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ABSTRACT  

 
It is believed that employment could reduce recidivism among ex-offenders. Most of them tend to relapse if they are unable to 
find a steady and worthwhile employment. Detention creates a set of experiences for individuals as they often lose their jobs and 
discouraged from obtaining employment upon their release. There are two main barriers they face in labour market which are 
the supply and demand. The supply side refers to the characteristics, attitudes, skills, and experience of the ex-offenders. 
Meanwhile, the demand side concerns with employers’ attitudes and the economic climate, as well as government policy in 
supporting the employment of ex-offenders. This paper discusses in detail the difficulties of ex-offenders in securing employment 
and barriers to employment as well as recommendations to overcome the employment issues. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Imprisoned offenders have been frequently portrayed as poor, uneducated, unemployed (before and after release from prison), 
and commonly re-incarcerated (after release from prison). There are many different possible contributing factors that might 
explain why released offenders could not successfully re-enter the community. A consistent finding is that uneducated and 
unemployed offenders were likely to become recidivist offenders (Blomberg, Bales, and Piquero, 2012).  
 
Previous studies revealed that post-release recidivism rates were different among different types of criminal offenders. For 
example, results of reentry studies (Hughes & Wilson, 2004) revealed that the recidivism rate was 61.7 percent for violent 
offenders, 73.8 percent for property offenders, 66.7 percent for drug offenders, and 62.2 percent for public-order offenders. 
Roman, Townsend, and Bhati (2003) found the recidivism rate for drug offenders within 1 year after release was 16.4 percent, 
but the recidivism rate was accelerated to 27.5 percent within 2 years after release. 
 
The most plausible reasons to clarify the relatively high recidivism rate among released offenders were centered on the 
offenders’ lack of vocational job skills, lack of interpersonal skills, as well as criminal history (Vacca, 2004). A consistent 
finding from previous studies showed that ex-offenders were probably to be unemployed after release from prison due to their 
insufficient job skills and low educational background. Previous studies’ results showed that “unemployed” offenders were likely 
to be re-incarcerated after release from prison or rehabilitation centres. Furthermore, La Vigne, et al. (2008) identified that the 
post-release employment was the most important indicator of recidivism and the success of an offender’s reentry into the 
community.  
 
Nevertheless, released offenders normally encountered numerous challenges, for instance, criminal background check while 
seeking for a job upon release from prison (Travis 2005). Moreover, previous researchers (Rossman and Roman 2003; Vacca 
2004) also indicated that released offenders could not find a suitable job because of their deficiency in education, work 
experience, and job-related skill. 
 
EMPLOYMENT REDUCES RECIDIVISM 
Many researchers agree that employment could reduce recidivism (Berg &Huebner, 2011; Lo, 2014; Kethineni & Falcone, 2007; 
Nally et al., 2016; Brown, 2011). The failure to find permanent, worthwhile employment and failure to stabilize economic 
resources are the key contributors to recidivism among the ex-offenders. There are almost two-thirds of the ex-offenders return to 
prison within three years from their release. The ex-offenders face formidable barriers to employment, including legal limitations 
and their lack of skills, education, and training. In addition to these real barriers and the stigma associated with having a criminal 
record, the ex-offenders’ prospect of securing employment is further complicated by the high national unemployment rate which 
is the sign of a current economic downturn (Brown, 2011).  
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Obtaining employment is one of the factors that influence offenders’ possibility to desist from criminal activity upon release 
(National Research Council, 2007). Most criminological research indicates a strong converse relationship between employment 
and crime, suggesting that ex-prisoners who obtain employment are at significantly reduced risk for re-offending (Laub & 
Sampson, 2003). In fact, a recent study found full-time employment to be the second strongest discriminator between recidivists 
and non-recidivists (Benda, Harm, & Toombs, 2005). Furthermore, Uggen (2000) found that prisoners, particularly those 26 
years of age and older, who join in work release programs upon release from prison are better able to abstain from crime, 
suggesting that work seems to be a positive move in the life-course for ex-prisoners. 
 
This study found that obtaining full-time employment was associated with increased time until re-offense (Benda, Harm, & 
Toombs, 2005). Further analysis on the effect of employment on time to reincarceration is important as delayed recidivism may 
be a more sensitive measure of offenders’ behavioral change process. Thus, obtaining employment upon release from prison may 
be helpful in positively affecting the process of withdrawing from criminal activity. Past study indicated that offenders’ 
employment upon release from prison helps to extend their time crime-free in the community. This study considered desistance 
as a behavioral change process which  reduced offending and increased lengths of non-offending periods (National Research 
Council, 2007).  
 
Nonetheless, Ramakers et al. (2017) reported unexpected finding regarding the recidivism risks in the Netherlands. They found 
that the mere presence or absence of a job did not reduce ex-offenders recidivism risks after confounding factors were controlled 
for. Nevertheless, recidivism risks are related to certain types of jobs and occupation level. They reported that ex-offenders who 
work at higher positions, such as manager, real estate agent were less likely to recidivate within half of the year. This is 
discussed based on economic theories that a pleasant job will make it easier to satisfy the needs and desires through legitimate 
means. Thus, the risk of losing such a job could refrain offenders to commit crimes. 
 
DIFFICULTIES IN SECURING EMPLOYMENT 
Employment is believed to have a significant effect in reducing recidivism. Nonetheless, the ex-offenders generally experience 
difficulties in securing a job after serving their sentence. Research consistently reports that ex-offenders face numerous and 
complex adversities in getting a job (Lo, 2014). In the United Kingdom, there were two-thirds of the ex-offenders who lost their 
jobs due to their crime conviction (Stewart, 2008). Meanwhile, in Minnesota, 75 percent of ex-offenders were reported being 
unemployed for at least one year after their release (Hulsey, 2012). With long prison sentences, prisoners often lose their 
opportunity to gain work experience and networks to potential employers are detached. 
 
Lichtenberger (2006) mentioned that five core industries ex-offenders be employed in Virginia are construction, manufacturing, 
accommodation and food services, retail trade, and administrative and support services. Nevertheless, the construction industry 
has the highest relative industrial core among other industries. It is shown that this sector offers the most job stability for the 
greatest number of ex-offenders. The second highest relative industrial is manufacturing industry, whereas the employment in the 
accommodation and food services; and administrative and support services industries remains the third highest.  
 
Nally et al. (2014) in their study also found that ex-offenders were mostly hired in low wage and labour-intensive industries, 
such as accommodations and food services, manufacturing, construction, and retail trade sector. They also have the potential to 
be employed in blue collar jobs (Holzer et al., 2003). On top of that, the ex-offenders are underrepresented in industries, such as 
information, finance and insurance, professional, scientific, and technical services, education services, healthcare, and public 
administration. Besides that, a limited number of them are also employed in semi-skilled industries, such as mining, utilities, and 
agriculture (Lichtenberger, 2006). 
 
Despite securing employment is crucial in relapse prevention, other mechanisms are also found to be important, such as 
therapeutic counselling, religiosity or faith, continued skill enhancement, and rebuilding community connections (Johnson, 
2013). 
 
BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT 
The difficulties experienced by the ex-offenders during incarceration are: (1) being unable to secure employment; (2) getting 
fired from a job; (3) maintaining contact with friends; (4) ignoring old friends and networks; (5) reopening communication with 
the loved ones; (6) identifying relapse triggers;  and (7) the role of spirituality in their lives (Tiburcio, 2008). Employment is the 
most salient barrier the ex-offenders experienced.  
 
The ex-offenders who are seeking employment, face two kinds of barriers in labour market, namely supply and demand (Holzer 
et al., 2003). The supply side refers to the characteristics, attitudes, skills, and experience of ex-offenders in seeking employment. 
For instance, the factors affecting the employability are limited education and cognitive skills, limited work experience, 
transportation difficulties, insufficient job connections, substance abuse and other physical or mental health problems (such as 
HIV, AIDS, Hepatitis C), emotional disorders or depression and past sexual abuse, and labor market discrimination among 
minorities (Holzer et al., 2003). 
 
Meanwhile, the demand side concerns about the employers’ attitudes, the economic climate, and government policy in 
supporting the employment of ex-offenders. In many states, the employers can be held liable for the criminal actions of their 
employees under the theory of negligent hiring (Holzer et al., 2003; Raphael, 2007). Hence, employers are mostly reluctant to 
hire those with criminal records as they are required to check the past criminal activity before making a decision. A criminal 
background check is nevertheless, a pre-employment investigation that has become more convenient for employers to carry out 
due to the technological changes. Personal information is increasingly available over the Internet and some of this information 
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can be used during the hiring process. Once the criminal history records become available on the Internet, labour market 
becomes worse for the ex-offenders (Finlay, 2008). Same situation happens in Malaysia. Fauziah et al. (2011a) showed that 
many employers are still averse in hiring ex-drug addicts as employees despite they have qualifications and skills.  
 
Furthermore, the stigma of incarceration is another barrier that ex-offenders have experienced (Holzer et al., 2003). When people 
are incarcerated, they often lose their jobs. Upon their release, they encounter difficulty to find employment due to the criminal 
conviction and civil disenfranchisement (Kurlychek & Kempinen, 2006). Limited opportunities for people with marks on their 
criminal records are exacerbated by social stigma, which views ex-offenders as those with character flaws (Bushway, 2004). 
Similarly, Shivy et al. (2007) reported akin concerns regarding the stigma associated with a felony conviction in their qualitative 
examination on the workforce re-entry experiences of 15 nonviolent offenders. The participants in their study expressed concern 
about the implications of disclosing their conviction on a job application and the stigma of the loss of privilege due to a felony 
conviction. In the study, they found 11 domains that ex-offenders concern about, including substance abuse issues, lack of 
adequate education, navigating the system, stigma associated with ex-offender status, and social networks. 
 
A case study conducted by Johnson (2013) on an African American ex-offender living in New York showed that environmental 
barriers would affect the ex-offenders in job search.  It is then resulted in homelessness and possible relapse (alcohol). On the 
other hand, positive relationships with the community would make the offenders to feel "human" again and no longer labelled as 
"ex-con" (Johnson, 2013). The role of social networks is particularly important to ex-offenders in terms of potential support and 
networking (Shivy et al., 2007). For instance, Berg and Huebner (2011) conducted research based on administrative data and 
found that offenders with a good quality connexion to relatives are more likely to be employed during the follow-up period.  
 
The social support the ex-offenders received from the family members will ultimately motivate them. Thus, they are able to 
immerse themselves into more conventional life domains. Similarly, the ex-offenders who are married and have a strong 
attachment to their children are employed shortly after their release. This implies that marriage and attachment to children can be 
the indicators of commitment to a prosocial lifestyle. Thus, the family obligations could serve as an informal social control on 
deviant behaviour and indirectly leads the ex-offenders to better employment outcomes (Visher, Debus-Sherrill, & Yahner, 
2011) 
 
Apart from the employment barriers, the ex-offenders also experience another degree of stress. Some of them who have childcare 
responsibilities may feel immediate and significant stress. Nonetheless, many female offenders have their children returned to 
them immediately upon release before they successfully secure housing or employment (Shivy et al., 2007).  
 
EMPLOYMENT SERVICES FOR EX-OFFENDERS 
In Hong Kong, there are four employment services provided by the Society of Rehabilitation and Crime Prevention (SRACP), 
including pre-vocational training, job matching, social enterprise, and entrepreneurship guidance. These services aim to enhance 
the competitive capacity of ex-offenders in the labour market, to find the job that meets employer's requirements, to increase ex-
offenders initiative income, and to support them in starting their own small businesses (Lo, 2014). These initiatives could assist 
the ex-offenders in obtaining employment and ensuring them to have a purpose in life. 
 
Moreover, having steady and rewarding employment could reduce the relapse among ex-offenders. For example, Tiburcio (2008) 
examined 25 former heroin users (15 males and 10 males), mostly Latino and African New York City ex-offenders, who have 
remained abstinence from heroin use for a period of five years and above. Most of the participants in this study  maintained 
active employment and were leading productive lives. Many of them attributed their successes to training and re-entry programs 
they received in the system. 
          
Based on Fauziah et al. (2010) study, the ex-addicts in Malaysia should be provided with the opportunity to get an employment 
since recent findings found that the majority of addicts are reported to have high percentage of motivation and initiatives in 
taking steps towards positive changes. Results also showed significant differences between genders in making positive changes 
to overcome their addiction. These findings indicated that men rehabilitees were more ready to make positive changes than 
women.  
  
Malaysia could reduce its dependency on foreign workers if companies are willing to hire former prisoners. The ex-offenders 
should be provided a second chance after serving their jail term and be accepted if the society intended to prevent them 
committing crimes again. The economic sectors which the ex-offenders could be employed are plantation, manufacturing, retail 
and services (The Star Online, 2017). Thus, the employment services are required to be developed comprehensively to assist the 
ex-offenders being employed and getting back to normal life after being released from prison or rehabilitation centers. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Employment issues among ex-offenders need to be considered seriously. In Malaysia, this effort should be deliberated due to the 
fact that majority of ex-offenders are unable to find a job after release. Employers need to give a second chance to ex-offenders 
after their release and accept them as a team to avoid them from relapse. If properly selected, these ex-offenders will prove to be 
just as reliable as recruits who come from elsewhere. On the other hand, the government needs to provide effective and 
comprehensive employment training and programs to ensure that ex-offenders are well-equipped with necessary skills and 
knowledge to uplift their productivity. Even though they will be potentially employed in low wage economic sectors such as 
construction, plantation, manufacturing, retail trade, and food services, these jobs could support them to earn their living and 
remain abstinence from abusing drugs or commiting crime. Besides that, society including family and peers also need to play 
their role in combating this issue. They need to give social and moral support to the ex-offenders to restore ex-offenders’ self-
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esteem and sense of belongings. The support they received from people eventually could be a motivating force and bounce 
positive impact to their employment and employability. 
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