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Introduction
To many, employment is considered a key component in life which provides a financial income and a source of economic independence, which is often a place that we spend a large proportion of our time. Employment has also been linked to a number of positive outcomes to include forming connections with others, establishing daily structure, personal development, and the opportunity to contribute to society. (Kremer et al, 2021). A demographic that evidently experience difficulties when attempting to secure or even sustain employment is individuals who possess criminal convictions, also referred to as offenders. The purpose of this study is to explore and identify the barriers that the male offending population in England and Wales encounter when seeking employment, highlighting the importance of securing such legitimate opportunities that can ultimately assist with supporting rehabilitation, reducing reoffending rates and promoting positive outcomes overall. 
Existing evidence suggests that employment can support with rehabilitation and reform, yet the challenges surrounding achieving such opportunities are apparent upon initial research into this problem and it is worth acknowledging that employment alone will not solve re-offending rates. Novus (2023), report that 45,000 ex-offenders in England and Wales will return to society following completion of their sentence, with around 17% of them not securing legitimate employment and within 2 years, around 23%-31% will reoffend. Prison Reform Trust (2023), conclude that the figures around not securing employment following completion of their sentence are low however, they represent a rise in comparison with two years ago, which could possibly be an indication that ex-offenders are experiencing a number of difficulties in finding work and this supports the cause to explore potential barriers further. Prison Reform Trust (2023) acknowledge that to support with offenders securing employment and improve rates of reoffending, a thorough investigation of the challenges that offenders encounter will be of high importance to aid with reducing these barriers, which this paper will set out to achieve.

Literature review 
It would be naïve to think that employment alone can rehabilitate offenders and prevent them from committing further crimes however, there appears to be significant evidence to suggest that such factor will assist in the journey of reform and desistence. Employability has been prevalent amongst government policies and included in the criminal justice systems working practices in an attempt to reducing reoffending, utilising Offender Assessment Systems (OASys) and assessing criminogenic needs, which employability constitutes one of the eight factors. Furthermore, key findings established that 70% of offenders serving a custodial sentence of 12 months or less and 78% of individuals being recalled had employability needs, these figures indicating that employment ranks one of the highest out of the other 7 identified criminogenic factors. (Ministry of Justice, 2018). With various initiatives and programmes implemented over the years, it Is evident that there are still barriers that offenders encounter to securing employment, which examining these at length will potentially support with mitigating these challenges with the aim of enhancing the propensity of the desistence from further criminal activity. 
The following section will address just some of the barriers that offenders encounter when attempting to secure employment, referencing existing literature undertaken by reliable and credible sources to support with justification and rational of the proposed research. Furthermore, the proposal will undertake a comprehensive examination of the identified barriers, rather than focus on just one, which will then support with implementing initiative to support with desistence from further criminal activity. The Rehabilitation of Offenders Act is legislation that was created in 1974 with the aim of supporting offenders’ rehabilitation through employment. The Act attempts to enhance offenders’ employment opportunities through all cautions and most convictions becoming ‘spent’ following a specified period of time which varies according to the judgement of the court or sentence passed. (Ministry of Justice, 2023). According to Mears (2008), the Act does present with floors, firstly citing ‘a complicated piece of legislation that ex-offenders would have difficulty understanding.’ This identified challenge alone would present as a barrier to offenders seeking employment, especially those who have difficulty with reading and writing and not receiving the relevant support to assist further with understanding The Rehabilitation of Offenders Act. The Rehabilitation of Offenders Act (1974) will be examined further in the dissertation given that the legislative framework was created with the intention of supporting offenders improve their chances of gaining opportunities, which will ultimately assist in the journey of desistence of crime. Existing literature suggests that the Act itself presents with challenges which will likely hinder offenders in their journey of seeking employment, therefore an examination into this legislative framework will support in establishing the barriers that offenders encounter and how best to mitigate these.  
The general public’s views and accounts of offenders are typically characterised by narratives of disregard and unsympathetic towards the circumstances. These views are somewhat supported by Cherney and Fitzgerald (2016), who acknowledge that offenders encounter challenges in their path to reintegration, which includes stigma due to their criminal conviction, which generates a scepticism around trustworthiness and the potential of further criminality. Furthermore, Holloway and Wiener (2020) report on the findings of one of the first criminal applicant studies to be conducted that set out to understand the effect that a “deviant label” had on employment opportunities. Moreover, there is an evident stigma around offenders securing work and often a disregard by the wider public of those who commit crime being unworthy of bettering themselves following their unlawful actions. A misconception amongst many employers may be that recruiting offenders will generate a number of concerns and challenges, with little consideration of the benefits and value that employing offenders could bring to their company. It goes without saying that risk around certain offences and restrictions that may be imposed following a conviction will need to be considered by employers, which in itself highlights the challenges that those with convictions face when seeking work. Reed (2024), one of the UK’s leading career and jobs site identify that employment numbers of ex-offenders is low in the UK and reoffending rates being lower for those who secure work. Reed (2024) highlights a number of reasons for employers to consider employing offenders, to include support with recruiting for roles that are difficult to fill and attempt to resolve staff shortages, a possible reduction in recruitment costs and increasing employee diversity and inclusion. 
Convictions alone, particularly those of a violent or sexual nature, will pose as a challenge to obtaining work, which this study will aim to explore and identify the extensive barriers that adult offenders in England and Wales encounter when seeking employment. The paper will set out to assess existing research and data that verify the number of offenders that enter employment, which supports with successful reintegration and re-form. It is also worth highlighting that such topic is of interest for many reasons, firstly as the principal researcher has experience of working in the criminal justice system and employability, supporting offenders to improve their chances of securing employment and is keen to examine further the possible barriers that offenders often face when securing employment to support with rehabilitation. 


Aims and objectives 
Aims
The overall aim of the research activity is to explore, identify and examine barriers that offenders encounter when seeking employment and assess how these challenges impact the journey to rehabilitation and reform, to then consider ways in which to mitigate these barriers. 
Objectives 
To assess the likelihood of offenders, considering differing crimes committed, securing employment following their convictions
To analyse existing evidence that suggests that employment does support with reducing reoffending
Identify the general barriers of offenders securing employment and explore what support is available to this demographic
To outline ideas that may support offenders increase their chances of gaining employment following their convictions 

Research method
Considering the most effective method to utilise when undertaking the research activity will assist with collecting responses of value and provide an insight into the chosen topic. According to Adams et al (2014), a research design is considered the master plan or blueprint for achieving research objectives and answering research questions, which specifies the procedures and methods for collecting and analysing the required information and data. Furthermore, the design must ensure that the data and information gathered is appropriate for solving a problem, which the researcher must have a clear understanding about the sources of information, the design techniques, such as a survey, the sampling methodology and the timescale. 
Mixed methods research is generally defined as research that “combines elements of quantitative and qualitative research approaches for the purposes of depth and breadth of understanding.” (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner, 2007, p. 123). Mixed method research allows the participant to expand upon their responses through the use of the qualitative approach, elaborating as to why they chose a specific answer, whilst quantitative findings provide reliability, generalizability and clear data. Considering the complexities often involved in topics within the realms of the criminal justice system and criminology, mixed methods have the capacity to expand upon research from qualitative and quantitative approaches. It would be unrealistic to conclude that mixed methods are always appropriate or the most effective option, but rather offer the potential to enrich the type of conclusions we can derive from research. (Wilkes, Anderson, Johnson, and Bedell, 2022, p. 529). Creswell and Hirose (2019) expand on the already highlighted benefits of the mixed method, citing that it provides a more rigorous approach to acquiring responses in comparison to a standard quantitative survey or perhaps a qualitative interview. The mixed method approach is appealing to this research activity, which the quantitative finding will present numerical data around the likes of how many offenders have secured employment whereas the qualitative element will elaborate and provide a more valuable understanding as to the possible barriers that are faced by those who have a criminal record. The dissertation will include the findings from the proposed research activity as well as collating and analysing existing literature, utilising both primary and secondary research. Cohen (2017) simplifies the definition of the two forms of analysis, suggesting that primary research involves collecting and analysing new data whereas secondary research entails re-analysing existing literature. Both methods are advantageous to apply when undertaking a research activity, to support with identifying any new data or correlations between existing findings and literature. 

Data collection
The research will be collected by way of an online survey, that will be distributed via email. The survey will be created and targeted towards individuals working in the employability sector, of whom will likely have had experience of delivering support to offenders with the aim of increasing their chances of gaining employment and can offer a valuable insight into the barriers that may be encountered amongst this group. There are a number of sampling techniques to consider however, for this particular research activity, convenience sampling best describes the chosen participants. Biggam (2011) refers to convenience sampling as a non-probability approach and it is non-random.  The target response rate will be 10 employees from a local college whose role is to support students and clients from a diverse background to increase their chances of finding work and accessing training and educational opportunities. 

Ethical consideration and limitations 
Throughout the completion of the dissertation, ethical considerations and limitations will be taken into account, especially given the nature of the topic and ensuring that under no circumstances the identity or personal details of any offenders are disclosed during completion of the online survey. With any research involving human beings there are likely to be ethical issues involved that will need to be considered, which ethical guidelines and ethics approval process have been created to help researchers acknowledge any challenges for their particular research topic, which will likely prove to be a helpful part of the process. Participants will receive assurance of anonymity and confidentiality by means of receiving a participant information sheet and consent form. The principal researcher will set out to utilise a platform that can collect anonymous responses to the questionnaire for the research activity.
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