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Abstract—With the high number of incarcerated veterans with 
mental illness and substance dependence returning to the com-
munity annually, a significant need exists for technologies that 
will help them return to employment. This study evaluates three 
methods of assistan ce: (1) basi c vocational services, (2) sel f-
study of a vo cational manual designed for formerly incarcer-
ated veterans, and (3) a group led by vocational staff using the 
vocational manual. We evaluated 69 veterans to determine the 
number finding employment within 3 months after enrollment 
in the study. The group fo rmat was expected to be superior t o 
self-study, and self-study was expected to be superior to basic 
services. Though the group format was found to be superior to 
both self-study and basic services, the results for self-study and 
basic services were stat istically similar. Limitations and direc-
tions for future refinement are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Based on the most current statistics from the Bureau of 
Justice Statistics, 225,700 veterans are incarcerated in U.S. 
jails and prisons [1], with estimated projections of approxi-

mately 64,000 veterans being released from incarceration 
each year [2]. These veterans , and particularly veterans 
with mental illness and substance dependence, will face 
numerous challenges and difficulties. These veterans will 
have lower levels of social support [3] and more challenges 
with relationships [4] than those who have not been incar-
cerated. They will more likely be homeless and with lim-
ited options for housing because  of legal restrictions 
[1,3,5]. Medical and mental heal th will likely be poorer in 
those with a history of incarceration [3,6–7]. Additionally, 
almost 80 percent of all those incarcerated in state prisons 
are estimated to hav e a history of drug u se [8]; this high  
interrelationship between i ncarceration and substance 
dependence will po se additional difficulties for veterans  
trying to maintain independence in the community.
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Service Network, VRC = vocational rehabilitation counselor.
*Address all correspondence to James P. LePage, PhD; VA 
North Texas Health Car e System, Research and Develop-
ment Service, 4500 S Lancaster (151), Dallas, TX 75216; 214-
857-0240; fax: 214-857-0340. Email: james.lepage@va.gov
DOI:10.1682/JRRD.2010.03.0032
277

http://www.clinicaltrials.gov
mailto:james.lepage@va.gov


278

JRRD, Volume 48, Number 3, 2011
Beyond the issues that affect the individual, incarcer-
ated veterans also impose a high financial cost to society. 
Because approximately 8 percent of combined Federal and 
state prisoners are veterans, the cost attributed to maintain-
ing incarcerated veterans is  estimated to be >$3 billion 
annually [2]. This does not consider the cost to gros s 
domestic product (GDP). If an estimate of $150 billion in 
lost GDP from all those incarcer ated is used [7], incarcer-
ated veterans cause an  additional annual cost to the econ-
omy of approximately $12 billion.

It is in the area of employment that those with histories 
of incarceration experience the most significant limitations. 
Findings indicate that 40 percent of those with felony histo-
ries experience unemployment during any given week. The 
findings are even more severe for male African- American 
ex-offenders who may have unemployment rates as high as 
55 percent during any given week [9]. These difficulties 
result in li fetime earnings that are 10 to 30 percent lower 
than for those without a felony [10].

Ex-offenders seeking assistance through vocational 
services, especially in an u rban setting, have many diffi-
culties. In a study of 1 12 veterans with fe lony histories 
seeking employment services, LePage et al. found that 
more than approximately 50 percent considered them-
selves homeless, with the number increasing to 67 percent 
if those living with family and friends were included [2]. 
Among the ex-of fender veterans with mental illness or 
substance dependence, 33 percent had at least one psychi-
atric hospitalization and 17 percent reporte d at least one 
suicide attempt. This population demonstrated a high level 
of historical contact with the legal system. The average 
number of felony convictions was 2.6, and the av erage 
number of arrests was 6.8. Additionally, more than 66 per-
cent had been arrested for probation or parole violations.

Unemployed ex-offender veterans do not benefit from 
the significant positive effects associated with employment. 
Studies show that employment is positively associated with 
mental health functioning [11–12], as well as with improved 
abstinence across substances, including alcohol [13], opiates 
[11], and cocaine [14]. Employment can also affect rearrests. 
For example, results from a Drug Treatment Alternative-to-
Prison program found that 33 percent of those without 
employment were rearrested within 3 years of release com-
pared with only 13 percent of those with employment [15].

Even when veterans are in highly structured and sup-
portive environments, significant negative associations 
between employment and felony convictions have been 
found. LePage et al. examined the impact of incarceration 

on employment among veterans in a Department of Veter-
ans Affairs (VA) homeless Domiciliary Residential Reha-
bilitation and Treatment Program (DRRTP) located on the 
grounds of an urban VA medical center (VAMC) [16]. As 
part of the DRRTP, veterans worked with a full-time voca-
tional rehabilitation team to develop vocational plans, cre-
ate résumés, practice interviewing, and perform full-time 
job searches. The association between incarceratio n and 
failure in employment s earch was dramatic. In this very 
supportive system, only 29.4 percent of veterans with non–
drug-related felonies found competitive employment as 
compared with 70.2 percent of those without felonies.

The difficulties encountered by veterans with  felo-
nies are due to both internal and external factors. Both 
lack of use of skills and changing technologies during 
incarceration can reduce a ve teran’s marketable work 
skills [6]. Incarceration also  limits the social  networks 
veterans can draw on to assist in finding employment [6]. 
Additionally, employers’ perceptions that some types of 
crimes, such as violent and sex crimes, are worse than 
others may further limit the job opportunities for a subset 
of formerly incarcerated veterans [17].

Labor realities and economic factors also place pres-
sure on veterans with histories of inca rceration. Studies 
have shown that ex-offenders are the least likely s ub-
group to be  hired [17], and many professions are not 
available to ex-offenders for statutory reasons [7,18]. 
Veterans who are released often return to areas with high 
concentrations of other felons [13]. Termed “employment 
saturation,” this high number of formerly incarcerated 
individuals compete with one another for the limited pool 
of available jobs, serving to keep wages low [7,19]. This 
frequently forces those with hi stories of incarceration to 
return to crime to subsist [17].

Combined with the external barriers to employment, 
studies have found that ex-offenders often lack many 
basic job-search skills. They may also lack the social 
skills for presenting themsel ves positively during an 
interview [20–21] and frequently do not know how to 
discuss their legal history in the least damaging way [7]. 
They may be unaware of job restrictions and employment 
saturation [6–7,19] and sp end time focused on low-
probability options. They may h ave expectations for 
employment that are unrealistic for entry-level positi ons 
[17] or ma y take a pass ive approach in sea rching for 
employment [22]. Additionally, they may lack the confi -
dence to actively job se arch, assuming the ef fort is not 
worth the rejection [20–21,23].
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Evidence exists that information tailored to ex-
offenders can assist them in obtain ing employment.
Enhancing interview skills through mock interviews and 
critiques [7], educating ex-offenders on the pre sentation of 
their legal history [7], and providing information about 
employment saturation [7,19] are some of the areas shown 
to be beneficial. This study ca pitalizes on these  areas 
through the use of the  “About Face” manualized vocational 
program, a manual designed to help ex-offenders searching 
for employment. Veterans were enrolled in one of three 
conditions: (1) basic (i.e., search without manual), (2) self-
study (i.e., search using manual as a self study modality), 
and (3) full program (i.e., search after vocational staff-led 
classes using the manual). We expected that more partic i-
pants in the self-study condition than in the basic condition 
would find employment within 3 months of enrollment and 
that more participants in the full program than in the self -
study condition would find employment within 3 months 
of enrollment.

METHODS

Subjects
Sixty-nine veterans (67 male, 2 female) from the 

“About Face” vocational rehabilitation study were enrolled. 
The average age was 50.5 years (standard deviation [SD] = 
5.8). Sixty-one (88.4%) were racial or ethnic minorities. All 
veterans had been convicted of at least one felony and had a 
mental health dia gnosis that could include Substance 
Dependence or Su bstance Dependence in Remission. 
Twenty-eight (40.6%) were homeless at the time of enroll-
ment. The only exclusion criteria were seeking disability 
because of unemployability, having a diagnosis of demen-
tia, or h aving any interfering psychosis. Active drug use 
was not an exclusion criterion, but veterans were not 
allowed to use study resources if they appeared intoxicated. 
Only veterans who did not live at the VAMC were included.

Setting
The veterans w ere seen as part of “About Face,” a 

VA Rehabilitation Research and Development-funded 
project focused on determining best practices for helping 
veterans with felonies and co-occurring mental illness 
and substance dependence return to employment. Veter-
ans in the study had access to the Veterans Employment 
Resource Center (VERC) on the grounds of the D allas 
VAMC.

Description of Surrounding Area
The Dallas VAMC is located in an urban area within 

5 miles of downtown. Dallas and 12 of the surrounding cit-
ies are served by integrated public transportation covering 
approximately 700 square miles. Statistics suggest that jobs 
in the Dallas area are 35.5 percent professional; 25.0 percent 
sales; 16.5 percent service; 12.0 percent prod uction/trans-
portation; 10.0 percent construction, maintenance; 1.0 per-
cent farming; and 12.0 percent other.

Like many urban settings, Dallas has seen an increase 
in unemployment. Based on Bureau o f Labor Statistics 
data, unemployment almost doubled from the recen t low 
of 4.4 percent in April 2008 to 9.2 percent in January 2010 
(www.bls.gov/data).

Materials
The “About Face” vocational manual [24], referred 

to from this po int on as “the Manual,” was developed 
through a Veterans Integrated Service Network (VISN)  
16 Mental Illness Research, Education and Clinical Cen-
ter (MIRECC) Education Grant. The Manual is 72 pages 
long and covers important employment-seeking domains, 
such as identifying past successes and difficulties; identi-
fying job-related, transferable, and adaptiv e job skil ls; 
developing résumés and brief skill descriptions; answer-
ing difficult questions; and l earning interview strategies. 
Though the Manual is lengthy, its Flesch-Kincaid reading 
level is 6.8th grade.

Prior to the Manual’s development, 200 veterans were 
interviewed to obtain their opinions about what they per-
ceived to be their vocati onal rehabilitation needs, limita -
tions, and barriers. This info rmation was combined with 
the traditional vocational group content in the development 
of the Manual. During development, four focus groups—a 
total of 22 veterans—were convened to make suggestions 
and review the Manual and progress. Among these veter-
ans, 63 percent h ad mental health diagnoses, 81 percent 
had substance dependence diagnoses, and 59 percent had 
felony convictions; the high rate of sampling of these 
cohorts assured the Manual wa s relevant to  populations 
with difficulties obtaining employment. The final version 
of the Manual was rated by veterans for difficulty and ease 
of use. On a 5-po int rating scale with 1 = “very difficult” 
and 5 = “very easy,” the average rating was 3.7. Moreover, 
100 percent of the v eterans rated the Manual as “very” 
useful, 77 percent felt the Manual would be “very” benefi-
cial, and 70 percent felt the Manual would prepare them 
“very” well for job search.

http://www.bls.gov/data


280

JRRD, Volume 48, Number 3, 2011
The Manual targets the important areas identified by 
the veterans who were  interviewed and from resea rch 
from other settings. Within the Manual, veterans begin by 
developing a list of proficiencies and a spirations. They 
then develop a list of their skills chosen from skills bene-
ficial to most employers. Key to the skill list is the devel-
opment of examples of these  skills, which the veterans 
can then use while marketing themselves to employers.

The Manual fo cuses veterans on developing a basic 
but professional résumé. Examples are included, as is a do-
it-yourself section that allows veterans to “plug-in” skills 
and examples. This is t ailored to be simple enough that 
someone with access to a word processor can create it.

The Manual also incorporates the latest approaches 
to helping those wi th felonies interview and pre sent 
work-relevant skills. It provides examples of answers to 
difficult questions and al lows veterans to tailor their 
answers to their specific situa tion. Also, a lar ge section 
focuses on the specific problem areas potentially encoun-
tered by veterans with felonies. Emphasis is also placed 
on nontraditional job-search methods, including develop-
ing a network of friends and contacts to assist the veteran 
and performing cold calls to generate employment leads. 
Suggestions for scripts and procedures are provided.

Following development, the Manual was piloted in 
three 1-week vocational rehabilitation classes. Seventeen 
homeless veterans with felony histories living on a DRRTP 
completed a group manualized vocational program, similar 
to the one tested in this study, with groups led by a voca-
tional rehabilitation specialist. The average time without 
stable employment before completing the classes was 
9.8 months (SD = 11.5). After completion of the classes, the 
average time b efore finding employment was 2 .6 months 
(SD = 1.7). The number of months unemployed before and 
after the classes significantly differed, t (16) = 2.678; p < 
0.02; Cohen d = 0.87.

The Manual is available upon request in PDF format 
from the first author.

Design
Three conditions were evaluated: (1) basic (i.e., j ob 

search without the Manual), (2) self-study (i.e., job 
search using the Manual as a self-study modality), and 
(3) full program (i.e., job search after completing the  
Manual in class es led by vocational staff). Because the 
vocational classes were of fered once every 3 weeks to 
assure adequate numbers of attendees, condition assign-
ment was bas ed on week of enrollme nt. This process  

allowed the longest wait tim e between enrollment and 
commencement of cla sses to be 7 days. Had traditional 
random assignment been pursued, a wait time of 21 days 
might have been possible. Our assignment method con-
tributed to disparate sample sizes among conditions.

Common Methods
All participants, regardless of condition, were given 

access to basic voca tional resources through a VERC, a 
dedicated area at the D allas VAMC. The VERC was 
staffed by a vocational rehabilitation counselor (VRC), a 
rehabilitation counselor, and clerical staff. Though veter-
ans received different levels of ass istance depending on 
experimental condition, all veterans were able to access 
the Internet for job searches, create and ema il résumés, 
watch DVDs on job a pplications and i nterviewing, and 
make telephone calls to set up interviews.

All enrolled veterans performed a vid eotaped prac-
tice interview at enrollment and then a second videotaped 
practice interview 1 week later. In the full program condi-
tion, vocational staff reviewed and critiqued the inter-
views with the veteran. Veterans in the basic and self-
study conditions performed th e interviews but received 
no feedback from staff; this procedure was implemented 
to control for potential effects of practicing interviews.

During the 3-month follow-up period, all veteran s in 
the study were asked to return at least once a mo nth to 
update assessments and job-search status. Veterans who 
returned every 2 weeks were entered into a raffle for $100, 
with one winner each month. Additionally, all veterans who 
returned every 2 weeks received 2 weeks of passes for local 
public transportation; veterans could receive up to 3 months 
of passes. Veterans who could not come to the VERC were 
called and assessments were completed by telephone. 
Though contact was sporadic  throughout the 3-month 
follow-up phase, 100 percent of veterans provided infor-
mation about employment status during the 3-month 
follow-up period.

Condition 1: Basic
Veterans in the basic condition received access to the 

resources in the VERC but no other assistance. Specifi-
cally, veterans in this condition received neither the manu-
alized vocational program nor the interactive classes with 
staff. Staff were limited in the services and advice they 
could provide, only giving information about how to use 
the resources in the VERC.
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Condition 2: Self-Study
Veterans in the sel f-study condition received all  the 

resources available to condition 1, but also received the 
Manual. They were instruc ted to work on the Manual 
during the week be tween the first and second practice 
interviews. Staff were limited in the services and advice 
they could provide, only giving information about how to 
use the resources in the VERC.

Condition 3: Full Program
Veterans in the full program condition had access to 

all services provided by the study. In addition to access to 
the VERC and the Manual, vete rans received in-person, 
interactive employment-seeking classes following the 
strategies used in the  Manual. The classes took pla ce 
between the first and second practice interviews. The 
classes allowed for individualized support and personal-
ized examples to be developed and pra cticed in a wee k-
long standardized vocational reintegration class led by a 
VRC. The VRC g uided veterans through the sections of 
the Manual and helped tailor examples and information 
to meet the veterans’ needs. The class lasted 1 week and 
took approximately 20 hours to comple te. A sample 
schedule appears in Table 1.

Before conducting the vocational reintegration class, 
the VRC was trained in the use of the Manual, observed 
at least two classes run by the principal investigator, and 
conducted at least 1 week of classes while monitored for 
fidelity by the pri ncipal investigator. Once fidelity was 
obtained, the VRC began to provide classes to subjects.

The full program condition addressed the following 
areas:
  • Enhancement of interview skills through mock inter-

views and critiques.
  • Education on presentation of legal hist ory tailored to 

personal history.
  • Creation and editing of résumé and brief summary of 

skills.
  • Practice performing cold calls.
  • Assistance in developing answers for questions, open-

ing statements, and closing statements.
  • Education on employment saturation.
  • Feedback on strengths and weaknesses.
  • Advice on app ropriateness of employment goals and  

strategies.

Outcomes
The primary outcome measure for this study was the 

obtainment of “competitive employment” within 3 months 
of enrollment. Our definiti on of compet itive employment 
was consistent with the Depart ment of Labor’s: (1) a paid 
position that is open to an yone (not set aside for people 
with disabilities), (2) in a mainstream integrated set ting 
(i.e., working alongside those without disabilities), (3) pay-
ing at least minimum wage ($ 7.25 an hour in Texas at the 
time of this study), and (4) “owned” by the veteran—not 
sheltered or jobs guaranteed by employer to be filled from 
consumers of a particular me ntal health/service agency. 
Additionally, employment through a temporary agency or 
day labor service was not considered competitive employ-
ment. Though many definitions for “employed” exist, 
working 1 day o f competitive employment was used as a 
threshold for success because this evaluation focused on the 
obtainment of employment.

RESULTS

Due to the group assignment technique used, 15 vet-
erans were placed in the basic condition, 33 in the self-
study, and 21 in the full pr ogram. To assure conditions 

Table 1.
Sample schedule for groups in full program condition.

Day Activity
Monday Videotape first practice interview.

Orientation.
Job-related skills.
Transferable skills.
Adaptive skills.

Tuesday Opening and closing statements.
Brief summary.
Applications.
Interview dos and don’ts.
How to answer specific questions.

Wednesday How to answer specific questions.
How to answer general questions.
Résumé.
Completing applications.
Networking.
Cold calling.

Thursday Working on answering questions.
Friday Videotape second practice interview.

Review of videotape practice interview.
Job fairs.
Job banks.
Internet.
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were statistically similar, we compared the conditions for 
differences within demographic, legal, and mental health 
variables. Overall, no differences existed between groups 
in terms of racial/ethnic status, 2(8, n = 69) = 7.7; p > 
0.40; drug-related felonies, 2(2, n = 69) = 1.8, p > 0.35, 
or violent felonies 2(2, n = 69) = 2.6, p > 0.25; substance 
dependence, 2(2, n = 69) = 1.9, p > 0.35; comorbid sub-
stance and mental health-related diagnoses, 2(2, n = 69) = 
1.2, p > 0.50; marital status, 2(8, n = 69) = 7.3, p > 0.50; 
or types of work being sought, 2(10, n = 69) = 9.6, p > 
0.40. Groups were similar in age, F(2,66) = 0.13, p > 0.80; 
number of felony convictions, F(2,66) = 0.48, p > 0.60; 
number of non felony convictions, F(2,66) = 0.34, p > 
0.70; amount of time incarcerated in the past 10 years, F(2, 
66) = 0.12, p > 0.80; number of psychiatric hospitalizations, 
F(2,66) = 1.6, p > 0.20; and number of suicide attempts, 
F(2,68) = 1.6, p > 0.15. The combination of the above vari-
ables using multinomial logistic regression failed to find 

significance between groups, 2(46, n = 69) = 51.1, p > 
0.25. Table 2 provides breakdowns by condition.

Overall, results found that the full program was supe-
rior to other conditions. Pearson chi-squares were per-
formed to assess for dif ferences between conditions in 
the number of veterans who found employment. A sig-
nificant difference was found between conditions on the 
number of veterans fi nding competitive employment, 
2(2, n = 63) = 8.8, p < 0.05. An examination of the con-
ditions revealed that the full program (number hired = 5, 
23.8%) was superior to both the basic condition (number 
hired = 0, 0%), 2(1, n = 36) = 4.1, p < 0.05, and the self-
study condition (number hired = 1, 3%), 2(1, n = 54) = 
5.6, p < 0.05. No difference was found between the basic 
and self-study conditions, 2(1, n = 48) = 0.46, p > 0.40.

To further evaluate the rate  of hiring, we performed 
Kaplan-Meier survival analyses. Not unexpectedly, a signifi-
cant difference was found between conditions, 2(2, n = 69) = 
9.2, p < 0.01. What was revealing is that even in the most 

Table 2.
Descriptive information by vocational rehabilitation condition. No significant differences were found. Data shown as either mea n ± standard 
deviation or n (%).

Characteristic
Condition

Basic (n = 15) Self-Study (n = 33) Full Program (n = 21)
Demographics

Age 50.8 ± 6.6 50.1 ± 6.0 51.0 ± 5.80
Racial or Ethnic Minority 14 (93) 29 (88) 18 (86)
Marital Status: Unmarried/Separated 13 (87) 27 (82) 19 (90)
Homeless 4 (27) 17 (52) 7 (33)

Occupation
Clerical 1 (7) 1 (3) 1 (5)
Sales 1 (7) 2 (6) 0 (0)
Service Worker 3 (20) 8 (24) 1 (5)
Craftsman, Operative, Laborer 8 (53) 14 (42) 9 (83)
Military 1 (7) 2 (6) 0 (0)
Professional, Technical, Managerial 1 (7) 5 (15) 6 (29)

Crime
Violent 1 (7) 7 (21) 6 (29)
Drug-Related 9 (60) 14 (42) 8 (38)
No. of Felony Convictions 2.7 ± 1.7 2.9 ± 1.9 2.4 ± 1.8
No. of Nonfelony Convictions 7.3 ± 15.5 4.9 ± 4.0 5.7 ± 9.3
No. of Months Incarcerated in Past 10 Years 31.1 ± 39.1 34.0 ± 39.7 29.0 ± 36.2

Mental Health
Substance Dependent 13 (87) 28 (85) 15 (71)
Comorbid Substance and Mental Health 8 (53) 12 (36) 9 (43)
No. of Psychiatric Hospitalizations 1.7 ± 3.3 1.0 ± 2.0 0.42 ± 0.97
No. of Suicide Attempts 0.60 ± 0.98 0.20 ± 0.60 0.20 ± 0.62
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successful condition, the full program, none of the enrolled 
participants found employment within the first month of job 
search. The Figure graphs the survival plot.

To assess the association between the use of the 
VERC and outcomes, we evaluated t he number of visits 
to the VERC; visits due to group attendance or enro ll-
ment requirements were excluded. Numbers betwee n 
conditions were ge nerally similar, F(2,66) = 0.57, p > 
0.50. The mean numbe r of visits wa s as follows: basic 
condition = 3.4 (SD = 2.5; range = 1–9), self-study condi-
tion = 2.7 (SD = 3 .3; range = 1–16), and full program 
condition = 3.1 (SD = 2.9; range = 1–8). Though no dif-
ferences were found betwee n conditions, a significant 
difference was found between those who found employ-
ment and those who did not. Those who obtained employ-
ment used the VERC more than twice as often, 7.3 visits 
(SD = 5. 0) versus 2.7 (SD = 2.4); F(1,67) = 15.9 , p < 
0.001. Because this ef fect may have acco unted for the 
successes of the full progra m, we performed logistic 
regression forcing the number of visits into the model in 
the first step, followed by the experimental condition in 
the second step. Even after the  number of vis its was 
accounted for, the conditions remained a significant pre-
dictor of success, 2(2, n = 69) = 9.1, p < 0.01.

A number of historical and clinical variables were 
evaluated to determine their relationship to being hired. 
Overall, the following variables were found to be unrelated 
to finding employment: racial/ethnic status,  drug-related

felony convictions, vio lent felony convictions, substance 
dependence, comorbid substance and mental health-related 
diagnoses, marital status, types of work being sought, age, 
number of felony convictions, number of nonfelony convic-
tions, amount of time incarcerated in the past 10 years, num-
ber of psychiatric hospitalizations, and number o f suicide 
attempts.

DISCUSSION

The findings support the use of standardiz ed voca-
tional materials for ex-offenders in a group setting. The 
results found that those who participated in the group set-
ting with trained vocational staff using the manualiz ed 
program benefited more than those to w hom the group 
and staff were not available. Findings from the 3-month 
follow-up showed 23.8 percent of veterans with felonies 
and mental illness and/or substance dependence in the 
full program found competitive employment. This was in 
stark contrast to the basic condition (0%) and self-help 
condition (3.0%).

The findings also indicated that use of services such 
as the VERC was associated with employment success. 
As use of the VERC may have been a general index of 
effort, no causation can be determined. However, the 
encouragement of the  use of these types of res ources 
could be an area of future exploration. Additionally, an 
effect of the experimental conditions was found, even 
when we accounted for use.

Findings suggest that the self-study program as pre-
sented, even with materials targeting ex-offender popula-
tions, is inferior over a 3-month period to the group  
format in preparing ve terans for obtaining employment 
and no different from the basic services. This finding was 
surprising and unexpected. A fuller evaluation of the  
effectiveness of self-study resources over a longer period 
is in progress. The results al so did not demonstrate s ig-
nificant differences for varia bles traditionally predicting 
success in finding e mployment (e.g., violent felonies , 
time incarcerated, comorbid  mental health diagnoses). 
This finding is likely the result of the relatively homoge-
nous population.

A number of ca uses may explain the unexpected 
finding of the self-study cond ition. The veterans in the 
study possibly lacked the sk ills necessary to generalize 
the information learned and ap ply it to their situations. 
Additionally, even if veterans were able to change the ir 

Figure.
Time to find competitive employment over 3-month period.



284

JRRD, Volume 48, Number 3, 2011
responses based on what they learned in the Manua l, the 
lack of practice and feedback may have limited their 
confidence in what they learned, a factor that may have 
resulted in the techniques being abandoned or performed 
poorly.

The study had a number of limitations. The first and 
most important is the assignment to condition by week of 
enrollment. Though important to providing faster access 
to the services, this could have added error into the 
design. Specifically, though it was not publicly known 
which week would result in which condition, very moti -
vated veterans could have found out which weeks enroll-
ment into the full program would occur and waited until 
those weeks to enroll. As such, even though the samples 
were similar in demographi cs, substance dependence, 
mental health, legal histories, and housing, some aspects 
within the samples might not have been measured and 
thereby skewed the results.

A second limitation is the extent to which those in the 
self-study condition actually reviewed, completed, and 
integrated the information presented. It is possible that the 
veterans who received the Manual may not hav e effec-
tively used it; however, this could be a natural reaction of 
this population to receiving a self-help manual and likely 
has ecological validity. Also possible is that those who 
received the Manual may have received a false sense of 
confidence and then failed to practice the skills or to use 
other resources available to them within the VERC.

Finally, the issues related to substance use need to be 
evaluated in the future. This study sought to mirror as 
much as possible the realities of working with this popu -
lation, including no regular substance testing. As such, we 
were unable to determine the role substance use may have 
played in employment succ ess. However, substance use 
may have prevented the use of effective search strategies 
or reduced effort. The role of active substance use will be 
targeted in future studies.

A larger issue to be addressed in ongoing follow-up 
studies is employment maintenance and long-term follow-
up. The current definition of success, i.e., finding employ-
ment, is the critical first step to maintaining independence. 
However, future follow-up studies will need to use a 
broader multidefinitional view of employment, including 
days missed, time on job, an d changes in emp loyment. 
Additionally, the 3-month fo llow-up only assessed the 
rapid attainment of emp loyment and, as such, does not 
inform on employment retention. Follow-up for 1 year is 

planned to assess lo ng-term changes and to determine 
when, if ever, rates equalize.

The findings lead to severa l obvious future areas o f 
investigation. Because self-help models may be of limited 
benefit in short-term employment attainment, ways of pro -
viding group or individualized services to those who do not 
have easy access to a VAMC must be considered. These 
could include services in outpatie nt clinics, veteran centers, 
and community sites. Also, groups such as Alcoholics 
Anonymous, Cocaine Anonymous, or other patient-centered 
programs could be used as group sites. Ad ditionally, 
technology could be developed to provide assistance to vet-
erans in more remote areas or with limited resources. This 
could include the develo pment of Internet-based ways of  
engaging veterans while providi ng personalized assistance. 
Additionally, the use of Supported Employment for this 
population may be a promising d irection. Having demon-
strated strong efficacy with mental health patients, Sup-
ported Employment’s assistance in obtaining employmen t, 
working with veterans to maintain employment, and liaison-
ing with employers if employees are having difficulty could 
provide an excellent adjunct to traditional vocational pro -
grams for ex-offenders.

CONCLUSIONS

This study supports the us e of the “About Face” 
manual in a group setting where job-search requirements 
can be tailored to individual needs. We found limited evi-
dence over the relatively short follow-up period that vet-
erans with felonies a nd mental health and/or substa nce 
dependence have the ability to translate self-help infor -
mation into rapid s uccess in seeking employment. 
Though we hoped a self-help model of rehabilitation 
would provide a less expensive alternative to staf f-led 
assistance, the results did not support this. Instead, at 
least over the 3-month period, the self-help model wa s 
not effective in helping the veterans obtain employment.

The results did find support for structured standard-
ized groups focused on obtaining employment. Such ser-
vices may be vital to assisting this  difficult-to-employ 
population. This finding sh ould encourage service pro -
viders, case managers, and referral sources to see k or 
develop these opportunities for these veterans.
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