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Abstract 

 The aim of this research is to find the best practices for companies who are willing to 

work with employees that have criminal backgrounds. With negative connotations that are 

automatically associated with an ex-offender, it can be nearly impossible to find work, and just 

as hard maintain employment. This may be due to a variety of different factors, one of which 

being the way that managers approach this challenge. According to the findings, openness, 

masculinity, moderate power distance, long-term orientation are some of the key factors in 

maintaining a useful working relationship between employees in this demographic and 

employers. In the following report, I review literature and delve into my own research regarding 

the importance of this topic and distinguish strategies for management to find meaningfulness 

out of helping these high-risk individuals keep employment. 

Introduction 

Basis for Research 

 As of 2012, over 100 million Americans had a criminal record (Holder 2014). With this 

statistic comes overwhelming stigmas that influence these individuals in each aspect of their 

daily life. Sadly, this demographic is one of the most disadvantaged in regard to their work skills 

and history. For the average ex-offender, the difficulties of obtaining and maintaining 

employment after being incarcerated are immense. From scheduling around meetings with 

justice department officials, to the negative stereotypes that often blind employers to the 

potential of the talented and interesting worker, there are infinite amounts of hurdles for these 

workers to jump over. In addition to the factors outside of the workplace, the life experiences of 

these workers have shaped their preferences of leadership. As a historically difficult group to 
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employ, there seems to be a gap between what the formerly incarcerated employees are looking 

for and what the employers need in order to get an effective exchange from the employment of 

the ex-offender. This research will aim to bridge this gap, in order to aid both employees and 

employers in finding methods that are based in easy and recognizable personality theories that 

will help create a meaningful employment exchange.  

The United States Prison System 

 Getting a comprehensive idea of what the demographics of the United States Justice 

System looks like has proven to be an incredibly difficult task for many research institutions. The 

most complete figures seem to be derived from the Prison Policy Initiative, a non-profit and non-

partisan organization that conducts research on the United States Prison system. According to the 

Prison Policy Initiative, the justice system “consists of 1,719 state prisons, 102 federal prisons, 

1,852 juvenile correctional facilities, and 80 Indian County jails” (Wagner & Sawyer, 2018). 

Additionally, there are some institutions that fall outside of justice system jurisdiction, such as 

military prisons, civil commitment centers, and prisons in U.S. territories.  

Figure 1 displays the different proportions in which the prison system exists. As shown 

below, state prisons are by far the most prevalent institutions in the justice system, with over 

50% of incarcerated individuals within their walls. One can clearly see that the majority of the 

offenses in the legal system are violent offenses, which are often the hardest to employ after 

release.  
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Figure 1. How many people are locked up in the United States? (Wagner & Sawer, 2018) 

 
 The United States has the highest prison population rate, surpassing countries such as 

Russia and Cuba by around than 100 people per 100,000 (Highest to Lowest, 2018). With such a 

staggering number, I will attempt to aid in one of the largest issues with this system: 

employment. Without a steady job, formerly incarcerated individuals will have a much harder 

time staying out of the cycle, meaning that the number of people in our justice system will only 

continue to grow. 

Literature Review 

Hiring Ex-Convicts 

 Though hiring ex-criminals may seem like a costly and risky move for a business, it is 

actually far more costly to society as a whole if they are held back from attaining employment. In 

a special report done by the United States Department of Justice, it was revealed that 76.6% of 

prisoners released were rearrested within five years. Of those re-offenders, 56.7% were arrested 

by the end of the first year (Durose, Cooper, & Snyder, 2014). In addition to understanding the 
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sheer number of reoffenders who are living their lives in a seemingly unbreakable cyclical 

motion, one must understand the vast number of individuals being released from prison each 

year. During 2015 alone, approximately 641,000 individuals were released back into their 

communities and expected to start a normal and productive life (Carsons, 2016). Though this 

may seem miniscule in comparison to the 321 million people that were living in the United 

States in 2015, the struggle of finding a job for these individuals can determine the path that their 

life follows. 

 According to America Works, in conjunction with the Manhattan Institute, the results 

regarding the ease in accessibility of employment and its effect on reoffending for this 

demographic are startling. They attempted to place workers (with an average cost of roughly 

$5,000) in jobs shortly after their release. Of those individuals, who ranged from low level 

crimes to extremely violent, there was an average of 80%-90% decrease in their recidivism rates 

(Carsons & Bowes, 2015). These numbers show the real need for former criminals to attain 

employment in order to stay former criminals. Without access to steady income, it may seem to 

be the logical option for these individuals to revert back to the actions that landed them in state 

or federal penitentiaries in the first place. This undoubtedly costs society as a whole much more 

than trying to employ them. The problem with this theory of easily accessible jobs is the fact that 

formerly incarcerated individuals are not always easily employable. 

 When discussing the barriers that employees often encounter after being released, one 

must consider a litany of factors. From the actual skills and capabilities of the employees to the 

preferred leadership style and personalities of each party, there are many issues that can pose 

problems in terms of successfully managing an ex-convict. In addition to an often low education 
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level (Harlow, 2003), they may be behind on the times in terms of technology and workplace 

advances. After years of being incarcerated, it may be harder for them to catch up with new 

technology and necessary workplace products. Lastly, their soft skills, such as interpersonal 

relationships, are often lacking quite significantly (Tonkin, Dickie, & Grove, 2004). 

When these individuals are released from prison, Harris and Keller reference the fact that 

it is quite possible that employers may look at a previous offense as a foreshadowing of what is 

to come (2005). Though it is not always fair, one of the main things that a company may see is 

the loss of profit that could accompany hiring an ex-convict. First and foremost, even with easily 

accessible employment, reoffending occurs. If an employee is unexpectedly arrested, this may 

put the company in a tough spot in terms of labor needed, may disappoint a customer, and 

turnover is overall very costly. Additionally, an incident involving a formerly incarcerated 

individual on company time or property could be permanently detrimental to the company’s 

name or brand image. Because there are no truly concrete laws or structures in place about hiring 

this demographic, each company has to walk a very fine line between adverse impact caused by 

not hiring them and negligent hiring caused by issues they may cause (Hickox 2011). 

Another aspect of employing ex-criminals that employers must consider is their realistic 

education level and abilities. According to one study, 68% of state prison inmates never received 

a high school diploma (Harlow 2003). That being said, the education level of many of these 

individuals does not allow for highly skilled or unusually complex job opportunities. Employers 

must take that into account when considering what kind of positions may be suitable for people 

who fall into this category. 
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Leadership Theories   

 It is no secret that former criminals are in need of a different type of management. This 

study focuses on leadership based in the Big Five Personality Theory as well as the Hofstede 

Cultural Dimensions[EE1]. These two are some of the most recognizable and easily instituted 

personality and leadership theories, meaning they will be the easiest for potential employers to 

implement with formerly incarcerated employees. 

 According to the Positive Psychology Program, the Big Five Personality Traits [EE2]are 

extroversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness. These traits make up 

an individual’s personality, and are often related to leadership (Big Five Personality Theory, 

2017). Business Insider breaks down each trait and what they mean in terms of recognizable 

personality attributes. Extroversion implies that an individual is sociable, friendly, and values 

their personal relationships. Agreeableness is often associated with attributes such as sympathy, 

kindness, and cooperation. Contentiousness often means that that someone is likely to be 

reliable, organized, and detail oriented. Neuroticism seems to have more of a negative 

connotation, though that is not always the case. In general, high levels of neuroticism are found 

in people who experience a lot of stress and worry and do not exert much effort into close 

personal relationships. Lastly, openness is found in individuals who have many different 

interests, like new experiences, and are extremely imaginative. In previous research conducted 

by Judge, Bono, Ilies, & Gerhardt, openness and conscientiousness have the most consistent 

effect on leadership. People scoring high in these two categories were found to be the most 

efficient leaders by far, whereas people who were highly neurotic were found to be the lease 

effective leaders (2002). 
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 In addition to the Big Five, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions are another aspect that will 

be evaluated with this survey. In a study done by Geert Hofstede, six dimensions of national 

culture were developed and can be applied to almost any aspect of the workplace. Each country 

has been evaluated out of 100 based on these dimensions, and the evaluation of the United States 

can be seen in Figure 2. 

  

Figure 2. United State Cultural Dimensions (Country Comparison, 2018) 

The first of these dimensions is power distance, which looks at the degree to which an 

individual feels comfortable working equally with their leader. This is really aiming to uncover 

the opinion of the culture on distribution of power and inequalities. The second aspect is 

individualism, which looks at the view of each person on the sense of community. In some 

cultures, the population is more focused on themselves than the good of the community, which 

displays a high sense of individualism. Thirdly, Hofstede looked at masculinity versus 

femininity. Though this may sound as though it is on the verge of being offensive, it is simply 

looking at traits that are often thought to be either masculine or feminine. Masculinity often 

places emphasis on successfulness, winning, and competitiveness, whereas femininity is more 

associated with caring, cooperation, and modesty. Uncertainty avoidance is the degree to which a 
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society feels comfortable with ambiguity. In addition to these dimensions, long term orientation 

is very important in Hofstede’s study. This looks at the preference of a society for either staying 

with traditional norms or moving to a more modernized way of life. Additionally, in the context 

of this study, it looks at the idea of planning ahead. Lastly, Hofstede looked at indulgence, which 

is the degree to which a society allows its members to enjoy and be uncensored.  In this study, 

the main focuses will be in masculinity/femininity, long term orientation, and power distance. 

Methodology 

 In order to provide realistic recommendations on the best way to provide leadership and 

management to these employees, this study investigates previous literature as well as attaining 

firsthand experience from the two parties involved. A survey (see Appendix A) was distributed 

to inmates at a Midwestern [EE3]county jail (henceforth Site X) regarding, what they are looking 

for in a supervisor. Out of 89 males that were eligible to take the survey, 70 participated, making 

the participation rate 78.65%. Out of 22 eligible females, 13 participated, making the 

participation rate 59.09%. Overall, the participation rate was 74.77%, which was a surprisingly 

high response rate. This survey was distributed to the group on paper by program staff and 

passed along to me by the director of this institution. This survey was designed to measure what 

is most important to these individuals, relating to the Big Five Personality Traits and Hofstede’s 

Cultural Dimensions, both of which were discussed in the previous section. The results of this 

survey can be found below. 

 In addition to the inmate survey, there was a survey sent out to 32 local companies who 

work with individuals with criminal records. This survey can be found in Appendix B, and 

focuses on the ways that they most often manage ex-convicts in the workplace, in relation to the 
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Big Fiver Personality Traits [EE4]and Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions. Of those 32, 14 employers 

responded, making the participation rate 43.75%. Because of the low number of responses for 

this survey, these results have been excluded from the results, and suggestions will be mainly on 

the responses from the inmates at Site X. 

 From these results, the percentages of each response from the inmate responses were 

derived in order to find out what they are looking for in terms of a manager. Overall, inmate 

responses were the most informative in forming suggestions for employers to implement in order 

to best manage these types of individuals.[MOU5] 

Results 

Inmate Survey 

The majority of inmates ranged between 25 and 34 years old, with the second largest sector 

ranging from 35-44. This data is indicative of the overall prison population, and therefore 

relevant. According to the Bureau of Prisons, the largest population in the prison system in the 

United States ranges from 31-45. As shown in Table 1, the research done at Site X closely is 

working with the same age demographic as the national average. 
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 The breakdown of goal orientation was very heavily weighted on the higher end of the 

scale, as shown in Table 2. 92.32% of respondents preferred to have a moderate to high number 

of goals in their workplace. This statistic falls in line with Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, and 

is crucial to managing ex-offenders.  

 

In Table 3, the results clearly show a preference for high pay, closely followed by a job 

that the participants actually enjoy. While it is clear that a good supervisor is not crucial to these 

individuals (2.44% indicated this was most important), it may be one of the only things that the 

manager can control. They are not often the ones dictating pay or job duties directly, but they are 

able to dictate their own actions and attitude.  
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 In addition to the importance of a good supervisor, the amount of interaction with that 

individual is an aspect that can be easily modified. According to Table 4, 52.44% of respondents 

indicated that they wanted a moderate amount of interaction with their supervisor. The survey 

phrased this answer as “having a manager check in on me from time to time is alright.” It is also 

very prevalent that either polar opposite is not preferable, with “no interaction” and “interaction 

all the time” making up only a combined total of 8.54% of responses. 

 

 Table 5 aims to uncover the Big Five traits that are most appealing to this demographic. 

Conscientiousness (33.75%) and openness (27.50%) had the highest response rate, showing that 

these two traits are the most favorable to ex-offenders. There are a variety of explanations for 

this, which will be discussed in the next section. 
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 On the opposite side of Table 5, Table 6 looks to verify the results of the previous 

question. This question reiterates the previous question in a different format, and verifies that 

neuroticism is the least desirable trait for an employer (33.75%). 

 

 Table 7 is important in regard to long-term orientation. This table also confirms previous 

data, specifically shown in Table 2. Planning ahead and making goals are greatly related, and 

once again, the respondents showed an overwhelming preference for planning. 52.5% indicated 

that they would prefer to plan ahead or felt as though they must plan ahead in order to be 

comfortable in their surroundings. 
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 The final aspect of this survey measured a preference for masculine or feminine 

characteristics in leadership. 86.25% preferred masculine traits, which was unsurprising as that 

was roughly the percentage of men who took the survey. 
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Discussion 

 Based on the data displayed above, there were a few questions asked in the inmate survey 

that truly stuck out. These can be split into 2 categories: traits that fall under the Big Five and 

traits that fall under the Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions[EE6]. Those that fall under the Big Five 

can be seen in Table 5 and Table 6 in the most, where Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions [EE7]can be 

seen most clearly in Table 2, 4, and 8. [MOU8] 

 In regards [EE9]to the Big Five, the main trend was that these employees were looking for 

the same characteristics in a leader that have been proven time and time again to be the most 

effective. The highest answer when asked “If you were looking for a job, what qualities would 

you look for in a manager?” was the option that exhibited characteristics often thought of as 

conscientious leaders. For this demographic, it was clear that being organized and time sensitive 

was the key. For the management team, it is vital that they do not look down on the ex-offenders 

and treat them as if their time is not as important. These individuals have more going on outside 

of work than may meet the eye, and they value supervisors who understand that and respect their 

time. In a close second was openness, which was often supported when the participants were 

given free space to describe their ideal manager. Of the 82 responses, 29 of those (35.37%) 

referenced openness, understanding, and other responses that indicated this trait was extremely 

important to the participants. This was not surprising, as they are often judged immediately, so 

openness seems like a logical choice for their preference. For managers, it is crucial to be 

unbiased and open if your company is willing to work with individuals with criminal 

backgrounds. It is clear that a manager who is willing to give them a clean slate is extremely 

important to these individuals.  
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 Additionally, the number of participants who found the least appealing trait to be an 

abundance of neuroticism was overwhelming. With 33.75% of applicants answering that traits 

associated with neuroticism were the most annoying, they were in line with most individuals in 

general. This is not just a feeling that is held by convicts; this is the general consensus of the 

labor market, as discussed in the Literature Review. Avoiding moodiness, anxiousness, and other 

neurotic traits is a wonderful strategy for managers who work in any setting, with or without 

former convicts in their workplace.  

 When looking at Table [EE10]2, it is clear that long term and goal orientation is extremely 

important to this demographic. As supported by the literature, the general long-term orientation 

in the United States is only 26 out of 100. In this survey, 61.46% of respondents indicated that 

they are most comfortable with having many specific goals or are completely goal oriented. This 

was one of the largest differences between the general U.S. population and the population of the 

Site X. As a manager, it would be absolutely critical to make sure that clear goals are expressed 

and followed up on in order to get maximum productivity out of each worker. These goals 

should be substantive, not superfluous, in order to make these workers feel as though their time 

and effort is valuable. Whether you are following a SMART (Specific, measurable, attainable, 

result-focused, and time-bound) model of goal setting or another model specified by your 

company, it is imperative that each goal is followed through to completion in order to set good 

habits. 

 Table [EE11]4 clearly shows a preference for a moderate amount of supervisor interaction, 

which directly correlates to power distance. Out of the participants, 52.44% responded that they 

would prefer a moderate amount of interaction with their supervisor. The least popular responses 
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could be found on either extreme, with the least amount of people preferring to have either no 

interaction or tons of interaction with their manager. The survey phrased this answer as “having a 

manager check in on me from time to time is alright.” According to a study done by Deng & 

Wang, moderate amounts of interaction promote a feeling of being trusted, which is something 

that would be seemingly important for these employees (2009). Based on those results, it seems 

only fair to give the employee as much autonomy as possible, while still being available for 

regular check ins and any questions. This would also be dependent on the crimes that the 

individual had in the past and the reasonable amount of independence at a job site that the 

manager is able to allow.  

 The third and final aspect of [EE12]Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions [EE13]that can be seen in 

this study is the preference for masculinity (Table [EE14]8). In the U.S., the Hofstede Scale rates a 

preference for masculine traits at a 62 out of 100. Amongst the inmates, the preference for 

masculine traits outweighed the preference for feminine overwhelmingly. 86.25% preferred traits 

such as successfulness and assertiveness over more feminine traits, such as kindness and 

gentleness. This may be a result of the fact that 84.34% of the respondents were male. This, 

however, is indicative of the overall criminal population, in which there are more men than 

female. In this case, it may be wise for companies to think about a way to find a good 

compromise with these employees in terms of management. An ideal manager for this group 

would be someone who is experienced, but also brings some more masculine characteristics to 

their management style. A manager who is willing to be assertive with these individuals would 

hypothetically have the best chances of having a positive impact on their work habits. In 

addition, the idea of being successful could be demonstrated in a manager who has climbed the 

ladder or started in their position and made their way up.  
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Limitations 

 Though it would have been ideal to have had a more comprehensive view from both sides 

of the working relationship, there were some roadblocks in getting the view point of the 

employers. Multiple employers responded that their companies would not allow them to 

participate in such surveys, and it would have to be sent to corporate. This seemed 

counterproductive, seeing as the opinion that was truly helpful was one of someone who works 

with the ex-convicts directly. Of the 14 responses received, the responses were very much in line 

with the literature on this topic.  

 Additionally, there were a few questions from the survey that were interesting in and of 

themselves, but did not end up relating to Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions [EE15]or the Big 

Five[EE16] Personality Traits. Questions 1 and 3 were omitted based on a determination that they 

would not frame recommendations for management practices for improving relationships with 

ex-offender employees. 

Conclusion 

 It has been proven time and time again that ex-offenders have negative stigmas in the 

employment world, but using these strategies has the potential to not only increase efficiency, 

but increase employee relations as well. With a manager who is willing to look past their 

criminal history and give them a clean slate and proper future momentum, it is quite possible that 

these individuals could become one of the most well preforming groups in their fields. 

Overall, the most important takeaways from this research are the suggestions for 

companies and management. Though they are all up to management discretion and have not been 

tested in a real-life workplace, these are hypothetically the most efficient ways to manage 
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individuals with criminal histories. As previously discussed, finding employment is important, 

but keeping employment is critical for these individuals. Not only is it important for each 

individual, it is important for the society as a whole. Each United States citizen should have a 

vested interest in making sure that the rates of recidivism and of offending in general is the 

lowest in the civilized world, and this is where we can start. 
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Appendix A-Inmate Survey 

How old are you? 
o 18-24 
o 25-34 
o 35-44 
o 45-54 
o 55+ 

 
On a scale of 1-5, how important are goals to you? 
o 1-I have no goals and take things day by day 
o 2-I have a few goals, but they are very general 
o 3-I have a couple of specific goals 
o 4-I have many specific goals 
o 5-Everything I do is goal oriented 

 
What is most important to you when looking for a job? 
o Good pay 
o A regular schedule 
o A job you really like 
o Flexibility 
o A boss you like 

 
On a scale of 1-5, how much interaction do you want with your manager? 
o 1- None. As soon as I'm done training, I want them to leave me alone 
o 2- Very little. I only want to see them when absolutely necessary 
o 3- Moderate- Having them check in on me from time to time is alright 
o 4- A good amount. Having a manager nearby when I'm working is preferable 
o 5- All the time. I want to work side by side with my manager 

 
If you were looking for a job, what qualities would you look for in a manager? (Pick one) 
o Open, imaginative, lots of different interests, likes new experiences 
o Reliable, on time, organized, thorough 
o Energetic, talkative, values personal relationships 
o Friendly, cooperative, affectionate 
o Focuses on work and not relationships, uses worries to fuel motivation 
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What do you find most annoying in a manager? 
o Someone who won't step outside their comfort zone 
o Someone who is very unorganized 
o Someone who is very shy and doesn't seem friendly 
o Someone who is too set in their ways 
o Someone who is very moody and anxious 

 
On a scale of 1-5, rate how comfortable you are with  not having a plan? 
o 1- Very uncomfortable. I always need to have a plan and like to know what is going to happen next 
o 2- Somewhat uncomfortable. I would rather know what is going to happen that day, but do not need 
to know every detail. 
o 3- I don't have a preference. I'm fine planning or not planning ahead. 
o 4- Somewhat comfortable. It is alright if I don't have a plan all the time. 
o 5- Very comfortable. I would much rather not have a plan and take things day by day. 

 
What qualities do you like more in a manager? 
o Kind, gentle, caring 
o Successful, assertive, honest 

 
Please give a brief description of your ideal manager. 
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Appendix B-Employer Survey 

Do you hire individuals with a criminal record? 

o Yes 

o No 

o Unsure 
 
On a scale of 1-5, how important have you made goal setting with these individuals? 

o 1-Very unimportant, I usually let them do their own thing 

o 2-Somewhat unimportant, I only use goals if they bring them up 

o 3-Nuteural 

o 4- Somewhat important, we have set goals for the big tasks they need to accomplish 

o 5-Very important, all facets of their jobs are goal oriented 
 
When working with these individuals, what do you feel is the most important to them? 

o Good pay 

o A regular schedule 

o Enjoying the job 

o Flexiblity 

o A good relationship with the supervisor’ 
 
When working with these individuals, how much interaction do you generally have with them? 

o 1-None. As soon as training is done, they work independently 

o 2-Very little. I only see them when necessary 

o 3-Moderate I check in on them from time to time 

o 4-A good amount. I am generally near by when they are working 

o 5- All the time. I work side by side with them 
 
What qualities are you looking for in an employee? 

o Open, imaginative, multi-faceted, likes new experiences 

o Reliable, timely, organized, thorough 

o Energetic, talkative, values personal relationships 

o Friendly, cooperative, affectionate 

o Focuses on work and not relationships, uses worries to ful motivation 
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What do you find most annoying in an employee? 

o Someone who won't step outside their comfort zone 

o Someone who is very unorganized 

o Someone who is very shy and doesn't seem friendly 

o Someone who is too set in their ways 

o Someone who is moody and pessamistic 
 
On a scale of 1-5, how do you feel about planning ahead? 

o 1- Very uncomfortable, I always need to have a plan and like to know what is going to 
happen next 

o 2-Somewhat uncomfortable, I would rather know what is going to happen over the course 
of the day, but do not need to know every detail 

o 3-I don't have a preference, I'm fine planning or not planning 

o 4-Somewhat comfortable, It is alright if I don't have a plan all the time 

o 5-Very comfortable, I would much rather not have a plan 
 
What qualities do you feel you have as a manager? 

o Kind, gentle, caring 

o Successful, assertive honest 

o Click to write Choice 3 
 
Please give a brief description of your ideal employee 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


