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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: Individual Placement and Support (IPS) is an evidence-based vocational rehabilitation program that helps
people with severe mental problems to obtain and maintain paid jobs. Turnover of IPS employment specialists is a scarcely
studied subject that can undermine the effectiveness and implementation of the intervention.
OBJECTIVE: This study aimed to explore and describe the experiential factors and processes that shape IPS employment
specialists’ decisions to quit.
METHODS: Braun and Clarke thematic analysis was used to analyze interviews of former IPS employment specialists, who
worked during the early implementation phase in Northern Norway.
RESULTS: A number of negative and positive experiential factors and processes were found to shape IPS employment
specialists’ decisions to quit their jobs. A single theme captured our findings ‘The decision to quit for IPS employment
specialists is a gradual process consisting of draining factors outweighing nourishing factors’.
CONCLUSION: To retain IPS employment specialists in the early implementation phase, it is not enough to rely on hiring
well-fitting individuals. Instead, prospectively developing interorganizational contexts, timely identifying and addressing
work environment problems, while nurturing the strengths of individual workers can be helpful in decreasing turnover rates
of IPS employment specialists.
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1. Introduction

The right to work is recognized as a fundamental
human right by the United Nations General Assembly
(United Nations, 1948). Nevertheless, a large number
of people who suffer from mental health problems
are marginalized from the workforce despite often
viewing a return to work as a yardstick to their recov-
ery (Dunn et al., 2008; Luciano & Meara, 2014;
Waghorn et al., 2012). The Organization for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD) states
the unemployment rate for people who report mental
health problems is on average 85% higher compared
to those without, while those with severe mental
health problems were 83% more likely to live in
low-income households (OECD, 2021).

A variety of approaches to enabling people
with mental health problems to gain and retain
employment have been developed and tested (Elliott
& Leung, 2005; Laws, 2011). The Individual
Placement and Support (IPS) approach, a rec-
ognized evidence-based practice, has repeatedly
demonstrated superiority over other vocational reha-
bilitation approaches in enabling people with mental
health problems to gain and retain employment
(Brinchmann et al., 2020; de Winter et al., 2022;
Frederick & VanderWeele, 2019). IPS is both an indi-
vidual and team level intervention that is integrated
into mental health services. The key to delivery of the
intervention is the IPS employment specialist who is
integrated into mental health services and engages
people with mental health problems who want to
go back to work and helps them to achieve this
goal (Drake et al., 2012). IPS employment special-
ists establish contacts within a local job market based
on the IPS users preferences, integrate with health-
care and welfare services and continuously work with
stakeholders representing these sectors (Kinn et al.,
2021; Moen et al., 2021). Once an IPS user secures
employment, the employment specialists’ role is to
provide on-the-job support. In principle the role does
not require a specific professional education or a
background, instead, relevant knowledge and skills
are developed through on-the-job training and super-
vision.

As countries around the world have begun national
implementation and scale-up of IPS, a variety of bar-
riers that can jeopardize the efforts have been reported
in previous research (Bergmark et al., 2018; Moe et
al., 2021; Rinaldi et al., 2010). One of these barriers is
turnover of IPS employment specialists (Lindstrom,
2016; van Erp et al., 2007; Vukadin et al., 2021).

Turnover can be defined as “the voluntary cessation
of membership of an organization by an employee of
that organization” (Morrell et al., 2001). It can be
classified as avoidable or unavoidable, desirable or
undesirable. A variety of individual attributes, aspects
of the job, job attitudes, organizational contextual fac-
tors and external economic forces have been found to
have positive and negative effects on actual turnover
and turnover intentions (Kim & Kao, 2014; Ruben-
stein et al., 2018). By understanding the factors and
processes in the context of a particular job, some
undesirable turnover can be avoided.

When turnover is high, it has varying negative
effects for any human-resourced industry, includ-
ing healthcare and welfare. A recent scoping review
by Pascoe et al. found multiple negative effects on
the sustainability of evidence-based programs (EBP).
Specifically, staff turnover was found to have negative
effects on funding stability, organizational capacity
to provide the EBP, professional partnerships, ser-
vice users’ trust, engagement and progress, and the
organization’s capacity for strategic planning (Pascoe
et al., 2021). A mixed-methods study investigated the
role of staff turnover in the implementation of EBP in
mental healthcare (including supported employment)
and found that team turnover rates were a negative
predictor of program fidelity and service penetration
scores (Woltmann et al., 2008). In the literature on
turnover of direct-support professionals there are also
relevant evidence indicating that turnover is disrup-
tive for people who depend on the service provision
as they and their families lose opportunities for recov-
ery “when stable and consistent supports cannot be
located” (Pettingell et al., 2022). It is plausible to
extrapolate the findings of these studies to IPS pro-
grams. We can assume that high turnover of IPS
employment specialists causes increased operational
costs, loss of organizational knowledge, disruptions
in the service delivery and continuity of care, having a
negative impact on employment outcomes of people
with mental health problems. Despite the potential
negative impact of turnover on the implementation
of programs, to the best of our knowledge the topic
of IPS employment specialist turnover has scarcely
been researched.

In our previous quantitative study, we found that
turnover rate of IPS employment specialists (45.0%)
was statistically significantly higher than the average
turnover rate of other occupations in the public sector
(27.1%) in the same geographical regions (Butenko
et al., 2022a). We also found higher turnover inten-
tions of IPS employment specialists to be associated



D. Butenko et al. / IPS staff turnover 81

with lower job satisfaction, work meaningfulness,
satisfaction with supervision and current work. In
addition, we have previously found that Big 5 person-
ality traits Extraversion and Negative emotionality,
and male gender were longitudinally associated with
general job satisfaction of IPS employment special-
ists (Butenko et al., 2022b). These findings warrant
further investigation of the job factors and work-
related processes that affect job satisfaction and
turnover intentions. Additionally, as turnover is typi-
cally seen as a process of interaction between factors
that inhibit and catalyze it (Morrell et al., 2001), there
is a need to explore the positive factors and processes
that make IPS employment specialists want to retain
their jobs by making the role meaningful and sat-
isfactory. Of special importance, it is to expand the
exploration of turnover beyond understanding fac-
tors associated with job quitting ideation among still
employed by incorporating the perspective on the
process of quitting from those who actually quit the
job. Such exploration can help in identifying possi-
ble vulnerabilities in the design of the occupation,
as well as personal and environmental factors that
affect the service providers and, as a possible conse-
quence, affect the health state of the employees and
quality of the IPS service provision. In order to bridge
these knowledge gaps, we conducted a qualitative
study that aimed to explore and describe the experien-
tial factors and processes that shape IPS employment
specialists’ decisions to quit their jobs.

2. Methods

2.1. Study design

In this qualitative study the lived experiences of
IPS employment specialists who voluntarily quit their
jobs were explored using semi-structured in-depth
individual interviews. The desire to expand under-
standing of the turnover phenomenon among IPS
employment specialists beyond previously identified
quantitative antecedents (Butenko et al., 2022a) has
led the authors to the decision to draw upon the con-
scious subjective experiences of representatives of
this occupation after they have quit their job. Col-
lecting data via semi-structured in-depth individual
interviews for this purpose provided with a desired
degree of flexibility, needed to reassure that study
participants would be enabled, but also guided to
recall and share relevant experiences (Dicicco-Bloom
& Crabtree, 2006). At the same time, such choice of

the data collection method aimed to reassure produc-
tion of a sufficiently rich amount of material for the
following analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In
order to be able to holistically approach the heteroge-
neous body made of various interviews and explore
overarching factors and processes that shaped IPS
employment specialists’ decisions to quit their jobs,
thematic analysis as described by Braun and Clarke
(ref) has been chosen. The study followed the stan-
dards for reporting qualitative research (SRQR).

2.2. Study context

This qualitative study was conducted during
2020–2022 in the counties of Finnmark, Nordland
and Troms in Norway as a part of the IPSNOR project.
At the time of the study, IPS employment specialists
and the teams they worked in were predominantly
established within the public welfare agency ‘Nor-
wegian Labour and Welfare Administration’ (NAV).
Several teams were also established in municipal pri-
mary healthcare teams and specialist mental health
services. As such, some IPS employment special-
ists had an office and line managers in either NAV
or in health, or both. IPS employment specialists
were trained by being able to attend a 2-day IPS
course delivered in collaboration between NAV and
the Health directorate, along with shadowing exist-
ing IPS employment specialists to further build their
competence and experience.

At the time of the study the total number of IPS
employment specialists positions was 45, though the
actual number of employees varied due to turnover
and recruitment.

2.3. Interview guide

A semi-structured interview guide was developed
(Appendix 1). The first draft of the interview guide
was developed by the first author, then revised and
edited with the IPSNOR research team. The devel-
opment of questions for the interview guide was
informed by the team’s expertise in employment spe-
cialists’ job, knowledge of the theory on the process
and antecedents of turnover and preliminary findings
from the previous quantitative research on turnover
and job satisfaction of IPS employment specialists
(Butenko et al., 2022a; Butenko et al., 2022b). Before
the data collection, the interview guide was reviewed
by an IPS supervisor, who worked in Northern Nor-
way.
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2.4. Recruitment and qualitative interviews
procedures

As mentioned earlier, this qualitative paper is a
result of a sub-study of IPS employment specialists
in the IPSNOR project. A total of 40 IPS employ-
ment specialists were recruited to the study by signing
informed consent forms. From the initial sample,
twelve IPS employment specialists were interviewed
after they left their jobs.

In the context of the established contact network
with IPS sites in Northern Norway, one of the research
team members was informed when some of the IPS
employment specialists quit their job. They were then
contacted by phone to check their willingness to be
interviewed and a time and date for an interview was
confirmed. All study participants provided informed
consent to participate in the study and for the results
to be scientifically disseminated. The interviewing
process took place in 2020–2022.

On average, a one-to-one phone interview lasted
for 40 minutes, during which participants responded
to the interview guide questions. Interviewers encour-
aged participants to provide extensive answers to the
questions, and through follow-up questions prompted
their reflections and any additional information rele-
vant to the study.

2.5. Translation of the interviews

The first author does not speak Norwegian and a
decision was made to offer participants the option
of being interviewed in Norwegian or English. Nine
interviews were conducted in Norwegian and three in
English.

To be able to work with the data, the transcribed
Norwegian interviews were translated into English by
a research team member proficient in both Norwegian
and English.

2.6. Study participants

Twelve IPS employment specialists who voluntar-
ily quit their job were invited to participate in this
study and all accepted. They had been working during
the early phase of national roll out of IPS in northern
Norway. There were no known cases of involun-
tary quitting. Two interviews were excluded from the
analysis as it was established that the participants did
not quit – they were promoted within the service. As
such, these two cases did not fit within the definition
of turnover and the aim of the study. Ten interviews
were included in the analysis.

2.7. Analysis

Thematic analysis following the 6 phases was used
for identifying and analyzing categories and themes
from the initial interview material (Braun & Clarke,
2006). As the authors were not able to obtain license
for NVivo qualitative data analysis software, the data
analysis was conducted in Microsoft Word and Excel.
In the first step of the analysis the first and the second
authors familiarized themselves with the transcribed
interviews and made a tentative list of initial topics
the study participants spoke of. In the second step
the first author coded the text in Microsoft Word.
After all interviews had been coded, all codes along
with quotes were transferred into Microsoft Excel.
A decision to use spreadsheets in the latter software
was made to be able to easily access, systematize
and operationalize the data. In the third and fourth
steps, themes and subthemes which united codes were
defined and refined in a series of discussions with the
research team. In the fifth step the first author con-
ducted a final revision of the themes, finalizing them
in clear semantic forms as presented in this article.
Once themes and subthemes were established, they
were added to a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet that
contained quotes and categories. In the sixth step the
first author wrote the initial draft of the results sec-
tion and unfolded the narrative behind the established
theme. The draft was then revised in discussion with
co-authors. The results section was structured in the
following way: a theme is marked in bold italics, sub-
theme in plain italics, and a narrative supplied with
quotes in plain italics.

A number of methodological decisions were made
during the analysis as suggested by Braun and Clarke:
1) theme and subthemes were established with con-
sideration of author’s judgments on the prevalence
of the investigated phenomenon across the entire
dataset; 2) the analysis was conducted to investigate
in detail and provide a meticulous account of a par-
ticular topic within the dataset, as such not all the
collected data was used to establish themes and sub-
themes; 3) the analysis was predominantly deductive
as coding was undertaken to fulfill a specific objective
with respect to the findings of the previous phase of
the study and general turnover theory. However, there
was no pre-made code list for the analysis, instead
codes were developed during the analysis, which is
more typical of an inductive approach; 4) themes and
subthemes were identified based on explicit semantic
meaning of participants’ words, without intention to
interpret latent meanings; 5) epistemologically, the
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analysis was undertaken within a pragmatic philo-
sophical paradigm, meaning that the experiences of
participants were understood as being both context-
specific and context-dependent, a result of subjective
interactions with the external reality.

The research team included researchers with exten-
sive expertise in IPS and comprehensive qualitative
methodological knowledge and skills, specifically in
the theory and application of thematic analysis.

3. Results

Of the ten included participants, eight study par-
ticipants were women and two were men. Their
age ranged between 32–58 years. Eight people were
employed by NAV, one by a specialist mental health
service, one by a municipality primary healthcare
team.

The analysis revealed that the majority of IPS
employment specialists quit their jobs due to contex-
tual work environment problems. For several, quitting
ideation began with a particular incident that we refer
to as a ‘shock event’. One person started thinking
about quitting due to work-life conflict due to life
circumstances, another due to a managerial decision
to transition IPS delivery from Healthcare to NAV
and two due to having short-term employment con-
tracts. Overall, there was no noticeable difference in
the experiences related to the decision to quit by those
employed by NAV or health.

One core theme emerged in the analysis: the deci-
sion to quit for IPS employment specialists is a
gradual process consisting of draining factors out-
weighing nourishing factors.

This theme covers the following subthemes: a)
Draining factors; b) Nourishing factors.

The decision to quit for IPS employment specialists
is a gradual process consisting of draining factors
outweighing nourishing factors

All participants revealed that the decision to quit
their job was a gradual process where draining fac-
tors eventually outweighed nourishing factors. For
the majority there was no particular starting point that
initiated quitting ideation except the few who experi-
enced a ‘shock’ event. For example, one participant
shared that: “There were some very challenging situ-
ations, yes. But I can’t point out a single situation that
made me make the decision”. The majority of partic-
ipants experienced a gradual loss of motivation that
came with a feeling of growing distress, frustration
and exhaustion under the pressure of the work envi-

ronment they could not improve despite continuous
efforts: “I believed and was aware that when you get
there [into the job] it takes some time to get into a new
place and sort everything out. I then spent some time
trying to solve it. But it becomes clear when you try,
try and try and there is no solution to it. Would call
it a gradual process where you just give up a little by
little”. In words of other participants: “The process
and system overshadowed my enthusiasm and com-
mitment” and “I felt eventually I can’t handle this. It
became too hard”.

3.1. Draining factors

The semantic label ‘draining’ is applied to describe
job factors that were negatively impacting partici-
pants’ ability and willingness to occupy the job. The
analysis identified a multitude of draining factors that
were classified in two categories: unprepared inter-
organizational contexts and negative person-context
interactions.

Participants experienced the inter-organizational
context of the intersection of healthcare and welfare
as unprepared for them to carry out their roles. Partic-
ipants emphasized their sense of betrayed expectancy
of there being systems and processes already in place:
“There were things that should have been in place
long before I was hired” and “Nothing was in place
when I started working. I believe the workplace
should have been prepared!”.

A participant described there was little knowledge
and understanding of IPS, its processes and the over-
all approach among all stakeholders1 involved on
all inter-organizational levels, making the role more
demanding and ambiguous. The lack of knowledge
and understanding manifested itself across a variety
of situations – during the hiring process: “I did not
know what I went to, not at all. I thought the job
advertisement was unspecific” and whilst carrying
out their job duties: “There was little information
about how the employment specialist job was sup-
posed to be working”. The managers of participants
at times seemed to have limited knowledge of IPS:
“I know my manager tried, but they had too little
knowledge of IPS. And the other manager in the NAV
office had even less”. While some healthcare teams
were not informed about the implementation of IPS:
“I came to a place where the treatment team did not
even know that I was coming”. Another participant

1‘Stakeholders’ refers to staff in NAV and healthcare sector,
who interact with IPS.
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shared that: “They [clinicians] were not trained. They
did not know what IPS was about. [ . . . ] It was very
tiring to stand alone against an entire treatment team
that does not really know what it is about. You are
there by yourself, you do not know how to do things
yet”.

The participants experienced the healthcare and
NAV settings to be rigid in adapting to the ser-
vices needs and lacking effective communication
systems between them. For example, the partic-
ipants employed by NAV experienced problems
with accessing clinical records of IPS users which
had implications for risk management processes
and procedures: “They [healthcare workers] did this
screening for violence and they would put it in the
clinical system, and they would forget that I can’t
read those documents. So I made arrangements with
IPS users without healthcare people knowing. While
[healthcare workers] assumed that I’m reading what
is in the system . . . I missed a lot of information
they assumed I knew”. Another participant reported
signs of system-rigidity and centralized power. They
experienced having little power in terms of decision
making about how the service was organized: “It
was very difficult to be heard. I was not involved
in any decision-making processes, everything was
just decided over my head”. In some cases such
power dynamics resulted in IPS employment special-
ists excluding their managers from decisions: “In the
end, I did not take the manager seriously”.

The unprepared inter-organizational context
resulted in several negative person-context inter-
actions. These were described as unexpected
difficulties of interaction with different stakeholders,
role conflict situations, lack of leadership and
guidance and professional isolation. Unexpected
difficulties in the interaction mainly concerned work
with mental healthcare teams. Several participants
experienced conceptual disagreements in relation
to the place of IPS within healthcare. In particular,
some experienced that clinicians and clinical leaders
did not see helping people with mental health
problems to gain and retain employment as an
outcome of interest to healthcare: “[Clinicians]
did not understand that now they had to come in
and give us lots of support”. Some participants
felt that leaders of clinical teams saw IPS and
the employment specialists as a burden for their
work. Participants also experienced difficulties in
interactions with some employers who were not
open-minded toward the idea of employing people
with mental health problems along with rejecting

and dismissive behaviors: “It could sometimes feel
that [employers] were dismissive without having
talked about or reflected on the potential of people
who might have dropped out of working life. That is,
that they had a residual resource, or had a strong
motivation”. Some participants found it unexpect-
edly difficult to support IPS users with severe mental
health problems, whose mental state fluctuated: “The
heaviest part was when some job seekers have rather
heavy diagnoses, where things go very up and down
in their lives. [ . . . ] In one moment everything is
fine, we arrange a job, everything is in place [ . . . ]
and then it collapses. They do not pick up the phone,
they avoid you for 1–2 weeks, and you are not able
to contact them [ . . . ]. And then I must somehow
go crawling back to the employer, explain myself
and the situation, and hope the job seeker will get
another chance”.

The participants did not have a shared understand-
ing of the structure of IPS leadership. Participants
referred, at times with confusion, to different posi-
tions within the hierarchies of the organizations
– local NAV line managers, responsible for sup-
ported employment in general or IPS specifically,
IPS method supervisors, and healthcare team leaders.
However, the majority of participants experienced a
similar absence of supportive and accessible lead-
ers. Some felt that leaders were not available to the
degree needed: “It was very difficult and time con-
suming to reach out to the leader”. Others felt that
the IPS service was poorly anchored due to the lack
of visible management to drive the implementation
forward, resolve ongoing challenges and guide par-
ticipants: “If there had been a project manager who
fought those battles against the systems, instead of
the employment specialist, it would have been bet-
ter. It would have been more anchored”. Participants
were disappointed with the lack of follow-up of con-
cerns and challenges voiced during meetings with
management: “You have those meetings, and when
those meetings are over and that door is closed again,
then you know that they [management] do not think
about your problems until the next meeting”.

In addition to difficulties with IPS leadership there
was a shared feeling of professional isolation. Some
participants struggled with being the only employ-
ment specialist during the early implementation and
lacked professional support: “In such an early phase
to only have one employment specialist is crazy,
especially it should not be allowed to have just one
employment specialist in smaller places. Because you
need a strong professional backing. You need team



D. Butenko et al. / IPS staff turnover 85

support”. Others, while having colleagues around
them, felt uncomfortable being isolated from both
NAV and health: “What was bad about the job is that
we were very much left to ourselves from the very
beginning. We both were new and we were supposed
to establish a completely new service”.

Finally, a variety of role conflict situations were
reported. There were several experiences of mis-
match between expected and scheduled working
hours in being available to provide support to IPS
users when needed: “We are expected to have an 8-
4 job. But we don’t, because we have job seekers,
or participants about to start a job. Sometimes they
do not have t an 8-4 job or they work weekends. So
one feels that one must always be available, to be
able to fulfil expectations of what IPS stands for”.
Some participants also experienced conflicting infor-
mation from different stakeholders on access to users’
clinical records: “Method leader says that you can’t
read notes, while health team says that you should
read notes [ . . . ]. They say one thing at one place
and another thing at the other”. Several participants
concluded that they would not have taken the job
if they had known about the difficulties they would
experience in the job: “If I had known then what
I know today, then I would never have taken that
job, it’s that simple. Would have said no, this is not
for me”.

The draining factors had a negative personal impact
on the wellbeing of participants. Professional iso-
lation, absence of available and supportive leaders,
needing to carry out implementation in an unpre-
pared inter-organizational context on top of regular
duties caused distress and frustration. Eventually, as
their personal resources were drained, some experi-
enced low self-esteem and felt exhausted: “I got very,
very tired of that job. Well, what I thought was the
dream job was a little different than I had expected”.
This negative emotional impact seems to be a medi-
ator between the draining factors and participants’
decisions to quit.

3.2. Nourishing factors

The semantic label ‘nourishing’ is applied to
describe the personal and job related factors that were
positively impacting on participants’ ability and will-
ingness to occupy the job.

Despite little initial knowledge of the IPS method
and an ambiguous understanding of the tasks of the
job, all participants willingly and readily applied for
the position, wanting to explore the role: “When I

started, I had never heard of IPS before. I’ve never
heard of employment specialists before. And not many
of my colleagues had heard either. So there was very
little knowledge about it. So when I started, I had
to explore what it was”. All participants exhibited a
recovery-oriented mindset by talking in unison about
their wish to offer IPS users an opportunity to improve
their quality of life and achieve more control over it.
They wanted to help users to take on new role as con-
tributors and active agents in their lives as opposed
to being passive receivers of health and welfare ser-
vices: “[I appreciate] being allowed to give people a
second chance, and a new opportunity to build their
life and a future, to become a contributor instead of
a recipient”. As participants became familiar with
the IPS method, they developed an appreciation of it
and a faith in its ideology: “I really liked the method.
[ . . . ] I liked the way one worked with the job seek-
ers. This was shaped by their wishes. It was all about
them”. Person-centered, close follow-up and the pos-
sibility to work with IPS users outside of the office in
the community were features of IPS that participants
appreciated.

Over the course of their employment participants
experienced a variety of positive person-context inter-
actions that were nourishing their readiness and
willingness to continue their work. All appreciated
and found the idea of working with IPS users, NAV
frontline workers, employers and healthcare workers
exciting. However, the actual experiences of interact-
ing with these groups varied – positive experiences in
interactions with healthcare workers were mentioned
the least. Most often study participants had positive
experiences of interacting with IPS users, emphasiz-
ing their appreciation of being able to motivate, to
help increase self-esteem and encourage IPS users
on the way to acquiring a job: “[I liked] discovering
their capability, because very many have low self-
esteem. To see how their spark ignites, to see what
they can accomplish. To look at what they have man-
aged. And make them feel safe with me so they feel
like trying and dare to try”. Most of the participants
spoke in a positive way about interactions with NAV
frontline workers, describing how helpful and avail-
able they were in assisting with IPS users’ welfare
matters. The participants also revealed positive expe-
riences of meeting employers who were open-minded
towards the idea of employing people with mental
health problems. Those participants who had positive
experiences of working with mental healthcare work-
ers emphasized the crucial role of an interdisciplinary
approach to users’ cases: “Interdisciplinarity is abso-



86 D. Butenko et al. / IPS staff turnover

lutely fantastic. I absolutely believe that it is very,
very important in order to achieve a comprehensive
follow-up of job applicants. The therapists supported
us with challenges and we were informed and aware
about it, so we could set up the job with considera-
tion to those challenges. Yes, I mean it is very, very,
very, very important and very positive when it has
worked”.

A few participants had positive experiences of
leadership and supervision. Those who were satisfied
emphasized the importance of leaders being avail-
able, supportive and quick to follow-up: “I thought I
had a good collaboration with the supervisors who
were at NAV. If there were things that had to be taken
care of, I just had to ask and right away it was taken
care of. That was really good. I feel that they were
very supportive”.

Finally, those participants who were not working
alone valued being part of a team. They emphasized
the importance of having reliable and supportive col-
leagues with whom they could have professional
discussions about user cases and work environment
challenges. Those who had positive experiences of
interacting with mental healthcare workers described
their appreciation of being taken seriously, profes-
sionally and being regarded as colleagues: “I felt
incredibly included both as a colleague and pro-
fessionally. I was allowed to come along to the
professional meetings, some of them had nothing to
do with IPS. I was allowed to be a professional person
with my opinions and ideas”.

Overall, the interviews show that higher job sat-
isfaction was experienced among those who worked
in teams, who had clearly defined, supportive and
accessible leaders, and who experienced IPS as being
established and integrated across the organizations.
The process of working with IPS users, teamwork
with other IPS employment specialists and welcom-
ing, respectful attitudes of mental healthcare workers
were nourishing the participants. Moments of suc-
cess of IPS users – whether it was a strong motivated
decision to find a job, or the actual triumph in getting
a job, – were desired rewards for the participants’
work, which had a powerful motivating impact on
them: “We often see that [IPS users] fail, but having
the pleasure of succeeding, that’s what makes it a
really fun job. It’s absolutely amazing. That’s what
motivates us”.

Figure 1 visualizes our findings of the gradual
process of draining factors outweighing nourishing
factors and resulting in negative personal impact.

4. Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore and describe
the experiential factors and processes that shape the
decisions of IPS employment specialists to quit their
jobs. For several participants, quitting ideation began
with a particular incident whilst the majority quit
their jobs due to work environment problems. All
participants experienced quitting ideation as a grad-
ual process characterized by the imbalance between
‘nourishing’ and ‘draining’ factors. Exposure to
draining factors appeared to have a negative impact
on participants’ wellbeing who reported feelings of
distress, frustration, loss of motivation, tiredness and
exhaustion. Those participants who had more positive
interactions with the work environment, specifically
– being part of a team, supportive and available
leadership, and respectful welcoming attitudes of
healthcare personnel, experienced a less negative
personal impact. To comprehensively capture and
describe the complexity of participants’ experiences
a single theme was established: ‘The decision to quit
for IPS employment specialists is a gradual process
consisting of draining factors outweighing nourishing
factors’.

As far as we are aware this is the first qualitative
study to explore IPS employment specialists’ deci-
sions to quit their jobs. We believe the findings of
this study are relevant to providers of IPS services
where the employment specialists are employed by an
organization external to healthcare but need to inte-
grate into healthcare to deliver the intervention (for
example, Voluntary, Community and Social Enter-
prise sector organizations).

Factors revealed in the analysis related to the
participants’ decisions to quit correspond with the
wider literature on antecedents of turnover: inter-
nal motivation, discrepancy between job expectations
and reality, role ambiguity, role conflict, teamwork,
quality of leadership, organizational support, central-
ization of power within an industry and job insecurity
(Rubenstein et al., 2018). Interestingly, findings of
this study correspond with our previous quantitative
survey-based findings that satisfaction with salary
had little to no impact on the participants’ decision
to quit (Butenko et al., 2022a). This finding stands
out from the common narrative that wages are key to
employee retention (Houseworth et al., 2020; Pettin-
gell et al., 2022). One possible explanation is that IPS
employment specialists’ salary in northern Norway at
the time was around 526,000 – 573,800 Norwegian
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Fig. 1. The gradual process of draining factors outweighing nourishing over time and resulting in negative personal impact.

kroner per year (Brinchmann B., personal communi-
cation, April 14, 2023), while the average income for
all households in 2019 was 547,200 NOK (∼53,455
D ) (Statbank Norway, November 12, 2022). As such,
a transition to another job would be unlikely to result
in a significant increase in salary and so motivation
to retain or change the job would mainly concern fac-
tors related to the fit between character and quality of
the work environment and personal preferences.

The experiences of quitting as a gradual process
characterized by the imbalance between nourishing
and draining job factors correspond with the proces-
sual theoretical models of turnover. These models
emphasize turnover being a phenomenon that is the
result of a deliberate decision-making process (Lee et
al., 1999; Mobley et al., 1979; Price, 1986). Broadly
speaking, these models describe a decision to quit
as a process of a failed balance between a vari-
ety of factors, internal and external to the employee
contributing to fluctuations in turnover intentions.
Within Lee and Mitchell’s ‘unfolding’ model of
turnover which emphasizes the multi-pathway nature
of voluntary turnover, it argues that some turnover
cases start with a ‘shock’ – an event that initiates
quitting ideation (Lee et al., 1999). Similarly, we
found for some participants in our study, turnover
ideation started with a shock event (e.g. work-life
conflict).

It was previously shown that general job satis-
faction and its facets are associated with turnover
intentions of IPS employment specialists (Butenko
et al., 2022a). However, it was not clear which work
environment factors are important to job satisfac-
tion. The present study addresses this knowledge
gap by revealing factors, which tap into established
antecedents of job satisfaction – subjective percep-
tions of job characteristics, role clarity, role conflict,
job insecurity, perceived supervisor support and lead-
ership (Judge et al., 2020).

It is interesting to note that some of the draining
factors described in this study have been previously
reported as barriers to IPS implementation. Research
from Sweden, Norway and England identify similar
barriers of unprepared inter-organizational environ-
ments, a lack of managerial and leadership support,
poor communication between welfare and healthcare
agencies and sometimes conflicting workplace poli-
cies and procedures (Bergmark et al., 2018; Hillborg
et al., 2021; Moe et al., 2021; Rinaldi et al., 2010).
To date, these barriers have not been linked to the
turnover of IPS employment specialists.

This study was undertaken during the early period
of IPS implementation. It is recognized that for
an effective new intervention to deliver and sus-
tain the outcomes as expected, it requires effective
implementation strategies and drivers (competence,
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organizational and leadership) resulting in organi-
zations changing their existing systems to support
the effectiveness of the new intervention (Bertram et
al., 2015). This study reveals that those IPS employ-
ment specialists who quit their jobs experienced work
environment problems related to organizational and
leadership drivers and implementation readiness. For
example, the experienced conflicting policies, pro-
cedures and legislation, and poor communication
networks for inter-sectoral working between NAV
and health indicate a lack of organizational drivers.
While insufficient knowledge and understanding of
IPS among frontline healthcare personnel, and also
leaders in health and NAV indicate a lack of lead-
ership drivers and readiness for implementation.
Though it was encouraging to find that interactions
with frontline NAV workers was a positive experi-
ence, which aligns with previous research showing
from the perspective of the frontline workers similar
experiences (Brinchmann et al., 2022). All together
our findings suggest that both NAV and health may
not have been sufficiently ready or prepared for the
implementation of IPS and that systems, processes
and the drivers for effective inter-organizational
working had either not been established or
were not changed to support the implementation
of IPS.

4.1. Practical implications

This study shows there is both a possibility and a
need for IPS managers and leaders to address work
environment problems that IPS employment special-
ists’ experience. This could increase job retention of
IPS employment specialists, ensure the operational
continuity of an IPS service and ultimately increase
the number of people accessing the service and
achieving their goal of returning back to work. Our
analysis also revealed the nourishing factors of being
an IPS employment specialist that seem important for
managers to recognize and encourage: intrinsic moti-
vation, resilience and a recovery-oriented mindset.

Additionally, in light of the findings it is appar-
ent that during the recruitment of IPS employment
specialists candidates should be extensively informed
about the job’s tasks, goals, work setting, and
challenges that should be expected during an imple-
mentation phase. Such efforts will set reasonable
expectations for the role and enable candidates to
have an informed understanding of the role. The
establishment of IPS teams with more than one
employment specialist along with a supervisor who

leads the implementation and integration within
healthcare services might also have had a positive
effect on retaining IPS employment specialists.

Furthermore, our findings concerning poor inter-
organizational readiness and communication high-
light the need for tailored actions aimed at enhancing
communication and collaboration among the rel-
evant organizations. These improvements should
extend to having a clear operational policy which
defines responsibilities, accountabilities, governance
and decision-making, and leadership. Besides, addi-
tional initiatives are required to enhance awareness
among local mental healthcare providers regarding
the goals, principles and implementation efforts of
IPS. This is essential to expedite the integration of
services necessary for the efficient operation of IPS
employment specialists.

Finally, research shows there is a clear association
between poor work environment conditions and the
impact on the health and wellbeing of staff (Harvey
et al., 2017). It was concerning to find participants
describing the lasting negative impact of their for-
mer work environment on their emotional state. As
such, further research that addresses the negative
impact of the work environment on the wellbeing of
IPS employment specialists with a specific focus on
burnout is warranted.

4.2. Future perspectives

While this study has contributed to laying the
groundwork for understanding the turnover of IPS
employment specialists during the implementation
phase of the evidence-based practice in Norway, there
are multiple knowledge lacunas left that need to
be addressed. In particular, future research should
examine turnover experiences among IPS employ-
ment specialists in different countries and at various
stages of IPS operation. Additionally, research should
explore factors contributing to a pleasant and func-
tional working environment, as well as investigate
and measure the repercussions of turnover on key
service outcomes, implementation quality, and sus-
tainability on different structural levels (e.g. IPS site).
Finally, we assume that the process of deciding to quit
is not a straightforward cascade of events, but rather it
is akin our visual metaphor presented in the Fig. 1 – a
process where different factors are weighed over time
until a critical point is reached, and the choice is made,
with some or perhaps even the majority of the delib-
eration stages being unconscious. This hypothetical
model also requires further empirical investigation
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as acquired knowledge can be helpful for designing
effective retention interventions.

4.3. Strengths and limitations

The present study has a number of strengths and
limitations. Instead of studying turnover by relying
on a proxy (i.e. quitting ideation), this study inter-
viewed people who actually quit their jobs. As such,
our analysis revealed work environment problems
that were directly related to IPS employment special-
ists’ decisions to quit – findings that could be used
to improve the work environment and subsequently
reduce turnover rates. The methodological choice
allowed us to produce an experiential holistic compo-
sition of factors that were found to have draining and
nourishing effects on IPS employment specialists’
capacity and willingness to occupy the job, instead
of handpicking factors that we would hypothesize
to be relevant. The first limitation of our study is
the modest number of study participants. However,
after 8 interviews saturation was achieved with only
a few substantially new codes were established in the
remaining two interviews. This assured authors that a
sufficient amount of primary data was collected. The
study was also conducted during the timeframe of
Covid-19 where we know that IPS employment spe-
cialists reported less collaborative engagement with
clinical teams and employers (Wittlund et al., 2022).
However, we do not believe this directly impacted
on turnover ideation in our sample as none of the
participants spoke of Covid-19 or its impact.

It is also important to note that the study was con-
ducted within an implementation setting in Northern
Norway. As such, generalization of findings to other
stages of the IPS operation in different geographic
areas should be approached with caution.

Another matter worth emphasizing is that the
findings have been shaped by the decision to be
predominantly deductive (i.e., theory-driven) in the
development of the interview guide and data analysis.
In particular, our work has been driven by under-
standing turnover from the ‘psychological school’
perspective as a consequence of an individual sub-
jective decision, shaped by the dynamic process of
interaction between catalyst and inhibitor factors
(Morrell et al., 2001).

Finally, the interviews had to be translated from
Norwegian to English for authors to be able to
conduct the analysis. However, as the aim of the
study concerned subjective conscious lived expe-
riences, and not linguistic features or unconscious

content that would be expected to be hidden behind
and in-between the lines, we do not believe that
translation decreased the quality of the analysis.
Additionally, in order to minimize the possibility of
content loss, translation was carried out by a native
English speaker, fluent in Norwegian.

5. Conclusion

This study revealed that the imbalance between
factors that drain and nourish the wish of IPS employ-
ment specialists to stay in their role gradually caused
the majority to quit. As these factors mainly concern
the work environment, corresponding improvements
could be made by the IPS leadership with a goal of
preventing future undesired turnover.
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R., & Hewitt, A. S. (2020). Predictors of Annual and
Early Separations Among Direct Support Professionals:
National Core Indicators Staff Stability Survey. Intel-
lectual and Developmental Disabilities, 58(3), 192-207.
https://doi.org/10.1352/1934-9556-58.3.192

Judge, T. A., Zhang, S., & Glerum, D. R. (2020). Essentials of Job
Attitudes and Other Workplace Psychological Constructs. In
V. I. Sessa & N. A. Bowling (Eds.), (pp. 219-223).

Kim, H., & Kao, D. (2014). A meta-analysis of turnover
intention predictors among U.S. child welfare work-
ers. Children and Youth Services Review, 47, 214-223.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2014.09.015

Kinn, L. G., Costa, M., Voll, I., Austrheim, G., Aas, R. W., & David-
son, L. (2021). “Navigating Between Unpredictable Icebergs”:

https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12243
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731514537687
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12828
https://doi.org/10.1111/acps.13129
https://doi.org/10.1111/sjop.12864
https://doi.org/10.3233/JVR-221195
https://doi.org/10.1017/S2045796022000300
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2929.2006.02418.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199734016.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.2975/32.1.2008.59.62
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0212208
https://doi.org/10.1136/oemed-2016-104015
https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12611
https://doi.org/10.1352/1934-9556-58.3.192
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2014.09.015


D. Butenko et al. / IPS staff turnover 91

A Meta-Ethnographic Study of Employment Specialists’ Con-
tributions in Providing Job Support for People with Mental
Illness. Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation, 31(3), 512-
531. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-020-09943-6

Laws, J. (2011). Crackpots and basket-cases: a history of thera-
peutic work and occupation. History of the Human Sciences,
24(2), 65-81. https://doi.org/10.1177/0952695111399677

Lee, T. W., Mitchell, T. R., Holtom, B. C., McDaniel, L. S., & Hill,
J. W. (1999). The Unfolding Model of Voluntary Turnover:
A Replication and Extension. The Academy of Management
Journal, 42(4), 450-462. https://doi.org/10.2307/257015

Lindstrom, E. (2016). Program improves using fidelity
scale. Retrieved 12.11.22 from https://ipsworks.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/08/employment-works-winter-2016-2-
5-16.pdf

Luciano, A., & Meara, E. (2014). Employment status of
people with mental illness: national survey data from
2009 and 2010. Psychiatric Services, 65(10), 1201-1209.
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ps.201300335

Mobley, W. H., Griffeth, R. W., Hand, H. H., & Meglino, B.
M. (1979). Review and conceptual analysis of the employee
turnover process. Psychological Bulletin, 86(3), 493-522.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.86.3.493

Moe, C., Brinchmann, B., Rasmussen, L., Brandseth, O. L.,
McDaid, D., Killackey, E., Rinaldi, M., Borg, M., & Myk-
letun, A. (2021). Implementing individual placement and
support (IPS): the experiences of employment specialists in
the early implementation phase of IPS in Northern Nor-
way. The IPSNOR study. BMC Psychiatry, 21(1), 632.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-021-03644-x
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