and pri-
vate institutions to meet a minimum threshold of 1% [23].
These legal mandates encourage industries to develop inno-
vative approaches to hiring and integrating employees with
disabilities, thereby creating opportunities for partnerships
between companies and researchers to co-create supported
employment models. From the research side, however, ini-
tiating CBPR can be challenging, especially for early-career
scholars with limited access to community networks. Build-
ing trust and long-term relationships requires time, effort,
and consistent presence. As such, seed funding from uni-
versities, private organizations, or local governments plays
a critical role in supporting the foundational work of CBPR.
In the case of Project FORWARD, the research team secured
a 10-month university grant that enabled them to begin com-
munity outreach and lay the groundwork for collaboration.

In addition to policy and funding, workplace culture also
influences how CBPR is implemented with corporate part-
ners. The experience of Project FORWARD illustrates how
different organizational structures and industries require tai-
lored approaches. For example, in the semiconductor sector,
known for its stringent data protection policies, traditional
job coaching models that involve in-person, on-site support
was not feasible. This necessitated alternative strategies,
such as remote support and customized online training. Fur-
thermore, the two companies involved in the project varied
widely in their hiring practices and overall receptiveness to
diversity. To respond to these differences, the research team
co-developed distinct recruitment and support strategies for
each partner, demonstrating the flexibility and responsive-
ness that CBPR demands. These adaptations underscore the
importance of aligning research practices with company-
specific policies and organizational cultures to ensure suc-
cessful implementation and meaningful impact.

Learning from Previous VR Programs Using CBPR

In recent years, CBPR-influenced VR programs have been
increasingly adopted in various countries to address the
competitive employment needs of students with disabili-
ties. For example, the T-STEP program, developed as part of
the TEACCH Autism Program in North Carolina, supports

autistic students aged 16 to 21 in developing essential career
skills such as social interaction, goal setting, and emotional
regulation. Implemented in collaboration with local col-
leges, the program offers a 12-week course aligned with the
academic calendar, featuring group instruction, discussions,
role-playing, and individual career counseling [39]. Project
SEARCH takes a different approach by placing students
directly into workplace internship settings. Through cross-
agency collaboration, it integrates resources from schools,
vocational rehabilitation services, and community organiza-
tions, allowing students to gain hands-on experience under
the guidance of workplace mentors [40].

Building upon the foundation laid by previous programs,
Project FORWARD further expanded the depth and breadth
of multi-sector collaboration by actively involving a broader
range of stakeholders throughout both planning and imple-
mentation phases. In addition to the research team, the pro-
ject engaged schools and employers. On the employer side,
collaboration extended beyond the organizational level to
include internal roles such as HR personnel, workplace men-
tors, and supervisors. Ongoing and dynamic communication
with these stakeholders enabled the project team to adjust
internship content, training modules, and support strategies
based on real-time feedback, ensuring that the needs of both
students and employers were effectively addressed. Further-
more, school counselors played a crucial role in identifying
potential participants, fostering a trusting environment, and
providing research team with valuable insights regarding
the areas where students need support. This flexible and
responsive approach reflects an evolution of CBPR prin-
ciples, making Project FORWARD highly adaptable and
context-sensitive.

Critical Considerations for CBPR Success
in Vocational Rehabilitation Research

Despite the many potential benefits that CBPR offers voca-
tional rehabilitation research, several important challenges
must be considered when applying this approach to research
and intervention development. First, CBPR typically
requires significantly more time than traditional research
models. The extended timeline includes community out-
reach, relationship building, collaborative decision-making,
and sustained communication among diverse stakeholders.
This prolonged process, especially the delay between project
initiation and publication, can be particularly difficult for
early-career researchers under time-limited academic expec-
tations. Second, while CBPR encourages full participation
from community partners, individuals with disabilities and
industry personnel often face practical constraints such as
limited time, interest, or resources to engage in data analysis
or contribute to academic dissemination. As a result, CBPR
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researchers must develop creative, low-barrier methods
for stakeholder feedback and ensure that community per-
spectives are meaningfully integrated into the interpreta-
tion of findings. Third, power dynamics between industry
partners and individuals with disabilities can present chal-
lenges, especially given their differing roles as employers
and employees. Balancing these perspectives and fostering
equitable decision-making is essential for maintaining the
integrity of CBPR in VR contexts. Moreover, researchers
must handle confidentiality with particular care and initi-
ate open conversations about data ownership from the out-
set. Ethical standards surrounding disability disclosure and
data use may need to be reconsidered and co-developed with
all community stakeholders. In short, while CBPR holds
strong promise for inclusive and impactful VR research, its
success depends on careful attention to time management,
stakeholder engagement, power balance, and ethical integ-
rity. Building trust across all partners is the foundation for
navigating these challenges effectively.

Conclusion

Community-Based Participatory Research offers a power-
ful and underutilized approach for advancing research in
the VR field. By emphasizing equitable partnerships, shared
ownership, and community-guided decision-making, CBPR
reshapes how interventions for individuals with disabilities
are designed, implemented, and evaluated. Project FOR-
WARD demonstrates how CBPR can be applied to co-create
supported employment models that reflect the needs of both
job seekers with disabilities and the priorities of industry
partners. The CBPR approach helps bridge the gap between
academic research and practical application by embed-
ding the voices of people with disabilities, employers, and
other stakeholders throughout the research process. CBPR
also enables researchers to address systemic barriers, such
as limited accessibility, workplace stigma, and conflict-
ing organizational interests. To expand its impact, future
research should prioritize building long-term infrastructure
for community engagement, refining scalable partnership
models, and securing funding mechanisms that support col-
laboration beyond individual projects. Vocational rehabilita-
tion researchers are encouraged to embrace CBPR as both a
research strategy and a values-based framework. Centering
trust, mutual learning, and community relevance can lead to
more inclusive and sustainable advancements in disability
employment research and practice.
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