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Offender employment has played a pivotal role in 
correctional programming since the introduction of 

prisons. While offender employment originally served 
as a punitive mechanism, it is now recognized as 
a potential means of rehabilitation and community 
reintegration.2 Research indicates that offenders with 
a history of unstable employment are at an elevated 
risk for re-offending compared to offenders with a 
history of stable employment.3 Employment constitutes 
a major need area among incarcerated Canadian 
federal offenders. Approximately 75% of offenders 
are identified as having employment needs upon 
admission.4 As a result, addressing the employment 
needs of offenders is an integral component in assisting 
offenders with their reintegration efforts. 

Employability skills 

The prevalence of offender employment needs and 
the link between unstable employment history 

and re-offending show the importance of providing 
offenders with employment-specific programs. 
Research demonstrates that employment programs 
for offenders are successful in reducing negative 
offender behaviour during incarceration, reducing 
post-release recidivism, and increasing employment 
opportunities in the community.5 Traditionally, 
employment programs in prisons focused on 
teaching offenders trade-specific skills. In recent 
years, the focus has shifted to helping offenders 
develop or improve general employability skills 
that can be applied to diverse job and work 
situations.6 Teaching offenders these skills increases 
the probability that they will successfully procure 
and retain employment upon release into 
the community. 

Employability skills refer to a set of proficiencies, 
attitudes and abilities considered by employers 
when examining potential job candidates. These 
skills include communication, problem solving, 
managing information, using numbers, working 
with others, leadership abilities, adaptability, 
demonstrating positive attitudes and behaviours, 
being responsible, participating in projects and 
tasks and working safely. National surveys with 
employers of all types have identified these skills 
as relevant to any work situation. Companies of 

all sizes and types emphasize the importance of 
possessing these generic proficiencies as they 
represent a set of skills and a level of flexibility 
that are necessary in today’s diverse and constantly 
evolving market place.7 Furthermore, survey 
results indicate that generic employability skills 
are typically valued above job-specific skills.8 

In response to these findings, the Correctional 
Service Canada (CSC) established the National 
Employability Skills Program (NESP) to help 
offenders acquire or improve their level of 
generic employability skills. 

Program characteristics 

Under the auspice of Corcan, the NESP was created 
by the Conference Board of Canada to assist 
offenders with developing their generic employability 
skills in accordance with the Employability Skills 
20009 and accepted community standards. In the 
program, major emphasis is placed on the areas 
of communication, problem solving, managing 
information, developing positive attitudes and 
behaviours, workplace adaptability, and working 
with others. The NESP is delivered to incarcerated 
male federal offenders in a group format composed 
of approximately ten offenders. The program is 
divided into 15 sessions of 2 to 2.5 hours for a total 
duration of 30 to 37.5 hours. Typically, the program 
is delivered 3 to 4 times per week. As part of the 
program, over 100 exercises are completed during 
group sessions or as homework assignments. 
These exercises are intended to help reshape 
offender’s attitudes towards themselves, others, 
and the workplace, as well as improve related 
interpersonal skills and behaviours. 

Offenders’ work placement supervisors have an 
integral role in the program. They provide feedback 
to participants concerning their current level of 
functioning with regards to employability skills 
and they suggest areas where improvement may 
be needed. Furthermore, the supervisors provide 
an independent assessment and corroboration of 
the offenders self-ratings of their employability 
skills. As a result, it is necessary for the offender 
to be employed prior to and for the whole 
duration of the program. 
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Methodology 

The 2004 NESP demonstration project included 
29 male offenders from four institutions across 
Canada. Of the 29 offenders who began the program, 
24 successfully completed all 15 sessions. Offenders 
were selected for the program on the basis of grade 9 
functioning in English and mathematics, eligibility 
for release within 5 years, and a need in the area of 
employment. The majority of NESP participants 
were rated as high (54%) criminal risk and high 
(75%) criminogenic needs at intake. Seventy-five 
percent of the participants were identified as 
having some or considerable difficulty with respect 
to the employment need domain, while a minority 
(25%) were rated as having no current difficulty. 
Specifically, 19 participants did not have a specific 
employment skill, trade or profession, 17 were 
unemployed at the time of arrest, and 18 had 
an unstable work history. 

Each participant was interviewed by the program 
facilitator to explain the purpose of the NESP and 
to increase motivation and interest in the program. 
Once the offender accepted to participate, the 
Program Interview Assessment was completed. The 
Program Interview Assessment is a semi-structured 
interview completed by the program facilitator. It 
assesses offenders’ understanding of employment 
planning, knowledge, skills and preparation. Each 
question is rated on a 3-point scale ranging from 
“poor” to “good” based on the level of detail and 
relevance of the offender’s responses. Higher scores 
are indicative of a greater understanding of issues 
related to post-release employment. The interview 
was conducted prior to the start of the program to 
establish the offender’s level of employment-related 
knowledge and preparation. Following program 
completion, the interview was re-administered to 
each participant to evaluate gains. 

To measure the level of gains in employability skills, 
program participants and work supervisors 
completed the Employability Skills Evaluator. This 
instrument was specifically designed for the NESP to 
provide an assessment of the eleven essential generic 
employability skills described earlier. There are 
2 versions of this instrument. One version is a 
self-report completed by program participants at the 
beginning, mid-point, and end of the program. The 
participant is asked to provide a description for each 
of the 11 skills and then to rate their competence on 
that skill ranging from “need to improve” to “really 
good”. The other version is completed by work 
supervisors at the mid-point of the program. The 
eleven skills are rated by the supervisors on six 
common dimensions: awareness; understanding; 
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comfort level; personal commitment; consistency of 
application; and leadership. The instrument is scored 
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “novice” to 
“distinguished”. Higher scores are indicative of 
advanced skill levels. 

Results 

Results from the Program Interview Assessment 
revealed significant increases from pre to post 
program for three of the four employment areas. 
Offenders demonstrated gains on their understanding 
of the importance of planning for post-release 
employment, resolving problems with employers 
and colleagues, and developing necessary skills 
to keep or advance in current employment. 

With regards to gains on employability skills, there 
was a significant increase from pre to post program 
on 3 of the 11 subcomponents of the participant 
rated Employability Skills Evaluator. Specifically, 
offenders showed significant improvement on 
communication, management of information, 
and the demonstration of positive work-related 
attitudes and behaviours. Results on the remaining 
8 subcomponents showed an increase in the 
expected direction but did not reach statistical 
significance. This lack of significance was most 
likely due to the small sample size. 

Further analyses were conducted to examine the 
level of correspondence between the offenders’ 
self-ratings and their work supervisors’ ratings of 
their employability skills. The results indicated an 
overall significant positive correlation between the 
participants’ total scores on their final employability 
skills self-evaluation and the total scores on 
their work supervisors’ ratings. In other words, 
towards the end of the program, the offenders’ 
self-perceptions of their own employability skills 
were in agreement with the independent ratings 
provided by their work supervisors. 

Discussion 

The results from this preliminary investigation 
into the effectiveness of the NESP indicate that the 
program was successful in helping participants 
improve their employability skills. Participants 
demonstrated positive increases in the areas of 
post-release employment planning, resolving 
problems with employers and colleagues, and 
understanding of the skills they need to keep or 
advance in their current employment. In addition, 
participants showed gains on all the eleven essential 
generic employability skills that were determined 
by employers as necessary to succeed in today’s 
work place. 
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An important preliminary result is the independent 
corroboration by work supervisors of the offenders’ 
level of employability skills. There was an increasing 
level of correspondence from program start to 
finish between work supervisors assessments and 
offenders self-assessment of employability skills. 
This result indicates that in addition to actual 
improvement in their skills, offenders also became 
more accurate in their self-evaluations of their 
employability skills. This preliminary finding 
indicates that offenders became more realistic in 
their self-assessment of employment abilities and 
expectations and consequently better prepared 
for their future employment. 
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Conclusion 

While preliminary, this investigation showed that 
the NESP achieved its intended results. Future 
research is required to ascertain whether these 
improvements in generic employability skills, 
attitudes and behaviours will be maintained over 
time. As well, additional research is still required to 
determine the ultimate effect of the program on the 
ability of offenders to secure and retain employment 
upon their return to the community. At this time, 
however, the positive results of this preliminary 
investigation into CSC’s National Employability Skills 
program indicate that it is a valuable intervention to 
help offenders improve their ability to successfully 
reintegrate into the community. ■ 
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Can’t find your favourite issue of FORUM on Corrections 
Research to re-read it for the thousandth time? You can access 
every issue of FORUM on the Internet. To do so, visit the 
Correctional Service of Canada website at 

http://www.csc-scc.gc.ca 

The website will allow you to download individual articles or entire 
issues, or even add your name to our mailing list. 
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What’s new 
Research Reports 

R-154 2004	 A Profile and Examination of Gang Affiliation within 
the Federally Sentenced Offender Population 

R-153 2004	 The Tupiq Program for Inuit Sexual Offenders: 
A Preliminary Investigation 

R-152 2004	 Altering Antisocial Attitudes among Federal Male Offenders 
on Release: A Preliminary Analysis of the Counter-Point 
Community Program 

R-150 2004	 A Review of the Emotional Intelligence Literature and 
Implications for Corrections 

R-149 2004	 Use of Random Urinalysis to Deter Drug Use in Prison: 
A Review of the Issues 

R-148 2004	 Manitoba: An Examination of the Program Needs of 
Métis Offenders in Federal Correctional Facilities 

R-147 2004	 Citizens’ Advisory Committees in Canada 

R-146 2004	 Correctional Officer Recruits and the Prison Environment: 
A Research Framework 

R-145 2004	 Preliminary Evaluation of Dialectical Behavior Therapy 
within a Women’s Structured Living Environment 

R-144 2004	 A Profile of Visible Minority Offenders in the Federal 
Canadian Correctional System 

R-143 2004	 Hostage-Taking Incidents Involving Women Inmates: 
A Profile and Exploratory Investigation 

R-142 2004	 The Needs of Inuit Offenders in Federal Correctional 
Facilities 

Special projects 

The Safe Return of Offenders to the Community — 2004 
Compendium 2000 on Effective Correctional Programming 

You can also access Research publications on the Internet via the Correctional 
Service of Canada website at www.csc-scc.gc.ca 
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