


 

Context  
 
Island Employment, serving the island of Cape Breton, is a Nova Scotia Works Centre 
that offers many career-related services, workshops and programming. Motivated by 
the desire to expand its services, Island Employment began focusing on individuals 
involved with the prison system who are within six months of release, have parole 
eligibility or who are entering transitional housing. Research has demonstrated that 
individuals with criminal records face negative stereotypes, often in addition to a 
number of other potential barriers such as mental illness, disability, poverty, 
histories of trauma, etc. This case study provides a possible model for the successful 
reintegration of formerly criminalized individuals into the workforce. Island 
Employment’s In-Facility Employment Services within the Correctional system 
program is made up of a suite of workshops designed to help individuals succeed in 
the labor market post-release by building on and developing skills in interviewing, 
resume-building, workplace behaviour, and communication. Individuals in the prison 
system for long periods of time can lose confidence in their ability to function 
outside a prison environment and may end up re-criminalized because of this. By 
providing employment support in a group setting, individuals can feel more at-ease 
and motivated to succeed. The program has an 80 to 85 percent success rate with a 
majority of these coming from the group of participants aged 35 and above. In-facility 
workshops have been conducted for the last two years, while the program in its 
entirety has been in existence for fifteen years. The biggest and most time-
consuming challenge posed by delivering these workshops inside the correctional 
facility has been getting Island Employment staff the necessary security clearance to 
enter the facility. With partnerships with Howard House, Talbot House, and the 
Elizabeth Fry Society, Island Employment is currently receiving up to four referrals 
per month from correctional services preparing individuals for release. 

 

Intended Outcomes 
This project will:  

➢ Prepare inmates for successful reintegration into the labour market, and thus 
successful reintegration into society upon release, reducing the chances for 
recidivism 

➢ Assist participants through a series of job-readiness workshops, to find 
sustainable and meaningful employment 

➢ Build the participants’ self-confidence through the personal development 
components of the program 

➢ Raise awareness about the stigma surrounding the hiring of ex-convicts, by 
deconstructing the stereotypes about criminalization and poor workplace 
behaviour 

 



 

The Challenge  
 
For individuals who have been involved in the criminal justice system a main 
challenge is re-entry and re-integration into society. While there are often personal 
challenges such as mental illness, addictions, and low literacy levels that participants 
face, there are also structural challenges such as having to deal with the stigma and 
stereotypes surrounding individuals who have formerly been incarcerated. Often 
individuals who are transitioning back into general society do not have the necessary 
supports and markers for success. One of these markers is employment and thus, 
income. Challenges in securing a position are varied; they can include but are not 
limited to limited skill sets, lack of understanding about workplace culture, poor 
interpersonal skills, decreased self-confidence, lack of community connectedness 
and the stigma of having a criminal record. Of vital importance to this process of 
reintegration into the labour market is the need to take an asset-based approach to 
identifying the skills and qualities the participants already possess and building on 
those.  
 
 
The Participant 
(Please note that this is a fictitious participant who is representative of the individuals 
this program has been developed for) 
 

The participant, now thirty-six, was convicted of involuntary manslaughter at age 
twenty-five. He had just graduated from a marketing logistics undergraduate degree 
at Dalhousie University, and at the time of the offence, had no prior convictions, a 
healthy social network, and a stable home-life. While in school, he had earned extra 
income dealing small amounts of marijuana under the radar. However, he found 
himself up on charges of manslaughter when a friend died of an overdose from the 
drug he had sold him, which had been unknowingly laced with Phencyclidine (PCP). 
Convicted, he was sentenced to 10 years, of which he served 7 before being released 
on parole. Six months prior to his release the participant became involved with 
Island Employment’s in-facility suite of employment workshops. As a university 
graduate with a passion for writing, he was able to market himself exceptionally well 
to employers through his cover letters. However, his face-to-face communication 
skills had deteriorated during his time in prison, and as a result he didn’t interview 
well. Following communication skills training and continued support from Island 
Employment, the participant was able to further his interpersonal skills and 
communicate well with potential employers.  

Following the participant’s release, he became part of the case load of one of Island 
Employment’s job developers, who work with participants to develop an employment 
support/training plan that is helpful in ensuring successful labor attachment. Once a 
participant’s skills have been identified, they are then able to crossmatch those skills 



 

with potential employers; this not only increases employment potential for the 
participant but also leads to more meaningful work.  In this case, the participant’s 
most notable strengths were his writing and communication skills, both of which are 
strong selling points for potential employers. The participant’s progress was often 
held back by his criminal record, which employers had difficulty overlooking.  
Additionally, job developers frequently deal with the issue of disclosure; they are 
unable to disclose any personal information to an employer without the participant’s 
consent.  Because this is mandatory for many organizations, challenges can arise if a 
participant is hesitant to trust. Despite this challenge, the participant’s perseverance 
and sales skills led to his eventual employment as a retail associate for a local 
electronic store. Though the participant has flourished in this position, he hopes to 
develop a long-term career as a marketer within a small to medium sized business.  

 
Lessons Learned 
 
• Using an Asset-Based Approach to Transferable Skills: For both confidence 

building, and job-readiness training, taking an asset-based approach with clients is 
a must. Everyone has transferable skills and characteristics gleaned from life-long 
life-wide learning including, but not limited to previous employment.  By 
identifying, then working with and building on current skills participants’ self-worth 
and confidence grow as they discover that their skills and characteristics are both 
valuable and appreciated in the labour force.  

 
• Confidence Building: For individuals re-entering society after serving time in a 

correctional facility confidence is likely to be decreased. For both the participants’ 
personal and professional success, confidence building is important. Confidence 
can be established by working through barriers, and challenges, in learning new 
skills, with personal development modules, and by committing to a program like 
the In-Facility Employment Services.  

 

• Early / Pre-release Engagement and Access to Correctional Centres: This program 
run by Island Employment is innovative in its entirety, but the early access to 
correctional facilities and prisoners housed within them is essential to building a 
strong personal and professional foundation for participant success. By engaging 
with the participants prior to their release and re-integration into the community, 
their transition is eased and personal and professional supports can be 
established. Increasing the likelihood of successfully entering the workforce upon 
release, participants are ensured some financial stability, and therefore decreases 
likelihood to recidivism.  

 

• Workshop Suite: The basic workshop suite and employability training is offered as a 
component of this program. This is important as it allows for participants’ job 



 

readiness to be further developed. This training, especially around essential skills, 
is transferable to any field of employment and helps participants to understand 
how to conduct themselves in a professional environment. Combined with other 
elements of the program it helps with a successful transition into mainstream 
society. 

 

• Partnerships: Success in reintegration requires creating a client-centred network of 
organizations and individuals with knowledge of and experience with the criminal 
justice system. Island Employment was successful in doing this by partnering with 
organizations like Howard House, Talbot House, and the Elizabeth Fry Society. By 
connecting with, and learning from, these organizations it ensures that the 
employment programming will be trauma-informed and based in lived experience. 

 

 


