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Abstract
Purpose The objectives of this study were to gain an understanding of the experiences of youths with mental health condi-
tions who have undergone a 16-week supported employment program (SEP) conducted in an urban centre in Canada.
Methods Focus groups and individual semi-structured interviews were used to capture the experience of youths who had 
completed the program. Youths were eligible if they were aged 19 to 30 years diagnosed with a mental illness and enrolled 
in the program. Purposeful sampling was used to recruit participants. Thematic analysis was conducted to analyze the data. 
Primary codes were organized and mapped onto Donebedian’s Structure-Process-Outcome Model.
Results Altogether, 34 participants, aged 17 to 30 years old, described their experiences participating in this 16-week sup-
ported employment program. Participants’ experiences of this program and with employment were categorized into four 
main themes focusing on the (1) structure of program, (2) process of care (3) outcomes of program, and (4) improvements 
to the program.
Conclusion Overall, the experience of a supported employment program was perceived as valuable, with unexpected benefits 
of the program beyond employment including the establishment of routine, friendship, and self-confidence. The proposed 
model can be used as a structure for monitoring and evaluating SEP.

Keywords Supported employment program · Individual placement and support · Youths · Mentalhealth · Employment · 
Program evaluation

Introduction

Mental illness affects approximately 1 in 4 youth ages 15–24 
in Canada [1] ,the highest incidence of mental disorders of 
any age group [2–4]. Approximately 70–90% of people 
with serious mental illness are unemployed in Canada, and 
this trend begins early in life [2, 4]. The proportion with 

mental illness in school or employed among youths aged 15 
to 18 years is about the same as their peers without a men-
tal illness [2]. However, this proportion drastically changes 
among 19–24 year-olds, with only 48% of those with mental 
illness reporting being employed or in school, compared to 
87% without a mental illness [2, 5].

Obtaining work or attending school are important to 
youth and young adults and are associated with positive 
health outcomes, social well-being, long-term recovery, 
and quality of life [6–8]. Like most of their peers, young 
adults with mental illness want to work, yet they face enor-
mous stigma in getting and keeping jobs [9]. Challenges are 
even greater for those who have not completed their edu-
cation and/or developed effective work habits and skills to 
cope with their illness [2, 10]. Thus, effective services are 
needed early after diagnosis to enable young adults with 
mental health conditions to successfully transition to early 
adulthood and employment.
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A recent Cochrane review looking at the effectiveness of 
interventions for obtaining and maintaining employment for 
adults with severe mental illness found that supported and 
augmented supported programs were more effective than 
other interventions, with augmented supported employ-
ment programs (SEP) showing slightly better results than 
supported employment [11].  Augmented employment 
programs refer to SEP which include other interventions, 
such as integrated mental health support [11]. These SEP 
and augmented SEP were primarily based on the Individual 
Placement and Support (IPS) model of supported employ-
ment which is designed to achieve mainstream competitive 
employment [12]. In Canada, IPS has been primarily used 
for the past decade to support adults with mental illness in 
obtaining employment and has been promoted as an evi-
dence-based intervention that should be prioritized in psy-
chiatric rehabilitation across the country [13–16].

Description of Intervention

Using this IPS model, we developed a novel intervention 
called Youth Breakthrough to Employment And Training 
(YBEAT) for young adults aged 19 to 29 with mental health 
conditions. The intervention was co-created by professionals 
in health and social services, young adults, and their fami-
lies. YBEAT is an integrated SEP and education intervention 
program that provides health, social, and employment skills 
education in small groups, plus supported job placement tai-
lored to the individual’s goals. Goal setting was incorporated 
in the YBEAT program, and participants’ work-related goals 
were measured and evaluated over time. The unique feature 
of the YBEAT program is that the courses in this program 
were tailored to these work-related goals. This program was 
housed in a facility that provides community mental health 
services, in Vancouver, an urban city in the province of Brit-
ish Columbia (BC), Canada. Participants of this program 
would also be able to access other mental health services 
like counselling, and cognitive behavioural therapy. The 
team comprised of two supported employment specialists, 
and an occupational therapist and a peer support worker.

Youths were eligible for the YBEAT program if they were 
interested in seeking or maintaining employment, aged 19 to 
29 years receiving mental health services and self-reported 
a mental illness (defined as one or more of the following: 
major depressive disorder, bipolar disorder I, II, anxiety 
disorder, schizophrenia spectrum disorder, schizoaffective 
disorder, delusional disorder; and psychotic disorder; not 
otherwise specified).

There were three phases in this 16-week program:

 (i) Phase I: Five weeks of scheduled group education 
sessions on basic topics like career exploration, 

resumes, and interview skills, supplemented by indi-
vidualized sessions with program staff. Certification 
workshops were also offered (e.g., First Aid, FOOD-
SAFE Level 1).

 (ii) Phase II: Four weeks work experience in settings that 
matched participants’ career goals. Program staff 
supported participants and employers to develop a 
workplace Action Plan outlining training, support 
and work expectations.

 (iii) Phase III: Participants were placed in jobs (or appro-
priate school/training). Staff provided targeted sup-
port for seven weeks to ensure a successful transition 
into employment. Based on the funding model, the 
program could not extend beyond this phase.

To explore participants’ experience of this novel pro-
gram, qualitative research was conducted. The objectives 
of this study were to gain an understanding of participants’ 
experiences of the YBEAT program. The central question 
of this study was “What is the experience of going through 
the YBEAT program?” Results of this study will help us 
understand the young adult’s perspective about the relevance 
and applicability of this intervention and provide insight to 
the realities that youths with mental health conditions face 
in Canada.

Methods

The YBEAT study was a one-year longitudinal study, 
designed to evaluate the effectiveness of the YBEAT pro-
gram. The YBEAT study consists of both a quantitative 
study and a qualitative study. This present study describes 
the qualitative component of the YBEAT study.

Study Design and Settings

Focus groups and individual semi-structured interviews 
were used to capture the experience of youths who had com-
pleted the YBEAT program. The interview questions were 
designed using a program evaluation approach (see supple-
mentary material) [17]. Focus group interviews were con-
ducted by two team members (SB & AL) at the same facility 
where the YBEAT program was held. Individual interviews 
were conducted by a trained research coordinator and two 
graduate students at a hospital in downtown Vancouver, at 
a time chosen by the participants. One individual interview 
was conducted over the phone due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Prior to the interviews, written consent was sought. 
Participants were also provided a modest honorarium to 
cover travel and time costs.
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Selection of Participants

Recruitment for this study occurred between October 2019 
to May 2020. Purposeful sampling was used to identify and 
recruit participants for this study. All participants who joined 
the program in were also invited to enroll into the YBEAT 
study. Participants were approached by the study Research 
Coordinator (AL) after completing the 16-week YBEAT 
program and asked if they would be willing to participate in 
this qualitative study about their experience in YBEAT. The 
study was approved by the University of British Columbia’s 
Behavioral Research Ethics Board (H15-00,368).

Data Analysis

Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
All identifiers were removed before transcription. All inter-
view transcripts were verified prior to coding to ensure accu-
racy. Data were analysed using qualitative thematic analysis 
and our team followed the guidelines as outlined by Braun 
and Clarke (2006). Transcripts were read once through to 
get a better understanding of the text before coding. Initial 
coding was conducted independently by team members (NO, 
SB & AL) using NVivo software and supported by Excel. 
As the primary aim of this study was to describe the experi-
ence of a program, a program evaluation framework was 
adopted. Using a deductive approach, primary codes were 
organized and mapped onto Donebedian’s Structure-Pro-
cess-Outcome Model [17]. Donebedian’s healthcare quality 
model, as shown in Fig. 1, depicts a model which consists of 
structure, process and outcomes and provides a framework 
for evaluating and monitoring healthcare services and qual-
ity of care. Structure refers to the conditions under which 
the program is provided and the way the program is set up; 
Process refers to the components of program that contributes 
to a person’s health and well-being and Outcome refers to 
changes in participants that are attributed to the program 
[17–19]. In this model, measures of structure will affect the 
processes, which in turn affects the outcome measures [17, 
19]. Using this framework, codes were merged into themes 

and categorized according to the model by the research 
team. When needed, new codes from subsequent interviews 
were added. Once all the data were analysed, themes were 
compared and further refined to increase the dependability 
of our findings. Further synthesis of the themes and the rela-
tionships between them resulted into a modified model of 
the YBEAT program (Fig. 2). Disagreements were resolved 
through discussion with the whole research team. Confirm-
ability was established with an audit trail. Data triangulation 
was conducted with reflections and observations notes from 
interviewers.

Results

Participant Characteristics

In total, 34 youths agreed to participate. All participants 
lived in or near the Greater Vancouver area in B.C., Can-
ada. Three focus groups and eight individual interviews 
were conducted. The participants were youths aged 17 to 
30 years old, with a mean age of 24.7 years (SD:3.1; median 
age = 25) (Table 1). At the time of the interview, no partici-
pants were enrolled in school. More than half of participants 
were white, and 50% of them identified as women. In terms 
of primary diagnosis, 61.7% of the participants reported 
depression as their primary health condition. At the time of 
the interviews, 64.7% of participants had part time or full-
time employment.

Experience of the YBEAT Program

The experience of the YBEAT program was described 
through Donabedian’s framework of program evaluation. 
Figure 2 illustrates the model and the themes associated 
with each component of the model. This model lays out the 
important elements to evaluate in a SEP.

Fig. 1   Donebedian's structure-process-outcome framework
Fig. 2   Experience of YBEAT program using Donebedian’s structure-
process-outcome model



756 Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation (2022) 32:753–763

1 3

Structure

Structure according to Donabedian’s framework, refers the 
settings and systems of how care is provided [17, 18]. The 
themes under this component reflect the attributes of the 
program such as staff and the physical and social environ-
mental structures of the program (Table 2).

Program Environment

With regards to the program environment, participants 
commented on the physical aspects of the space where the 
program was held and the social atmosphere throughout 
the program. In general, participants felt that the location 
was an “accessible location”, and the building was acces-
sible. Some participants had to commute for a long time 
(> 1 h) to attend the program and finding parking was an 
issue.

Participants spoke more positively about the social 
environment. Some felt that it was a safe space where 
they could discuss their mental health issues and concerns 
without the fear of being judged. This open discussion 
format allowed them to be heard and also hear the opinions 
of others. One participant described it as “overall comfort-
able and non-judgemental” while another felt that environ-
ment created “the opportunity [for her] to speak and gain 
confidence”. The feeling about the social environment was 
perhaps best summarized by this participant in FG1:

“…what I love most about is that I beat my anxiety 
of coming here because really, when I come here, 
there is a lot of positive, but basically it’s a positive 
environment. So, the people, not just the staff, but 
also my classmates, it’s very helpful, very encourag-
ing and stuff.”

The physical environment was described as less youth 
friendly. Participants suggested having larger rooms with 
more space to work independently or more windows.

Staff

Staff were an integral part of the YBEAT program. Partici-
pants generally felt very supported and comfortable around 
the YBEAT interdisciplinary staff. One participant com-
mented that, “I really liked it because the teachers [staff] 
are really supportive and you can ask them anything and 
you can be like, 'I’m having a bad day', and they would 
like to understand, because that was, like, kind of, like, 
the whole point.” Staff who have a positive outlook also 
infected the participants with their positivity. The extra 
care and support given by the staff throughout the program 
also made it easy for participants to engage and attend 
the classes. Participants appreciated that staff regularly 
checked in on their health and employment goals through-
out the program, as illustrated by this comment about the 
peer support worker who “always checked in to see if we 
were okay and if the topics were a little bit too heavy in 
the conversation…she was always there to help me or our 
whole cohort if we ever needed one-on-ones.”

Participants also raised the importance of guest speak-
ers, undergoing training in mental health and cultural 
safety to understand how the program is unique. Many 
suggested that new members to the group, including guest 
speakers and potential employers, can have a significant 
impact on the overall group dynamics and feeling of safety. 
Screening and prepping inclusive quality guest speakers 
were viewed as more important than having many speakers 
in the program.

Table 1  Characteristics of study 
participants (n = 34)

*CPROM: Canadian Personal Recovery Outcome Measure (scoring range 0 – 30), scores not available for 
individual interviews

Focus group #1 #2 #3 Interviews

No. of people 9 8 9 8
Median age (range) 24 (21–30) 23 (20–28) 25 (17–19) 25 (24–30)
Gender
Woman 4 4 4 5
Man
Non-binary or trans

4
0

4
0

2
0

3
0

No. employed 5 3 6 8
Self-reported depression 5 4 8 4
Mean CPROM score (SD) 19.2 (7.9) 19.2 (3.4) 17.6 (6.1) NA
No. with some university education and above 3 3 4 5
Living with family or in own apartment 6 6 7 7
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Table 2  Additional quotes in each theme

Structure
Program environment To be very honest, I felt accepted

…that is basically why it helped out with my anxiety because other than getting into the YBEAT, I was battling some 
really bad depression and that was only because thirteen years ago my dad passed away, so, it was a lot easier going 
through all this and having everyone being supportive and easier to do it like that

I just liked the open discussion kinda, where you can hear everyone’s different opinions on certain things
Yeah, you couldn’t focus and there were no windows, and we were all crammed in

Staff Um, strengths, having really good facilitators so like, that you could be open with them with what you’re dealing with 
and what you’re struggling with. Um, if you have any questions, they would definitely answer them

Some days I had a really hard time like coming, like I didn’t have um a schedule before, so I would text them (group 
coordinator) and told them I wasn’t coming, and they said well I think you should, and would be really positive and 
upbeat.”

[Peer support worker] was easy to talk to, and really non-judgemental
To add something about the group coordinator, they were very organized and helpful. And was very good at showing 

you here are your resources and how can I help you where you want to go
Process
Elements of the program I liked the employer panel, um, and that I could really ask the questions that I wondered, but didn't really have any-

body to ask”
I guess like I said, they would be like 'oh I think this job might be good for you', or maybe you should go here and 

apply, or they would be like, oh I’ll send your resume to this manager. Like, I guess it was nice to have someone in 
the middle supporting you in some sort of circumstances cause they could kind of facilitate back and forth and that 
was helpful for me because I don’t… I’m not really a super like, outgoing person, so it was helpful to have someone 
in the middle, I guess

I think, maybe, they challenged me to figure out exactly what I wanted in a job, which um, the program before, and 
nobody before actually tried to do, they just said, ‘oh what do you want to do’ and I would sit there and go, ‘I don’t 
know, I’ve never known’. [laughs]. And [at YBEAT], people there, people were actually like ‘ok here is some 
options, here is some ideas, what about your personality fits into these… have you imaged yourself being in these 
roles before? Have you done anything that’s kind of like these, all that kind of stuff, so they actually pushed me, to 
figure out what I wanted and what kind of person I am, which was nice…[p2]

‘cause though like, Ybeat, the Ybeat program, it’s very generalized, it’s very well-rounded, like it’s for, it’s pretty 
much made for anyone who comes seeking help with finding employment…

“I think there was a really good variety [of jobs offered by an employer panel in YBEAT], even of the ones that were 
there. The one I was considering that I hadn’t even thought of was a certain program. It was something I had not 
even considered as a path at all…”

Program structure And that there was a structure, and that food was provided so that we could focus throughout
I didn’t feel the five weeks, I did get enough
Yeah, I think like, making it longer but making the days shorter. I got really, like personally, I got really restless
Yea so I have chronic fatigue so before I was coming to YBEAT, I didn’t know if I could actually consistently come 

to downtown everyday ‘cause my hypersensitivity makes it really hard for me to be on buses because it’s loud and 
it really hurts from the bumping just in traffic and stuff…this structure where it made me need to commit everyday 
made me realize I could probably go for more than part time work

Outcomes
Benefits of the program Being strict on routine, I guess. And having something to hold you accountable, um, to actually get up, get out of bed 

every day
“…it just made me realize that I was gonna go for part time work before and this structure where it made me need to 

commit everyday made me realize I could probably go for more than part time work. So that was something that, I 
think, if not for YBEAT, it's not something I would have been able to complete on my own.”

Um, I think it did because I wasn’t really used to having to be somewhere, like, every day, like consistently. So, it kind 
of teaches you to be, have good time management, good responsibility because I have to be here at this time. and all 
that

“Well, I would say YBEAT helped because I got my resume and cover letter ready and actually show up for class 
because I might as well do something, might as well apply for some jobs because you are here. Instead of if you 
stayed at home telling yourself that but you wouldn’t do anything. Just the fact of showing up for an employment 
course, putting in effort…”

Yes. So, for me, one of the strengths of the group was that I was able to meet people in the same position like me
Mentally for yourself and it’s basically talking with the same, almost like the same group of people who are going 

through the same thing, so you don’t have to be alone in the whole entire thing so it’s easier doing it that way



758 Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation (2022) 32:753–763

1 3

Process

This component refers to the processes of care delivered 
[17]. In this program, care was delivered through a series 
of workshops, work internships and providing mental 
health support for 16 weeks. The themes here captured 
the participants’ experiences and thoughts on the format 
of the YBEAT program and the elements of the YBEAT 
program.

Program Format

There were different responses to the duration of the pro-
gram. On one end, many participants echoed the sentiment 
that the program was “too short”, “too rushed”, and “[the 
first weeks] went by very fast”, one participant suggested 
that extending the program but making the days shorter. 
Some participants suggested the time was ideal. While a 
couple of participants felt that they received enough out of 
the program within the timeframe, the general consensus 

Table 2  (continued)

Barriers and facilitators 
to finding employment

…I wasn’t really looking for an entry level job because I’ve got some experience. And I was trying to look in, trying 
to follow up on my experience and so far, I haven’t had any success and that but I know that it is valuable and I 
know that it is a valuable industry and I should be able to make that. There is just something that I just haven’t been 
able to get re-connected to that industry yet. That’s. It’s been a big block

“Part of me, I just think like time management, and just like making it a job to find a job.”
I guess it’s one of those things that when I started looking for a job. I wanted to make sure I wouldn’t be a liability to 

the employer, because like logically they’re a business why would they want to hire someone who’s a liability in that 
position. I know it sounds kind of cruel, but it is a business, sort of thing. They’re not there to… ya

It’s about like, both them and me looking for a match, and even if they reject me it doesn’t mean they are like, reject-
ing me, it's just not a perfect match

Like moving company for instance, I almost hurt myself a couple of times lifting heavy air condition unit 80lbs down 
these stairs I almost slipped and ya…that's not a career path, I'm going to hurt myself

At one workplace they were like oh take this short little thing it’s just a few questions, I think it was like 127 questions 
later I’m just like ahhhh…

Barriers and facilita-
tors to maintaining 
employment

To be feeling like I'm making a difference and connecting with people, with teammates and the kids I’m working 
with, getting outdoors, you know, and doing some things that I was wanting to do but wasn't really sure that I could, 
and seeing that I can do it. So, there is that sense of accomplishment or something

“Which is the most attractive thing to that job for me—the high amount of pay for a whole day of work that you do 
that you can just dedicate ‘That’s my day where I work’, and the rest of the week I can do everything else in my 
life.”

this is something that I really care about that I want to be doing, so that's a driver as well
“For me at least is intellectually stimulating. I have done jobs where it’s just way too boring. Oh, or too easy, too easy 

too simple.”
Um, at my old job, my co-workers were like a really good source of support. Everyone was friends basically and they 

were all around my age so that was helpful. You could talk to them, even outside of work you could be like 'hey hav-
ing this issue', and they would chat with you, so that was really good

Everyone is very helpful to each other, so my work environment has been very positive. So, I found it very easy to 
have good mental health and everything

And not only that but she (boss) also shamed me too. She goes “oh well you’re a big girl, you should be able to do the 
work. Right. There’s other girls your age that hold down full time school and have children as well. And like all this 
stuff so she also shamed me…

Improvements
I think if there was, to find a way to express what you’re going through, like what that one place did with pottery, not 

everyone wants to be a potter and stuff, but to like… create something…
So, I want to talk about the natural part, so the transportation, buying for a bus pass, and really you guys provide the 

bus pass only for a short temporary but after the YBEAT program, many people want the monthly bus pass
Also offer someone to accompany you to the interview or like ask the manager to come with me
I think it would help with the attendance thing as well cause you only get paid when you show up
I think youth will need long time followers support, like maybe just stick to one helper and have a long time follow 

up to support the youth from barriers, physically and helping sending information about the mental illness help, like 
including doctors’ information and course information and physical stuff, like why the fitness class is good for them 
and a plan for everything

…you know it would be cool if you could keep on doing the program here but you could for the follow-up portions, 
have those satellite offices sort of following up with people
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among participants was that they needed more time for the 
modules they found useful (i.e., mental health, mindful-
ness, interview preparation). Participants also discussed 
the importance of staff being available the 16-weeks, for 
career mentorship if needed.

Elements of the Program

The YBEAT program consisted of different in class sub-
curriculums covering three areas: career exploration skills, 
job training, and mental health support. All participants 
appreciated the career exploration courses and the dif-
ferent certification courses that they could take as they 
felt that these courses “can help steer you to the career 
you want or what’s available for work”. Learning to write 
resumes, cover letters and having mock interviews were 
really helpful elements of the program as one participant 
put it, “resumes and cover letters, before here I had no 
clue”. This was echoed by another participant in FG3 who 
liken the whole process as “practice for a real job” which 
really helped people like him who had been out of a job for 
a while. Additionally, these courses also helped them gain 
skills on how to improve their interpersonal skills at work.

Another element of the whole program that participants 
welcomed was the networking opportunities in the pro-
gram which exposed them to a “good variety of jobs” and 
made them consider different career paths.

Participants also identified the unique aspect of the pro-
gram which was the specialized mental health supports. 
They vocalized appreciation for the focus on mental health 
challenges and developing different strategies to manage 
symptoms when obtaining and maintaining employment. 
One participant described why they decided to participate 
in the program:

“I was kind of interested in the fact that it was not 
just about job searching skills per-se, it was more 
mental health, and it was everything all together. I 
felt like it just, there was things that I needed work 
on, and I just didn’t know how to do it on my own.” 
– individual interview

The importance of having a counsellor onsite and other 
programs like mindfulness and yoga were also highlighted 
as many participants felt that these were beneficial for their 
work and mental health. Other elements of the program 
that participants really enjoyed were the physical activi-
ties in the morning and the food. Some participants had 
to commute to attend the program and hence, food was 
an incentive and allowed them to focus throughout the 
program without worrying about food security.

Outcome

In Donabedian’s framework, outcomes must be relevant 
to the objective of the program and means to achieve the 
outcome must also be considered [17]. The main outcome 
for this program was employment, however despite the 
benefits of the program and the connections that they made 
during the program, there were still many obstacles that 
exist for people with mental health issues when it comes 
to attaining and maintaining employment. In this theme, 
the benefits of the program, the barriers and facilitators to 
finding a job and maintaining a job were discussed.

Benefits of the Program

Participants outlined unintended benefits from attend-
ing the YBEAT program. One benefit was establishing 
a routine. Participants described that attending YBEAT 
was helpful to developing a routine, getting up early in 
the morning and leaving the house. Following this routine 
made some participants realize that they could do more 
hours of work than they thought, and this motivated them 
to seek full time employment. This development of a rou-
tine was especially useful for participants who had been 
unemployed for a while. Learning and maintaining a rou-
tine was identified by some as being more important than 
being employed as this participant from our individual 
interviews described, “it was really good, I really liked 
it. I liked how it was really structured, because they kind 
of make you go there every day for like the weekdays, so 
that you’re getting up earlier, going there; almost like a 
job, you have to be there for your activities.” Some partici-
pants saw this as an opportunity for adjustment and growth 
related to maintaining a schedule and highlighted that this 
was very much key to their success in the long run.

Another benefit of the program was the friendships 
formed between participants and the support they received 
from their peers, which lasted beyond the 16 weeks of 
intervention, as described by this participant in FG2:“I 
felt supported by the peers in my groups, because like we 
were really a tight knit group, so we could plan hangouts 
to go to like the fair.”

“I felt supported by the peers in my groups, because 
like we were really a tight knit group, so we could 
plan hangouts to go to like the fair.”
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Barriers and facilitators

The theme of barriers and facilitators was divided into two 
subthemes: barriers to finding employment and barriers to 
maintaining employment.

Barriers and facilitators to finding employment

In this subtheme, participants spoke mainly of barriers to 
finding a job and why they were still unemployed since the 
end of the YBEAT program. One such barrier was the daunt-
ing task of applying for a job. Even though participants learn 
skills like writing resumes in the YBEAT program, it was 
frustrating having to navigate the job application process 
because it differed from job to job. One participant described 
online job application as jumping through “all these hoops” 
while another spoke about the time it took just to find the 
application site.

Participants also recounted experiences where they did 
not have particular items, such as a phone or a uniform, 
and those were essential items for the jobs they applied. 
Not having these resources, or the money to purchase them, 
were recognized as significant stressors in the job searching 
process. For participants who were not in an ideal hous-
ing situation or who lived far away from their employment, 
another barrier was the need for accommodation. This was a 
difficult topic to breach during the interview. One participant 
“felt like [he] didn’t get the job because [he] mentioned it 
(accommodation)” as employers were generally not open to 
providing accommodation. Other barriers mentioned related 
to time management and financial management which added 
to the pressure and stress because “finding a job was a job 
itself”.

Another barrier that was consistently mentioned by our 
participants was the subject of disclosure of mental illness. 
Even though all participants were taught skills related to 
disclosure of their mental health condition in the workplace, 
nearly all participants recalled a negative incident regarding 
disclosure. While many participants felt that they should 
disclose their health condition, they also noted how acutely 
aware they were of the stigma and the possibility of being 
rejected with self-disclosure of a mental health condition. 
Some participants reported giving their employers a “vague 
idea” without giving too many details while others chose to 
be more forthcoming with their issues as described by this 
participant in FG2:

“Pretty much like you just have to tell for the most part 
I’ve had issues in the past and I’ve worked through most 
of them and I’m ready to move on.”

There were also those who chose not to disclose and those 
who disclosed only after getting an offer, as this participant 

in FG1 advised, “…along with the reasonable accommoda-
tions you would reasonably expect them to make, only after 
you have been made an offer.”

The facilitators to finding employment were mainly the 
accommodations to the barriers they faced. Some facilitators 
mentioned, were having transportation provided, a work-
place that was easily accessible by public transit, a job with 
accommodation or a job that pays enough to cover rent. Jobs 
that had these extra perks were much appreciated by our 
participants.

Barriers and facilitators to maintaining employment

For many participants, obtaining a job was crossing the first 
big hurdle and maintaining employment was the second 
big hurdle they had to cross. Barriers to maintaining a job 
included the pay, work conditions and relationships with 
co-workers. A hostile work environment like one with co-
workers and employers who did not understand their health 
condition, made it difficult for participants to continue work-
ing, as illustrated by this participant in FG1:

“I was I was working at a warehouse…it was like a 
food grader and I didn't like that job cause first of all, 
the workers spoke a different language than me and it 
was very cold in the freezer. You had to wear a lot of 
heavy clothing.”

Low wages and not being promised the actual wages 
were one of the reasons why participants quit their previous 
jobs. This was especially common for overtime pay, many 
participants talked about being overworked and not being 
paid overtime. However, it was not always about the pay but 
this balance between managing their mental health and the 
financial needs. Participants clarified that for them, work-
ing longer shifts for only a couple days a week, was better 
for their mental health than working full time hours as they 
could spend the rest of the time doing something else.

In terms of facilitators, many participants echoed that 
finding a job that meets their expectations gave them sat-
isfaction and meaning. This sentiment was summarized by 
this quote from our individual interview:

“… working with children it feels more fulfilling 
because I’m helping to raise, like a child, and help-
ing them become people and teaching them about the 
world. And there is more love and nurturing involved 
and it’s a lot more fulfilling than working in customer 
service. It seems like I’m actually doing something 
good for the world and not just making my boss richer. 
[laughs]”

Other factors that kept participants motivated to work and 
allowed them to thrive at work were things like a flexible 



761Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation (2022) 32:753–763 

1 3

work environment, good support from co-workers and 
understanding bosses.

Improvements

Improvements to the quality of care refer to the solutions to 
improve quality of care provided [17]. In our model, this is 
a feedback loop. Constant feedback allows for increased suc-
cess of program. This theme described participants’ sugges-
tions to improve the YBEAT program. It consists of things 
that can be done to improve the effectiveness of the program 
and the care of the clients in this program. One common 
suggestion was to have a more tailored program according 
to participants’ needs, these needs varied from food options, 
to “just one-on-one with a staff and just to discuss how the 
search is going and other things” to having the option to 
take specific courses related to their interests. Participants 
also expressed their wish to have more leisure courses like 
expressive arts or creative arts courses, therapy animals and 
teambuilding events. In general, participants wanted some 
freedom to be able to choose their own programming within 
the 16-weeks.

Another suggestion that was repeatedly brought up was 
the need to provide financial support as one participant in 
FG2 pointed out,

“I was actually going to say more financial support 
through the course, like some of the other courses you 
actually get paid by the hour to go to them which is 
a pretty big pro when you don’t have a job currently 
right cause that can really help you make ends meet 
and get everything in order, cause like I was talking to 
one of my friends and she’s in a job she’s not liking 
right, and umm, the thing is though she can’t quit it 
to do this when she would have to go through the full 
YBEAT because then she doesn’t have any income and 
that’s kind of a problem there”.

Another issue was the longer follow-up period and access 
to the YBEAT program staff after the 16 weeks. This also 
included extension of some of the benefits they had during 
the program like gym passes and bus passes. Many partici-
pants talked about additional support from staff to help navi-
gate legal issues and social welfare systems. They felt that 
having these support systems throughout the process was 
necessary for their success.

Discussion

The main objective of this study was to gain an understand-
ing of participants’ experiences of the YBEAT program. In 
this study, a total of 34 young adults described their experi-
ences participating in the 16-week YBEAT program and 

with finding and maintaining employment. The Donabedi-
an’s model allowed us to view the participants’ experiences 
using a program evaluation lens. Better understanding of 
participants’ experiences help us to evaluate and improve the 
current program. Based on our results, we proposed a modi-
fied structure-process-outcome model for evaluating SEP for 
young adults with mental health conditions. This model lays 
down the important components to evaluate in any SEP The 
feedback loop in the model highlights the need for constant 
feedback of program.

Under structure, there were two main components, pro-
gram environment and staff. While the physical environment 
is important when conducting any program or workshop, 
establishing a safe, inclusive, and positive environment was 
viewed by participants as crucial to the success of the pro-
gram when working with young people with mental health 
challenges. Our results also showed that staff, whether per-
manent or guest instructors, were an integral part of this 
program. Experiences with core staff were positive, with 
negative experiences often resulting from guest speakers or 
staff who had less experience with working with people with 
mental illness. These results were in line with other research 
which showed that attitudes, experiences, and leadership 
qualities of program staff are vital to the success of SEP [20, 
21]. Hence, the training of staff, especially for guest speak-
ers or sessional instructors, is crucial in building a positive 
environment.

With regards to process, the elements of YBEAT and 
the format were highlighted. In general, experiences of the 
YBEAT program were positive, reflecting the acceptabil-
ity of the program among young adults with mental illness. 
Consistent with other qualitative literature on supported 
employment, the participants in this study welcomed the 
integration of health, psychological and social services with 
the SEP as it helped them build important skills to manage 
their symptoms and the stresses of finding a job [22].  These 
additional skills extend beyond performing the job and 
include social skills and coping skills, which helped partici-
pants build confidence and motivation to seek employment. 
This in turn improved job readiness, an important contribu-
tor to successful employment [23, 24]. As all participants 
in this study have all completed the program, results indi-
cate that the elements of YBEAT like building an inclusive 
environment and the increased peer support, in additional to 
building competency in work and health management, are 
essential elements in improving retention in SEP programs 
and motivation for employment [25].

There were mixed responses about the format and dura-
tion of a 16-week program. Participants in our study sought 
more support after completing the YBEAT program, high-
lighting they were in a “career exploration” phase and rather 
than a career phase [26]. Continued support whether finan-
cial or social and regular follow-up from staff were crucial 
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factors that contributed to their well-being. Research have 
shown that longer follow up and support from program 
staff often resulted in better outcomes for participants in 
a SEP [23]. Like the YBEAT program, many SEPs are 
often funded to be short-term as continued support for an 
indefinite period may not be sustainable due to funding and 
logistical issues [27, 28]. As the degree and type of support 
required by participants were very varied, a possible solution 
to provide continued support is to employ a more person-
centred approach. The use of an individualized follow up 
plan, carefully integrated within a health service, may help 
overcome these challenges [26]. Based on our results, some 
recommendations include allowing participants to state how 
often they desire a check-in from staff, when they require 
support and the type of support needed like staff accompani-
ment or career advice.

The main outcome of the YBEAT program was obtain-
ing employment, however, obtaining and maintaining a job 
were described very differently by many participants. Bar-
riers to getting a job included being overwhelmed by the job 
application process, and time management while barriers to 
maintaining a job included stigmatizing work environments, 
low pay and being in a job that was perceived as boring 
or not meaningful [29]. Although participants highlighted 
that the YBEAT program did an excellent job supporting 
youth through many of these challenges at the individual 
level, some of these barriers identified were at a system-
level, including obtaining employment with competitive 
wages, timely access to mental health care, integrating ser-
vices (health and employment) that are not time limited, and 
implementing care based on evidence-based services such as 
the IPS model [30]. Hence, success of a supported employ-
ment program should not only be measured by employment 
alone. This is consistent with previous research on supported 
employment program in mental health, where focusing only 
on gaining employment and not the youths’ needs, led to 
feelings of being stuck and poor motivation [31, 32]. Our 
results showed that participants benefitted from the program 
and obtained many skills that are likely to last beyond the 
16-week intervention [33]. A broader approach to the meas-
urement of outcomes of IPS programs is needed. Processes 
are needed to ensure ongoing engagement of young people 
to understand the value of such programs and to co-design 
quality improvement efforts with funders and programs to 
ensure programs meet the needs of diverse young people.

Limitations

Our study presented the experiences of participants attend-
ing our YBEAT program and the sample was drawn from 
one location, thus study findings may not be reflective of the 
general population of all youths with mental health chal-
lenges. As the YBEAT program was unique to one Canadian 

urban centre, transferability of the study findings is limited 
to this context. As well, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
we were unable to conduct triangulation of the findings 
with participants. In addition, feedback from YBEAT staff 
members was not conducted due to the turnover of staff. 
However, the aim of this study was to understand the experi-
ence from the participants’ perspective. Finally, this study 
did not collect data on race or ethnicity and did not suc-
cessfully recruit young people who identified outside the 
gender binary. Future efforts to sample diverse participants 
may help inform strategies to address differences, including 
policies and practice to optimize employment programming 
and outcomes for young Canadians.

Conclusion

Overall, the YBEAT program was valuable to the partici-
pants in this study. Many participants reported gaining skills 
that would last beyond the 16-weeks of intervention. Mental 
health education for non-core staff and shifting the focus 
from gaining employment to career development and qual-
ity of life were important takeaways. The value of youth 
voice in this evaluation also provided information about the 
structure, process, and outcomes of the program that were 
important to participants. This proposed model can be used 
as a structure for monitoring and evaluating IPS programs. 
In parallel with high-quality health care, integrating effec-
tive work services are needed to empower young adults 
with mental health challenges to fully participate in their 
communities through career exploration and meaningful 
employment.
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