
  1 Getting a New and Improved Life


  


  “This, too, shall pass!”


  –Anonymous saying for handling setbacks


  


  DOING CAGE TIME CHANGES many things, especially your mind, relationships, and self-esteem. So what’s your “story” for the past several months or years? If it involved being locked in a cage and told not to think outside the box, chances are you just completed a mind-numbing experience primarily focused on physical and mental survival. You’re not the same. Your new-found freedom may be filled with unexpected challenges since you are now expected to “make it on your own” – initiate smart re-entry decisions simultaneously about housing, transportation, employment, health, and finance with hardly a nickel to your name. Wow! and Whoa!


  Welcome to the free world where you’re labeled an “ex-offender” or “ex-con.” As you’ll quickly discover, few things are ever free in this costly roller coaster world. Everything more or less has a price. While you may try to hide your past, you’ll have to address it many times as you move ahead. But at least you can shape and control your future. In fact, you are well advised to focus on your future rather than remain stuck in your past with all its negativities. The past is history; the present should be your prologue to a new and exciting future. If you need a prayer of hope, it should be this: May you always live in better times.


  Justice and the Arrested Society


  We literally live in an arrested society that creates a great deal of costly collateral damage in the name of justice. Popularly dubbed a system of “mass incarceration” run largely by unaccountable police, lawyers, prosecutors, judges, and jailers who make life-altering decisions. The criminal justice system in America reveals some unsettling numbers that should challenge its long history of practices in the name of “law and order”:


  
    One in three adults in the United States has an arrest or conviction record, which translates into 70 million people with red flags in their background.

  


  At the same time, the United States has the world’s highest and most costly incarceration and recidivism rates:


  ▪ 25 percent of the world’s inmates are locked up in the United States, which has only 5 percent of the world’s population.


  ▪ 707 out of 100,000 adults are locked up; by comparison, Japan has 51 per 100,000; Germany, 87 per 100,000; China, 172 per 100,000; and Cuba, 510 per 100,000.


  ▪ 2.3 million people are locked up in federal and state prisons. Nearly 12 million people circulate in and out of prisons, jails, and detention centers each year!


  ▪ Offenders are managed by nearly 500,000 correctional officials who suffer from PTSD at a rate that’s twice as high as the military (34% vs. 14%) and who have the highest suicide rates of any profession (twice as high as police officers).


  ▪ It costs $208,000 per year to jail someone in New York City and $210,000 per year to house a juvenile offender in California.


  ▪ 5 million+ individuals are on parole or probation.


  ▪ Over 70 percent of prisoners are serving time for nonviolent offenses.


  ▪ 1 out of 3 women prisoners in the world are locked up in the United States.


  ▪ Nearly 70 percent of U.S. prisoners are locked up for drug offenses, often minor.


  ▪ Nearly 70 percent of ex-offenders fail at re-entry – they become recidivism statistics as they return to prisons and jails within three years of release.


  This ostensibly failed system also has shocking racial, ethnic, and economic overtones – those arrested and jailed are disproportionately poor and black. Often living on the edge and unable to afford costly jail time (making bail or bond), many detained individuals immediately fall into a legal no-man’s land (arrested and caged but not convicted nor sentenced) that effectively pushes them over the edge as their free world quickly collapses around them. Indeed, incarceration for the poor often means the loss of jobs, housing, family, and friends as well as increased indebtedness, anger, and rage.


  There’s also growing evidence of law enforcement biases – police harassment of suspicious-looking and disrespectful minorities: Blacks are five times more likely to be incarcerated than whites, and hispanics are twice as likely to be locked up than whites. According to 2015 U.S. Census Bureau data, the racial and ethnic breakdown is as follows:


  
    
      	Race/Ethnicity

      	% of US population

      	% of US incarcerated population

      	National incarceration rate (per 100,000)
    


    
      	White

      	64%

      	39%

      	450 per 100,000
    


    
      	Hispanic

      	16%

      	19%

      	831 per 100,000
    


    
      	Black

      	13%

      	40%

      	2,306 per 100,000
    

  


  What are the individual and community costs of such a system? Numerous studies document the devastating effects such mass incarceration has on black communities, families, parenting practices, socialization, education, employment, and economic advancement. In fact, the United States incarcerates a higher percentage of its black population today than South Africa did at the height of apartheid! From an embarrassing historical perspective, America also has more blacks in prison today than it had as slaves in 1850. In other words, criminal justice done the U.S. way helps perpetuate a well-worn historical cycle of poverty, hopelessness, and dysfunctional relationships that often characterizes black communities that are well justified in calling this what it apparently is – institutionalized criminal and judicial racism.


  Many of these “arrested” individuals experience difficulty in getting jobs, housing, and credit because of an over-reaching criminal justice system that literally destroys lives in the name of justice. It’s a costly system that is creaking at the seams. It will not long endure in its present state. However, in the meantime, you and millions of others must cope with this system as part of your re-entry challenge. To a certain degree, it requires you to “suck it up” and move on to what will hopefully be better days ahead.


  Since we’re not going to change the world here, the remainder of this book is literally about how you can best “suck it up” with purpose and sanity in the months ahead. Maybe someday you can change this disturbing world of mass incarceration. Let’s hope so as we get on with the immediate task at hand – your successful re-entry.


  You’ve Had a Major Time-Out


  So you’ve paid your debt to society. Now it’s time to focus on your future and move ahead with your life. But, first, let’s not forget your rap sheet. What’s on it? Is it accurate? If you don’t know, check it out by requesting a copy of your rap sheet through your state repository agency, which can be found through this website: www.hirenetwork.org. Take a good look at your public snapshot. Do you appear scary and untrustworthy to strangers? Just how forgiving is society of your background? How well will family members, friends, and strangers accept you? Are you mentally prepared for what may come next, especially rejections from prospective employers because of your not-so-hot background? Will your criminal record accompany you throughout your life? Who will you initially hang out with? Will they help or hinder your re-entry? Are you essentially on your own, or will you seek assistance from individuals and community groups that are familiar with the challenges facing someone with your background? Will you become a story of successful re-entry, or will you return to prison within the coming months and add more negatives to your rap sheet?


  What’s Next?


  What comes next as you re-enter the free world and start to shape the next stage of your life? How do you plan to “make it” on the outside? Have you had an attitude, motivation, and self-esteem check-up recently? Do you have goals and dreams? Is there a purpose to your life? Do you have a bucket list? How realistic are you about your future? Do you know what you do well and enjoy doing? Can you locate employers who need your skills and share your goals? Will you be truthful when asked if you’ve ever been convicted of a crime? If asked, how will you explain your criminal record? How well do you handle multiple rejections? Whom will you approach for assistance? How will you go about landing a decent job? Will you keep that new job and turn it into a long-term and rewarding career that could well change your life and the lives of those around you?


  One final question for the weeks and months ahead: Do you have the necessary attitudes, skills, abilities, and values to land a good job that could turn your life around?


  There’s No Place to Hide These Days


  These and many other questions are central to the following pages. As you will quickly discover, ex-offenders and others with red flags in their backgrounds have no place to hide these days. Indeed, in today’s increasingly high-tech, digital, and litigious society, more and more employers conduct thorough background checks, contact references, and administer a variety of revealing aptitude, psychological, and polygraph tests. If you have a felony conviction, you are most likely marked for life. That conviction will follow you everywhere, from looking for a job, renting an apartment, and establishing credit to getting a visa to enter other countries.


  


  You’ll also discover a very forgiving world for those who demonstrate sincere efforts to change their lives for the better.


  


  However, in some cases, especially for misdemeanors, simple drug possession (followed by diversion program participation), and juvenile offenses, you may be able to have your criminal record expunged or sealed (check with each state on their expungement processes – see www.papillonfoundation.org/criminalrecord-resources). It can be costly to do so. You may have to lawyer-up to see if your criminal record can be “cleaned up” by contacting such law firms as Higbee & Associates (www.recordgone.com).


  Most convictions won’t disappear, even if you die. They are forever. Therefore, it’s best that you be prepared to explain your conviction in the most positive, yet honest, way possible. That involves dealing with potential objections to your background and demonstrating that you are a person of value to others. Do you have a compelling two-minute story to tell of your rehabilitation efforts? To do otherwise is to engage in wishful thinking – that you can escape your background by creating a whole new you.


  An Often Unforgiving World


  Re-entry is all about picking yourself up and running in the right direction. Despite sincere efforts to change their lives, ex-offenders are often confronted by an unforgiving world. Let’s face it: even though we like to feel good talking about living in a Second Chance society, ex-offenders are not welcome in many places. If you’ve done the crime and feel you’ve completed your time, think again. You are viewed by many people as a risky person to do business with. Depending on your crime, many people may not want you as a neighbor, employee, or customer. Sex offenders, for example, are often viewed as the lowest of criminals. Just start filling out a job application when you encounter this red flag question on the first page that causes you to pause and contemplate whether or not to disclose the full truth and thus be “screened out” of consideration for a job interview:


  Have you ever been convicted of a crime? If yes, give details.


  How will you answer that potentially job-stopper question? Will you tell the truth, the whole truth, or let this incriminating question pass you by with a lie? Minor vehicular, drug, and petty larceny convictions, for example, are more acceptable to the community, and ostensibly more rehabilitative, than violent assault, homicide, and sex offenses. Indeed, many past offenders continue to pay for their earlier indiscretions, as individuals and institutions discriminate against them in the housing, financial, and job markets. You may, for example, have difficulty renting an apartment or getting a loan to purchase a home, establishing credit, opening a checking account, applying for a credit card, and finding a good paying and secure job. In addition, depending on your crime, you may be restricted from entering certain professions, traveling outside the United States, and voting in elections.


  The good news is that more and more states and local jurisdictions have “banned the box” – prohibit employers from including this initial discriminatory question on an application form. As of 2015, 16 states have adopted such legislation: California, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Georgia, Hawaii, Illinois, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Nebraska, New Jersey, New Mexico, Rhode Island, Vermont, and Virginia. Such legal changes create a level playing field for ex-offenders at the application stage of the job search. They may be asked the same question during the job interview, and a background check later in the hiring process will most likely uncover any convictions.


  At the same time, you may also discover a very forgiving world for those who demonstrate sincere efforts to change their lives for the better. You’ll want to get to know these people better as you re-enter and progress in the free world. Many of these people have positive experiences in working with ex-offenders, and some may be empathetic ex-offenders who have started their own businesses or otherwise advanced in the workplace.


  Psychological Challenges and Freedom


  The psychological adjustments of post-release can be especially challenging. Few people really understand what you’ve gone through and the problems you now face. Nor should you expect them to empathize and lend you a helping hand. Your future lies in your own hands, assisted by a set of supportive relationships you develop in the coming weeks and months. Indeed, over the last several months or years you’ve been in a controlled environment where survival and acceptance meant following the rules and taking orders rather than expressing your independence and initiative. You lost your independence, and many of your friends and family may have abandoned you. Worst of all, you may have lost one of your most valuable inner assets – your self-esteem. Experiencing failure, feeling abandoned, and lacking meaningful work, you may become angry, confused, and negative. You find it difficult to get motivated, keep focused, and remain positive about your future and your relationships.


  Focus on Your Future


  But that’s the past, and it will soon be in the distance as you move ahead in your life. It’s now time to seriously focus on your future as you prepare for the many psychological challenges as well as the practical day-to-day aspects of living a new and more productive life. While you will always carry some baggage (your past conviction and incarceration) that can at times weigh you down, you must focus on the future with renewed optimism and a “can do” attitude that reflects independence, initiative, and entrepreneurship. Most important of all, you will need to build a new set of relationships and skills that will result in job and career success.


  Experience Job Search Success


  One of the best ways to deal with the challenges of post-release is to experience success. You can do this by becoming a successful job seeker who lands a good job that will give you a renewed sense of self-esteem and help you rebuild your life financially and socially. Finding such a job may not be easy, but the rewards of doing so are immeasurable. In fact, you should focus laser-like on finding a good job. Like many other job seekers, you’ll experience many rejections. But if you persist with a positive attitude, supportive relationships, and a resume and/or application that commands attention, you should be able to land job interviews that lead to a decent job you both do well and enjoy doing. But without the proper job search skills and information for navigating today’s job market, you may become too disheartened and disillusioned with your failure to find a good job as you encounter many rejections.


  That’s my mission throughout this book – to help you land a decent job that can well change your life for the better. Without such a job, you may quickly become another “recidivism statistic” – nearly 70 percent of ex-offenders return to jails and prisons within three years of release. Failing to find rewarding employment, they tend to revert to old relationships and predictable patterns of behavior that lead them back to the same controlling institutions. That’s not a life – that’s a sentence. You should be free to succeed in an increasingly forgiving, accepting, and entrepreneurial world that rewards individuals who demonstrate talent, hard work, drive, and perseverance.


  10 Steps to a New Life in the Work World


  This is not a book about the whole re-entry process. Rather, the following pages focus on proven strategies for finding a job. But not for just finding any job. My goal is to help you connect with the right job – one that you do well and enjoy doing. Such a job should relate to your unique talents, values, and goals. Discovering what those are in your case will be a major focus of the remaining chapters. Two of my pocket guides – The Re-Entry Employment and Life Skills Pocket Guide and The Re-Entry Start-Up Pocket Guide (see inside cover and page 225) – focus on many other aspects of the re-entry process. They should be used in conjunction with this book. Indeed, they will serve you well as street-level action guides for making re-entry quickly happen during your first 90 days out.


  While your first job out may not pay well, it should give you an opportunity to prove yourself and thus establish a good employment record of performance. It should lead to other jobs that pay better and have a brighter future. The important thing is to land that first job out from which you can launch a satisfying career. If you closely follow my 10 steps to job search success, you should be successful in finding a good job and starting a new and productive worklife. Since this book includes strategies that you can use over and over again as you change jobs and careers, you’ll want to keep it for future reference after you land your first job.


  The figure on page 8 illustrates my 10 steps to job search success. The first step, Examine and Change Your Attitudes, is found in Chapter 3. The final step, Negotiate Salary and Benefits Like a Pro, is detailed in Chapter 12. Chapter 2 sets the stage for the 10 steps by examining 20 key myths and realities as well as 22 key principles for success. Chapter 13, Starting Right, Surviving, and Advancing Your Career, puts the whole job search within the context of the actual job – what you need to do to be successful on the job as well as to advance your career.


  I wish you well as you embark on this next phase in your life. Like many other people in transition, you face a new world with dreams and a renewed sense of purpose. If you follow my advice, I’m confident you’ll eventually achieve your dreams as well as avoid many disappointments along the way. As I note throughout this book, you have within you the power to change your life. With the help of this book and your network of supporters, you can unleash that power in today’s job market. Just be sure you take the necessary actions to make your dreams come true!


  So let’s get started. We have a great deal of exciting work to do for successfully strategizing your re-entry into the Free World!


  [image: image]


  2 Be Truthful, Realistic, and Focused on Shaping Your Future


  BEFORE YOU TAKE YOUR FIRST STEP on the road to re-entry and recovery, you must be truthful, realistic, and focused on shaping your future. The road is all about taking responsibility for your past, present, and future. The truth is that you have a rap sheet (page 3), an official summary of your criminal record. The reality is that your record will most likely affect you throughout your worklife. However, this truth and reality should not become major impediments to your future if you follow my 10-step approach to job search success. While employers will be concerned about your past record, they are more concerned about your future truthfulness, character, and value in their workplace! Therefore, you are well advised to do two things: (1) deal truthfully with your record, and (2) focus on a positive future. The most self-destructive thing you can do is to dwell on your record and believe you are a victim rather than do something about developing a positive future.


  Employers Want to Hire Your Future


  Ex-offenders are often their own worst enemies. Many live in the past by replaying their troubled lives, harboring anger, blaming others, finding excuses, conning themselves and others, lacking goals, being unwilling to follow a schedule, and fearing employers won’t hire an ex-con. Other ex-offenders are psychologically troubled by the whole incarceration experience and thus may require some form of therapy. Indeed, they may have low self-esteem; lack motivation; show signs of fear, anxiety, and PTSD; exhibit learning disabilities; lack good information; have difficulty making decisions on their own; make poor choices; are delusional; and often have unrealistic expectations about themselves, others, and the job market.


  Forget about your criminal record for a moment and think of yourself as being like any other job seeker. In many respects, you are similar to other candidates employers encounter – someone with the potential to do the job. Employers want to hire your future rather than your past. Focusing on your attitudes and behavior, they look at your past as an indication of your future potential to be productive in their company. They look for patterns of behavior, especially your strengths or achievements – those things that are right rather than wrong about you – that will transfer to their workplace. While they look for weaknesses, possible red flag behaviors (see my extensive discussion of red flags in Job Interview Tips for People With Not-So-Hot Backgrounds), and evidence that you have changed your attitudes and behaviors, they primarily want to know what you do well and enjoy doing. Above all, they are looking for competent individuals who are enthusiastic and energetic. How you present your past in relation to your future with the employer will largely determine how successful you will be in landing a job.


  Take Responsibility and Make Changes


  Let’s examine several myths and realities as well as numerous success principles for better understanding how this first step affects the remaining nine steps of a successful job search for ex-offenders. As we do this, we place the whole job search within the larger context of special re-entry and transition issues affecting ex-offenders. Taking responsibility for yourself and making the necessary changes that will create new outcomes for you and those around you is essential. If you do nothing differently than you have done in the past, don’t expect things will change for you. You’ll merely repeat the same patterns that will produce similar results. The truth is that nothing positive is going to happen unless you make it happen by changing your attitudes and patterns of behaviors. You have within you the power to shape your future. But first you need to learn how to harness that power by following several proven principles of success.


  

  Nothing positive is going to happen unless you make it happen by changing your attitudes and patterns of behaviors. You have within you the power to shape your future.


  

  20 Myths and Realities to Build Effectiveness


  You should be able to relate to most of the following myths and realities. The myths can stall your effective re-entry into the workplace as well as prevent you from making smart decisions and taking effective action. The realities clarify what you should and can do to become more effective in today’s job market.


  Your Background and Employers


  MYTH #1: Employers don’t want to hire people with a criminal background.


  REALITY: It depends on the particular employer, the ex-offender, and the position. Let’s deal with some hard facts. While employers ostensibly cannot discriminate against individuals solely on the basis of their criminal record (implicit in Title VII of the Civil Rights Act and protected by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, www.eeoc.gov), they can refuse to hire if they can show that your background will negatively affect their workplace and business. Also, several federal laws specify certain occupations that are off limits or restricted for individuals with various types of criminal convictions, and certain jobs require mandatory criminal background checks for public safety purposes:


  
    ▪ Financial institutions insured by the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (if your conviction involved dishonesty, breach of trust, or money laundering).


    ▪ Insurance industry (for certain classes of felons).


    ▪ High-level positions in unions and companies managing employee benefit plans (barred for 13 years).


    ▪ Health care services that receive Medicare and Medicaid payments and the pharmaceutical industry (for certain types of crimes).


    ▪ Child care services (requires criminal history background checks for positions involving child care).


    ▪ Prisoner transportation services (requires criminal history background checks).


    ▪ Aviation (since 2001 many positions with airlines and airports require background checks to further ensure public safety).


    ▪ Law enforcement and other criminal justice positions (prohibited from entering most such jobs).


    State and local governments may include additional restrictions on certain occupations, especially any positions that deal with public safety and welfare, such as driving a bus or taxi. Most states also prohibit ex-offenders from acquiring certain professional licenses and vocational certifications. You need to inquire about these restrictions before looking for a job or acquiring training and certification in particular fields. For example, some ex-offenders have completed nursing programs only to discover they are prohibited from practicing in that field because of a prior conviction. You need this information on restrictions before being disappointed. Many government agencies have unwritten rules not to hire ex-offenders, even though they are not supposed to discriminate against ex-offenders.


    If you challenge an employer for discriminating against you because of your criminal record, they can successfully argue that your background will have an adverse effect on their workplace and business – you are untrustworthy and a potential risk to other employees and the public. Surveys show that many employers simply don’t want to take the risk of hiring ex-offenders, especially those convicted of sex or violent crimes. The reluctance to hire ex-offenders in part may be due to the fear of legal liabilities if such a hire posed a danger to co-workers or the public. Indeed, studies show that employers have lost 72 percent of negligent hiring cases involving ex-offenders, which on average cost them $1.6 million to settle per case (Mary Connerly, Richard Arvey, and Charles Bernardy, “Criminal Background Checks for Prospective and Current Employees, Public Personnel Management, 2001, page 20). Also, over 95 percent of employers conduct background checks as part of their routine screening process. Understandably, given the potential for expensive lawsuits and judgments against employers, ex-offenders are viewed by many employers as more trouble than they are worth, rather than more worth than they are trouble.


    On the other hand, many employers who hire individuals for unskilled, low-wage, entry-level, temporary, and high-turnover positions ask few background questions. Often hard labor positions, many are physically demanding dead-end jobs with no future. These are the types of positions ex-offenders quickly find and involve minimal disclosure of their backgrounds. Finding a job becomes more problematic as ex-offenders move toward more skilled and higher-wage positions and those involving greater responsibilities. Such positions usually require background checks and disclosure of a criminal record.


    Employers differ in how they view and hire ex-offenders. Many employers are open to hiring low-level drug offenders who seem to pose few workplace problems. Other employers have no problem hiring ex-offenders who appear to have changed their lives as well as demonstrate the right attitudes and skills for doing the job. In fact, many employers in the construction, manufacturing, and hospitality trades regularly hire ex-offenders for low-wage and blue-collar jobs. Other employers attend job fairs organized for hiring ex-offenders. Several temporary employment agencies, such as Labor Finders, regularly work with ex-offenders in placing them in similar types of temporary and permanent jobs. Employers in the retail and service sectors, especially with jobs that require a great deal of customer contact, are least likely to hire ex-offenders.


    Not surprisingly, you are well advised to seek out jobs, employers, and temporary employment agencies that are especially receptive to individuals with criminal backgrounds. According to employers, ex-offenders are often very loyal and dedicated workers who are extremely grateful for second-chance opportunities. While these employers may not offer the best jobs, at least they give you an opportunity to acquire experience and thus start building a new employment record. This is especially important for young ex-offenders who never established a stable and coherent work history prior to their incarceration. In the long run, experience does count in the job market. It will help you move to other jobs that pay more and involve greater responsibilities.


    

    You are well advised to seek out jobs, employers, and temporary employment agencies that are especially receptive to individuals with criminal backgrounds.


    

    At the same time, you need to change certain aspects of your background that are within your power to change. Hopefully, you are among the 50 percent who took part in educational and vocational training programs while you were incarcerated. If, for example, you lack a high school diploma or equivalent (GED), don’t expect to attract many employers regardless of your criminal history. In fact, 95 percent of all low-skilled jobs today require a high school diploma or some work experience. Unfortunately, nearly 40 percent of ex-offenders lack a high school diploma and relevant work experience. If you fall into this disadvantaged group, it’s time you did something about it. Get smart by seeing your probation or parole officer (P.O.) as well as various community groups that can assist ex-offenders with education, training, apprenticeships, and job placement. Low-skilled jobs that pay well, which in the past were primarily found in manufacturing and through unions, are quickly disappearing and moving overseas where they become low-paying jobs.


    It’s safe to assume that most employers want to hire individuals who can best do the job regardless of their backgrounds. Be concerned about your past, but focus on your future by being prepared to communicate the things you have changed in your life and what it is you can do for the employer. You can do this most effectively by following my advice in Chapters 6 and 7 on assessing skills and setting goals.

  


  MYTH #2: I’ll have to lie about my background in order to get a good job.


  REALITY: The truth will set you free and help you shape a positive and productive future. When you feel down, remember this important principle of life: This, too, shall pass. Give yourself time and your best effort. Your past will quickly pass if you are truthful. Commit yourself to the truth – no lies, cover-ups, or excuses to yourself or to others. If you can’t tell the truth, then don’t expect to get a job or keep a job for very long. This is especially true for jobs, employers, and companies with a future – those offering higher wages and greater responsibilities that lead to a long-term career. Keep in mind this fact of employment life: More and more employers are suspicious of job seekers who lie about their backgrounds. As a result, they increasingly conduct background and reference checks, administer a variety of revealing tests (drug, aptitude, psychological, polygraph), and subject candidates to multiple interviews to determine the truthfulness and appropriate fit of candidates.


  
    If you think you can hide your record from employers, think again. You’re a person with both a paper and electronic trail. Once you get your documents – birth certificate, driver’s license, Social Security number, or state ID – you’re real easy to find in systems employers regularly access when doing background checks. In today’s increasingly high-tech, database-driven, and security-conscious society, there’s no place to hide. Employers can easily and inexpensively access your employment, criminal, and credit records through a variety of electronic databases they consult when doing background checks. And if by chance you fool an employer about your background, chances are your criminal record will eventually catch up with you on the job. Your P.O. may check on you by calling your employer, an old prison buddy may unexpectedly show up, or someone you secretly told about your record may talk too much. Word gets around. When you come up for a promotion or make a job change involving a background check, your criminal record will probably surface. When it does, your lie will be exposed and you’ll be fired or passed over. Everything you worked for now changes for the worse because of your failure to disclose.


    Rather than try to live a lie, tell the truth in a positive way – that you were incarcerated but changed your life by participating in educational, vocational, substance abuse, or anger control programs. Much of our society forgives those who make sincere efforts to change their lives and tell the truth. When you tell the truth, you’re not expected to go into all the details, but at least tell the truth that matters most to employers – that you’re not a risky hire.


    We all at times stumble and fall. It’s how we pick ourselves up and move on with our lives that really counts. Americans especially admire people who overcome adversity. We strongly believe in comebacks, fresh starts, and second acts – that you can be anything you want to be if only you will work hard at being the person you want to be.

  


  MYTH #3: I’ll be able to quickly find a job and start a new life.


  REALITY: This is easier said than done. Chances are your transition to the free world will not be quick and easy or trouble-free. Expect to encounter many land mines – mainly rejections – along the way that may discourage you as well as tempt you to make some bad choices.


  
    In today’s job market, the average job seeker takes from three to six months to find a job and experiences many psychological ups and downs as he or she encounters numerous rejections on the road to finding a job. You, too, will experience many rejections, which may or may not have anything to do with your criminal record. To assume you can’t find a job because of your criminal record is to misunderstand the nature of the job search process. Even under the best of circumstances, finding a job is hard work and it involves many rejections. Welcome to the job hunting world!


    In fact, studies consistently show that ex-offenders have great difficulty in finding employment. Those who quickly (within 30 days of release) find a job are usually hired by former employers or received help from family and friends with their job search. Few ex-offenders find full-time employment on their own. As a result, many remain unemployed or move into “casual” jobs or illegal activities. These studies also confirm what we know about job-finding approaches of the general population – the most effective approach involves networking with family, friends, and former employers. Without a support network, finding a job may take a long time. I’ll address this critical issue in Chapter 4 on support groups and in Chapter 10 on networking.


    Whatever you do, don’t confuse your experiences with those of people without your background. Indeed, rejections are part of the job hunting process for people with or without a criminal record. How you handle those rejections may determine how long you continue job hunting. If you are like many other job seekers who take rejections personally, your enthusiasm and motivation to continue looking for a job will be negatively affected. As a result, you may prematurely stop looking for a job because of your fear of getting more rejections.


    At the same time, the job hunting situation of many ex-offenders is very different from that of the average job seeker:


    ▪ Ex-offenders may re-enter communities with limited resources for becoming successful – little money, few possessions, no housing or transportation, and often heavily indebted because of child support, victim restitution, and court claims.


    ▪ Ex-offenders face several decisions, challenges, and psychological adjustments relating to community, family, friends, housing, transportation, clothing, health, and finances that affect their attitude toward conducting an effective job search.


    ▪ Ex-offenders usually return to the same dysfunctional communities and circles of associates that were in part responsible for their incarceration. These communities often have high rates of unemployment and crime. Unsuccessful in finding meaningful employment in these communities, many ex-offenders soon repeat their same patterns of behavior and become another crime statistic, joining nearly 70 percent of ex-offenders who re-enter the criminal justice system within three years.


    One of the major reasons most ex-offenders have difficulty finding employment is because they are in the wrong place at the wrong time. Since most ex-offenders relocate into communities with limited employment opportunities, high crime rates, and poverty – places with lots of illegal temptations for the unemployed – they often feel they have nowhere to go but back into the criminal life.


    Here’s one of the best tips for re-entry: Change your life by first changing your community; relocate to a place of hope rather than to one of despair; and associate with winners rather than losers. Find individuals in your community who will lift you up rather than drag you down. If you do this, you’ll be well on your way to winning the re-entry game. Chapter 8 includes tips on choosing communities of hope.


    The irony is that you need to find a job faster than the average job seeker. But your background will make it more difficult for you to find a job quickly. Accordingly, this whole process may be challenging and it will take time. The good news, as I outline in Chapter 4, is that several government programs, churches, unions, and community-based nonprofit organizations provide much needed assistance to ex-offenders in dealing with the important re-entry issues, such as housing, health, education, and employment. Your P.O. also can provide assistance. These support groups and individuals offer many helping hands to those who are serious about changing their lives for the better. Reach out to them for help as early as possible in your transition. Above all, heed the wise words of ex-offender and author/trainer Ned Rollo in Man, I Need a Job (Open, Inc., page 10):


    

    Change your life by first changing your community. Find individuals in your community who will lift you up rather than drag you down.


    

    
      No matter how crazy things may get, don’t do anything stupid that would place you in danger of losing your freedom or chances for a rewarding future. And above all, don’t give up!

    


    With some help from well-meaning groups and a positive attitude and a great deal of persistence on your part, you should be able to make a successful transition. You will find a job that will help you rebuild your life.

  


  Attitude and Responsibility


  MYTH #4: It’s not my fault that I’m in this situation – I’ve had lots of bad luck and lousy relationships, including an incompetent lawyer.


  REALITY: The first step to changing your life is to admit responsibility for your own situation. Life doesn’t just happen or fall out of the sky as good/bad luck. You make choices that have consequences. Some people make lots of bad choices that result in difficult situations. Let’s look at some of your choices and their consequences. What five bad and five good choices have you made during the past 10 years?


  
    
      
        	Bad choices

        	Consequences
      


      
        	_____________

        	_____________
      


      
        	_____________

        	_____________
      


      
        	_____________

        	_____________
      


      
        	_____________

        	_____________
      


      
        	_____________

        	_____________
      

    


    
      
        	Good choices

        	Consequences
      


      
        	__________________________

        	___________________________
      


      
        	__________________________

        	___________________________
      


      
        	__________________________

        	___________________________
      


      
        	__________________________

        	___________________________
      


      
        	__________________________

        	___________________________
      

    


    Who was responsible for each of the bad and good choices?


    ______________________________________________


    ______________________________________________


    Once you take responsibility for your choices, you can begin discarding the baggage that continues to weigh you down. Since you have the power within you to change your life, you need to become better acquainted with your ability to create your future. It won’t be easy, but nothing worthwhile is ever easy. You have to work at it day after day until your new attitudes and actions become positive and productive behaviors.


    Maybe you’ve had bad luck, but so have many other successful people, and you’re not dead yet! Start by asking yourself these questions:


    ▪ Do you have dreams that motivate you to do your very best?


    ▪ Do you run with winners or hang around losers?


    ▪ What have you done to change your luck?


    ▪ Do you have goals and a detailed plan of action for taking charge of your life?


    ▪ How many people have you truthfully told your story to and asked for their advice on how you can change your life?


    ▪ When tomorrow comes, what five things do you have on a “To Do” list that will help you get ahead?


    ▪ Will you develop a new relationship with a person who can assist you?


    ▪ Will you take advantage of education and training opportunities?


    ▪ Will you visit your local library or One-Stop Career Center to learn something new about jobs and employers?


    ▪ Have you used to your best ability both pre- and post-release re-entry resources, from educational programs to your P.O.?


    The point here is very simple: If you do nothing to get ahead, you’ll get nothing in return. Indeed, people who don’t take responsibility for themselves most likely become a victim of circumstances, i.e., a victim of their own benign neglect! You need to develop a positive and proactive attitude that constantly puts you in new places and with new people who can assist you with your re-entry.


    In real estate, the three most important words are location, location, location. For ex-offenders, the three most important words are relationships, relationships, relationships. Your most important resources will be the new relationships you develop with successful people in the days, weeks, and months ahead. As we will later see in my discussion of networking in Chapter 10, one of the keys to your future success will be your ability to build, maintain, and expand your network of personal and professional relationships. As ex-offenders eventually


    

    

    
  


  

  

  
    

    

    
  


  Jobs and Employers


  

  

  
    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  

  

  
    
      
    


    

    

    
      
        	▪ Sperling’s Best Places

        	www.bestplaces.net
      


      
        	▪ City Rating

        	www.cityrating.com
      


      
        	▪ Livability

        	www.livability.com/best-places
      


      
        	▪ Areavibes

        	www.areavibes.com/best-places/america
      


      
        	▪ Money

        	time.com/money/collection/best-places-to-live
      


      
        	▪ Moneycrashers

        	www.moneycrashers.com/best-cities-live-us
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10. Negotiate Salary
and Benefits Like
a Pro (Chapter 12)

9. Develop Winning Job
Interview Skills
(Chapter 11)

8. Network for Information, Advice,
and Referrals (Chapter 10)

7. Write Effective Resumes and Letters
(Chapter 9)

6. Conduct Research on Jobs, Employers,
and Communities (Chapter 8)

5. State a Powerful Objective (Chapter 7)

4. Assess Your Skills and Identify Your MAS (Chapter 6)

3. Select Appropriate Job Search Approaches (Chapter 5)

2. Seek Assistance and Become Proactive (Chapter 4)

1. Examine and Change Your Attitudes (Chapter 3)
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