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To fully engage with this report, it is crucial to acknowledge the
historical and ongoing impacts of colonialism and systemic
discrimination on the experiences of individuals with a criminal
record in seeking and maintaining meaningful employment. This
is especially true for Indigenous and Black populations in Canada,
who continue to face disproportionately higher levels of policing,
incarceration, and biased treatment within the criminal justice
system. As a result, Black People and Indigenous Peoples are 3
and 5 times more likely, respectively, to be overrepresented in the
criminal justice system, amplifying existing structural barriers
rooted in systemic racism and colonialism.

In addition to these challenges, newcomers to Canada often face
significant barriers in the labour market. A common job
requirement for “Canadian work experience” unfairly
disadvantages newcomers, who may be overqualified for the
positions they seek. This requirement reinforces systemic biases
and contributes to their economic marginalization. By demanding
“Canadian work experience,” employers perpetuate exclusion,
reflecting a broader pattern of systemic discrimination. The
intersection of racial disparities and the presence of a criminal
record creates unique and compounded challenges in securing
employment.

Despite growing awareness of how racial identity shapes the
experiences of individuals with criminal records, this
acknowledgement has yet to be fully reflected in hiring practices.
Employment is a powerful tool for addressing and disrupting
existing inequities in our society. It is our hope that this
acknowledgement contextualizes the research found in our report
and serves as a reminder of our shared responsibility to engage in
open dialogue, challenge biases, and work collaboratively toward
dismantling the systems of oppression that result in persisting
inequities in our criminal justice system and labour market.

Systemic 
Acknowledgment
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The journey to meaningful employment for marginalized jobseekers involves more than providing
job opportunities – it can also require comprehensive, wraparound supports that address the unique
and overlapping systemic barriers experienced by these populations. Without this holistic approach,
many individuals are left to navigate complex systems on their own, without the necessary support
and resources needed for long-term success in the workplace.

In Canada, unemployment rates for historically marginalized groups consistently exceed the national
average (5.8%) (Statistics Canada, 2024a). As of 2023, unemployment rates for Black People (8.5%)
(Statistics Canada, 2024b) and Indigenous Peoples (9.1%) (Government of Ontario, 2024)
demonstrate significant inequalities. These groups also encounter additional barriers to
employment, including stigma, discrimination, language barriers, undervalued credentials (i.e.,
require “Canadian experience”), and an overrepresentation in low-wage industries (Block, Galabuzi &
Weiss, 2014; Guo, 2013).

For individuals with criminal records, these challenges are even more pronounced. A criminal record
compounds existing discrimination based on race, ethnicity, and/or immigration status, creating
significant obstacles to employment. As demonstrated in JHSO’s recent research report, Not in My
Workplace, many employers are deeply hesitant to hire individuals with criminal records, a bias that
disproportionately impacts those overrepresented in the criminal justice system (Cook et al., 2024).
Despite these challenges, various intervention programs have shown promising practices in
breaking down these barriers to employment. Pre-employment training programs that focus on job
searching strategies, workplace behaviours, and fostering a positive mindset have demonstrated
success (Zhong & Shetty, 2021). Skill-building initiatives designed to meet the demands of the
labour market, combined with community-based support services, can help systemically
marginalized individuals overcome employment challenges.

The Context
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To improve employment outcomes, programs should combine hard and soft skills training with
essential wraparound supports. Addressing structural barriers through advocacy and employer
education is equally important for long-term change. The ultimate goal extends beyond job
placement – it is about providing the comprehensive supports needed to maintain long-term
employment success.

JHSO designed the EMPower program to address employment challenges faced by justice-involved
individuals from diverse backgrounds, with a focus on supporting Black, Indigenous, and newcomer
populations. By focusing on skill development, cultural responsiveness, and holistic support, the
program aligned with best practices for improving employment outcomes among these groups. The
program’s inclusive and adaptable approach helped participants build the skills and confidence
necessary to succeed in the workplace, ultimately contributing to reducing employment barriers and
promoting economic inclusion.

JHSO’s Employment Resources

Police Record Hub
The Police Record Hub is a centralized resource providing free, evidence-
based information on police and criminal records in Ontario. The 
resources are helpful for supporting individuals with records, employers, 
the volunteer sector, and legal and HR professionals in navigating the 
complexities of criminal records.

Not in My Workplace: Addressing Workplace Exclusion
of Individuals with Criminal Records
In January 2024, JHSO published a report based on a survey of 400 hiring 
managers across Canada, aimed at understanding their views on hiring 
individuals with criminal records. The report highlighted the significant 
challenges these individuals face and presented six key recommendations 
for promoting a more inclusive employment environment. One key finding 
was that employers identified skill improvement and upgrading as one of 
the top factors that would make them more likely to consider hiring 
someone will a criminal record.

Fair Chances Coalition
JHSO recently spearheaded the founding of Canada’s first Fair Chances 
Coalition, a group of cross-sector employers and organizations committed 
to fairly assessing job candidates with criminal records. The Fair Chances 
Coalition website has a wealth of resources for employers on criminal 
record checks. JHSO is currently developing a toolkit for job developers to 
best support job seekers with criminal records to employment. 

NOT 
IN MY
WORKPLACE
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The EMPower program was an innovative pilot program aimed at
improving employment outcomes for individuals facing barriers to
employment. The program focused on helping individuals from
diverse backgrounds, including Black, Indigenous, and newcomer
populations, as well as those involved with or at-risk of
involvement with the criminal justice system. The program also
addressed other employment challenges such as mental health,
substance use, homelessness, disabilities, and childcare needs.
EMPower offered pre-employment training followed by supporting
participants in seeking relevant job opportunities within their
communities. 

Through funding that was received from Heritage Canada’s Anti
Racism Action Plan (ARAP), between April 2022 to March 2023,
the EMPower program was delivered by three John Howard
Society (JHS) local offices across Ontario: JHS London & District,
JHS Sarnia & Lambton, and JHS York Region. While each office
had dedicated staff and management to implement the EMPower
program, it was developed, coordinated, and evaluated by JHSO. 

This initiative was further supported by key academic partners,
including the University of Windsor’s Odette School of Business
faculty members, whose insights were instrumental in shaping the
program curriculum. This partnership helped to ensure that the
program was informed by extensive research and best practices.

This report will detail the program’s development, outcomes, the
key lessons learned, and best practices for future implementation.
The following sections outline the program’s lifecycle through five
distinct phases.

Program Description
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Phase        : Research1

Program Development & Implementation

Before developing any program materials, extensive research was conducted to identify
the best practices for addressing and supporting the employment needs of Black,
Indigenous, and newcomer individuals with criminal justice involvement. 

This research followed a three-phase approach:

Literature Review1.
Consultations with Employment Service Providers2.
Labour Market Scan3.

The insights from this research, along with the support of the University of Windsor’s
Odette School of Business, helped shape the program modules and curriculum, which
will be detailed in subsequent sections of the report.
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Phase        : Collaboration with Advisors2

To ensure the program was inclusive and culturally sensitive, JHSO worked closely with
advisors who had direct experience in providing employment services to individuals with
criminal justice involvement. These advisors, who also identified as Black and
Indigenous, played a key role in shaping the program in various ways:

Reviewing Program Materials: The advisors reviewed the proposed curriculum,
modules, and materials during the program’s development. This ensured that the
content accurately represented the lived experiences of justice-involved individuals
from diverse backgrounds and was relevant to their specific challenges and
strengths.

1.

Consulting on Module Development: As each program module was created, advisors
provided feedback. This helped shape the content to meet the unique needs of Black,
Indigenous, and newcomer participants with a history of justice involvement.

2.

Providing Staff Training: In addition to content development, the advisors delivered
specialized training to EMPower staff. The training focused on job development
strategies and best practices for supporting justice-involved individuals, and better-
equipping staff to deliver effective and sensitive client support.

3.

Page 7 of 21



Phase        : Program Development3

Based on Phase 1 research findings, the EMPower program was
developed as an eight-module pre-employment training series designed
to be delivered over 12 weeks. Participants were required to complete
all program modules to be recognized as having successfully finished
the program. Each module was designed to support the program’s end
goal, which was to seek and secure employment after completing the
training.  

Existing research demonstrates that the most effective employment
programs combine both soft and hard skills with wraparound supports
to improve employment outcomes (Zhong & Shetty, 2021). The
EMPower program integrated these components throughout its
curriculum.

The program’s delivery, as well as the information and materials
included in each module, were informed by consultations with
employment service providers who had experience working with those
with justice involvement. These discussions provided insights into what
aspects of programming are most effective and areas they felt could
be further enhanced. It was also recommended to begin with life skills
topics before progressing to employment-related content, aiming to
build stability and independence first. The modules addressed eight key
areas.
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Program Modules

Introduction

The first module introduced participants to
the program structure, what to expect, and
identified any potential barriers to
employment. Participants engaged in
activities designed to process their goals for
the program, even if they were uncertain
about specific career paths. These goal-
setting exercises aimed to help individuals
define what they hoped to achieve through
the program.

Additionally, at the beginning of each cohort,
participants established and signed a
collective ‘contract’ with ground rules to
foster mutual respect and build rapport.
This element was deemed essential in the
consultations, to create a supportive group
environment. 

Digital Literacy

The sixth module introduced practical
skills in email etiquette, form completion
(e.g., TD1 form), and the use of online
video platforms (e.g., Zoom, Teams).
Participants also learned to manage their
online presence, with a focus on social
media awareness and professionalism. 
 
Through consultations, it was
recommended that participants consider
their digital footprint, by reflecting on what
potential employers might find if they
conducted an online search. When
searching someone online, their previous
justice involvement may come up, and it
was identified that it is important that the
individual is prepared for this possibility,
and be aware of what to do, if this were to
happen.

Soft Skills

This second module focused on essential
skills for workplace integration, including
emotional regulation, conflict resolution,
and effective communication, which were
identified to be helpful for those with gaps
in their employment history or limited
employment experience. 

Career Exploration

The third module supported participants in
exploring their motivations and values,
career options, and developing job
searching skills. Participants created an
elevator pitch and started to consider
whether or not to disclose their record to a
potential employer.  

Cover Letters & Resume

The fourth module focused on building
skills to create cover letters and resumes
tailored to specific job applications.
Through the consultations, it was
encouraged that following this module,
program staff provide ongoing support in
identifying job opportunities and updating
application materials as needed. 

Interviews

The fifth module focused on
developing essential interview skills,
covering preparation steps for before,
during, and after interviews.
Participants developed effective
communication skills, including small
talk outside of interviews, and learning
strategies for interviewing with a
criminal record. Additionally,
participants had the chance to conduct
mock interviews, enhancing their
confidence and readiness for real-
world settings. 

Given the personal nature of disclosing
a criminal record, it was particularly
important to support individuals in their
decision of whether or not to disclose
their record. For those who decided to
disclose, the module provided
guidance on how to effectively
communicate their history to potential
employers.

In the Workplace
 
The seventh module covered essential
knowledge on employment rights and
standards, with a focus on racial and
cultural issues, equity diversity, and
inclusion (EDI) in the workplace, and
building financial literacy skills. 

It was identified that participants may
benefit from support in understanding their
rights and navigating workplace dynamics.
The goal of this module was to provide
participants with the tools to respond
calmly to stressful situations, setting clear
expectations for workplace conduct, and
empowering participants to know their
rights and advocate for themselves in the
workplace.

Workplace Wellness 

Finally, the eighth module introduced techniques for managing workplace stress and
advice for participants about when and how to seek further support if challenges
arise on the job. This module was highly requested.

This module focused on maintaining mental health, managing stress, and achieving a
healthy work-life balance. It included strategies for taking care of oneself, connecting
with their community, and building a support network. Topics covered time
management, self-esteem, and self-care practices, as well as resource and service
mapping for ongoing support following their involvement in the program. 

1 2

3 4

5

6

7

8

If you are interested in
learning more about the

program curriculum, we invite
you to reach out.
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Phase        : Pre-Employment Training4

The EMPower program offered a 12-week pre-employment training, with 8-weeks
dedicated training using the modules outlined in Phase 3 above. Before entering the
program, each participant was assessed for job readiness to ensure they were prepared
to engage fully and transition into the workforce. 

In addition to the modules, the program required participants to complete three
certifications, and the program fully covered the associated costs. One certification
focused on digital literacy, while the other two were selected by the participants based on
their career goals and professional development needs. Common certifications included
Smart Serve, WHMIS, Food Handlers, CPR, Driver’s License Test, Forklift License, and
Working at Heights.

Upon successful completion of the training, participants received a $500 honorarium to
assist with workplace preparation. This funding could be used for various needs,
including work clothing, specialized footwear, transportation, food expenses, or specific
computer software. 

The insights gained throughout the program’s development will be discussed in the
Lessons Learned section, where we reflect on the challenges and adaptations made
throughout the program duration. 
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Modular Structure with Built-in Flexibility

A key takeaway from the consultations was the necessity
for a modular structure to set participants up for success.
The program was designed so that participants could
complete the 8 modules independently, in any order. This
flexible design accommodates unexpected interruptions
(e.g., mental health crisis, housing instability, lack of
childcare, etc.), ensuring that those who miss a session
can continue the program without impeding their overall
progress. 

In practice, the pre-employment component of the
program spanned 12 weeks, with only 8 weeks dedicated
to training. The additional weeks provided participants
with dedicated time to catch up on missed modules
(which the staff would review with them one-on-one if
needed) or to apply for job opportunities and complete
any pending certifications. This structure allowed the
participants to remain engaged and supported in the
program while recognizing that life can present
challenges. 

Group Programming Paired with
Individualized Case Management: 

Program staff delivered the module
training in a group setting, while
scheduling weekly one-on-one
appointments with each client to
review program content (e.g.,
reviewing the clients resume) or to
provide wraparound support as
needed (e.g., assistance with
finding housing). 

This approach combines the
advantages of both group and
individual settings. Group sessions
offer peer learning and create a
supportive environment for clients
to share their experiences, while
individualized case management
ensures that each client receives
personalized support when
needed.

Hybrid Format for Accessibility

The program also utilized a hybrid
format of in-person and online
session to accommodate diverse
learning needs and reduce any
barriers to access such as
transportation and childcare, which
were identified as major barriers in
other employment programs.
Additionally, to enhance
accessibility, computers were
made available for participants
who needed them for virtual
sessions.

Consistent Scheduling

Consistent scheduling, ideally five
days a week, mimics workplace
routine, helping participants
develop essential skills for the
workplace, such as time
management. Those who were
consistently late or absent without
a valid reason were removed from
the program. 

Key Considerations for Program Structure

During consultations, employment providers
also explained how they deliver programming.
Based on their insights, the EMPower program
adopted the following structure:
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Phase        : Connecting to Employment5

Throughout the program, program staff provided ongoing support to participants in
securing employment within their industry of interest. This included identifying relevant
job opportunities, assisting with updating cover letters and resumes tailored to specific
job applications, and helping participants prepare for interviews.

Shifts in labour market trends during the program’s implementation also influenced how
the program was delivered. Many participants secured jobs before completing the pre-
employment training, using the job-seeking skills gained through the program. 
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Over a one-year period, the EMPower program was delivered to five distinct cohort groups. Designed
to support individuals facing barriers to employment, the program helped participants build the skills
and confidence needed to re-enter the workforce. Below is a summary of participant demographics,
barriers to employment, and key outcomes. 

Participant Demographics: A total of 100 individuals entered the program. 

61% 36% 3%

15%

24%

27%

68% 47% 40%

37% 37% 32%

Program Outcomes

Not all participants that joined the program
identified with one of the intended groups. As
well, some individuals identified with more than
one racial background (e.g., Black and
Indigenous).

Black

Indigenous

Newcomers

Men Women Non-Binary

Barriers to Employment

Criminal history Work history Transportation

Education Job search skills &
interview skills

Mental health &
addiction
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42%
It became clear that more individuals needed to join each
cohort, as many participants dropped-out for a variety of
reasons. In some cases, individuals decided to go back to
school, they left the program early because they found a job,
or the program was not the right fit for them.

Completed the pre-employment training

48%
There were more individuals who found employment than
those who completed the pre-employment training. This
happened because program participants were able to use
the skills they acquired through the program to secure
employment before the training concluded.

Found Employment

General Labour

Restuarant/Food Services

Cleaning Services

Retail

Manufacturing

Social Services

Employment
Sectors
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Throughout the delivery and evaluation of the EMPower program, we gained
insights that helped us modify the program and informed our
recommendations for future programming. Below are the key challenges
faced and lessons learned along the way:

Participant Enrollment – The program initially aimed to serve Black,
Indigenous and newcomer individuals with justice involvement or other
barriers to employment. However, it was challenging to recruit participants
strictly within these groups. Many individuals who identified as people of
colour but not as Black or newcomers expressed interest in joining. As a
result, recruitment criteria became more flexible, allowing a broader range of
participants to benefit, better reflecting the communities being served. 

Attrition – As expected, the program experienced significant attrition,
particularly during the first cohort. To address this, program staff began
recruiting more participants to account for dropouts. The program also
adopted a rolling intake, allowing participants to join after the cohort had
started, provided they had enough time to catch up. Many participants also
left the program early as they found employment before completing the
training. To mitigate this issue, participants and staff recommended
shortening the training duration. 

Recruiting Employers – As this was a pilot project and the first direct
employment program being delivered at these participating offices, staff
initially struggled to connect participants with employers. However, overtime,
building relationships with employers became easier. For future programs, it
is recommended that employer outreach start earlier and that a repository of
employers willing to hire individuals with criminal records is made. Including a
wage subsidy component would also facilitate employer recruitment. 

Challenges & Lessons
Learned
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Challenges & Lessons
Learned - cont’d

Employment Expectations – Originally, the program aimed to place
participants in jobs following training, but without wage subsidies or
established employer partnerships, this was not feasible. Instead, the
program evolved into a resource to support participants in finding their own
employment. From the outset, it was crucial to communicate to participants
that the program could not guarantee a job but would provide the tools and
support needed to find work independently. 

Advanced Training/Certificates – While participants could earn certifications
like Smart Serve and WHMIS through the program, budget and time
limitations prevented offering advanced certifications like carpentry or
welding, which could further improve employability. A major barrier identified
was the lack of support for obtaining a driver’s licence, which many employers
expect and is often required for employment. Participants frequently
requested driver’s training, as well as assistance with obtaining identification
(ID) or covering the costs of attending English language courses. Future
iterations should consider offering more advanced and practical certifications
to better meet participants' needs.

Individualized Programming – The diverse backgrounds and needs of the
participants accessing the program made it difficult to offer a one-size-fits-all
approach. Future iterations should focus on a more individualized approach,
tailoring the program to meet participants' specific needs. Additionally, not all
modules are equally relevant to every individual, so it may be beneficial and
more effective for participants to have the flexibility to select the modules
that align with their goals and areas of development.

Staffing Changes – The program experienced significant staffing turnover.
Unfortunately, the new staff that were hired did not receive the same level of
training as those originally hired due to budget limitations. Additionally,
running a 12-week training program while also providing ongoing support for
participants seeking employment proved to be a heavy workload for just one
staff member. Future iterations should allocate more staff to manage the
program effectively. Staffing changes are common among short-term
programming, and to retain quality staff and ensure consistent program
delivery, the program should seek sustainable and long-term funding.
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The following section identifies and highlights aspects of the program that have been successful
as outlined by EMPower program staff, program participants and the Evaluation Team at JHSO. 

Best Practices

1

2

3

4

5

Staff with Lived Experience – It was encouraged that the program staff that were hired
had lived experience, meaning they identified with one of the groups accessing the
program. Participants consistently noted that staff who shared similar experiences
provided meaningful, relatable support.
 
Staff Training – When seeking training opportunities for program staff, it was difficult to
find specific training geared to employment services and job development for those with
criminal justice involvement, as this population is often excluded from social services.
As a result, JHSO collaborated with advisors with experience delivering employment
services to this population to provide training to program staff. This training was
extremely informative for program staff, especially for those new to working with this
population.

Community of Practice Among Staff – Each of the offices running the EMPower
program were delivering employment services for the first time, with one program staff
member as the only employment staff at each of the three offices. To provide program
staff with a space to talk through any concerns regarding clients and the program, JHSO
coordinated and facilitated monthly meetings among the three EMPower staff and their
supervisors to share updates, discuss challenges, and support one another. This
fostered a strong working relationship, with staff continuing to support each other
outside scheduled meetings.

Respecting Clients’ Privacy with Employers – During the research phase, it became
clear that many clients did not want program staff to engage directly with their employer
due to the personal nature of disclosing a criminal record. Therefore, staff avoided
employer check-ins without client consent. Some clients preferred minimal involvement
from staff in their job application process, while others requested more hands-on
support, including advocacy and communication with employers on their behalf.

Prioritizing Groups that are Often Excluded – The EMPower program successfully
delivered programming to groups that are often excluded from social services. Many of
the individuals who had been involved with the justice system reported that they had
been out of the workforce for some time and the program was helpful in giving them
practical help in re-entering the job market. Additionally, many shared that the
certifications offered by EMPower were helpful in allowing them to get a job that met
their immediate needs.
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6

7

8

Empowerment & Confidence – A recurring theme throughout participant interviews was
that the EMPower program boosted their confidence and sense of empowerment for
their job search. The program’s support helped participants feel less isolated, especially
through group sessions with others in similar situations. The program provided many
participants with practical job-searching and resume-building skills that were useful to
many of the diverse participants in the program. Many participants also noted that the
job interview training was especially helpful in building skills and confidence and
alleviating some of the anxiety around interviews. In addition, many newcomers noted
that the program provided an opportunity to practice their English-speaking skills.

Sense of Agency – Often, those with criminal justice involvement and individuals of
certain racial identities (particularly newcomers) are limited to job opportunities in very
few industries. The EMPower program provided its participants with a sense of agency
to choose the field of work that they want to go into and provided them with the support
and encouragement to get them there.

Flexibility – The program was designed to accommodate personal challenges, allowing
participants to take breaks without falling behind. While participants had 12 weeks to
complete the program, there were only eight weeks of content, with each module
standing independently. This structure allowed participants to return to the program at
their own pace without feeling pressured to complete modules in a specific order.

JHSO E-Learning Courses

Unlocking Opportunities: Supporting
Justice-Involved Job Seekers

This course takes users through various
introductory components of helping
individuals with criminal records find
meaningful employment. It provides an
introduction on the justice system and
justice system involvement, explains the
different types of criminal records,
different types of charges, what they can
mean, and how they can appear on a
criminal record check.
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The EMPower program provided meaningful support to individuals facing multiple barriers to
employment, offering them the tools, skills and confidence needed to navigate the workforce.
Through its flexible and inclusive design, the program helped many participants develop the skills
and confidence needed to enter the workforce successfully. The lessons learned from this pilot
program can inform future initiatives to break down employment barriers and promote economic
inclusion. 

Conclusion
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Effective.
Just.
Humane.

If you have any questions about this program,
please reach out to: info@johnhoward.on.ca

http://johnhoward.on.ca/
mailto:info@johnhoward.on.ca



