                           Why Not Just Supported Employment? (Munich, 2006)
Clubhouse model programs are struggling on many fronts. In Japan, there is no direct government financing for Clubhouses, so funds have to be drawn from Sheltered and Community Workshops – an uncomfortable fit. In emerging nations, if there is any mental health funding at all it is meager, and government agencies often want to attach broad control over what the Clubhouse does. Such control is seldom in line with Clubhouse values or the Standards. In the United States, the shift to predominant funding through Medicaid is racing forward, with all its implied and actual discomfort for Clubhouse values, relationships and goals. And everywhere -- Europe, the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Korea and Hong Kong – governments seem to have two primary interests. They are perceived public safety and getting people off of disability roles through paid employment. Jobs that people will stay on indefinitely, or supposedly long-term, is the goal. To achieve that, American Supported Employment has widely become the prevailing vehicle. So why not just do what funding sources want to pay for? Why not just Supported Employment? 

For Clubhouses, our historic heritage is a combination of Transitional Employment, Supported Employment, or SE, and Independent Employment. We weren’t as quick to come to that full combination as we should have been, but we are definitely there now. Let’s start, then, by considering Supported Employment itself, which actually fits Clubhouses very well. Supported Employment is well researched, better than any other vocational strategy, so there is considerable technology to draw on. We have long-term relationships with our members, so ongoing supports are a natural capacity of our programs. We don’t have the staffing resources to support unlimited Transitional Employment, so encouraging members to eventually take the next step into a job without time-limits and less intensive staff supports than for TE makes every sense. Then, many of our members want assistance with job development, so that SE service is often needed and welcome. And as noted, Clubhouses in the developed countries can often draw needed funding by providing Supported Employment services. 

But there are also compromises inherent in Supported Employment. One is an upfront relationship between the program and the employer. Although there is generally an element of competitiveness in the SE interview process, there is also the development message, stated or implied, “Give our candidate a less than fully competitive interview, and we’ll bring you a person who is job ready.” Also inherent in traditional SE is that the employer has the right to request program support if worker problems occur. If we adhere to the ethic stated by Genesis Club in Massachusetts, that “members and staff in partnership determine the type, frequency and location of desired supports,” Clubhouse supports in SE become more a balancing of member and employer desires. That ethic implies that members have the right to influence the way staff relate to their employer, potentially changing the formal employer relationship inherent in Supported Employment. In that scenario, job development and ongoing employer and member support becomes much more of an employer educational process. But having said all that, many members are comfortable with a Clubhouse/employer relationship, as long as it ensures a job they want, and staff supports they are comfortable with.      

Independent Employment, or IE, is also a natural fit for Clubhouses. Many of our members grow into confidence to seek their own job. However, a number of those same members also prefer not to disclose their history of illness to a perspective employer. Thus our supports are more reserved, including material resources for a member’s job search, and counseling during the process. It may also mean a lighter member connection to the Clubhouse, limiting funding for our programs. All of us, however, easily accept that loss in celebrating members working independently. But it is also important to note that Independent Employment does not mean unsupported employment. It means only that the employer does not receive direct support.

But let us go to the core of the matter. For many government funding sources, Transitional Employment is the thorn. I believe this audience will find it true that TE in New Zealand and Australia is regularly attacked by free-standing Supported Employment advocates as non-evidence-based, non-competitive, non-mainstream – that is, not real jobs. Transitional Employment is emphatically written off because of its time limits. I can think of at least twenty good reasons to do TE, but let’s focus on the ones that most directly fill the SE/IE gaps. 

Inclusiveness is one. To get Supported Employment assistance, whether through a Clubhouse or freestanding SE program, members or clients must declare their readiness to work, then go through the steps necessary to get there. If they stop with a free –standing program, they’re out. For Clubhouses there is reach-out, of course, and hopefully endless “second chances.” But SE requires much more persistence than Transitional Employment on the part of members, and that is even more true for Independent Employment. No one who understands TE operations believes that members don’t sometimes struggle to get TE placements as well. But when a job comes up in Transitional Employment, the Clubhouse has the discretion to fill it.  

Then there is the issue of maintaining our relationship with the employer. We all know that even TE relationships can be fragile. Make enough staff mistakes, have enough unsuccessful placements, and TE relationships can be strained or even lost. But it is nowhere nearly as fragile a relationship as Supported Employment. Have one or two unsuccessful placements with negative outcomes in SE, and most probably they will hire elsewhere. Even though it can sometimes be fragile, TE has the absence coverage advantage, easier terminations, and potentially a much closer bond with employers because of the number of members they work with over time. Many people here can cite TE employer assets that are extraordinary in their inclusiveness and durability. Problems are inherent in Transitional Employment - that is what it is structured to address. But with TE, it is easier to ride out the storms. A very interesting research question would be the rate of employer replacement acceptance when a TE or SE placement ends negatively, such as when the worker is fired, quits, or is taken off the job by the placing agency. 

Then there is the issue of job quality. A significant finding of the Genesis/PACT Randomized Clinical Trial was that when TE was included with SE and IE outcomes, Genesis members had better jobs by anyone’s definition - jobs that were more complex and paid higher wages. Another interesting finding was that Genesis members working a combination of TE, SE and IE worked significantly longer, almost double the months, then the PACT participants working exclusively on jobs without time-limits. Implicit is that those better TE jobs are confidence builders, positioning members to have a vision and a chance for yet a better job as they move into Supported or Independent Employment. We’re a long way from fully realizing that potential, but Transitional Employment clearly gives us an important building block in helping members move toward a job they want, and having the confidence and stability to sustain it.  

Then there is the issue of employer quality. I know there are examples of members or clients working for prestigious employers in Supported and Independent Employment, and for both TE and SE, good examples of small employer partners. But Transitional Employment has demonstrated the singular ability to attract some of the great organizations of the world as sustained and committed allies. And the list steadily grows. Great newspapers, great law firms, great museums, famous universities, financial and insurance giants, international chain stores, telecommunications leaders, and great banks, to name just a few of the industries with whom Clubhouses increasingly draw their TE partners. Some well known international employers like the law firms of Cravath Swaine and Moore and Baker & McKenzie, the Wall Street Journal, and Morgan Stanley, are now doing TE not only in multiple communities, but in multiple countries as well. I expect everyone here has heard this years stunning news that Fontenehuset i Oslo and Helsingin Klubitalo have started TE placements in their national Parliaments. My personal, 28 years experience is that the better the employer, the more clever their staff, the nicer the work setting and the better the wages, the better the program works. Great organizations lend us their prestige, sometimes help fund our Clubhouses, give us valuable furnishings and equipment to strengthen out workday activities, and combined, hire hundreds, probably now thousands of our members, year after year. No other rehabilitation model can so demonstrably make that claim. Nor is there another vehicle by which Clubhouses can sink deeper roots of support in our communities than through Transitional Employment.

So why not just do Supported Employment, which governments today seem so exclusively intent on funding? The answer is, because the array of opportunities created by Transitional Employment, Supported Employment, Independent Employment, and now ever more widely, Clubhouse Supported Education, are a brilliant combination that uniquely suits the Clubhouse model. Combined, those components are unmatched in the world of vocational rehabilitation--unmatched in member inclusiveness, unmatched in the sustainability of employer relationships, and unmatched in the quality and breadth of our opportunity systems. The challenge for us is not to shift with every new government funding priority, but to perfect what we are doing. We aren’t behind the times at all. We are ahead of them. Clubhouses only need to keep working to do what we do well. 

