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Preface

I spent eleven years finding out whether you can hire people with a record or a history of addiction and still run a business that works without grants or outside capital. You can. It costs something to do, including hours the owner never bills to anybody, and most of what is written on the subject leaves the costs out.

From 2018 through 2026, the workforce enablement work I ran through The OPA RASA Group and The OPA RASA Foundation did one thing. We worked to place people coming out of treatment, out of jail, out of a shelter, or off somebody’s couch into work that went somewhere. Hundreds of them, almost all in Georgia between North Atlanta and Macon. Worked to place is the exact phrase and Chapter 8 explains why it is the exact phrase. Twenty-seven went through a mentoring program I ran myself, and that twenty-seven took more of my own time than the rest of them put together. Through the Foundation we also paid for the things a job cannot wait on. Sober housing. A bed in a women’s shelter. A set of tires, work clothes, groceries, a phone bill. I am in long-term recovery myself, which is the reason I started any of it.

This is one operator writing to another. The first two of those eleven years went into the research for this book and a business plan. There was no payroll yet. The other nine were my own payroll and my own hiring decisions, including the ones that went wrong, and that is the whole basis of my standing to write this. Where I know something, I will tell you how I know it. Where I am guessing, I will say so.

I began the research in 2016 and finished a draft in 2021, and then I did not publish it. Socially responsible investing was near its peak when I started, and the people in that field talked as though the direction of travel had been settled. It was not settled. Money came into those funds faster than anyone expected and later went out again, regulators on two continents moved in opposite directions, and two of the platforms I had been ready to send a reader to no longer exist on the terms I described. I have left the chapters largely as I wrote them, changing only a few sentences that were wrong or took a side, dated the research so you can see when it was true, and put a section at the end of every chapter saying what changed, what broke, and what we know now. Where I was wrong, that section says I was wrong.

I am publishing it now because the work is ending. This is a job of more than eighty hours a week, every week, for years. I have a wife and two young children, and their claim on that time outranks the work’s. We expect the workforce enablement work to close in late 2026, and winding the organizations down will take us into 2027. OPA People carries what remains forward at a smaller scale and with closer attention to the individual. The last section of this book is about what the decade cost me and why I stopped, and it is at the end rather than left out, because a book that shows you the upside and hides the bill is not worth your time.

My own views moved over those years. Running a company under the rules everybody operates under taught me where a government intervention helps and what a different one costs, and my thinking about institutions and markets moved accordingly. I also met a great many social entrepreneurs who are simply pragmatic, who are helping people and doing it well inside the systems in front of them, and who have no interest in arguing about the systems. This book is written to honor that work.

The companies profiled are real. The people in the scenes that open each chapter are invented. Those characters act on what hiring managers and job seekers commonly believe, and some of what they believe is wrong, and the story leaves it wrong, because being wrong about the rules is the ordinary condition of the people doing the hiring. What this book does and does not say about the law is set out a few pages on, in A Note on the Law in This Book.




Who This Book Is For, and How to Use It

In 1910 Theodore Roosevelt told an audience in Paris, “It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood.” Brené Brown named a book after the same speech, Daring Greatly. This book is written for the people in the arena. The owner deciding whether to hire a man with a record is in it. So is the man walking into his second interview of the week, the person running the agency that is trying to get him there, and the investor who puts his own money behind any of them. All of them have something at stake, and all of them will get some of it wrong. This book is about what the work costs, who pays, and what an owner can do about the bill.

This book is for four kinds of reader, and they need different things from it.

If you own or run a company and you are deciding whether to hire people with a record or a history of addiction, you are the reader I had most in mind. Start with Chapter 1 and read straight through Chapter 4. That is the case, the size of the labor pool, what I understood the law to require and what to take to your own counsel, and what keeping somebody costs. Chapter 4 is where the economics live. If you read nothing else, read the opening pages of Chapter 4, where the plant sends a car to get John to his shift, and then read the Warby Parker section in the same chapter. Between them they put the gain where it actually comes from, which is not where you will hear it put at a conference.

If you run a nonprofit or an agency that helps people get hired, Chapter 8 is yours, and so are the sections in Chapter 2 called Defining “Recovery” and The Number of People in Recovery. I ran one of these organizations and the chapter includes what I would tell you over coffee, including the parts that did not work.

If you are the person with the record, or in recovery, and you are looking for work, read Chapter 3 first. It tells you what is in your file, who can see it, what I understood the law to protect and what it leaves to you, and how often the file is wrong. Then read the story that runs through the book, because John’s two interviews are the two rooms you are going to walk into, and knowing which one you are in is worth something.

If you invest money, Chapters 6 and 7 are about where a person who wants both a return and a result can put it. Chapter 8 is the other side of the same question, what it looks like from inside one of these organizations. Read them with the dates attached. I researched them at the peak of socially responsible investing and the market has moved since, which I flag as it comes up.

Three notes on how to read it. Every chapter opens with a scene from an invented company, and then gets to the real ones. If you have no patience for the scenes, skip them, except the openings of Chapters 4 and 5, where the argument is worked through in the story.

Where a figure or a rule has changed since I first did this research, I have said so rather than quietly updating it, because knowing that something moved is more useful than a clean number with no date on it.

Before the third note, one thing for owners. If you own the company, the book asks four things of you, and each one is shown working somewhere in these pages rather than asserted at you.

Price the rule before you keep it. Judy does this to her vice president at the top of Chapter 5. His rule screens out felony convictions inside seven years, and he can say what it protects against. He cannot say what it costs. Her side of the ledger is eleven weeks of vacancy, forty-one hundred dollars of overtime, two people who will not take the Saturday any more, a chiller running on a reset, and the production the plant did not run, which appears on no line with anyone’s name against it. Run that arithmetic on one of your own rules this week, and net it before you take it upstairs. An empty seat draws no wages, so Judy’s budget line may well have gone down even with the overtime. The cost of the rule is the work nobody did, which lands on no line and comes off the bottom. The front of Chapter 5 has a page you can copy to do this.

Pay the job, and take the gain out of turnover. Chapter 4 makes the argument, including the version I had wrong the first time, and the section at its end runs the numbers.

Write the standards down and put a name on each one. Pelletier makes this a condition of his money in Chapter 7, and he is right for the reason he gives: a practice that lives in two men’s heads is not a practice, it is those two men.

Count what you are going to claim before you claim it. Chapter 8 is my own accounting, including the figure I will not give you and why.

The third note. Every chapter ends with a short section called Since the First Draft. The body of each chapter is the case as I built it between 2016 and 2021. The section at the end is what changed, what broke, and what we know now that we did not know then. I have kept the two separate on purpose. A book that silently updates itself teaches you nothing about how fast this ground moves, and this ground moves.

One of those changes runs through the whole book and you should have it before you start. I wrote this draft sorting companies into kinds, socially responsible on one side and regressive on the other, and those words are all over the pages that follow. I do not think that way anymore.

What replaced it is a question about a cost. Somebody is already paying for the people this economy will not hire, and the bill goes to families, shelters, emergency rooms, and jails. None of them agreed to it and most of them cannot refuse it. Once you can see that bill you can see the other half of it, which is that the work these people can do has no price on it, because the market stopped looking long enough to set one. An owner who looks is not being generous. He is hiring good people at a fair price while his competitors are not hiring them at all.

Chapter 5 carries the long version of this at the front of the chapter instead of the end, as Chapter 6 also does, because Chapter 5 is where I did the sorting and you should have the correction before you read it. Chapters 1, 2, 4, 7, and 8 each flag the place where the old habit shows. I have left the old words where I wrote them. Painting them out would hide the change, and the change is the most useful thing I have to report.




A Note on the Law in This Book

I am not an attorney. I do not play one on TV. I have never been mistaken for one at a party. I am married to one, and she makes relentless fun of me if (when) I attempt to even talk like one. With that in mind…

Here is the convention this book follows, and I want it in front of you before you read anything else.

This book makes no statements of law. Not wrong ones, and not right ones either. Where something has to be said that sounds legal, I tell you what my understanding was and I tell you to ask your own attorney. That is not throat-clearing. It is the most accurate thing I can put on the page, because an operator’s understanding of the law is exactly that: a working model, assembled out of the questions he had to put to his own lawyers to keep his company out of trouble, good enough to act on, and no substitute for counsel.

Mine was built over the better part of a decade of hiring people other companies would not hire. It was good enough to run a business on. It may have been wrong when I learned it. Some of it has certainly moved since, because employment law differs by state and by city and changes while you are looking at it. Your lawyer knows your state, your industry, your headcount, and your facts. I know none of those things about you.

One more thing, since it explains how this book came to exist. No law firm reviewed this manuscript and none was going to. If I had wanted to write a legal treatise I would have paid an attorney to write one, and you would be holding a different book, a longer one, and a far less useful one. Operators do not run companies that way and they do not read that way either. A company that routes every decision through counsel before it moves does not move. The work of an owner is to learn enough to act, act, and know which questions are the ones he has to pay somebody else to answer.

So here is the whole relationship. One person who ran one of these things for the better part of a decade, writing to people who are running one now or thinking about starting one. Take the operating judgment for whatever it is worth to you. Take the legal questions to your lawyer.




Introduction

Look at employment in America today and you see a problem.

The problem is that millions of capable, qualified workers are shut out of the labor marketplace because of something that happened in their past. This “something” might be drug or alcohol addiction, a conviction for a crime, or incarceration. For some veterans it is an employer’s guess about what their service did to them. To many employers who are looking for a fast and easy way to winnow a group of job applicants, a belief that past is prologue serves as a handy, if crude, litmus test. The employer believes that because the applicant made a mistake in the past, or was somehow damaged in the past, then it’s likely the same behavior will be repeated in the future. It’s a variation of the old saying, “A leopard can’t change its spots.” Once a drug addict, always a drug addict. The shortsighted employer fears that if hired, such a person is destined to revert to their wayward ways, damage the company, and have to be fired.

Or so the argument goes.

The problem is that the argument is not based on reality.

It’s incorrect for two reasons.

The first reason is that a record tells you what a person did, and it tells you much less than employers assume about what he will do next. The people we worked with had committed a crime, or got injured and developed an opioid addiction, or suffered abuse that made them lash out. Yes, they “screwed up.” The record says so. It does not say what the person will do in your building, and that is the question the employer is asking.

The second reason is retention. In our own placements, my impression was that turnover in this group ran lower than I expected it to. It is not a rate you can count on, and it is not a claim about anybody’s character. Chapter 4 goes through what the published research supports and where it stops, and the short version is that an average across a population tells an owner very little about the applicant sitting across the desk from him. The narrower thing I will stand behind is this. When a man has been shut out of the job market for something in his past, the job he finally gets is worth more to him than it is to someone who can get another one across the street on Monday.

In short, people who have been marginalized because employers erroneously believe they had no value often turn out to be highly valued. That is my own experience across nine years of placing people, and Chapter 4 separates the part of it I can show you evidence for from the part I cannot. They only need the right opportunity to prove themselves.

There is always some risk in hiring. Some of what an employer would want to know is on the record, like a conviction. Some of it is on no record at all and does not surface for months, like a drinking problem the applicant is hiding or a habit of lying. The applicant with the record is the one whose history you can actually sit down and discuss.

This book is dedicated to the proposition that many marginalized workers have value. Not that they are merely acceptable or tolerable employees, but that they can be exceptional employees who add significant value to the organizations in which they serve.

The book explores how people can be damaged, and how they can be helped to repair themselves and lead productive lives. The effort requires four stakeholders.

The first is the job seeker. We’ll discuss the scope of the problem, and how many people are in recovery or have a criminal record, and what that means. What the employer needs is somebody ready to do the job and to meet its requirements. An applicant who is not there yet is not ready for the job, and Chapter 2 is about what being there actually involves.

The second stakeholder is the agency that assists the job seeker. People in recovery and ex-offenders often don’t know how to rebuild their lives. They may need vocational training, especially if they’ve been incarcerated for many years and haven’t been able to keep up with current technology. They may need counseling to help stay focused on the future and buoy their spirits when they face the inevitable rejections. They may even need help with the day-to-day basics of living, especially if they’re homeless. They may need someone to whom they feel accountable, and who can say to them, “Be sure you stay on the right track.” In the pages ahead you’ll find profiles of such agencies, including The OPA RASA Group and The OPA RASA Foundation, which did this work in Georgia, from North Atlanta to the Macon area, from 2018 through 2026.

The third stakeholder is the organization that hires workers. This could be a huge multinational corporation or a neighborhood bakery. In the world of hiring, organizations differ in how they handle an applicant with a record or a history of addiction. Some screen those applicants out as a class. Others weigh them against the requirements of the job, and those employers recognize the value that marginalized employees can bring. They understand that by hiring people in recovery, ex-offenders, and veterans, they can strengthen both their own company and their community. In this book, you’ll find examples of just a few of the many socially responsible companies that have second-chance hiring practices.

The fourth stakeholder is the investor, and how much say an investor has over a company’s culture depends on how much of the company he owns and what his documents give him. If you own the whole thing, you chart its course toward social responsibility or away from it, inside the obligations the company has already taken on. If you own a fifth of it alongside three other holders, you have a vote and whatever your operating agreement gave you. If you own shares in a fund that owns shares in a public company, you have handed your vote to a manager who has never heard of you. Chapter 7 is about where in that range your money actually sits. For the owner of a closely held company, which is who I am writing to, the answer is the first one. The culture is yours and so is the bill. Some investors believe the only thing a company should produce is profit for its owners, and that a manager who spends company money on anything else is spending other people’s money. Milton Friedman made that argument in 1970. He also wrote that an owner who gives up some of his own returns for a social purpose is spending his own money, and that doing so is his right. Several of the companies in this book were built by owners who made that choice, as is their right. Some businesses, by choice or by design, have greater social responsibilities that extend to customers, employees, and community. The Volkswagen emissions scandal, profiled in Chapter 6, shows what happens when a company claims those responsibilities falsely. The book takes a close look at this critical area, and at what has happened to socially responsible investing since I first wrote about it.

This book is designed to be a practical manual showing you how you, whether as a job seeker, an agency, a business, or an investor, can make a positive difference to the world in which we live.




Chapter 1: Two Companies, Two Visions

It was nine o’clock in the morning. Placing his coffee mug on the desk, Tim settled into his chair and flipped open a folder. Tim was the hiring manager of a mid-sized manufacturing company, and his first interview of the morning was with a man named John, who had applied for the position of facilities assistant. It was an entry-level job, paying fifteen an hour, but with opportunities for advancement all the way up to director of operations.

There was a knock on his door.

“Come in,” said Tim.

A man entered and sat down. He rested uncomfortably in the chair and avoided eye contact. Having interviewed hundreds of applicants, Tim could quickly spot the ones who were anxious and not confident. From this first impression, Tim’s opinion was that John was unsuitable as a new hire, but he felt obligated to go through the motions of the interview.

Tim took a moment to peruse John’s resume. He liked the awkward silence because it made a nervous candidate even more edgy.

Then he said, “John, I see that there’s a significant gap in your work record. You were employed at Ajax Engineering for two years. Then you were laid off, and you didn’t work again until you were hired as a truck driver for a metal recycling company. A position, I must note, with lower qualifications than your previous job at Ajax. What happened in between?”

John took a deep breath. He believed the Americans with Disabilities Act (the ADA) protected him against discriminatory lines of questioning. But he wanted to be transparent. It was better, he thought, if Tim knew his story up front rather than finding out later. “I want to be honest with you, sir,” he said. “I hurt my back at work, at Ajax, and got hooked on painkillers. Opioids. I was so desperate to get more of them, I forged prescriptions. I got caught. It was a felony offense and I served six months in county jail. When I was released, I went into a recovery program. I’ve been clean for nine months.”

Tim nodded thoughtfully, as if he were thinking of asking more questions. He pretended to make some notes on John’s cover letter, which, he had to admit, was as well written as any he had seen for that position. John was well qualified, with an associate degree in facilities, an HVAC certification, two years of experience at Ajax, and a few years before that at other companies.

“So, you’ve used narcotics before,” said Tim. He believed it was against the law to ask John if he had been an addict, but that he could ask whether John had been a user. “You say you took opioids. Anything else?”

“Um, yes,” nodded John. He rubbed the back of his neck with his hand. “I drank a little bit. Smoked a little. But like I said, I’ve been clean for nine months.”

“It says here you live on Elm Street, by the bridge,” said Tim. He believed he couldn’t ask about an applicant’s living situation, but he had found that most applicants would volunteer personal information anyway.

“Yes,” replied John. “My sister and her husband are letting me stay in their spare room until I can get myself established.”

“You can’t get a place of your own?”

“With my record and no credit, it’s tough to rent an apartment.”

Tim glanced at the clock. He had given John five minutes. That was more than enough time. He stood up. “John, it was a pleasure to meet you. We’ll be in touch.”

“Don’t you want to ask me about the job?” asked John. “Facilities assistant? I’m totally qualified.”

“Oh, it’s all right here in your resume,” smiled Tim. “Like I said, we’ll get back to you. Have a good day.”

As John left the building, his heart was heavy. He knew the signs: the questions about his past, the perfunctory discussion of the job requirements, the stiff smile as he was shown the door. The company was not going to call him back for a second interview.

It took every ounce of strength John had to drive past the bar with its enticing neon signs. No, he was not going to give up! Eventually something good had to happen to him. He needed to hang on.

Meanwhile, Tim went into a meeting to discuss that day’s crop of job applicants. He sat down with Judy, the facilities director.

“Anybody looking good today?” she asked.

“No,” replied Tim.

Judy flipped through the applications. She looked at one for a moment. “How about John? He’s got the right qualifications for facilities assistant. Did you interview him?”

“Trust me, we don’t want to take a chance on someone like that,” said Tim. “The guy’s fresh out of lockup. Convicted of forging prescriptions. Says he’s in recovery and has been clean for nine months. Too risky. We don’t have time to babysit problem children.”

“Problem children?” replied Judy. “What do you mean?”

Tim looked at her. “I’m under strict orders from the vice president to focus on hiring quality candidates with unblemished records. We’re not in the habit of rolling the dice on new hires. We’re a business, not a charity.”

The next morning, at a company across town, Eric, the hiring manager, opened a file folder. He took out a resume. The man’s name was John, and he was applying for the position of facilities assistant. Eric noted with satisfaction that John was well qualified for the job.

A man stepped into the office. (Here, the office doors were kept open.)

“You must be John,” said Eric. “Please, sit down. Let’s talk.”

Nervously, John took his seat across from Eric. He fidgeted a little and looked down.

Eric smiled. “Job hunting is tough, isn’t it?”

John nodded.

“How long have you been in recovery?” asked Eric. He did not realize that, under the letter of the law, an employer should not ask that question before making a job offer.

Startled by Eric’s blunt question, John replied, “Nine months clean, sir.” He thought to himself this was going to be the shortest interview in history, and within minutes he’d be out the door and back on the street. His long-awaited opportunity to be self-sufficient was not going to come today!

Eric smiled. “I’ve been clean and sober for exactly four years, three months, and five days. I had my last drink on August twenty-fifth. It was a Tuesday. A very hot day, as I recall.”

For the first time since entering the office, John looked up and met Eric’s gaze. He straightened his back. His heart suddenly blossomed with hope. Perhaps this was his lucky day after all!

“Really?” he stammered. “You guys talk about that stuff here?”

“Oh, sure,” smiled Eric. “At our company, we look at our team members as human beings. We’re very open and upfront about who we are. I’d say that roughly one-third of our employees have come to us with a challenging past. We like to think we’re able to look under the surface and see the person’s true character. When you come back for your second interview, you’ll meet some of our people. You can hear their stories. Now then, let’s talk about your qualifications.”

“My qualifications?” repeated John. It had been a long time since any of his job interviews had focused on his ability to contribute. “Okay, sure.”

“You’ve got your HVAC certification?” asked Eric.

“Yes. As you’ll see, I’m a licensed refrigeration technician. At Ajax, I helped maintain their thirty-ton unit. It was twenty years old and required tender loving care.”

“I can imagine,” nodded Eric.

As they talked about the job requirements, John began to relax. He felt comfortable and in his element, discussing all the things that can go wrong in a big manufacturing plant. He dared to hope that this might be the company that would value his expertise and give him an opportunity to prove his worth.

“I’m going to ask you to come back and meet the facilities manager and his team,” said Eric. “They have the final decision. They’re a good bunch of people and I think you’ll fit in. But I want to make one thing very clear.”

“What’s that?”

“We’re a business, not a charity. We expect a high level of performance from all of our team members. While we demand the best from each individual, above all we value collaboration and teamwork. At our company, the worst thing you can do is let down your teammates. We all pull together. Our vision for the company is what has enabled us to post profits that are consistently above the industry average. Our investors are always very pleased, and we intend to keep it that way.”

“Yes, I understand,” said John. “I’ll do my very best.”

While the story of John is fictional, in businesses all across America scenes just like it are played out every day. The stories lie at the intersection between the millions of capable workers who are in recovery and companies that are looking for dedicated, hardworking employees. Sadly, the intersection is much smaller than it could be. Alongside every company like Eric’s, which is socially responsible and has its eye on the big picture, there are many companies like Tim’s, which have a nearsighted, narrow view of their company culture and mistakenly believe that candidates like John are somehow too much trouble, or too risky, or would do poorly on the job.

As we’ll see in this book, it’s very possible to build a company that is both socially responsible and generates a healthy profit for its investors.

One such business is Dave’s Killer Bread.


Dave’s Killer Bread

Normally, when telling a story, it’s customary to save the punchline or payoff until the end. But in this case, the payoff deserves to be right up front. In 2015, Dave’s Killer Bread was bought by Flowers Foods for $275 million. Before the sale, Dave’s was sold in 8,000 stores. By 2024 it was the top-selling organic bread in the United States, found in 22,000 stores, and in 2023 its sales passed $1 billion in tracked channels.1 It was the kind of
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