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While sharing their roots in the fields of psychiatric rehabilitation and recovery principles, Support-
ed Education (SEd) and the evidence-based version of Supported Employment, IPS, have had very different
journeys and impacts. While IPS has become a widely acknowledged and evidence-based intervention for
supporting successful employment for individuals with serious mental illnesses (SMI), SEd has not achieved
this level of evidence and implementation, despite substantial literature documenting positive experiences.
Our research team began addressing the question of why this is so, beginning 7 years ago with our first
study, and continuing throughout a time when the mental health of young adults has been of increasing
concern and discussion.

Mental health problems often begin early in life, and without adequate support in school and dur-
ing the transition to becoming employed, it can have extremely negative consequences later in life. Rates
of employment for people with mental health problems are commonly reported to be low. Mental health
problems among young adults have also been reported as one of the most frequently cited reason for not
completing studies (Mowbray et al., 2003). A Nordic inquiry into the employability of marginalized young
adults cited education as the most important factor in improving chances for leaving NEET (not in educa-
tion, employment or training) (Albaeck et al., 2015). A Swedish study (Hammarstrom & Ahlgren, 2019),
analyzing health experiences among people with NEET, showed that high unemployment between the ages
of 21 and 25 led to an increased likelihood of mental ill-health when people reached middle age. Studies
have also shown that for those young adults with mental illness who dropped out of school, more than half
wanted to return to develop skills and improve their job status, as well as to find opportunities for personal
growth (Corrigan et al. 2008).

Individual Placement and Support (IPS) is a specific vocational program of Supported employ-
ment targeted to individuals with psychiatric disabilities and has a large body of empirical evidence for its
effectiveness (e.g., Bejerholm et al., 2015; Bond et al., 2022; Frederick & VanderWeele, 2019). Controlled
studies have consistently demonstrated significant gains in employment, when compared with traditional
vocational rehabilitation services that emphasize skill training, sometimes referred to as the train-then-place
model (Corrigan & McCracken, 2005). However, recent research has suggested that the positive outcomes
associated with IPS may primarily lead to short-term and low-status employment and that individuals with
mental health problems must become eligible for higher-level positions with the potential for advancement
through both vocational and educational support (Manthey et al., 2012; Murphy et al., 2005).

Supported Education (SEd), an intervention that supports functioning, success, and satisfaction in
academic environments, is defined as the provision of individualized, practical support to assist people with
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mental health problems to achieve their educational goals and has been used successfully to assist them to

complete post-secondary education (Rogers et al., 2010). Despite positive indications, Supported Education
does not currently have the evidence base that might lead to more widespread dissemination and replication.
Internationally, SEd includes many approaches and models under its umbrella. These services are based in a
variety of settings (community mental health centers, college/universities, clubhouses), either in coordination
with other services or in a free-standing program (Hillborg et al., 2021). Despite a wide variety of descrip-
tions and programs of SEd in the literature, there are a number of common factors that seem to enable suc-
cess in studies for people with mental health problems.

In Sweden, the provision of services is highly decentralized, and responsibility is divided among
several different authorities. In the case of, for example, vocational rehabilitation, the following stakeholders
are often involved: governmental authorities such as the Swedish Public Employment Services and the Social
Insurance authority, the municipal Social Services for residential support services and vocational rehabilita-
tion. Additionally, the primary actors providing psychiatric treatment are the regional county councils who
have responsibility for medical and specialized psychiatric care. The issue of responsibility for educational
and mental health needs in Sweden is especially complicated, and often experienced by clients and providers
as fragmentized due to this decentralization. Despite the premise that services and supports should be offered
on equal terms (The Discrimination Act 2008: 567), it is still important to advocate for the individual’s spe-
cific challenges and capabilities, in order to support the adaptation of available resources to their needs and to
work through the fragmentation that seems to be an inherent part of these systems (Lovgren et al., 2020).

We began our research 7 years ago, by investigating experiences and describing the needs of young adults
with mental health problems who were studying in Sweden (Lovgren et al. 2020). In addition to basic aca-
demic, mental health and individual support, the results suggested a number of factors for accommodating
the needs of these students. These included, for example, economic challenges and financial support. The
social context was another factor that received a lot of attention. Needs related to structuring the day and
identifying places where studies could be conducted were in one way or another mentioned in all interviews
as important to pay attention to. Mental health problems were often described as beginning with difficult
experiences from a school that was not adapted to individual needs and led to repeated experiences of fail-
ure, exclusion, and loneliness. The social context and student identity was therefore another important factor
to pay attention to (Liljeholm et al., 2022). Being young is a crucial period where the person explores and
develops their identity. Furthering, one's education after primary school or high school is often a natural step
to taking on new roles and becoming independent. Exploring the student role when receiving support in SEd
was therefore relevant to understanding these critical passages of identity development during the transition
to adulthood and future career development. It was also clear how important it is to be flexible when working
with young adults, that the support can be flexible and accompany the journey from work to studies or vice
versa. It's also a common process when being young - to try things out and thus develop identity and find
new roles in life (Liljeholm et al., 2023).

As a second step, we needed to examine the international literature regarding Supported education
(Hillborg et al., 2021), identifying the common principles in the various models. We also wanted to learn
more about how Supported education had been integrated with IPS, and which components have been de-
scribed as particularly important. The articles in this review described a wide variation of models and adapta-
tions to the SEd model. These adaptations seemed to be developed in relation to local resources and funding
priorities, needs in the local community, participating stakeholders in and the availability of collaboration
partners. The review also found that IPS principles can be successfully extended to integrate Supported edu-
cation and IPS services for young adults.

Based on these studies, we then began working together with five IPS programs providing both
employment- and educational services in Sweden, formulating preliminary Supported Education principles
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based on a Swedish context (Hillborg et al., 2024). Questions that were raised were if it was possible to im-

plement a Supported education model in our Swedish welfare system? The process also involved exploring
and describing experiences, strategies, and methods involved while working as an educational specialist. The
results were then analyzed in relation to the 8 principles considered the central components of an IPS inter-
vention (Bond et al., 2020), but were formulated from a specific focus on support in studies and as a result,
two new principles were added. The two new principles were Study environment and structure when study-
ing and Psychosocial context and student role.

What we found in the study was that the work specialists expressed that support for studies required
a different kind of knowledge and competence than that needed to provide support towards work. On the
one hand, studies were not as predictable as work, there were new courses, new tasks and often new fellow
students and new environments. Studies were much more varied than work and therefore required follow-up
support in a different way than work does. It was also not uncommon for the young adults to switch from
work to study, from study to work, or to work at the same time as studying, a more explorative focus, one that
requires increased flexibility. There is also the fact that it takes time to complete educational goals, including
waiting for a course or program to begin, and therefore demands more of a long-term perspective. It was also
not entirely obvious that these young adults had any established contact with psychiatry, since they might not
yet be receiving treatments and in a more universal health care and welfare system such as Sweden, might be
receiving support from primary care, student health, social services, etc. Studies also place higher demands
for working independently — which in turn created other demands on the content of the support and how it
should be structured. Students are also more alone when studying, with especially distance learning requir-
ing more focus on location and structure for studies. Various forms of distance learning or courses offering
both group and individual assignments, also challenged the students to develop and maintain a comfortable
student role (Hillborg et al., 2024).

It became clear that some principles cannot be directly transferred from IPS to SEd. These included
for example, rapid placement, since not all courses are available all the time. Economic challenges also dif-
fered more than expected so that rehabilitation subsidies might not support studies, or student financial aid
might no longer be available if a person had previously dropped out due to an acute period of mental illness.
It was also quite different to establish relationships with the varied schools, vocational training courses and
universities students might attend. Teachers, guidance counselors, student health services all have different
roles, some requiring disclosure in order to receive formal support and others potentially able to adapt and
support mental health needs within their professional responsibility area (Hillborg et al., 2024).

What we found was that the adapted principles were perceived as relevant to use for the work special-
ists because they followed the IPS logic - it was a structure that they were already familiar and knowledgeable
about. The adaptations also helped them to reflect on and develop support for studies, an important result
since they had previously assumed the principles would be applied in a similar manner, and that they now
recognized the different character of support for studies. Our study therefore suggests that Integrating SEd
with IPS is a promising model to use for young adults - to be able to easily switch between studies and work
and offer support based on the 10 principles when the individual had chosen to study (Hillborg et al., 2024).
At the time of this study, we had not yet learned about IPS-Y, the IPS Fidelity Scale for Young Adults (Bond,
et al., 2020; 2024) since it was in a development process. Based on our own results, we thought it was impor-
tant to try here in Sweden and received additional funding for a feasibility study. Following a contact with
The IPS Employment Center and with the authors permission, we have translated it into Swedish and started
to test it together with nine IPS-programs in Sweden. These results are now being analyzed and will be pub-
lished soon.

In addition to seeking knowledge regarding the needs of young adults with mental health challenges,
and the relevance of IPS models to providing support for them, we have become increasingly interested in
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many of the challenges for implementation in Sweden. Additional studies on implementing IPS with Sup-

ported Education for young adults are now underway. Even the originally employment focused IPS services
in Sweden have been shown to often be the result of “local champions” or collaborative, innovation projects
and therefore face continued challenges to finding permanent funding. The question of who should finance
these services, in a relatively rich, but fragmented welfare system, while offering many possibilities, also
leaves the question of responsibility for these young adults in question. We have also seen that it is much
easier to demonstrate quick gains, such as employment, when working with IPS, but that the longer-term
gains associated with education, are more difficult to both research and use as justification for financing these
services, which need to be seen as an investment in preventing future costly consequences.

We have witnessed, in the field of psychiatric rehabilitation, a revolutionary development over the
past decades, first from hospitals to community-based care and more recently from sheltered work to actual
employment. The current paradigm shift that we would like to suggest is beginning to take place is to see
young adults as not only being “work-ready”, but as being met by our systems as having the hopeful poten-
tial of a career closely linked to their dreams and ambitions. While the “evidence”, that Supported Education
models can contribute to this vison, needs to be developed, our studies suggest that investing in young adults
with these types of services, are well worth the long-term gains for both recovery and participation in society
as adults.
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