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For most Americans, a job or career
defines much of who we are. Even

in times of great economic uncertainty
and unemployment, Americans de-
scribe themselves as teachers, archi-
tects, computer geeks, and more. A ca-
reer is a badge of honor, establishing a
sense of industry and a place in the so-
cial strata. For the eight million Amer-

icans with serious mental illness,
dreams of a career or even a job regu-
larly fade or fail to materialize. The
staggering unemployment rate for this
population (85%–90%) often results in
lives of poverty and disability. A critical
piece of the recovery puzzle is missing.

Employment is one of the most
powerful clinical interventions avail-

able. When one considers the benefit
of employment to consumers, includ-
ing reports of higher self-esteem, bet-
ter quality of life, better symptom con-
trol, greater financial independence,
and longer-term careers, finding jobs
for this underserved population is a
priority. In contrast, unemployment
engenders huge personal loss for con-
sumers and great societal burden be-
cause of loss of productivity and more
frequent use of mental health care
services. Thresholds, Illinois’ largest
and oldest provider of services for peo-
ple with serious mental illness, sup-
ports the independence of its mem-
ber-consumers by helping them find
meaningful, competitive employment
through the evidence-based practice
of supported employment.

The Supported Employment Pro-
gram is a cornerstone of Thresholds’
diverse array of services, helping its
members live their lives with dignity,
independence, and respect by obtain-
ing paid employment. By partnering
with 130 Chicago-area employers,
Thresholds places members in jobs of
their choice to achieve economic inde-
pendence and further their recovery.
Thresholds partners include Banana
Republic, FedEx, Jewel-Osco, Kohl’s,
and numerous other area employers.

In recognition of its commitment to
supporting its members in finding
competitive work, for integrating em-
ployment services with psychiatric
treatment, and for enriching the lives
of its members through greater eco-
nomic independence and quality of
life, the Thresholds Supported Em-
ployment Program was selected to re-
ceive an APA Gold Achievement
Award in the category of community-
based programs. In the category of ac-
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The American Psychiatric Association will honor four outstanding men-
tal health programs in an awards presentation on October 9 at the open-
ing session of the Institute on Psychiatric Services in New York City. The
Thresholds Supported Employment Program in Chicago has won the
Gold Achievement Award in the category of community-based pro-
grams for supporting its members in finding competitive work, integrat-
ing employment services with psychiatric treatment, and enriching the
lives of its members through greater economic independence and high-
er quality of life. In the category of academically or institutionally spon-
sored programs, the Palliative Care Psychiatric Program of the San
Diego Hospice and the Institute for Palliative Medicine has won the
Gold Achievement Award for its commitment to relieve suffering by
providing psychiatric screening and treatment for patients receiving
hospice care, mentoring and educating clinicians about psychiatric pal-
liative care, and disseminating research results, policies, and practices.
Both of these programs will receive a $10,000 prize made possible by a
grant from Pfizer, Inc. 

In addition, a Silver Award will be presented to the CHOICES Pro-
gram (Consumers Helping Others Improve Their Condition by Ending
Smoking), UMDNJ–Robert Wood Johnson Medical School, New
Brunswick, and a Bronze Award will be presented to the Children and
Adolescent Services Program of the South Bronx Mental Health Coun-
cil, Inc., Bronx, New York. The Silver Award winner will receive $7,500
and the Bronze Award winner will receive $5,000; the prizes were made
possible by a grant from Pfizer, Inc. 

All award winners will receive plaques at the awards ceremony. The
winning programs were selected from among 74 applications reviewed
by the 2009 Achievement Awards Committee, chaired by Beatrice M.
Kovasznay, M.D. The awards have been presented since 1949.



ademic or institutionally based pro-
grams, the program selected for a Gold
Award is described on page 1395. Each
Gold Award recipient receives a plaque
and a $10,000 prize made possible by a
grant from Pfizer, Inc.

Earlier models
Thresholds was founded as a club-
house program in the Chicago area in
1959. The earliest employment oppor-
tunities for its mental health con-
sumers began with the introduction of
prevocational work crews in 1962. Lat-
er, these opportunities expanded to in-
clude group placements, agency-run
businesses, and sheltered workshops.
Sheltered workshops and agency-run
business gradually gave way to compet-
itive employment opportunities within
the community, consistent with mem-
bers’ recovery goals. In the late 1990s
Thresholds participated in a large, ran-
domized controlled trial comparing
employment outcomes of members
enrolled in Thresholds traditional di-
versified job placement services and
those in supported employment. Find-
ings showed superior effectiveness of
supported employment in helping
members obtain competitive employ-
ment. After that study, Thresholds
shifted fully to an individual placement
and support model.

Innovation at work
When a Thresholds member expresses
interest in working, the member is re-
ferred to a supported employment spe-
cialist who, consistent with supported
employment principles, fully engages
in helping the member find a job and
thrive in it. Specialists conduct individ-
ualized assessments, taking into ac-
count the member’s history, interests,
and preferences for everything from
job location to work environment. Spe-
cialists then provide individualized
support throughout the job process, in-
cluding the search, application, hiring,
continuity of performance, and transi-
tion (such as promotion or transfer) or
exit processes from a job. The model
also includes the principles of zero ex-
clusion, a rapid and individualized job
search, integration with mental health
treatment, time-unlimited follow-
along supports, individualized benefits
planning, and a goal of competitive
employment at a job with a fair wage.

All of these principles are in line with
Thresholds’ mission to offer recovery-
oriented services, making supported
employment services a natural exten-
sion of Thresholds’ work.

The employment specialist is part of
an interdisciplinary team of mental
health workers who combine their in-
terventions to help a consumer find
and keep employment. Teams consist
of staff from various backgrounds, such
as social work, psychology, and rehabil-
itation counseling. Their purpose is to
provide for the wraparound services
that enable consumers to learn strate-
gies that help them manage in all do-
mains of their lives, including employ-
ment. When someone is referred to
employment services, the employment
specialist reviews with the team what
strategies have been helpful for that
consumer in learning the skills that
help in managing his or her illness and
recovery. In addition, all members of
the team help the consumer use strate-
gies in the workplace that also assist in
managing interpersonal issues, incor-
porating supervisory feedback, and im-
proving job performance to maximize
the chances for success on the job.

In this model, the psychiatrist is an
essential member of the team. The
mental health staff and the employ-
ment specialist consult with the doc-
tor to discuss issues involving medica-
tion. Because the doctor is part of the
team, access is simplified, and the
doctor can advise about a consumer
who may be experiencing increased
symptoms at work. At such times, the
psychiatrist may adjust medications
or dosages to help a consumer stabi-
lize symptoms and maintain job per-
formance. This attentiveness often
stops a downward cycle and reduces
the risk of job termination.

Supported employment’s reach, 
access, and impact at Thresholds
Thresholds’ provision of supported
employment to hundreds of con-
sumers makes a positive impact on
both individual consumers and the city
of Chicago. Thresholds currently em-
ploys 26 supported employment spe-
cialists who work at more than a dozen
Thresholds sites throughout the Chica-
go area. By caseload, Thresholds has
the static capacity to serve more than
500 members who seek employment

services. Based on agency intake statis-
tics, an estimated 96% of individuals
are unemployed at entry to Thresh-
olds, and roughly half have no work
history. Of the more than 3,600 indi-
viduals served by the agency in fiscal
year 2009, a total of 914 received sup-
ported employment services. Across
supported employment teams, com-
petitive employment rates ranged
18%–63%, with 283 consumers work-
ing at 366 competitive jobs at roughly
130 businesses in the Chicago area.
Consumers worked an average of 23
hours a week and earned an average
wage of $9.04 per hour. Average job
tenure was 311 days. This is an as-
tounding 500% increase over the em-
ployment levels at intake for Thresh-
olds members.

In 2008 Thresholds secured funding
to add an employment team (leader
and two employment specialists) to its
young adults program. Since the sec-
ond quarter of 2008, 24 young con-
sumers have found work at 29 jobs.
Employment rates for this program
overall were above 50% for the past
two quarters. These early outcomes in-
dicate the positive impact of employ-
ment services on assisting consumers
in achieving economic independence
early in their lives. In addition to these
quantitative results, consumers and
employers regularly tout the effective-
ness of the program in creating a sense
of self-sufficiency and independence.

Evaluating success and 
making improvements
Thresholds offers three evidence-based
practices that complement supported
employment—assertive community
treatment, integrated treatment for co-
occurring disorders, and illness man-
agement and recovery. In addition,
Thresholds has introduced several re-
covery initiatives, including ongoing
self-advocacy training, a recovery steer-
ing committee, and ongoing staff train-
ing on integrating a recovery orienta-
tion into routine service activities.

For example, a group of staff and
consumers conduct fidelity-like visits at
the various Thresholds programs where
they interview staff and members in-
volved with supported employment to
determine what is going well with re-
covery initiatives and where more sup-
port, training, and supervision are

PSYCHIATRIC SERVICES ' ps.psychiatryonline.org ' October 2009   Vol. 60   No. 10 11339933



needed. Such a focus ensures that con-
sumer choice and preference—an im-
portant tenet of a recovery orientation,
and of supported employment especial-
ly—are kept at the forefront.

The supported employment steering
committee meets monthly. Its mission
is to ensure that Thresholds provides
high-quality supported employment
services to all consumers who want to
work. Through the collaborative efforts
of various stakeholders, including re-
search, quality assurance, training,
clinical, and supported employment
staff, as well as consumers and a voca-
tional rehabilitation supervisor from
the State Division of Rehabilitation
Services, the committee implements,
sustains, and improves supported em-
ployment practices within the agency.
In addition, two researchers from the
Dartmouth Psychiatric Research Cen-
ter meet with the steering committee
quarterly, sharing information about
their experience with implementation
and sustainability of supported em-
ployment in mental health centers
across the nation. Overall, the commit-
tee’s charge is to ensure program fideli-
ty, brainstorm around barriers to im-
plementation, and identify agencywide
interventions to improve the quality of
employment services.

Improving outcomes: 
turning research into action
Thresholds has long recognized the
need for a strong system for gathering
and analyzing data and disseminating
those results, especially with regard to
the supported employment program.
For 30 years, the agency has had a for-
mal research department and institu-
tional review board, one of only a hand-
ful in the country outside of major uni-
versity research centers. Thresholds is
committed to ongoing program evalua-
tion for quality improvement and par-
ticipation in rigorous scientific studies
of supported employment.

The Thresholds Supported Em-
ployment Program is unique in that its
research and clinical arms are fully in-
tegrated. This integration allows the
program to base its interventions in
tested, evidence-based knowledge
and nimbly revise its strategies for the
program as the research informs its
work. This approach bypasses the typ-
ical 15- to 20-year gap between em-

pirical evidence that an intervention
works and its implementation. Clos-
ing this gap is a central goal of the
Thresholds Institute, created in 2007
as a research and training arm of the
organization to disseminate valued
psychiatric and mental health re-
search through multiple media for-
mats, including papers, seminars, and
conferences.

Thresholds has also recently entered
into a partnership with Dartmouth’s
Psychiatric Research Center to create
the Thresholds–Dartmouth Employ-
ment Research and Training Center.
With this collaboration, the center
builds on a solid foundation of effec-
tive services, empirical research, and
education. The partners envision a
center—both physical and virtual—
that welcomes investigators, clinicians,
consumers, family, employers, and
others to receive state-of-the-art train-
ing, technical assistance, and consulta-
tion in the supported employment
model. The center will also serve as a
resource for stakeholders nationally
and internationally.

A history of community support
The Thresholds Supported Employ-
ment Program has a long history of
community support, in addition to ac-
cess to funding streams from the Di-
vision of Mental Health and federal
sources. Community supporters in-
clude the Rebecca Susan Buffett
Foundation, Johnson & Johnson, the
NoVo Foundation, the Chicago Com-
munity Trust, Chicago White Sox
Charities, and private donations and
fundraising. These sources, which to-
tal to just under $2 million, pay for di-
rect services to Thresholds members
and fund initiatives that further the
supported employment model. Vari-
ous pharmaceutical companies, in-
cluding AstraZeneca and Eli Lilly,
have sponsored research conferences
for Thresholds.

With the new partnership for re-
search with Dartmouth, Thresholds
has embarked on a capital campaign
for supported employment and for
the research and training center. The
$15 million, multiyear campaign will
focus on building a research and
training facility as well as an endow-
ment for funding further research
and clinical practice opportunities at

Thresholds. The organization plans to
aggressively disseminate the resulting
research and clinical findings around
the world.

The campaign focuses on funding in
five key areas: employment opportu-
nities and capacity building; capital
projects, including the construction of
a physical research and training center
and four local employment and recov-
ery engagement centers; research;
technology enhancements; and edu-
cation, training, and dissemination of
research findings through Thresholds
and Dartmouth. The campaign is con-
sidered transformational for the
agency and will enhance supported
employment opportunities for con-
sumers not only in Chicago but na-
tionally and internationally as well.

The future of supported 
employment services
Thresholds is dedicated to furthering
supported employment as an effective
and powerful clinical tool in the realm
of psychiatric rehabilitation. Thresh-
olds is committed to gathering, analyz-
ing, and disseminating research on the
model and to building necessary capac-
ity to reach more consumers within
Thresholds and beyond.

Thresholds supported employment
staff train others around the country in
this recovery model, and it has been
studied for effectiveness international-
ly. With continued support for the pro-
gram, the capital campaign for support-
ed employment, and its partnership
with Dartmouth, Thresholds will be-
come the preeminent leader in evi-
dence-based supported employment
nationally and internationally. Thresh-
olds has welcomed visitors from Singa-
pore, Taiwan, Australia, Mexico, Israel,
and New Zealand and welcomes other
providers from across the country and
around the world who wish to see the
model in action. Thresholds believes in
the use of evidence-based practices,
and supported employment will contin-
ue to be a cornerstone of Thresholds
care.

For more information, contact Virginia
Fraser, M.S., associate director, Thresh-
olds Psychiatric Rehabilitation Cen-
ters, 4101 N. Ravenswood Ave., Chica-
go, IL 60613 (e-mail: gfraser@thresh
olds.org).
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