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Returnships Offer HR Leaders a Proven Solution to Talent Shortages

August 28, 2025 | Roy Maurer

Returnships are an effective way for HR leaders to fill skills gaps amid talent shortages - ( https://www.shrm.org/topics-

tools/news/talent-acquisition/shrm-talent-trends-2025-recruitment-challenges ) . These workforce reentry programs - (

https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/news/organizational-employee-development/ask-hr--what-is-a--returnship-- ) are designed for

people who have taken a career break — whether for caregiving, illness, or other reasons — and who want to relaunch their careers.  

Programs may or may not lead to full-time employment but often include mentorship and training opportunities to help participants refresh

expertise, gain relevant experience, and transition back into meaningful work that aligns with their knowledge. 

By structuring a clear reentry pathway, employers have an opportunity to diversify talent pipelines and address immediate skills gaps, as

returners often possess industry-relevant experience, contextual knowledge, and a proven work history. 

“It’s a great concept,” said Nicole Belyna, SHRM-SCP, director of talent acquisition and inclusion at SHRM. “The programs must be

structured, similar to an internship program, with milestones and goals, and training on how to reacclimate to the workplace,” she said.

“Going from not working for a significant time to jumping into a full-time job is a big change. In addition to the technical skills needed to do

the job, relearning how to navigate the workplace is very important.”  

Only a small fraction of 2,000 employers (10%) surveyed by SHRM - ( https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/research/2025-talent-

trends/learning-development-programs ) in February currently offer returnship programs. Yet the high effectiveness reported by the

organizations that have embraced returnships is striking: 85% say their initiatives are somewhat effective or very effective in closing skills

gaps and alleviating workforce shortages. This contrast between low adoption and strong outcomes suggests that although returnships

are not yet mainstream, they deliver substantial value where deployed. 

The SHRM data found that among organizations running these initiatives, 69% have focused on former employees, 51% on older workers

reentering the workforce, 49% on caregivers transitioning back to work, 45% on military servicemembers moving into civilian roles, and

42% on people transitioning from one career to another. 
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Event: SHRM BLUEPRINT 2025  - ( https://conference.shrm.org/blueprint )

Carol Fishman Cohen, the CEO and co-founder of career reentry company iRelaunch, helps organizations build reentry programs and is a

returner herself. Her return to work at Bain Capital after 11 years out of the full-time workforce to raise children led her to becoming a

pioneer in the career reentry space. 

Return-to-work programs, begun around 2008 among financial services companies, are still mostly found among larger employers, Cohen

said. According to her firm’s count, about 42% of the Fortune 50 had a return-to-work program (including returnships, one reentry model)

up from 34% in 2023. 

She explained that not all return-to-work programs are returnships. Typically, returnships last between 12-16 weeks, while other career

reentry programs are intent to hire programs with an expectation of conversion to full-time employment.  

“The programming and structure of the programs vary widely,” she said. “They were originally meant to be temporary project-based work

not necessarily leading to full-time work. But as time has gone on, the best and longest-running programs have become intent to hire.”

     

Cohen was not surprised to hear that SHRM survey respondents who have managed returnships have found them effective. They could be

even more effective if returners were able to apply for full-time roles at the end of the program.  

“We think retention data is a key indicator of success,” she said. “We have received retention data from 10 employers that have been

running programs from three to eight years. Their retention rates ranged from 70% to over 90%. Most importantly, and what solves for any

discrepancies in the way retention is calculated, is that in every case, the returner retention rate was higher than the average employee

retention rate.” 

Designing a Returnship

The program duration and qualifying criteria varies depending on the company. Some programs have prior experience requirements,

location specifications, or industry limitations. 

“First determine what kind of program you are running: returnship or direct hire — can they apply for any role or only certain roles?” Cohen

said. She added that the longest-running programs are typically cohort-based with an annual start date, there is increasing interest in

8/28/25, 10:31 AM Returnships Offer HR Leaders a Proven Solution to Talent Shortages

https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/news/talent-acquisition/returnships-solution-talent-shortages 2/4

https://conference.shrm.org/blueprint
https://conference.shrm.org/blueprint
https://conference.shrm.org/blueprint
https://conference.shrm.org/blueprint


rolling starts as need arises. Rolling-start programming for individual returners has to be structured differently than cohorts.  

To ensure success, organizations must thoughtfully design returnship programs with structured onboarding, upskilling pathways, and clear

conversion criteria. Employers should communicate transparent conversion pathways from day one, so participants know exactly how to

transition into full-time or long-term roles.  

Specialty Credential: Talent Acquisition  - ( https://www.shrm.org/shop/product.html/shrm-talent-acquisition-specialty-

credential-p )

“Think about what returners would need to be successful,” Belyna said. “Providing resources on technology and workplace norms — a

step-by-step reentry into the workplace — is key. Include a way to assess participants’ talents as they enter, so you know how to leverage

their skills, and if there are gaps, those are areas to focus on during the program.” 

Building community and coaching into the programs is also important, Cohen said. “It’s helpful for new returners to be connected with

other returners in the employer’s community, and potentially matched with them as a trusted source of support, information,

encouragement, and relatability with someone who had the same experience returning to work after a career break,” she said. 

In addition, reentry programs should have trackable objectives and clear success metrics such as 12-month retention rates, performance

ratings compared to standard hires, and cost-per-hire analyses, to demonstrate return on investment. 

Success Stories 

Some examples of reentry programs include the IBM Tech Re-Entry - ( https://www.ibm.com/blogs/jobs/return-to-the-workforce-with-

the-ibm-tech-re-entry-program/ )  program, which offers technology professionals who have been away from work for a year or more with

a way to reboot and update their skills on projects that match their “expertise, interests, and abilities.” 

JPMorganChase launched its ReEntry Program - ( https://careers.jpmorgan.com/us/en/students/programs/reentry-program?

search=&tags=location__Americas__UnitedStatesofAmerica )  for experienced professionals who have taken a career break of at least

two years and have relevant experience for the role they want to work in. 

The creation of Schneider Electric’s returnship program - ( https://www.reachire.com/career-returner-programs/hiring-

companies/schneider-electric/ ) in 2022 is a testament to the critical need to ensure both employee readiness and operational continuity,

said Shalin Kothari, vice president of HR strategy, inclusion and care at the Paris-based global industrial technology company. .  

To date, 48 individuals have participated in Schneider Electric’s six-month program, with 85% converting to full-time roles and a 100%

retention rate. 

“Specifically, our returnship program is made for professionals with five-plus years of experience in engineering or supply chain who have

taken a career break of two years or more,” Kothari said. “The program offers a structured pathway back to work, providing mentorship,

exposure to leadership, and a supportive community of others relaunching their careers. Recognizing that employees must be as

technically adept and knowledgeable as ever, we equip them with learning initiatives that provide technical and interpersonal skills

needed to thrive in a fast-evolving market, including access to apps like Coursera and AI upskilling courses, among others. These efforts

ensure that employees are not only capable but also agile and future-ready.”
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