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Employment rates among peo-
ple with severe mental illness
remain extremely low com-

pared with the general population (1).
People with severe mental illness are
also considerably overrepresented as
recipients of Social Security and wel-
fare benefits. Supported employment

has become one of the most effective
interventions in the field of psychi-
atric rehabilitation, enabling people
with severe mental illness to benefit
from the economic and psychosocial
rewards of work (2,3). The individual
placement and support model of sup-
ported employment is widely regard-

ed as the most successful approach
(4–6). A recent review suggests that
the competitive employment rate for
this model was 61%, compared with
23% for other models (7).

Sixty-one percent is a laudable em-
ployment rate for what is proving to
be a very robust intervention. Still, it
is incumbent on researchers to find
ways to improve service quality and
delivery so that the competitive em-
ployment rate continues to rise. Cur-
rent or previous involvement with the
criminal justice system may hinder
the ability of clients to find work via
the supported employment system.
Numerous commentators have sug-
gested that criminal justice involve-
ment is a potentially influential im-
pediment to psychiatric rehabilita-
tion but that this is an underre-
searched area in need of elucidation
(8–10). A recent study found that
45% of new clients at outpatient
mental health agencies had at least
one recent contact with the criminal
justice system; 36% had at least one
criminal conviction, and 19% had a
felony conviction (8). Clients in-
volved with the criminal justice sys-
tem had on average eight contacts
and four convictions before arrival at
the agency. Most had spent time in
jail. To our knowledge, no study has
attempted to document the views and
experiences of supported employ-
ment specialists when working with
clients with criminal justice issues. In
this study, we aimed to document and
critically analyze common approach-
es that supported employment spe-
cialists use when working with clients
with criminal justice issues.
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Objectives: The aim of this study was to document and analyze common
strategies used by supported employment specialists to overcome crim-
inal justice issues among clients with severe mental illness. Methods:
Semistructured qualitative interviews were conducted with a group of
22 supported employment specialists and their supervisors. Interviews
were open ended and supplemented by ethnographic observation.
Data were examined thematically by content analysis. Results: Assisting
clients with past and present criminal histories to find employment was
confirmed as one of the hardest self-identified challenges for employ-
ment specialists. Three specific strategies commonly used by specialists
for this subpopulation are documented and analyzed. These include
taking an incremental approach with clients vis-à-vis obtaining work
and career advancement, using a strengths-based model that empha-
sizes the client’s strong points, and focusing the job search on “mom
and pop” businesses that typically do not conduct background checks
or do not have rigid recruitment policies. Enacting these strategies led
to some deviation from the individualized placement and support mod-
el of supported employment. Participants noted that they felt most
challenged when attempting to serve and assist clients with sex offens-
es. Conclusions: The findings imply that specialists are challenged
when dealing with clients with criminal justice issues and use several
approaches to overcome these challenges. Current specialist training
may be deficient in preparing staff to effectively serve people with
criminal justice issues. Further research should assess the efficacy of
the approaches outlined in this article to give more guidance to spe-
cialists working with clients with criminal justice issues.  (Psychiatric
Services 60:1637–1641, 2009)



Methods
We conducted 22 semistructured
qualitative interviews with supported
employment specialists and their su-
pervisors during summer 2007. These
specialists and supervisors were re-
cruited from three agencies deliver-
ing supported employment to people
with severe mental illness. The agen-
cies were located in three counties in
a small, ethnically diverse northeast-
ern state. We selected these agencies
because they had relatively large sup-
ported employment programs that
followed the individualized place-
ment and support model. We worked
with the State Mental Health Author-
ity in designing the research and
seeking agency permission for collab-
oration. Once we obtained this per-
mission, we e-mailed or telephoned
(or both) all specialists and supervi-
sors at these three agencies, asking
them if they would consider partici-
pating in an in-depth interview on the
topic of challenges and facilitators to
their practice. Out of 27 people con-
tacted, 22 eventually participated,
giving a recruitment rate of 81%. Af-
ter completely describing the study to
the participants, we obtained their
written informed consent. The Dart-
mouth College Institutional Review
Board reviewed and approved the
study protocol.

These interviews lasted approxi-
mately one hour each and followed
standard guidelines (11). The first
five interviews were conducted by
the first author, who was shadowed
by the second author as part of her

training. The second author conduct-
ed the rest of the interviews alone.
All interviews occurred at agency of-
fices. Interviews followed a topic
guide, the aim of which was to elicit
the overall attitudes and experiences
of supported employment specialists
and supervisors in regard to various
domains, including criminal justice
issues. The second author also con-
ducted one-day participant observa-
tion with three supported employ-
ment specialists, shadowing them in
their everyday work activities (12).
Notes based on these observations
were transcribed. 

Data analysis was conducted induc-
tively, according to guidelines for
qualitative content analysis, which in-
volves the progressive abstraction of
themes from raw data (13). Specifi-
cally, all transcriptions were entered
into the ATLAS-ti qualitative data
analysis software program. We then
began to independently code the
data for prominent themes. We met
regularly or conducted conference
calls to discuss emerging themes. Key
themes were discussed at final meet-
ings until agreement was reached. 

Results
Demographic characteristics of the
sample are provided in Table 1. 

Criminal justice issues arose re-
peatedly in the interviews. Assisting
people with criminal justice issues
was one of the most difficult chal-
lenges for participants. They noted
that these issues were a growing
problem, affecting up to half of their
clientele. We divided these issues into
two broad domains for analysis. First,
we examined strategies commonly
used by specialists when working with
people with criminal justice issues.
We documented and analyzed three
specific strategies commonly used by
participants. These were taking an in-
cremental approach with clients, us-
ing a strengths-based approach, and
focusing the job search on “mom and
pop” businesses. Second, we focused
on sex offenders, who were singled
out as a subgroup that faces unique
challenges.

Strategies
First, many participants reported
that the key to assisting clients in-

volved in the criminal justice system
was to take an incremental approach.
Participants stated that clients’ op-
tions were circumscribed by the un-
willingness of employers to hire peo-
ple with past or present criminal jus-
tice involvement. Participants would
work with the client to find an entry-
level position, which, though agree-
able to the client, may not be his or
her first choice. However, they
would also focus the client on the fu-
ture, describing the initial job as a
springboard to a better position.
This is encapsulated in the extract
below, where the participant con-
veys optimism and confidence in this
approach:

“We say ‘Look. We may have to
start with a part-time shoveling-snow
thing because you’ve got three vio-
lent assaults in the past two years.
Now we’ve got you working, we can
change your resume, now you’re a
part-time employee.’ This is going to
look good to somebody else, who
may say ‘Well, you know, he’s been
working, he’s got part-time hours.
He’s saying he wants more or [some-
thing] different.’ But there is a pop-
ulation out there that’s very, very,
very tough.”

The participants in this study were
dedicated to core principles of sup-
ported employment such as rapid
job search and finding competitive
employment. However, the incre-
mental, start-low approach de-
scribed by many participants is
somewhat inimical to other core
principles of supported employ-
ment. Specialists noted that criminal
justice issues made it difficult to
work with consumer preferences,
because employers for whom clients
wished to work had regulations pre-
venting the hiring of people with
criminal histories. So the job search
was indeed tailored to the individual,
but in the shadow of these external
constraints. This form of incremen-
talism was a strategy used by special-
ists with many clients, regardless of
criminal histories. However, this
strategy was used more frequently
when working with clients with crim-
inal justice issues.

Second, many participants con-
sciously used the strengths-based
model when working with clients

PSYCHIATRIC SERVICES � ps.psychiatryonline.org � December 2009   Vol. 60   No. 1211663388

TTaabbllee  11

Characteristics of 22 supported 
employment specialists working with
clients with severe mental illness who
had contact with the criminal justice
system

Characteristic N %

Male 10 45
Supervisory position 6 27
Race-ethnicity

White or Caucasian 11 50
Black or African 

American 8 36
Hispanic or Latino 3 14

Age (mean±SD) 39.9±8.9



with criminal justice histories (14).
Again, this is not a strategy unique
to people with criminal justice is-
sues; in fact it is comprehensively
encouraged among all recovery-ori-
ented practitioners working with
people with severe mental illness.
However, this approach appeared to
be prominently and consciously
used when dealing with clients with
criminal justice involvement. When
talking about clients with criminal
justice issues, one participant noted
that “I always try selling the person’s
strengths and abilities first.” Another
participant attempted to frame time
that clients spent working in prison
(for example, in the kitchen) posi-
tively as “work experience.” Other
participants focused on the hiatus
between the offense and the present.
Doing so not only suggested that
some rehabilitation had occurred—
with rehabilitation being a strength
of the client—but also that the of-
fense was less likely to be flagged in
criminal record checks. Below is an
extract from field notes from a par-
ticipant observation with an employ-
ment specialist interacting with a
client with a criminal record—indi-
cating the enactment of a strengths-
based approach. They were looking
over the criminal record before a job
interview:

“The client said ‘It’s bad, isn’t it?’
but the specialist said ‘No, no, I’m
just looking over it.’ She had been ar-
rested five or six times for burglary,
assault, disturbing the peace, and
failing to appear in court numerous
times. If she were asked about this in
an interview, the specialist encour-
aged her to focus not on the arrests
themselves but on the past four years
of no arrests—that she has been out
of trouble and working with coun-
selors since, and probation was near-
ly finished.” 

The third and final strategy refers
to a tendency among specialists to
channel clients with criminal justice
histories into jobs in mom-and-pop
stores. This is the only strategy
commonly used by employment
specialists that appeared distinctly
unique to clients with criminal jus-
tice issues. As stated, clients with
criminal justice involvement were
effectively precluded from many

jobs or employment locations as a
result of official company policy or
because of federal and state laws
prohibiting the employment of peo-
ple with criminal records. For ex-
ample, an international airport was
a rich source of employment for
supported employment clients at
one agency. However, new regula-
tions meant that people with crimi-
nal records could not be employed
at the airport in any capacity. One
participant noted:

“He wanted to work in the airport
itself, but he had an assault history.
Not really a real bad one, but enough
so that, you know . . . and after 9/11
nobody gets employed at the airport
with that . . . even [to work for] cof-
fee vendors, you have to be cleared,
cleared, cleared. He didn’t want to
hear that, but eventually he backed
off a little.”

Again this example indicates the
tension experienced by specialists
wanting to abide by core supported
employment principles. Specialists
stated a strong commitment to indi-
vidualized job search and consumer
preferences, but structural policies
imposed by client-favored business-
es and organizations prevent those
same clients from working therein.
This is a difficult problem to solve.

Participants stated that the best
way to overcome structural barriers
was to focus on mom-and-pop busi-
nesses for clients with criminal jus-
tice involvement, although this often
meant some level of compromise
and negotiation vis-à-vis consumer
preferences. Participants perceived
this deviation from the core princi-
ples of supported employment as the
only practical response to externally
imposed constraints. Mom-and-pop
stores were less likely to run criminal
record checks. Some participants
said they deliberately cultivated rela-
tionships with such stores. This gave
them a reasonable chance of assist-
ing clients with criminal records to
find work, even if it was not their
clients’ first preference. Some par-
ticipants saw the mom-and-pop ap-
proach as consistent with the incre-
mental approach previously de-
scribed. Finding someone a job in
such a location was seen as a first
step to building up experience and a

work routine that could be used as a
springboard for jobs in the future
that may align better with consumer
preferences.

Sex offenders
When probed in more detail about
their experience with clients with
criminal justice histories, partici-
pants noted that structural barriers
were most severe for sex offenders.
It was noted that employers were
most reluctant to employ clients with
sex offenses, even with the three
strategies described above. One par-
ticipant said,

“One huge obstacle is registered
sex offenders, just their charges. You
know, it’s been one of the . . . the
hardest thing[s]. . . . it’s been so dif-
ficult to find employment for some-
one who’s a registered sex offender.
And, you know, not a lot of employ-
ers are willing to work with regis-
tered sex offenders. You know, you
can’t blame ’em, but then, . . . I also
have to say, you know, ‘this is my
client—they’re a person, they need
to work also.’ ” 

Participants noted that sex offend-
ers face legally imposed temporal
and spatial prohibitions on their ac-
tivity. For example, it was commonly
stated that sex offenders could not
work at or near schools, daycare cen-
ters, or other places where children
gather. One participant noted that he
could find sex offenders jobs that
had only nighttime hours or shifts.
Others said that employees have lost
interest in clients they were ready to
hire once they discovered they were
sex offenders. One said that this oc-
curred even if the offense was not
predatory but a case of “mistaken
age.” Structural, temporal, and spa-
tial factors thus intertwined to con-
strict opportunities for clients with
sex offenses, as expressed by this
participant:

“This particular person is a, uh, sex
offender. Those are the hardest indi-
viduals to get jobs for. They’re relegat-
ed to nights, overnights, in a ware-
house. And if you could find a ware-
house that is stocking stuff overnight,
please let me know. They’re basically
nonexistent. The stats that they have to
meet, to go to work or live, [are]
ridiculous. They basically gotta live in
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Maine, in the woods, near a lake, with
nobody around for 50 miles.”

The mildly defeatist attitude ex-
pressed above indicates that some
participants find it challenging to use
the strengths-based model in the
case of sex offenders. This attitude
echoes the previous participant who
empathically said “you can’t blame
’em” with regard to employers’ hesi-
tancy in working with registered sex
offenders. Such attitudes may hinder
advocating for the client, which is a
core component of the strengths-
based approach. 

Background checks were identi-
fied as a pervasive barrier to all
clients with criminal justice involve-
ment but especially to sex offenders.
Some participants mentioned the
State Government Sex Offender
Registry that is publicly searchable
online. It was reported that many
employers used this registry to vet
potential employees. Also, partici-
pants noted that probation officers
had to approve employment for sex
offenders. Often, they would do this
only under circumscribed condi-
tions—for example, working a night-
time shift or when the location was
far from a school or daycare center.
According to participants, sex of-
fenders faced an even greater num-
ber of barriers to employment than
others with criminal justice histories
of a nonsexual nature. 

Discussion
With a focus on delivery of support-
ed employment services, this study
confirms previous work suggesting
that criminal justice issues can be a
crucial impediment to psychiatric re-
habilitation (8–10). In this study,
specialists identified clients with
criminal justice issues as facing chal-
lenging structural impediments in
their effort to obtain work. Within
this group, sex offenders were iden-
tified as facing the most pronounced
structural barriers. Participants not-
ed that they used a variety of strate-
gies to work with people with crimi-
nal justice involvement, drawing on
strategies from their professional
training as well as on-the-job experi-
ence. Participants commonly used
two of these strategies with all clients
but used them more frequently with

clients with criminal justice involve-
ment. The strategy of placing clients
with mom-and-pop businesses ap-
pears unique to the criminal justice
population. A limitation of this study
is that the design precludes precise
verification of the success (or lack
thereof) of these strategies in the
field. We thus briefly discuss these
strategies in the light of current liter-
ature before discussing implications
for future research and practice.

The strengths-based approach has
been highlighted as a successful
strategy in generic social work with
people with severe mental illness
(14) and should be an integral part of
supported employment training.
This approach has also been found to
be a characteristic of high-perform-
ing supported employment pro-
grams elsewhere in the United
States (15,16). A supportive, nonstig-
matizing attitude from specialists ap-
peared to be a corollary of a
strengths-based approach in our
sample. Further imparting and em-
phasizing this approach to employ-
ment specialists may be vital to their
success in the field, especially given
that some of the felonies committed
by clients (such as sex crimes) are
likely to be stigmatized by the gener-
al public and potential employers.

Participants often took what we
call an incremental employment ap-
proach to clients with criminal jus-
tice involvement. Participants si-
multaneously considered the short-
and medium-term work trajectories
of their clients. Entry-level jobs
were seen as springboards to better
positions in the future. This in-
volved deviation from the individu-
alized placement and support mod-
el, which states that a rapid job
search should be aligned to individ-
ual preferences in finding a position
(6). Specialists felt they had no
choice but to mildly deviate from
core supported employment princi-
ples. They justified such compro-
mise as an inevitable consequence of
the structural (and sometimes legal)
constraints and circumscription
placed on clients with criminal jus-
tice issues. It is these constraints, es-
pecially those that limit client
choice, to which we now turn.

Participants noted that many busi-

nesses simply refused to employ
people with criminal records. The
international airport was an oft-men-
tioned example. This reality limited
the range of options from which
clients could select potential work
sites. Consumer preferences were
thus externally circumscribed. Par-
ticipants deliberately targeted mom-
and-pop businesses as a source of
employment for clients with criminal
records, which involved negotiation
with the client regarding prefer-
ences. These stores were more le-
nient toward clients with criminal
justice issues and less likely to run
background or urine tests. 

Participants stated that sex offend-
ers were the most difficult subpopu-
lation to assist. This perception sup-
ports a finding from a similar quali-
tative study of employment special-
ists in Indiana (17). Legal sanctions
prohibit sex offenders from working
at or near schools and other places
where children congregate. Their
criminal history is also available
through a simple online search of the
state sex registry. Probation officers
would often veto jobs preferred by
the client. The only common strate-
gy for placement of sex offenders
was for participants to search for
nightshift jobs in isolated locations.

Conclusions
Our findings suggest that clients of
supported employment services with
criminal records (especially sex of-
fenders) make up a unique group
facing unique challenges. Our find-
ings are a first step to answer recent
calls demanding more research in
this area (8–10). The results suggest
a need for more guidance for spe-
cialists working with people with
criminal justice involvement. Cur-
rent practices may need to be adapt-
ed to reflect the unique circum-
stances of supported employment
clients who have been involved with
the criminal justice system. Strate-
gies that assist clients with criminal
records (emphasizing the strengths-
based approach or listing employers
that run stringent background
checks for clients’ information)
could be added to manuals frequent-
ly used in training. Agencies and re-
search institutes may consider devel-
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oping specific training and practice
adaptations to deal with clients with
past and present criminal justice in-
volvement. These adaptations, strat-
egies, and training courses could
then be formally evaluated through
more rigorous research. 
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