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Objectives: The present review study aimed at investigating the vocational rehabilitation of 
individuals with drug dependence disorders. 

Methods: Based on the research method, a comprehensive search was conducted in the 
following databases: PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, Science Direct, EBSCO, ProQuest 
and Google Scholar. All keywords synonymous with vocational rehabilitation and substance 
abuse were considered in search. Then related studies with vocation rehabilitation were 
selected and included in the study.

Results: Job is a protective and major factor in effective treatment, and ignoring vocational 
counseling and rehabilitation leads to a significant defect in addiction treatment. 

Discussion: Individuals receiving vocational services along with drug abuse treatment would 
experience reduced drug abuse and a more productive life.
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Highlights 

● One of the strongest predictors of effective treatment and long-term avoidance after addiction treatment is to 
achieve successful employment.

● There is a significant relationship between increasing occupational activity and reducing drug use.

● Successful treatment should resolve occupational issues.

Plain Language Summary

Unemployment is one of the challenges faced by people with drug-related disorders so that even standard treatments 
are less likely to be employed after treatment . However, successful treatment and long-term avoidance alone cannot 
guarantee that the former addict can find a job suitable to his or her condition or will be employed. So these former 
addicts need to receive special care services. The occupational rehabilitation program helps people with drug-related 
problems to get a decent job by recognizing their individual needs and referring to appropriate services. Job rehabilita-
tion helps individuals develop a realistic perspective on their skills, abilities, and limitations, as well as coping skills, 
and other competencies.

1. Introduction 

orld is faced with various human 
challenges one of which is unem-
ployment that is one of the factors for 
initiation and expansion of addiction 
[1]. In fact, it can be said that having 

a job is uncommon for most drug abusers [2]. Previous 
researches show that drug abuse among unemployed 
individuals is higher than the ones with a fixed job. 

Vaillant suggested that 80% of 40-year-old individuals 
dependent on heroin in New York are unemployed [3]. 
Also, Maddux and McDonald found 21% employment 
rate among individuals dependent on heroin in Texas 
[4]. Generally, it can be stated that, employment rate 
among drug dependent individuals is as low as 15-35% 
[5]. This high rate of drug abuse among unemployed 
individuals compared to the employed population can 
be an important alarming factor to identify treatment 
needs and prevent drug abuse [6]. 

It can be argued that the relationship between voca-
tion and treatment of addiction is a two-way relationship 
in which vocation can affect both the reduction of drug 
abuse and its treatment, and successful treatment leads 
to the person being employed after treatment. However, 
employment is not a priority in most drug addiction re-
covery programs, which leads to instability in treatment 
in this population. On the other hand, no study shows 
the various aspects of the vocational rehabilitation of 
this group. Therefore, with this background in mind, the 

present review study was performed to assess the avail-
able evidence with regard to the relationship between 
vocational rehabilitation and treatment in individuals 
with drug dependence disorders.

2. Methods

The current study explored related researches with vo-
cational rehabilitation in people with substance abuse dis-
orders. Based on the research method, a comprehensive 
search was conducted in the following databases: PubMed, 
Scopus, Web of Science, Science Direct, EBSCO, Pro-
Quest, and Google Scholar. All keywords synonymous with 
vocational rehabilitation and substance abuse were consid-
ered in the search. Then, related studies with vocation reha-
bilitation were selected and included in the study.

Next, contents of the titles and abstracts of the selected 
studies were reviewed. Articles based on the being of a 
search word in the title or keywords, publication in sci-
entific journals, and including patients with no previous 
psychiatric disorders were selected for the ultimate report. 
Finally, all contents of the selected articles were care-
fully studied. In the next step, the sources of selected 
articles were also studied, and if they were related to the 
research, they were added to the selected articles.

3. Results

The results obtained from reviewing the literature on 
occupational rehabilitation can be reviewed and present-
ed in several categories.

W
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Job and addiction treatment

Vocational status and retention in treatment

Unemployment is common among drug abusers and 
leads to weak treatment outcomes such as withdrawal 
from treatment, higher use of drugs during treatment, 
and higher rate of relapse [7]. McLellan stated a positive 
and significant relationship between vocational status 
and retention in treatment [8]. Also, Webster et al. con-
cluded that individuals with a fixed job or employment 
after treatment, pursue the treatment procedures with 
more enthusiasm and, therefore, avoid drug abuse for 
longer periods [9]. 

Ti et al. indicated that the first and most important fac-
tor related to treatment withdrawal was having no fixed 
job [10]. Accordingly, it can be concluded that employ-
ment leads to improvement in treatment outcomes [11], 
retention in treatment and longer avoidance of drug 
abuse [12], lower rate of relapse and more cooperation 
and higher motivation for improvement in treatment pro-
grams [13], and ignoring this important matter is a big 
defect in the treatments of the patients with no plan for 
employment. 

The role of job in treatment effectiveness

One of the most powerful predictive factors of effec-
tive treatment and long-term avoidance after treatment 
is attaining a successful employment [14]. In this regard, 
Preble and Casey stated that employment can be consid-
ered as a major element in the success of addiction treat-
ment outcome, and through this treatment dimension. 
Individuals can maintain their improvement motivation 
and avoid drug abuse for longer periods [15]. 

Walls et al. confirmed that employment is of high im-
portance in successful treatment of drug abusers, and 
offering vocational services among individuals seeking 
for addiction treatment is highly important [16]. Platt 
showed that literature of drug abuse and occupation sug-
gests three general points: 1. employed individuals have 
lower rate of drug abuse compared to the unemployed 
ones or with temporary jobs; 2. individuals seeking ad-
diction treatment often have high rates of unemployment 
or methemoglobin; and 3. successful treatment outcome 
(like full improvement, long-term avoidance) is related 
to the increase in individuals’ employment [2]. 

In this regard, Melvin et al. showed that employment 
is effective on successful and full treatment, and leads 
to decreased drug abuse [17]. Hereupon and West stat-

ed that although there is evidence that occupation is a 
predictive factor for successful treatment, there are no 
vocational components in most treatment programs de-
signed for drug abuse; while vocational rehabilitation 
services may help abusers to find a job and lead to a life 
style with no drug [14]. 

Effect of employment on improving psychologi-
cal status

Unemployment has many destructive effects on individ-
ual, family, and society, therefore, it is considered as one 
of the main causes of psychological disorders [18]. Mo-
dini et al. suggested that employment based on individual 
interests and abilities can facilitate the disease treatment 
and increase individuals` psychological wellbeing [19]. 

Addiction leads to physical sufferings in the individu-
als, it also fades away their hopes and self-esteem and 
robs him of the growth and dynamic, which every per-
son needs. Past researches clearly show that unemploy-
ment among the youth leads to various psychological 
problems such as depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, 
alcohol-and-drug-related disorders, and suicide [20]; 
and this finding means that increasing vocational ac-
tivities is an important factor to improve psychological 
status of individuals, and by improving psychological 
status of addicts, a more effective and thorough treat-
ment would be possible [21]. 

Employment as an important component of treat-
ment and key element of rehabilitation 

Various efforts are made to prevent, treat, and avoid ad-
diction relapse in individuals by administrative authori-
ties, non-governmental organizations, and therapists, but 
it can be said that employment is a facilitator in attaining 
success to treat this social problem. In fact, employment 
is an important factor in addiction treatment [22].

Platt believes that in addiction treatment, employment 
can be considered as both a treatment outcome and a ma-
jor treatment element [2]. Therefore, employment can be 
considered as a reward and a phase in the recovery pro-
cess of drug abusers [23]. 

Melvin et al. considers the employment of addict individ-
uals after treatment as a supplement to drug abuse treatment 
[17]. In this regard, some researches consider employment 
as a predictive factor for a successful treatment [14]. Also, 
Ginexi et al. stated that many drug abusers gain the ability 
to attain a job after treatment; this means that if vocational 
services are considered as a major factor in addiction treat-
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ment, the treatment would be successful and individuals 
would be more committed to treatment and participation in 
treatment process, as well [7]. 

Employment as an index of improvement and ad-
diction treatment goal 

Drug abuse also negatively affects life and occupa-
tion of individuals, brings about various problems for 
employed individuals, and in some cases leads to losing 
one’s job or getting harmed during work [24]. Therefore, 
employment is considered as the goal of addiction treat-
ment and a treatment outcome in some researches [2]; 
and some therapists believe that employment has a criti-
cal role in improving drug-dependent individuals and 
can lead to their full treatment and prevention of their 
relapse; in this regard, Magura et al. argue that if one 
important goal of addiction treatment is the individual’s 
employment, then vocational rehabilitation should have 
a particular place in treatment programs in order that the 
person can find an appropriate job after rehabilitation, 
and he/she would have a longer retention in treatment 
(through the protective power of employment) [25].

The role of unemployment in drug abuse and ex-
pansion of addiction 

Unemployment is common among drug abusers and 
leads to poor treatment outcomes such as withdrawal 
from treatment and increased abuse of drug during treat-
ment [7]. Some researchers argue that unemployment 
leads to increase in addiction rate and prevalence of psy-
chological problems in different ways [26]. Mehrazma 
et al. also said that unemployment and separation from 
family are among the most important factors for the ten-
dency of individuals to addiction [27]. 

In sum, it can be said that employment is associated 
with reduced severity of drug abuse disorders before 
treatment, shorter period of addiction and drug abuse, 
and lower rate of drug abuse related consequences [2]. 
Unemployment or methemoglobin are reversely related 
with frequent and heavy drug abuse, long-term history of 
abuse, and many other consequences [25].

The effect of employment on prevention of re-
lapse 

Having an appropriate job is one of the most impor-
tant factors and opportunities of staying clean after 
quitting and his return to society, and in case of lack 
of this opportunity, the addiction relapse happens very 
quickly [7]. In fact, employment can be considered as a 

protective factor against drug abuse relapse; in this re-
gard, Webster et al. stated that employment is an impor-
tant component of drug abuse treatment, a predictive 
factor for retention in treatment, and a hopeful element 
for reducing relapse [9]. 

Overall, job is accepted as a pre-treatment protective 
factor which leads to both retentions in treatment and 
prevention from relapse [8]. Magura et al. found that 
participants that were employed or obtained a job during 
the treatment, showed lower rate of relapse compared 
to the unemployed ones [25]. Therefore, while employ-
ment after treatment doesn’t guarantee the avoidance of 
drug abuse after treatment, evidence shows that individ-
uals not engaged with constructive roles such as job or 
education, have higher risk for relapse [28].

Duffy and Baldwin in their research aimed at investi-
gating the risk factors for relapse concluded that social 
support and employment are among important issues to 
prevent relapse after treatment [29]. Accordingly, it can 
be said that unemployment during avoidance of drug 
abuse is one of the main reasons for relapse; therefore, 
regular follow-up by the therapist and social-family sup-
port accompanied by vocational rehabilitation are neces-
sary to prevent relapse [30].

Employment as a means of returning to society 
and social integration 

The self-confidence of individuals improves after engag-
ing with vocational activities, they return to their social 
environment and take a constructive role in society, which 
leads to the increase of their commitment to treatment [31]. 
Platt believes that employment of the addict after or during 
the treatment is a means of his return to society and integra-
tion in his social environment, which leads to improvement 
of his motivation and higher retention in treatment, and this 
protects him as a healthy individual [2].

Generally, therapists consider employment as a gate-
way to new, healthy, and productive social/professional 
relationships for drug abusers, through which the indi-
vidual regains his self-esteem and social position, and 
benefits from social support for better improvement [32]. 

The effect of employment on reducing drug abuse 
and commitment of crime acts 

Addiction imposes many expenses on families, and due 
to reducing economic activities of the addict and also his 
increasing need to buy drugs, leads the individuals towards 
criminal acts. Results of previous research on the impor-
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tance of employment for addicts shows a lower rate pf 
relapse and criminal acts after their employment [33]. In 
this regard, Coviello et al. emphasized on the importance of 
integrating vocational counseling components in treatment 
of drug abuse [34]. These researchers reported that employ-
ment reduces drug abuse, the rate of criminal acts, and high-
risk behaviors. In other words, having a job leads to earning 
money from legal ways and also improving self-esteem in 
the individual, which finally leads to reduced drug abuse 
and criminal activities [31].

Setbacks of employment in drug-dependent indi-
viduals 

The fact is that having just one addiction background, 
even after months or years, would be accompanied by 
career problems [35]. Although employment has a posi-
tive relationship with other indices of successful treat-
ment, drug abusers often face setbacks to find and main-
tain a job. These individuals often have weak vocational 
habits such as frequent absence, delay, sleeping at work, 
and using indecent and obscene language at work en-
vironment [36], and experience difficulties in staying 
organized, controlling stress, emergency meetings and 
maintaining endurance during work [16].

Therefore, drug-dependent individuals have problems 
to find a job or return to their prior job, and the obtained 
results of such researches indicate that to find a job drug 
abusers face setbacks such as weak vocational record 
due to imprisonment, the stigma related to penal record, 
and labels such as drug abuser [37]. Therefore, the avail-
able jobs for drug abusers are often with low income and 
they are unprofessional [9]. Moreover, these individuals 
might have an immature career identity, particularly if 
drug abuse happens before they get employed, therefore 
drug users might not learn necessary skills related to a 
job or necessary behaviors to achieve a career [37]. 

Hence, desirable treatment procedure for drug-related 
disorders should start with detoxification and be fol-
lowed up by rehabilitation services, and along with/or 
after rehabilitation plans, prevention of relapse should 
be considered [38], and this important issue is attain-
able through vocational trainings along with treatment, 
obtaining necessary vocational skills and procuration 
of employment, and eventually through appropriate 
employment. 

4. Discussion 

Stigma or label of addiction would be the first step to-
wards fading away the confidence of employers to em-

ploy drug-dependent individuals or recovered addicts. 
In the view of public, addiction of the individual means 
that he cannot stick to his obligations, and to earn the ex-
penses of buying drugs possibly does actions that would 
threaten the position of his employer. Hence, helping 
these individuals to return to normal life in the frame of 
providing services such as residence and employment 
can prevent their tendency to get back to drug abuse, or 
at least, it can reduce its risk. If the drug-dependent indi-
viduals obtain a job appropriate to their talents and abili-
ties during treatment, it would lead to more retention in 
treatment, reduced drug abuse, and reduced criminal acts 
and high-risk behaviors [34]. Therefore, job is a protec-
tive and major factor in effective treatments and ignoring 
vocational counseling/rehabilitation is a considerable 
defect in addiction treatment. 

Although vocational rehabilitation in addiction treat-
ment is a therapeutic goal and reward, it is faced with 
setbacks that make this process difficult. Among per-
sonal setbacks, lack of vocational skills can be noted in 
which the individual obtains no especial skill to engage 
with any jobs or he has a weak and limited vocational 
background. It can be proposed that employment pro-
vides a combination of interpersonal (e.g. self-esteem), 
interpersonal (e.g. socialization), and environmental 
(such as structure) advantages for the drug-dependent 
individual, which lead to avoidance of drug abuse and 
overall improvement in functions of the individual [3]. 

Finally, it is suggested that systematic review of occu-
pational rehabilitation models in this population be inves-
tigated in future studies. Also, studies that explain the 
process of vocation rehabilitation in such people could 
be very fruitful.

5. Conclusion

In recent years, although rehabilitation centers provide 
various services to addicts in primary phases of treat-
ment and for their healthy return to society, lack of ef-
ficient organizations to help these individuals for reten-
tion in treatment leads to their quick return to addiction. 
Overall, when drug abuse treatment is combined with 
supplementary services related to employment, it has a 
direct relationship with the individual’s function after 
treatment and forms a protective factor after treatment, 
which makes the individual see his health status in pri-
ority and stay away from the cycle of drug abuse and 
addictive patterns.
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