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Figure 1A.1 Hypothetical Employment-Earnings Profiles of “At-Risk”
Young Men With and Without a Prison Record
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tion spell (noted by the dotted line) interrupts this vital life-course tran-
sition, and confines released prisoners to the secondary labor market.
We depict their diminished labor-market prospects by a flat age-
employment profile, at levels comparable to their pre-prison experience
(as shown by the line marked “Prison Record”).17

Conceptually, we gauge the prison effect by the widening gap be-
tween the employment-earnings profiles of the two groups as they age
(denoted by Δ for age twenty-eight years), that is by quantitative differ-
ence in their slopes. Methodologically, an accurate or consistent esti-
mate of this parameter depends critically on whether the two groups
are truly comparable and so experience divergent labor-market out-
comes only because of cumulative impact of an arrest, conviction, and
prison commitment. If not, other factors may systematically influence
their criminal and labor-market outcomes and so potentially skew or
bias the parameter estimate. For example, instead of by mere chance,
some in the comparison group may have avoided a prison spell be-
cause of personal characteristics or locational advantages that also
made them more employable. The failure to incorporate this factor into
the empirical model would overstate the influence of a prison record
on the labor-market trajectories of the comparison group.
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Figure 2.1 Prison and Total Incarceration Rates, 1925 to 2004
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lence, the average prison incarceration rate hovered narrowly around
107 inmates per 100,000 people (see figure 2.1).1 More to their point, the
prison incarceration rate actually declined by nearly 18 percent between
1961 and 1967 and remained relatively stable until the mid-1970s, despite
sharp increases in arrest and crime rates, including violent crimes.2

Consistent with their hypothesis, Blumstein and Cohen (1973, 206) in-
terpreted these divergent trends in terms of the “liberalized adaptation”
of criminal-justice sanctions to changing patterns of offending behavior,
notably in the realm of drug violations. In response to the rapid growth
of drug arrests (and presumably crimes) over the 1960s, Congress in
1970 repealed mandatory minimum sentences, which was netting an
increasing number of young white offenders, “not hardened criminals
. . . [or] even hardened drug addicts.”3 And drug arrests actually de-
clined by 4 percent per year between 1974 and 1979, despite evidence
of rising drug use (Boggess and Bound 1997, 733; Tonry 1995, 83–92).

Over two decades later, Blumstein revisited the trends in the U.S.
prison population, but now to document and explain the “dramatic
change in [the] use of incarceration” (Blumstein and Beck 1999, 17).
Between the late 1970s and 1997, the prison incarceration rate had
multiplied more than four-fold, from the historic average of 107 per
100,000 population to 445 (see figure 2.1). More comprehensive data
since 1980 clearly show the full scope of this aggregate trend. Despite
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Figure 2.2 Distribution of State Prisoners, by Most Serious Offense,
1980 to 2002

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 P

ri
so

ne
rs

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

20
02

20
00

19
98

19
96

19
94

19
92

19
90

19
88

19
86

19
84

19
82

19
80

Public Order

Drug-Related

Property

Violent

Source: Harrison and Beck (2005).

addiction (Boggess and Bound 1997, 734–76; Fryer et al. 2005). The ac-
counting exercise, therefore, must start at the arrest, not crime, stage
and so conflates the impact of the two variables. This limitation is espe-
cially problematic for drug crimes, because variations in drug arrests
over time (and across space) largely reflect changes in discretionary
policing policy, not criminal behavior (Beckett 2004; Fagan 2004). In
other words, the analysis can only diagnose the growth in the drug
incarceration rate in terms of variables that bear a strong policy influ-
ence, either directly or indirectly.

These results clearly support the War on Drugs hypothesis—that the
War on Drugs and related policies have fueled the growth in the prison
population. The incarceration rate for drug offenses grew by nearly 13.7
percent per year over the entire period, almost twice the aggregate rate.
The most dramatic expansion occurred between 1983 and 1990, when
the drug incarceration rate increased by 25 percent each year, and the
share of inmates imprisoned for drug crimes jumped from 6.8 to 21.8
percent (see figure 2.2).11 The decomposition analysis, moreover, identi-
fies the dramatic impact of more aggressive policing and punitive sen-
tencing policies. Together, the rapid growth between 1983 and 1990 in
drug arrest rates by 4.8 percent and in prison commitment rates by 8.8
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Figure 2.3 Incarceration Rates for African American and White Men
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When cumulated over time, these disparate and high rates of incar-
ceration imply the greater incidence of imprisonment among black as
opposed to white men. For each date, the prevalence rate measures the
share of current and former prisoners in the population at a particular
point in time and so for men at a given stage in their life course (Bon-
czar 2003). With inmate survey data from 1974 to 2001, the Bureau of
Justice Statistics (BJS) estimates of prevalence have been updated six
times and show the rapid diffusion of a prison experience among black
men during the era of mass incarceration, especially between 1986 and
1997 (see figure 2.4). The prevalence of incarceration was relatively sta-
ble in the latter half of the 1970s, just prior to the onset of this social
experiment. It then increased sharply over the next two decades, from
8.9 to 15.0 percent for blacks and from 1.5 to 2.3 percent for whites.
Although the rate of increase was actually greater for white men, we
are more concerned with the extraordinary level for blacks, which in-
creased to 16.6 percent by 2001. In other words, by the onset of the new
millennium, nearly one in six black men (versus only one in thirty-eight
white men) had directly experienced prison in their lives.

A more comprehensive but also conjectural measure, the cumulative
risk of incarceration, takes a prospective view and gauges the fraction
of men in each new cohort who will serve time at some point in their
lives (Bonczar and Beck 1997; Bonczar 2003). The results, graphed in
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Figure 2.4 Prevalence of Incarceration Among Adult Males, 1974 to 2001
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figure 2.5, show an escalating risk of incarceration for all men after
1980. For blacks the likelihood of imprisonment more than doubled
between 1979 and 1991, from 13.4 to 29.4 percent, and then inched up
to nearly 33 percent by 2001. The trend increase for white men was
greater in magnitude, but more continuous over the two-decade period.
Taking past demographic patterns as a guide to future ones, these esti-
mates imply that black males born in 2001 faced a one-in-three risk of
ultimately being incarcerated as compared to an only one-in-seventeen
risk for white males. This large persistent racial gap certainly squares
with the notion that a prison experience has become so commonplace in
black communities that the vast majority of individuals either directly
experience prison or have direct personal contact with someone who
has (Pattillo-McCoy 1999; Rose and Clear 2004).

More refined analyses reveal the mediating impact of social class
and context on the incarceration-race nexus (Sampson and Lauritsen
1997; Pettit and Western 2004; Western 2006). Within the limitations of
existing data sets, the class dimension is typically measured by edu-
cational level. Yet, as we argue in the next section, in the “new” econ-
omy, educational attainment beyond the traditional high school diplo-
ma has become an increasingly critical determinant of an individual’s
labor-market prospects and so of their risk of criminal offending and
incarceration.

Steven Raphael (2006) uses decennial census data to track trends in
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Figure 2.5 Cumulative Risk of Incarceration for Adult Men, 1974 to 2001
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incarceration rates by race and educational attainment between 1970
and 2000.17 Not surprisingly, the employment and incarceration rates
of college-educated African American men were comparable to those
of their white peers. For less-educated black men, by contrast, incarcer-
ation rates increased at least four-fold over the period, from 4 to 19
percent for high school dropouts and from 2 to 8 percent for those with
at most a high school diploma. For comparable white men, incarcera-
tion rates only doubled, to much lower levels of 4 and 2 percent, respec-
tively. Through a case study of California, Raphael affirms the greater
prevalence of incarceration among young less-educated men, but also
large racial gaps. Among young black male high school dropouts, for
example, a prison experience is “practically a certainty,” that is, around
100 percent, as compared to only 30 percent for their white peers.

Using a variety of survey data, Becky Pettit and Western (2004) esti-
mate the cumulative risk of incarceration by age thirty to thirty-four
years for men born between 1945 and 1949 and between 1965 and 1969.
Those in the earlier cohort reached their early thirties by the end of the
1970s, whereas those in the later one matured during the period of
mass incarceration. Their results show a much greater cumulative risk
of incarceration for all noncollege educated men, black and white, in
the 1965–1969 cohort group. For black men, the likelihood of imprison-
ment by age thirty to thirty-four increased from 12 to 30 percent over
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Figure 2.6 Property-Crime, Violent-Crime, and Drug Arrest Rates,
1970 to 2005

N
um

be
r 

of
 V

io
le

nt
-C

ri
m

e 
an

d
 D

ru
g

A
rr

es
ts

 p
er

 1
00

,0
00

800

700

600

500

400

300

200

100

0

P
ro

pe
rt

y 
C

ri
m

es
 p

er
 1

00
,0

00

6,000

5,000

4,000

3,000

2,000

1,000

0
1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005

Drug Arrests

Property-Crime Arrests Violent-Crime
Arrests

Source: U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation, Uniform Crime Reporting Program, Crime
in the United States (at http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/oscius/index.html), U.S. Census Bu-
reau, Statistical Abstract, table H-23 (at http://www.census.gov/statab/hist), and U.S.
Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Drug and Crime Facts (at http://ojp
.usdoj.gov/bjs/dcf/tables/arrtot.htm).

than explains the actual property crime increase over the period. Focus-
ing on counties in metropolitan regions, Eric D. Gould, Bruce A. Wein-
berg, and David B. Mustard (2002, 54) find a similar result, that declin-
ing real wages rather than rising unemployment rates spurred the
increase in property crimes in the late 1980s. As further support for
their economic model, they turn to the “high pressure” labor market of
the late “roaring nineties” (Hines, Hoynes, and Krueger 2001; Freeman
2001). In this case they show that the “rising tide” in the form of falling
unemployment rates for less-educated workers accounted for virtually
all of the drop in property crime rates (appropriately adjusted for de-
mographic shifts).26 Likewise, Raphael and Rudolf Winter-Ember (2001)
attribute 40 percent of the drop in property crimes to the economic
boom.

Explaining the trends in violent-crime and drug arrests rates is more
complicated. The incidence of property crime and violent crimes are
highly correlated, at least until the period associated with the War on
Drugs.27 This result is not too surprising. Robbery and aggravated as-
sault are the largest components of the total violent-crime index, and
are directly motivated by or are often a means to pecuniary ends. As
corroborating evidence, regression estimates of the economic model for
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Figure 2.7 Percentage of Blacks Arrested for Major Crimes in U.S. Cities,
1980 to 2000
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ment opportunities for less-skilled young black males, not the increas-
ing rewards to drug dealing. Although the boom modestly increased
the wages of those who were in the labor market, it did not stem the
secular decline in their employment and labor-force participation
rates.29 These downward trends, however, were not observed for com-
parable white or Hispanic men. Given this evidence of uneven expan-
sion, it is likely that young black men’s participation in the drug econ-
omy continued over the 1990s despite more robust national economic
conditions.

The growth in drug arrest rates also depended on discretionary drug
enforcement policies, not only rising drug-crime rates. As evidence, we
point to the divergent trends in the share of African Americans among
those arrested for property, violent, and drug crimes during the 1980s
and 1990s (see figure 2.7). By this measure, blacks were no more likely
to participate in property- and violent-crime offenses than whites. They
accounted for a stable share of the arrests for property crimes over the
period, and a declining share of violent-crime arrests in the 1990s. By
contrast, the share of blacks in drug arrests jumped from 27 to around
45 percent in the 1980s. According to survey evidence, African Ameri-
cans were no more likely to use cocaine (or heroin) than whites, but
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Figure 2.8 Male Homicide Offending Rates, by Race and Age, 1976 to 2005
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admissions for overdoses, death records, and newspaper reports, is
strongly correlated with the rash of lethal handgun violence (Fryer et
al. 2005). Moreover, the onset of the homicide epidemic tended to fol-
low by about one to two years the spread of crack into cities first on
the northern East Coast and the West Coast and then into interior re-
gions (Cohen et al. 1998; Cork 1999).

Crack cocaine, unlike the purer powder form, tapped a large poten-
tial demand in the prevailing conditions of economic decline and social
disorder in inner-city minority neighborhoods (Reuter, MacCoun, and
Murphy 1990; Hagedorn 1998b; Levitt and Venkatesh 2000). Diluted
through processing, it is a less volatile but still potent drug, which can
be smoked to yield an immediate intense high even in small inexpen-
sive doses. The vaster more open market for crack, in turn, sparked the
transformation of inner-city gangs from social peer groups into eco-
nomic organizations for mass distribution. Paralleling the shift in the
gang’s ethos from a “family” to a “business,” its membership policies
took on a more decidedly “corporate” flavor and opened recruitment
to the able-bodied, not necessarily the like-minded. Because of their
dim prospects in legal labor markets, adolescent boys flocked to these
fledgling enterprises to queue up for entry-level positions as touts,
lookouts, and runners in the drug trade and persisted in the gangs for
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Figure 2.9 Real and Relative Value of the Minimum Wage, 1970 to 2005
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all come back [from prison],” mass incarceration necessarily leads to
the mass exodus of released prisoners. Over 93 percent of all state pris-
oners will eventually leave prison; they will either complete their sen-
tences in prison or be released under parole supervision (Petersilia
2003, 22). Indeed, estimates derived from a 1997 survey imply that
nearly one-half of state inmates will be released within one year, and
three-quarters will be released within five years (U.S. Government Ac-
countability Office 2001, 13).

The graphs in figure 2.10 vividly illustrate Travis’s iron law. They
trace out the annual flow of men into and out of state prisons from
1977 to 1998, that is, from the onset of the regime of mass incarceration
through the War on Drugs.37 Over these two decades the number of
men entering prison annually soared from 153,600 to 553,200, or by
260 percent, which virtually matches the run-up in incarceration rates.
Annual prison releases moved in parallel fashion, as evidenced by the
simple correlation coefficient of .996 between the two series. According
to the most recent BJS estimates, 697,100 and 672,200 individuals, re-
spectively, entered and exited state prisons in 2004 (Harrison and Beck
2005, 6).

Travis’s study focuses on the manifold “challenges” facing released
prisoners as they reenter life on the outside. These challenges emanate
from distinct political-economic sources. Travis (2005) emphasizes the
more political, which range from the “extended reach of supervision”
to the “expanded universe of invisible punishment.” The former refers
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Figure 2.10 Men Admitted to and Released from Prison, 1977 to 1998
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to growth in the proportion of prisoners under conditional release, who
are subject to close monitoring by parole officers.38 The latter refers to
state and federal legislation that denies “rights and privileges” (such as
voting rights) to many ex-felons and so extends the official length of
their sentences, in some cases indefinitely.39 For example, individuals
convicted of a drug felony offense lose their eligibility for federal wel-
fare benefits, subsidized housing, and higher education tuition and
loan programs (U.S. Government Accountability Office 2005).

These barriers to prisoner reentry also operate at an informal, more
“environmental,” level. The vast majority of prisoners return to their
home communities and so face the same gloomy socioeconomic condi-
tions as when they left, although the cumulative toll of mass incarcera-
tion may cause further socioeconomic disadvantage and disorganiza-
tion. What’s more, these individuals return with a prison experience,
which can weaken if not dissolve attachments to families, social net-
works, and the formal labor market.

These combined challenges do not prevent released prisoners from
“going straight,” but they do diminish their odds. In other words, they
increase the likelihood that released prisoners will commit a technical
parole violation, misdemeanor, or more serious felony offense, and so
wind up back in prison. A more extended prison spell or additional
prison spells can in turn transform the marginal offender into a more
serious one, who has accumulated a lengthier rap sheet but also has
become more deeply enmeshed in illegal rather than legal social net-
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Figure 2.11 Recidivism Rates of State Prisoners Released in 1994
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to prison to serve a new sentence. After three years, these figures in-
creased to around 68 percent of the sample that had been arrested on
a new felony charge and 25 percent who returned to prison to serve a
new sentence—and another quarter of the sample population was back
in prison on parole revocations (Langan and Levin 2002, 7).

The experience of the 1994 cohort justifies concerns about high recid-
ivism rates, but not necessarily a more rapidly revolving door. When
they compared cohorts of prisoners released from the same eleven
states in 1983 and 1994, Patrick A. Langan and David J. Levin (2002)
found only a slight but statistically significant increase in rearrest rates,
from 62.5 percent to 67.5 percent (see column 1 of table 2.2).42 There is,
however, one significant exception to this generalization. Over the de-
cade rearrest rates for released drug offenders jumped by nearly a
third, from 50.4 percent to 66.7 percent. While this aggregate evidence
suggests that changes in the drug trade and drug enforcement policy
may have snared drug offenders within the same revolving door as
the one that snared other prisoners, it may also reflect changes in the
composition of this growing prison population to include those more
likely to recidivate.

Although not strictly comparable, reincarceration rates, including
those for parole revocations, increased sharply between 1983 and 1994,
from 41.4 percent to 51.8 percent for all released prisoners and from
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Figure 2.12 One-Year and Three-Year Rearrest Rates, by Prior Arrests, for
1983 and 1994 Cohorts of Released Prisoners
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der the new regime of mass incarceration the United States is locked
into a new stable equilibrium of punishment, albeit at levels vastly
greater than Blumstein and his colleagues originally conceived in the
early 1970s. Before we hazard such a prediction, however, it is worth
repeating the obvious but central lesson from any such extrapolation
based on historical data. The past is prologue, Blumstein and Cohen
(1973, 200) note, only if we assume “a given society in a relatively stable
period.” Writing in the early 1970s they hardly could have foreseen the
impending seismic shifts that would transform the U.S. political econ-
omy and its criminal-justice system over the next two decades. They
were certainly cognizant, however, of the considerable ferment over the
increasing levels of street crime and criminal justice policies, but they
selectively focused on, for example, the more “liberal” rather “coercive”
provisions of the 1970 Drug Abuse Prevention and Control Act (Pe-
terson 1985; see also Tonry 1996, 6–130).

Likewise, any projection of recent trends in incarceration rates must
focus on only one side of the current debate over criminal justice poli-
cies, and ignore novel policy experiments offering alternatives to prison.
Because our analysis centered on the impact of the War on Drugs on
marginal drug offenders, we consider the case of drug courts, which
have proliferated across all fifty states since the mid-1990s. Drug courts
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Table 2.1 From Indeterminate to Determinate Sentencing: Basic Reforms
Since the Mid-1970s

Policy Discussion

Mandatory mini- Legislation, instead of the presiding judge, determines how
mum sentencing much time offenders must serve in prison before they become el-
laws igible for parole or early release. Nearly three-quarters of all

states and the federal government have enacted mandatory mini-
mum sentences for possession or trafficking of illegal drugs
(U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Administration
1998, 8–9). Two notable examples:
• The 1973 New York Rockefeller Drug Law, which initiated the

recent trend of stiffer mandatory penalties for drug convic-
tions and imposed the “harshest” penalties, for example fif-
teen to twenty-five years for the sale of one ounce or posses-
sion of two ounces of a narcotic like heroin. (Joint Committee
on New York Drug Law Evaluation 1977, 159–56)

• The federal Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986, which imposed a
minimum sentence of five years for possession of either five
grams of crack or five hundred grams of powder cocaine
(Musto 1999, 273–78).

Abolition of These policies eliminate or curb the power of administrative pa-
discretionary role boards to release prisoners to parole, where under supervi-
parole release sion they complete the term of their sentence.

• Maine was the first state to eliminate discretionary parole re-
lease in 1976. By 2002 sixteen states had entirely abolished dis-
cretionary parole release, and five more eliminated parole for
violent and other felony offenses. (Petersilia 2003, 65–68)

• Between 1980 and 1999 the share of prisoners released on dis-
cretionary parole by a parole board declined, from 55 to 24
percent, and the share released under statutorily mandated pa-
role more than doubled, from 18 to 41 percent (Hughes, Wil-
son, and Beck 2001, 4).

Determinate Determinate sentencing laws remove discretion from judges in
sentencing and determining prison sentences and terms. They specify simple
sentencing rules or a grid that set prison sentences according to the serious-
guidelines ness of the crime and the offender’s criminal history; the actual

time served may be reduced by earned time credits (Tonry 1996,
especially chapters 2 and 3). Guidelines have the same goal, but
are weaker. Judges can deviate from presumptive guidelines,
but must justify their decision, and they must take voluntary
guidelines into consideration when they determine their sen-
tences.
• In 1978 Minnesota and Pennsylvania established commissions

to develop sentencing guidelines. The 1984 Sentencing Reform
Act set up the U.S. Sentencing Commission with the mandate
of establishing a rigid set of presumptive guidelines.



34 Barriers to Reentry?

Table 2.1 Continued

Policy Discussion

• According to recent surveys, twenty-four states have some
form of determinate sentencing, including sentencing commis-
sions and guidelines (Stanford Law School, Stanford Criminal
Justice Center 2006; Sabol et al. 2002; U.S. Department of Jus-
tice, Bureau of Justice Administration 1998).

Truth-in- These laws limit parole release by requiring offenders to com-
sentencing (TIS) plete a “substantial portion” of their sentences, at least 85 per-

cent of the term (Ditton and Wilson 1999; Sabol et al. 2002).
• Washington State enacted the first TIS law in 1984, but the

most significant reform occurred in 1994 with the passage of
the federal Crime Act. In return for grants to build new or ex-
pand existing correctional facilities, the law required states to
adopt the 85 percent standard for offenders convicted of seri-
ous violent crimes.

• By the end of the decade twenty-nine states had met the fed-
eral standard and fourteen others had enacted weaker TIS
laws (Sabol et al. 2002, 8–12).

Three- (or two-) A form of mandatory minimum sentences, these laws impose
strikes laws harsh mandatory prison terms on repeat serious offenders.

• First enacted in Washington State in 1993, three-strikes laws
had been adopted by nearly one-half of all states and the fed-
eral government by the end of the nineties.

• The California law is deemed to be the most onerous and effec-
tive. For two strikes, offenders must serve twice the term of
the second offense; and for three strikes, they are given a sen-
tence of twenty-five years to life. After a decade of operation,
over 40,000 offenders had been sentenced under the California
law, as compared to only 10,600 in all other three-strikes states
(Schiraldi, Colburn, and Lotke 2004).

Source: Authors’ compilation.

fashion fundamentally altered the place of prison among the most af-
fected groups and neighborhoods. For less-educated young minority
males, a prison spell has become a modal, or predictable, not an excep-
tional, part of life. Consequently, the impacts of incarceration may no
longer be limited to the individual offender and his (and increasingly
her) family, but may extend to their communities and even to the larger
political economy.

Crime and Punishment

To corroborate our view of a new policy regime of mass incarceration,
we first present empirical evidence showing a decisive shift since the



Table 2.2 Recidivism Rates, by Offense Type and Year of Release

Rearrested Reconvicted
Prisoners Within Within Returned to PrisonMost
Released Three Years Three Years Within Three Yearsa

Serious
Offense 1983 1994 1983 1994 1983 1994 1983, Newb 1994, Newb Allc

All released 100.0% 100.0% 62.5% 67.5% 46.8% 46.9% 41.4% 25.4% 51.8%
prisoners

Violent 34.6 22.5 59.6 61.7 41.9 39.9 36.5 20.4 48.8
Property 48.3 33.5 68.1 73.8 53.0 53.4 47.7 30.5 56.4
Drug 9.5 32.6 50.4 66.7 35.3 47.0 30.3 25.2 49.2
Public-order 6.4 9.7 54.6 62.2 41.5 42.0 34.7 21.6 48.0
Other 1.1 1.7 76.8 64.7 62.9 42.1 59.2 20.7 66.9

Released prisoners 108,580 272,111

Source: Langan and Levin (2002, 11).
a The first six columns are based on samples of released prisoners from the same eleven states. In the last column the 1994 data are based on
samples of prisoners from fifteen states, including the original eleven.
b “New” stands for the released prisoners returned to prison on a new felony sentence.
c “All” includes prisoners returned on a technical parole violation as well.
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Figure 3.1 Percentage of Releasees’ Income Derived from Illegal Activity
During the Six Months Before Prison (N = 388)

None — 40%

Some — 21%

About Half — 10%

Most — 15%

All — 14%

Source: Authors’ compilation.

In-Prison Programming and Work Experience

During the time they spent in prison, some respondents participated in
programs aimed at improving job skills and educational levels. In our
sample, 9 percent of respondents participated in a GED (general equiv-
alency diploma) program during their time in prison, with 4 percent
completing and earning a GED. About 31 percent of respondents re-
ported having participated in an employment readiness program while
in prison, while much smaller shares of respondents participated in job-
training programs (9 percent) or work-release jobs (9 percent). About
one-quarter (24 percent) of respondents reported wanting to take a
class but not being able to and the majority of these respondents indi-
cated that they were not incarcerated long enough to be eligible to par-
ticipate in a desired program.

At the time of the pre-release interview, 42 percent of respondents
reported that they currently held a job in prison. The most common in-
prison job types included dietary-kitchen and janitorial work. Of those
who held in-prison jobs at the time of the interview, about half (49
percent) had held their job for one to six months and one-fifth (20 per-
cent) worked forty hours per week.

The majority (86 percent) of respondents in our sample reported
participating in a pre-release program while in prison, PreStart.5 The
PreStart program is a mandatory two-week pre-release program ad-
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Figure 3.2 Percentage of Releasees Employed at One to Three and Four
to Eight Months After Release (N = 165)

Neither Timepoint — 66%
One to Three but not 

Four to Eight — 5%

Four to Eight but not 
One to Three — 19%

Both — 10%

Source: Authors’ compilation.

Finally, we examined the stability of employment among the 165
respondents who completed both post-release interviews. As shown in
figure 3.2, the majority was not employed at the time of either interview
(66 percent), and only 10 percent were currently employed at the time
of the interview for both time periods. However, more respondents
became employed during the eight-month period after release: 5 per-
cent were initially employed, and employment increased to 19 percent
by the second interview. We also examined the number of months
worked for these respondents (see figure 3.3): 51 percent worked zero
months; 22 percent worked one to two months; 16 percent worked
three to four months; 11 percent worked five to six months and less
than 1 percent worked seven to eight months, indicating that almost
half had some work experience during the first eight months after their
release.

Characteristics of Successful and
Unsuccessful Job Seekers

We were interested in whether respondents who reported that they
were currently employed when interviewed at four to eight months
after release differed in any way from those who were not currently
employed in terms of personal characteristics, pre- or in-prison experi-
ences and post-release circumstances. Appendix B provides descriptive
statistics on all variables used in these analyses, including details about
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Figure 3.3 Percentage of Releasees, by Number of Months Worked
Post-Release (N = 165)
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the construction of all scales. We began by examining the bivariate rela-
tionships between all proposed predictors (see appendix table 3B.1) and
both current employment (yes or no) and the reported number of
months worked at the time of the second interview. As this research is
exploratory, we use a significance level of at least .10 to identify possi-
ble predictors of interest at the bivariate level, and then estimate multi-
variate models predicting current employment and number of months
worked since release. Table 3.2 presents the results of the bivariate anal-
ysis.

Demographic and Pre-Prison Characteristics Other research suggests that
pre-prison employment experiences are important predictors of post-
release employment outcomes, even more than local labor-market con-
ditions (Sabol, chapter 9, this volume). The importance of pre-prison
employment was evident in our sample as well: respondents who
worked before prison were more likely to work after release and they
reported working more months. There were no significant differences
between employed and unemployed respondents in terms of age, edu-
cation, number of prior convictions, length of time served, marital sta-
tus, number of minor children, or negative family influences. Employed
respondents and those working more months were more likely to have
stronger family relationships before prison and to have lived in their
own house or apartment. Those who used drugs weekly or more often
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Table 3.1 Comparison of Study Participants and All Chicago-Bound
Prisoners Released in 2001

Study All Chicago-Bound
Participants, Male Prisoners,

N = 400 N = 13,728

Demographics
Average age at release* 34 Years Old 32 Years Old
African American 83% 84%
White 5% 6%
Other racial groups 12% 10%
Hispanic origin 10% 9%

Criminal History and Current
Incarceration
Average number of prior
incarcerations* 1.9 1.2

Convicted of violent offense 21% 24%
Convicted of drug offense 47% 50%
Convicted of property offense 30% 24%
Average sentence length 54 Months 57 Months

Average time served 18 Months 16 Months
Currently incarcerated for a technical
violation* 5% 27%

Released to supervision* 99% 83%

Source: Analysis of data provided by the Illinois Department of Correction to the authors.
*p = .05 (significant difference)

this prison term. Many of these prisoners left children behind: 61 per-
cent had children under eighteen years old, and another 12 percent had
grown children.

Overall, the prisoners included in our sample had fairly extensive
criminal histories. Over three-quarters (78 percent) of respondents had
first been arrested at the age of eighteen or younger and about one-
third (34 percent) had served time in a juvenile facility. As adults, 87
percent had been convicted more than once; 75 percent had been in
prison at least once before; and 61 percent had had their parole revoked
in the past. Drug use was prevalent among this sample: in the six
months prior to their current prison term, 66 percent reported drug
use, including 22 percent who reported daily heroin use and 15 percent
who reported daily cocaine use. Almost half (48 percent) reported ex-
cessive use of alcohol.

Regarding their current prison term, almost half of the sample (49
percent) had been convicted of drug offenses, and another 11 percent
had been convicted of violent offenses. The average prison stay was
about eighteen months, with approximately 60 percent of the re-
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Table 3.2 Bivariate Analyses Predicting Employment Outcomes

Outcome

Currently Number of
Employed Months Worked

at Four to Eight at Four to Eight
Independent Variable Months Out Months Out

Control variables
Age NS NS
Race is nonwhitea NS Whites worked

more months
Number of prior convictions NS NS
Length of time served NS NS

Pre-prison characteristics
High school graduate NS NS
Married or living with someone
as married NS NS

Number of minor children NS NS
Worked before prison More likely to Worked more

be currently months
employed

Illegal drug use weekly or Less likely to NS
more often be currently

employed
Negative family influences NS NS
Better family relationship More likely to Worked more
quality be currently months

employed
Lived in own house or apart- More likely to Worked more
ment before prison be currently months

employed

In-prison history
Property-conviction offense Less likely to Worked fewer

be currently months
employed

Violent-conviction offense More likely to NS
be currently
employed

Participated in job training More likely to NS
be currently
employed

Held work-release job NS NS
Higher satisfaction with police More likely to Worked more

be currently months
employed

Spirituality NS NS

(Table continues on p. 94)
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Table 3.2 Continued

Outcome

Currently Number of
Employed Months Worked

at Four to Eight at Four to Eight
Independent Variable Months Out Months Out

Intended to commit crimes or
use drugs NS NS

Used medication for health Less likely to Worked fewer
condition while in prison be currently months

employed
Any visits from family last six More likely to NS
months of prison be currently

employed
Greater need for help after Less likely to NS
release be currently

employed
Need for job, education, or Less likely to NS
financial help after release be currently

employed
Need for counseling or treat- Less likely to NS
ment help after release be currently

employed
Will be hard to get job Less likely to Worked fewer

be currently months
employed

No close family NS Worked fewer
months

Doesn’t know where will be
living after release NS NS

Post-release circumstances at one
to three months out

Neighborhood is good place to
find job NS NS

Neighborhood disorder NS NS
Any drug use or intoxication
post-release NS NS

Reported fair or poor health NS Worked fewer
months

Depressed Less likely to NS
be currently
employed

Family relationship quality NS NS
Living with spouse or partner More likely to Worked more

be currently months
employed
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Table 3.2 Continued

Outcome

Currently Number of
Employed Months Worked

at Four to Eight at Four to Eight
Independent Variable Months Out Months Out

Living with anyone who is
often drunk or using drugs NS NS

Self-esteem NS NS
Tired of problems caused by
own crimes NS NS

Wants to get life straightened out NS NS
Attitude toward parole officer NS NS
Owes debt NS NS

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: NS = not significant
a Ninety-eight of the sample was nonwhite.

before prison were less likely to be currently employed at four to eight
months after release.

In-Prison History, Attitudes, and Expectations As shown in table 3.2, of-
fense type, job training, participation in work release, health, relation-
ships with family, and recognition of need for assistance after release
showed significant bivariate relationships with post-release employ-
ment outcomes. These relationships are generally in the expected direc-
tion: those who participated in job training were more likely to be em-
ployed; those who had family visits in the last six months of their
prison term were more likely to be employed; those with no close fam-
ily worked fewer months; and those who reported more need for as-
sistance after release were less likely to be employed. Health of re-
spondents, as indicated by whether they were on medication while
incarcerated, negatively affected post-release employment outcomes.
Respondents convicted of violent offenses were more likely to be em-
ployed, while those convicted of property offenses were less likely. It
is probable that other characteristics of violent and property offenders
are responsible for these differences. Finally, respondents who reported
greater satisfaction with the police—an indicator of attitudes toward
the legal system—were more likely to be currently employed.

Post-Release Circumstances We also compared respondents who were
and were not currently working at the second interview with regard to
their post-release circumstances, using several scales to assess the



Table 3.3 Multivariate Logistic Regression Models Predicting Current Employment at Four to Eight Months After Releasea

Model C:
Pre-Prison

Model B Characteristics,
Model A: Pre-Prison In-Prison Model D:
Pre-Prison Characteristics History, Final

Characteristics and In-Prison Post-Release Reduced
Independent Variable Only History Circumstances Model

Control Variables .988 .988 .978 .984
Age

Race is nonwhite .470 .404 .349 .413
Number of prior convictions 1.191 1.392* 1.261 1.219

1.008 1.007 1.011 1.007
Length of time served
Pre-prison characteristics

High school graduate .877 — — —
Married or living with someone as married .951 — — —
Number of minor children 1.081 — — —
Worked before prison 2.678** 3.192** 3.699** 3.286**
Illegal drug use weekly or more often .751 — — —
Family relationship quality 2.067** 1.596 2.022* 1.926*
Lived in own house or apartment before prison 1.290 — — —

In-prison history
Property-conviction offense — .312* .287* .354*
Participated in job training — 4.261** 3.527* 3.917**
Held work-release job — .940 — —
Satisfaction with police — 1.992* 1.558 1.443



Spirituality — .955 — —
Used medication for health condition while in prison — .221** .289* .308*
Any visits from family during last six months of prison — 1.999 — —
Need for job, education, or financial help after release — .552 — —
Doesn’t know where will be living after release — 2.494* 2.236 2.235*
No close family — .409 — —

Post-release circumstances at one to three months out
Neighborhood disorder — — .611 —
Any drug use or intoxication post-release — — 1.432 —
Reported fair or poor health — — .629 —
Depressed — — .119** .123**
Family relationship quality — — 1.479 —
Living with spouse or partner — — 5.666*** 4.784***
Living with anyone who is often drunk or using drugs — — 1.669 —
Self-esteem — — .220** .425*
Tired of problems caused by own crimes — — 1.180 —
Wants to get life straightened out — — 2.012 —
Attitude toward parole officer — — 1.189 —
Owes money — — 1.667 —

Constant .033* .019* .032 .295
Model R-squareb .099 .239 .287 .264
Percentage of missing data 12.1% 15.2% 15.2% 12.1%

Source: Authors’ compilation.
a Odds ratios are reported. Ratios less than 1.0 are associated with a lower likelihood of current employment, and ratios above 1.0 are associated
with a greater likelihood.
b Reported as Cox and Snell R-square for logistic regression.
*p ≤ .10, **p ≤ .05, ***p ≤ .01



Table 3.4 Multivariate Regression Models Predicting Number of Months Worked at Four to Eight Months After Releasea

Model C:
Model B: Pre-Prison

Model A: Pre-Prison Characteristics, Model D:
Pre-Prison Characteristics In-Prison History, Final

Characteristics and In-Prison Post-Release Reduced
Independent Variable and Control Variables Only History Circumstances Model

−.019 (.02) −.020 (.02) −.021 (.02) −.023 (.02)
Age

Race is nonwhite −1.684 (1.01)* −1.601 (.96)* −1.789 (1.03)* −1.924 (.95)**
Number of prior convictions .216 (.13)* .301 (.12)*** .248 (.13)* .264 (.12)**

.004 (.01) .002 (.01) .006 (.01) .003 (.01)
Length of time served
Pre-prison characteristics

High school graduate .133 (.35) — — —
Married or living with someone as married .324 (.40) — — —
Number of minor children .040 (.12) — — —
Worked before prison .631 (.36)* .945 (.34)*** .660 (.35)* .669 (.33)**
Illegal drug use weekly or more often −.072 (.35) — — —
Family relationship quality .573 (.24)** .149 (.25) .420 (.27) .349 (.24)
Lived in own house or apartment before prison .271 (.36) — — —

In-prison history
Property conviction offense — −.728 (.38)* −.699 (.39)* −.694 (.36)*
Participated in job training — .695 (.53) — —
Held work-release job — .011 (.55) — —
Satisfaction with police — .631 (.29)** .598 (.32)* .606 (.29)**



Spirituality — −.021 (.25) — —
Used medication for health condition while in prison — −.892 (.39)** −.553 (.44) −.832 (.39)**
Any visits from family during last six months of prison — .532 (.36) — —
Need for job, education, or financial help after release — −.154 (.31) — —
Doesn’t know where will be living after release — .377 (.35) — —
No close family — −.918 (.74) — —

Post-release circumstances at one to three months out
Neighborhood disorder — — −.130 (.31) —
Any drug use or intoxication post-release — — .355 (.51) —
Reported fair or poor health — — −.727 (.54) —
Depressed — — −.394 (.54) —
Family relationship quality — — −.092 (.38) —
Living with spouse or partner — — .610 (.42) —
Living with anyone who is often drunk or using drugs — — −.131 (.55) —
Self-esteem — — −.194 (.40) —
Tired of problems caused by own crimes — — .178 (.18) —
Wants to get life straightened out — — .099 (.47) —
Attitude toward parole officer — — −.202 (.33) —
Owes money — — .271 (.46) —

Constant .699 (1.45) .740 (1.58) 1.397 (2.32) .965 (1.40)
Model R-square .118 .264 .215 .172
Percent missing data 12.1% 15.2% 12.7% 9.1%

Source: Authors’ compilation.
a Unstandardized beta values (with standard errors in parentheses) are reported. Positive beta values correlate with a higher number of months
worked, and negative values correspond to a lower number of months worked.
*p ≤ .10, **p ≤ .05, ***p ≤ .01



106 Barriers to Reentry?

Table 3A.1 Information Provided by Respondent on Locator Form
Before Release

Number of Re-Contacts Provided
by Respondent Before ReleaseHome Home

address telephone 6 5 4 3 2 1

379 294 6 8 28 72 116 132
First
post-release
completes 83% 87.5% 84.6% 79% 78.5% 69%

Second
post-release
completes 67% 75% 64.3% 75% 71.5% 62%

Source: Based on analysis of interviewer records.

document provided to interviewers for each case. It contains all of the
locating information known for the inmate as well as his release date
from prison and the institution where he was interviewed at pre-
release, but does not show his Social Security number, since that infor-
mation should not be “floating” around in the field. The respondent
may see his face-sheet in the course of the interview and not appreciate
seeing sensitive information such as the Social Security number visible
in plain sight.

In each post-release interview wave, the face-sheet incorporated any
new addresses or other locating information obtained in the prior inter-
view. However, instead of listing only the most recent information, the
face-sheets listed the “history of addresses,” which included every prior
address and phone number ever provided by the respondent or found
through field locating. Interviewers have found that this mobile popu-
lation often returns to prior addresses. Therefore, it is important to keep
every piece of locating information available throughout the study. For
instance, in the second post-release interview wave, of the 222 respon-
dents interviewed outside of prison, 135 were at the original address
they had provided while still incarcerated. Twelve percent of them had
moved elsewhere in the intervening months.

Through the partnership established by the Urban Institute with
both the Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority and the Illinois
Department of Corrections (IDOC), the IDOC gave MCIC access to the
protocol system. This is the system used in Illinois to keep the parole
system informed as to parolees’ whereabouts. Inmates are instructed to
call a toll-free number to provide any changes of address or telephone
information. IDOC gave permission to MCIC to make email inquiries
about batches of inmates on a regular basis over the course of the study.

Another time-consuming but effective locating strategy consisted of
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Table 3B.1 Variables Used in Bivariate and Multivariate Analyses

Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Dev.

Dependent variables
Currently employed 0 1 0.29 0.46
Number of months worked 0 7 1.48 1.97

Control variables
Age 19 65 35.05 9.94
Race is nonwhite 0 1 0.98 0.15
Number of prior convictions 0 4 2.31 1.47
Length of time served
(months) 1.48 200.99 20.93 32.91

Pre-prison characteristics
High school graduate 0 1 0.44 0.50
Married or living with some-
one as married 0 1 0.24 0.43

Number of minor children 0 20 1.46 2.07
Worked before prison 0 1 0.64 0.48
Illegal drug use weekly or
more often 0 1 0.60 0.49

Family relationship qualitya 1 4 3.23 0.69
Lived in own house/ apart-
ment before prison 0 1 0.43 0.50

In-prison history
Property conviction offense 0 1 0.27 0.44
Participated in job training 0 1 0.13 0.33
Held work release job 0 1 0.10 0.31
Satisfaction with policeb 1 4 2.20 0.60
Spiritualityc 1 4 3.25 0.69
Used medication for health
condition while in prison 0 1 0.22 0.41

Any visits from family last 6
months of prison 0 1 0.35 0.48

Need for job/ education/
financial help after released 0 2 1.07 0.53

Doesn’t know where will be
living after release 0 1 0.31 0.47

No close family 0 1 0.08 0.26

Post-release circumstances at
one to three months out

Neighborhood disordere 1 4 1.98 0.63
Any drug use or intoxication
post-release 0 1 0.13 0.34

Reported fair/poor health 0 1 0.13 0.34
Depressedf 0 1 0.14 0.35

(Table continues on p. 110)
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Table 3B.1 Continued

Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Dev.

Family relationship quality 1 4 3.58 0.55
Living with spouse/partner 0 1 0.19 0.40
Living with anyone who is
drunk often or using drugs 0 1 0.11 0.31

Self-esteemg 1 4 3.39 0.55
Is tired of problems caused
by own crimesh 1 4 2.99 0.96

Wants to get life straight-
ened outi 1 4 3.76 0.43

Attitude towards parole
officerj 1 4 3.16 0.58

Owes debt 0 1 0.16 0.37

Source: Authors’ compilation.
a The family-relationship-quality scale consisted of eleven items indicating the degree to
which respondents had someone in their family to talk to about their problems, to enjoy
spending time with, and to love and make them feel wanted. The scale had a reliability
of 0.95 and scores ranged from 1 to 4, with higher scores equaling greater (more positive)
family relationship quality.
b Satisfaction with police was measured by six items indicating the degree to which re-
spondents believed police did a good job dealing with neighborhood problems, were
unbiased, and were able to maintain order. The scale had a reliability of 0.74 and scores
ranged from 1 to 4, with higher scores equaling greater satisfaction with police.
c Spirituality was measured by six items indicating whether respondents believed in
prayer, whether they found strength in religion and spirituality, and how much a part
of their life was defined by their faith. The scale had a reliability of 0.86, and scores
ranged from 1 to 4, with higher scores equaling greater spirituality.
d Need for job, education, or financial help was measured by seven items indicating how
much help respondents believed they would need finding a job, getting more education
or job training, and obtaining financial assistance. The scale had a reliability of 0.87 and
scores ranged from 0 to 2, with higher scores equaling greater need for help.
e The neighborhood-disorder scale consisted of five items measuring the degree of trou-
ble, safety, crime, and disorder in respondents’ neighborhoods. The scale had a reliability
of 0.72, and scores ranged from 1 to 4, with higher scores equaling more neighborhood
disorder.
f Depression diagnosis was derived from respondents’ answers to twenty items measur-
ing their feelings of sadness and other symptoms of depression. The questionnaire uti-
lized the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression (CES-D) Scale, which measures
the frequency of these symptoms; scores of 16 and above indicate a high likelihood of
depression (details available from author).
g Self-esteem was measured by six items (items 14, 41, 48, 61, 71, 79) taken from the Texas
Christian University Client Evaluation of Self and Treatment, Intake Version (TCU CEST-
Intake) (see website: http://www.ibr.tcu.edu/pubs/datacoll/Forms/cesi.pdf, accessed
on January 15, 2007). The scale had a reliability of 0.81, and scores ranged from 1 to 4,
with higher scores equaling greater self-esteem.
h Scores ranged from 1 to 4, with higher scores equaling greater agreement with the
statement.
i Scores ranged from 1 to 4, with higher scores indicating greater agreement with the
statement.
j Attitude toward parole officer was measured by seven items indicating the degree to
which respondents felt their parole officer was helpful, respectful, and trustworthy. The
scale had a reliability of 0.83, and scores ranged from 1 to 4, with higher scores equaling
a more positive attitude.
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Figure 4.1 Employer Willingness to Accept Applicants with a Criminal
Record into Last-Filled Noncollege Job, 2001
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Source: Authors’ computation of data from employer survey in Los Angeles, 2001.

the economy was weak, to those from one done for 1998 to 1999, when
the economy was strong, and found little difference in employer will-
ingness to hire those with criminal histories.8 Thus, these results con-
firm our earlier findings that the demand for ex-offenders is low and
does not exhibit a great deal of sensitivity to business cycles.

To put these employer responses in perspective, it is useful to com-
pare the patterns in figure 4.1 to the results from similarly worded
questions on employer willingness to accept applications from other
groups of low-skilled and possibly stigmatized workers, such as wel-
fare recipients, applicants with a GED but no high school diploma, ap-
plicants with spotty work histories, and applicants who have been un-
employed for a year or more. Approximately 93 percent of employers
indicate that they would definitely or probably hire former or current
welfare recipients, 97 percent indicate that they would probably or defi-
nitely hire workers with a GED in lieu of a high school diploma, 66
percent indicate that they would hire workers with a spotty employ-
ment history, and 80 percent indicate that they are likely to consider an
application from an individual who has been unemployed for a year or
more. In contrast, only 20 percent of employers indicate that they defi-
nitely or probably would accept an application from an ex-offender.
Even if we add the “depends on the crime” response to willing, the
fraction of employers that would consider ex-offenders (55 percent) is
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Figure 4.2 Percentage of Employers Who Hired Ex-Offenders In
Preceeding Year, by Willingness to Accept Applicants
with Criminal Records, Measured in 2001
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still well below that for these other groups. Moreover, note that the one
group for whom demand is particularly low, those with spotty work
histories, is likely to overlap considerably with the population of for-
mer inmates.

These results confirm our analysis of several other establishment sur-
veys, with the one difference being our ability to identify a large group
of employers who are willing to consider the particularities of the ap-
plicant’s criminal past. Nonetheless, these subjective responses to this
question may not reflect actual hiring practices, and thus are subject to
some uncertainty. To explore whether stated willingness is indicative
of actual hiring practices, figure 4.2 presents the fraction of employers
that have hired at least one ex-offender over the past year, conditional
on their stated willingness to consider ex-offenders.9

About 20 percent of employers responded that they hired at least
one ex-offender over the past year.10 For purposes of comparison,
roughly 30 percent of employers indicated that they had hired a former
welfare recipient over the past year.11 For employers who indicated that
they would definitely or probably hire an ex-offender (grouped into
the category “willing”), 36 percent hired an ex-offender in the previous
year. For those who responded “Probably not” or “Definitely not” (here
grouped into the “unwilling”), the comparable figure is only 7 percent.
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Figure 4.3 Percentage of Employers Willing to Hire Ex-Offenders, by
Characteristics of Offenders, 2001

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e

50
45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10

5
0

45.8
40.2

9.2

35.4

Recently Released,
Lacking Work

Experience

Charged with
Violent
Offense

Charged with
Property
Offense

Charged with
Drug

Offense

Source: Authors’ computations.

is, a violent crime, a property crime, or a drug offense).15 There are
other factors that are likely to matter to employers but that were not
part of our survey, including whether the offender has multiple of-
fenses, is on probation, or is bonded.

The results show some predictable patterns. Employers are strongly
averse to hiring ex-offenders charged with violent offenses. Employers
also seem somewhat averse to those who are recently released from
prison and without work experience, though we are unable to specify
which of these is a more important factor driving this response. Em-
ployers seem less averse to those charged with property or drug-related
crimes.

This variation by offender characteristic indicates that employer de-
mand for nonviolent offenders may be somewhat more flexible than
previously believed. Employers are clearly less averse to those charged
with drug offenses. Over the 1990s, much (though not all) of the dra-
matic rise in the prison population was driven by increases in drug-
related offenses, a disproportionate share of them charged to young
black men. On the other hand, employers report being more averse to
hiring ex-offenders charged with violent crime, but violent criminals
make up a smaller and declining fraction of all offenders (Holzer, Ra-
phael, and Stoll 2006a).

Thus, this variation in employer demand by category of offense
could have important implications for the employment opportunities
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Figure 4.4 Proportion of Recently Filled Jobs (and Applicants) into
Which Black Men and Women Were Hired by Use of Criminal
Background Checks, 2001
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of offenders. Specifically, it may create situations in which third-party
intermediaries might provide more detailed information about offender
backgrounds that convinces employers to hire applicants who other-
wise might be turned away.

Employers’ Use of Criminal Background Checks

The results thus far indicate that employer willingness to hire ex-of-
fenders is limited, but this willingness is in part conditional on the
characteristics of ex-offenders. How do employer screening practices
reflect their aversion to applicants with criminal records? Some em-
ployers may use proxies of criminality, such as race, age, sex, and per-
haps residential location (among others) in their hiring decisions to ex-
clude ex-offenders from employment. Our previous research finds that
this practice seems prevalent among employers who do not use crimi-
nal background checks (Holzer, Raphael, and Stoll 2006b), and signifi-
cantly decrease the likelihood that African American applicants are
hired. Using this more recent data for Los Angeles, figure 4.4 repro-
duces this result. The figure presents the proportion of recent hires as
well as the proportion of the applicant pool that is black for firms that
check criminal history records and firms that do not. Separate tabula-
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Figure 4.5 Frequency with Which Employers Check the Criminal
Backgrounds of Applicants, 1992 to 1994 and 2001
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tions are provided for African American men and women. As can be
seen, checking is positively correlated with hiring black applicants, and
the difference between firms that check and those that don’t is largest
for African American men. Moreover, the differences in hiring out-
comes (for men) exceed the difference in their proportionate represen-
tation in the applicant pool.

Hence, this evidence strongly suggests that employers who do not
check for criminal backgrounds engage in a form of “statistical discrim-
ination” against black men more broadly, based on their aversion to
hiring offenders as well as their very limited information about exactly
which individuals in their applicant pool have this characteristic.16 This
pattern occurs despite the fact that black men are overrepresented
among those with ex-offender backgrounds. Given this fact, we should
have expected the hiring of black men to decline with employer’s use
of criminal background checks. Apparently, the additional information
revealed by background checks of prior criminality among black male
applicants is lower than employers’ subjective assessments.

Besides crude statistical discrimination, employers can act on their
aversion to those with criminal backgrounds by conducting criminal
background checks. Figure 4.5 presents the distribution of employer
responses to the question concerning the frequency with which em-
ployers check the criminal background of job applicants. In addition,
we present the distribution of these responses to the exact same ques-
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Figure 4.6 Percentage of Employers Legally Required to Check
Criminal Backgrounds, 2001

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

60

50

40

30

20

10

0
All Firms Always

Check Criminal 
Background

Sometimes
Check Criminal

Background

50.9 52.7

21.4

Source: Authors’ computations.

they are legally required to do so, whereas the comparable figure for
firms that sometimes check is about 20 percent. Thus, compared with
firms that check sometimes, firms that always check seem much more
likely to do so because of a perceived legal obligation.

Of course, we are unable to disentangle whether employers are actu-
ally required to check or whether they simply perceive they are re-
quired to check. We can, however, gain some insight into this question
by examining the different methods employers use to perform back-
ground checks. In California, employers who were statutorily required
to check backgrounds for certain jobs had to use the public repository
to do so and were not allowed to use private sources. Though not
shown here, the data indicate that 56 percent of employers who indi-
cate that they were legally required to check used criminal justice meth-
ods (which is consistent with the use of public repositories), while 31
percent of these used private methods. This compares with 19 and 67
percent, respectively, for checking employers who indicate that they
were not required to check. Thus, these results suggest that a majority
of employers who indicated that they were required to check provided
accurate answers.

What firm characteristics are associated with criminal background
checking, and do these characteristics differ for firms where employers
indicate they are legally required to check? In table 4.3, we examine
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Figure 4.7 Method by Which Employers Check Applicants’ Criminal
Backgrounds, 2001
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at some other time. Though not shown here, our data also show that
employers who check after they have filled the position mostly do so
during the employees’ probationary period.

Thus, employers check criminal records before most ex-offenders
have had a chance to demonstrate their ability to successfully hold the
jobs to which they are applying. The potential negative effect of such
information on the employment prospects of offenders is thus rein-
forced.

Finally, and as noted earlier, our survey was conducted over the
period of May 2001 to November 2001, during which time the events
of September 11 took place. In fact, about 62 percent of our surveys
were completed before September 11, leaving a substantial fraction that
were completed thereafter. These events no doubt raised awareness
about the backgrounds, in particular criminal backgrounds, of individ-
uals, and perhaps increased employers’ concerns about the risks associ-
ated with hiring ex-offenders. Figure 4.9 presents some data on em-
ployer responses pre– and post–September 11 to the questions on the
hiring of ex-offenders and whether they perform criminal background
checks. The data show that employers report no difference in hiring ex-
offenders over the past year pre– and post–September 11, which is
expected—since these events came well after much of this hiring had
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Figure 4.8 Timing of Employers’ Criminal Background Checks of
Applicants, 2001
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taken place. However, when asked whether they would consider hiring
ex-offenders currently, about 12 percent of employers surveyed before
September 11 indicated that they would, while only 6 percent of em-
ployers surveyed afterward said they would. In addition, a slightly
higher fraction of employers indicated that they always check criminal
backgrounds of applicants after September 11.

Effects of Firm Characteristics and Employer
Attitudes on the Use of Criminal Background
Checks and Hiring of Ex-Offenders

Given the large number of employer attributes that appear to be corre-
lated with whether firms conduct background checks and their actual
hiring of ex-offenders, we investigate the independent partial correla-
tions of these characteristics with our outcomes using multivariate anal-
ysis. Table 4.4 presents estimation results from logit regression equa-
tions in which the dependent variables are whether the firm checks the
criminal background of applicants or whether the firm hired at least
one ex-offender over the past year. We do not examine factors related
to employers’ willingness to hire ex-offenders, since these are highly
correlated with their actual hiring (and since estimates using this alter-
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Figure 4.8 Timing of Employers’ Criminal Background Checks of
Applicants, 2001
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taken place. However, when asked whether they would consider hiring
ex-offenders currently, about 12 percent of employers surveyed before
September 11 indicated that they would, while only 6 percent of em-
ployers surveyed afterward said they would. In addition, a slightly
higher fraction of employers indicated that they always check criminal
backgrounds of applicants after September 11.

Effects of Firm Characteristics and Employer
Attitudes on the Use of Criminal Background
Checks and Hiring of Ex-Offenders

Given the large number of employer attributes that appear to be corre-
lated with whether firms conduct background checks and their actual
hiring of ex-offenders, we investigate the independent partial correla-
tions of these characteristics with our outcomes using multivariate anal-
ysis. Table 4.4 presents estimation results from logit regression equa-
tions in which the dependent variables are whether the firm checks the
criminal background of applicants or whether the firm hired at least
one ex-offender over the past year. We do not examine factors related
to employers’ willingness to hire ex-offenders, since these are highly
correlated with their actual hiring (and since estimates using this alter-
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Table 4.1 Means (Standard Deviations) of Firm-Level Characteristics, by
Employer Willingness to Accept Applicants with Criminal Backgrounds
and Actual Hiring of Ex-Offenders Last Year

Characteristics Willing Depends Unwilling Have Have Not
of Employer All to Accept on Crime to Accept Hired Hired

Industry
Manufacturing 0.171 0.230 0.142 0.162 0.242 0.154
Retail 0.186 0.213 0.194 0.166 0.233 0.174
Service 0.435 0.344 0.436 0.470 0.308 0.465
Construction 0.034 0.049 0.028 0.036 0.058 0.028
Transportation,
communications,
and utilities 0.053 0.057 0.085 0.028 0.067 0.051

Firm Size
1 to 19 0.172 0.190 0.176 0.174 0.085 0.192
20 to 99 0.422 0.397 0.373 0.488 0.402 0.427
Over 100 0.406 0.413 0.451 0.339 0.513 0.380

Job vacancy rate 0.030 0.039 0.023 0.033 0.022 0.031
(0.071) (0.087) (0.044) (0.084) (0.046) (0.076)

0.000 0.560 0.545 0.542 0.577 0.547 0.563
0.001 to 0.040 0.235 0.231 0.276 0.195 0.291 0.222
Over 0.040 0.205 0.223 0.182 0.228 0.162 0.216

Percentage of jobs 0.337 0.389 0.330 0.307 0.426 0.315
for unskilled (0.334) (0.353) (0.333) (0.321) (0.359) (0.325)
0.000 0.460 0.402 0.460 0.494 0.350 0.487
0.001 to 0.200 0.189 0.189 0.227 0.170 0.200 0.186
Over 0.200 0.351 0.410 0.313 0.336 0.450 0.327

Central city 0.312 0.254 0.322 0.312 0.283 0.319
Always checks
criminal background 0.444 0.287 0.531 0.433 0.442 0.445

Collective bargaining 0.240 0.200 0.232 0.263 0.291 0.228
Not-for-profit 0.213 0.131 0.213 0.263 0.158 0.226
Minority-owned 0.216 0.295 0.175 0.215 0.192 0.222

Source: Authors’ computations of employer survey data from Los Angeles, 2001.

sector establishments are disproportionately represented more among
those unwilling to accept and among those that have not hired ex-
offenders.

Table 4.1 also reveals some firm characteristics whose association
with the employer’s stated willingness to accept ex-offenders differs
from their association with actual hiring behavior. Most important, es-
tablishments that always check criminal backgrounds are dispropor-
tionately represented among those that say they are not willing to ac-



132 Barriers to Reentry?

Table 4.2 Percentage of Firms that Always Check Criminal Backgrounds
of Applicants, 1992 to 1994 and 2001

Percentage of
Firms that

Always Check
Difference

Characteristics of Employer 1992–1994 2001 In Checking

Industry
Construction 36.1 28.6 −7.5
Manufacturing 14.6 33.0 18.4
Transportation, communications,
and utilities 45.3 51.5 8.2

Wholesale trade 21.2 20.6 −0.6
Retail trade 26.6 46.1 19.5
FIRE 46.7 59.4 12.7
Service 39.9 50.9 11.0

Firm size
1 to 19 19.6 21.2 1.5
20 to 99 31.6 41.8 10.2
Over 100 39.6 57.3 17.7

Location
Central city 33.1 44.0 10.9
Suburbs 30.5 44.6 14.1

Collective bargaining 49.0 58.3 9.3
Not-for-profit 60.8 65.2 4.4

Source: Authors’ computations of employer survey data, 1992 to 1994 and 2001.

Although we do not have information from the earlier survey re-
garding whether employers are legally required to screen out ex-
offenders, we do have some information from the more recent survey.
Thus, while we cannot speak to whether legal mandates are driving the
changes observed in figure 4.5, we can at least assess how important
such mandates are in determining employer use of these screens. Fig-
ure 4.6 displays the employer response to the question regarding
whether employers check because they perceive that they are legally
required to do so.18 The question was asked of those who say they
checked backgrounds in filling noncollege jobs.

Figure 4.6 shows that about half of employers indicate that they were
legally required to conduct the criminal background check for the most
recently filled noncollege position. We also display this information
stratified by the distribution of employer responses to the question of
how often employers check criminal backgrounds generally. We find
that a little over 50 percent of employers that always check believe that
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Table 4.3 Means (Standard Deviations) of Firm-Level Characteristics, by
Whether Firm Checks Applicants’ Criminal Background

Legally
All Always Sometimes Never Required

Industry
Manufacturing 0.171 0.127 0.187 0.224 0.025
Retail 0.186 0.193 0.150 0.188 0.117
Service 0.435 0.498 0.477 0.341 0.742
Construction 0.034 0.022 0.037 0.045 0.008
Transportation,
communications,
and utilities 0.053 0.062 0.065 0.040 0.050

Firm size
1 to 19 0.172 0.081 0.183 0.284 0.078
20 to 99 0.422 0.396 0.423 0.450 0.379
Over 100 0.406 0.522 0.394 0.266 0.543

Vacancy rate 0.030 0.037 0.035 0.019 0.049
(0.071) (0.086) (0.071) (0.049) (0.110)

0.000 0.560 0.444 0.548 0.704 0.371
0.001–0.040 0.235 0.300 0.221 0.167 0.302
>0.040 0.205 0.256 0.231 0.130 0.328

Percentage of jobs for 0.337 0.301 0.333 0.387 0.248
unskilled workers (0.334) (0.314) (0.324) (0.359) (0.279)
0.000 0.460 0.484 0.486 0.417 0.533
0.001 to 0.200 0.189 0.229 0.140 0.157 0.258
Over 0.200 0.351 0.287 0.374 0.426 0.208

Central city 0.263 0.309 0.336 0.309 0.308
Always checks criminal
background 0.444 1.000 0.000 0.000 0.975

Collective bargaining 0.240 0.317 0.190 0.163 0.435
Not-for-profit 0.213 0.313 0.168 0.112 0.525
Minority-owned 0.216 0.160 0.308 0.247 0.167

Source: Author’s computations of employer survey data from Los Angeles, 2001.

establishment characteristics, stratified by employer responses to the
question concerning the frequency with which employers check crimi-
nal backgrounds generally and whether they are legally required to do
so. The results indicate that establishments that are large, are in the
service sector, are in the central city, or are not-for-profit, as well as
those with collective bargaining agreements, are overrepresented among
those firms that always check. On the other hand, manufacturing,
smaller or minority-owned firms, or those with a larger percentage of
unskilled jobs are overrepresented among those firms that never check.
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Table 4.4 Regression Results for Whether Firm Checks Criminal Background
of Applicants and Whether Firm Hired an Ex-Offender Over the
Past Year

A. Checks
Criminal B. Hired Ex-Offender

Background Over Past Year

Characteristics of Employers 1 2 1 2

Industrya

Manufacturing −1.102*** −1.186*** 1.161* 1.163*
(0.462) (0.483) (0.650) (0.652)

Wholesale trade −1.601*** −1.784*** 0.657 0.555
(0.593) (0.614) (0.776) (0.799)

Retail trade −0.665 −1.043** 0.791 0.931
(0.449) (0.471) (0.671) (0.690)

Service −0.679 −0.918** 0.277 0.282
(0.426) (0.436) (0.668) (0.674)

Construction −1.132* −1.315** 1.521* 1.456*
(0.664) (0.680) (0.838) (0.841)

Transportation, communications, −0.442 −0.666 1.110* 1.114*
and utilities (0.571) (0.594) (0.678) (0.680)

Firm size
1 to 19 −1.640*** −1.679*** −0.966** −0.938**

(0.334) (0.345) (0.432) (0.444)
20 to 99 −0.613*** −0.658*** −0.170 −0.159

(0.210) (0.215) (0.258) (0.260)

Vacancy rate
0.000 −0.764*** −0.709*** 0.251 0.225

(0.248) (0.253) (0.326) (0.330)
0.001 to 0.040 −0.331 −0.297 0.275 0.229

(0.293) (0.299) (0.365) (0.369)

Percentage of jobs unskilled
0.000 0.310 0.393 −0.315 −0.323

(0.247) (0.253) (0.307) (0.311)
0.001 to 0.200 −0.265 −0.205 −0.616** −0.634**

(0.235) (0.245) (0.303) (0.314)

Central city −0.290 −0.241 0.017 −0.024
(0.214) (0.219) (0.265) (0.270)

Collective bargaining 0.277 0.193 0.223 0.262
(0.238) (0.245) (0.280) (0.289)

Not-for-profit 0.716*** 0.627** −0.155 −0.075
(0.261) (0.273) (0.341) (0.352)

Minority-owned −0.016 −0.002 −0.161 −0.103
(0.236) (0.243) (0.292) (0.297)

(Table continues on p. 140)
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Table 4.4 Continued

A. Checks
Criminal B. Hired Ex-Offender

Background Over Past Year

Characteristics of Employers 1 2 1 2

Preference for ex-offenders
Willing to hire −0.613*** −0.549** 1.683*** 1.705***

(0.250) (0.262) (0.297) (0.303)
Depends on crime 0.413** 0.442** 1.116*** 1.093***

(0.212) (0.216) (0.281) (0.285)

Post–September 11 0.322* 0.321* −0.272 −0.237
(0.194) (0.196) (0.245) (0.243)

Checks criminal background — — 0.177 0.183
(0.252) (0.256)

Tasks of jobb

Customer contact — 0.591*** — 0.458*
(0.239) (0.282)

Handle cash — 0.050 — −0.573*
(0.284) (0.349)

Handle expensive merchandise — 0.161 — 0.240
(0.202) (0.244)

Handle children — 0.480* — 0.594*
(0.284) (0.365)

Log Likelihood −346.41 −337.31 −255.28 −246.88
N 587 587 587 587

Source: Authors’ computations.
Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. Financial Services is the reference group for industry
and unwilling to hire ex-offenders is the reference group for employer preferences.
aCoefficient results for agriculture and mining are suppressed.
bCoefficient results for phone tasks, reading and writing tasks, math tasks, and computer tasks
are suppressed.
***statistically significant at the .01 percent level, **at the .05 percent level, and *at the .10 percent
level.

who are less likely to check criminal backgrounds, while those who
indicate that it depends on the crime (or those who may want more
information about ex-offenders) are more likely to check. Also, check-
ing is more likely to occur after September 11, even after other relevant
factors are taken into account. Other results in table 4.4 are fairly consis-
tent with those reported in table 4.3. That is, establishments in manufac-
turing, construction, and wholesale trade industries, and smaller estab-
lishments are less likely to do criminal background checks. Nonprofits,
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Table 4.5 Coefficient Estimates on Criminal Background Checking
Variables for Full Sample and by Employer’s Willingness to
Hire Ex-Offenders (Dependent Variable = Hired Ex-Offender
Over the Past Year)

1 2 3 4
Full Willing Depends Unwilling

Sample to Hire on Crime to Hire

Checks criminal background 0.177 0.072 1.133** −0.579
(0.252) (0.498) (0.529) (0.589)

Legally required to check
Yes −0.589* −0.543 −0.314 −0.480

(0.359) (0.639) (0.590) (0.624)
No 0.681** −0.718 1.260*** 1.117

(0.279) (0.674) (0.465) (0.724)

Method of checkinga

Criminal-justice agency −0.637 −1.417** −0.597 −0.453
(0.404) (0.739) (0.604) (0.922)

Private sources 0.619** 0.698 0.823* 0.531
(0.295) (0.455) (0.475) (0.750)

N 587 118 198 217

Source: Authors’ computations.
Note: All regressions include independent variables listed in table 4.4, specification 1.
Reference variable in all equations is firm does not check backgrounds of applicants.
Standard errors are in parentheses.
aCoefficient results for “Ask applicant” or “Other method of checking” are suppressed
because of small sample sizes.
***indicates statistically significant at the .01 percent level, **at the .05 percent level, and
* at the .10 percent level.

ground checks are less likely to know the criminal status of their work-
ers. This factor is likely to lead to conservative estimates of its associa-
tion with hiring ex-offenders, or, depending on the extent to which
checking is actually negatively associated with hiring, will bias the coef-
ficient toward being positive or zero.

The second specification adds the tasks variables to the model and
shows some anticipated results. Employers filling jobs that are more
likely to involve customer contact, handling cash, and interacting with
children are much less likely to have hired ex-offenders over the past
year. Moreover, the inclusion of these factors does not affect the other
variable coefficients.

Finally, table 4.5 presents logit estimation results from different ver-
sions of the hiring models presented in table 4.4, where the dependent
variable is whether the firm has hired an ex-offender in the past year
and where use of criminal background checks is an independent vari-
able that is specified in a variety of ways. Here, we only present the
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Figure 5.1 The Effect of Personal Contact (Whites)
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Source: Author compilation.
Note: The effects of criminal record and personal contact are significant (p < .01). The
interaction between criminal record and personal contact is marginally significant (p =
.07).

Given that this audit study tested only the first stage of the employ-
ment process, a majority of tests were completed without significant
personal interaction with the employer. Testers were instructed to ask
to speak to the person in charge of hiring, but often this person was
unavailable or appeared only briefly to instruct the tester to fill out the
application and wait for a callback. In these cases, only the most super-
ficial indicators are available to the employer when making decisions
about which applicants to consider.

In about one-quarter of all audits, by contrast, testers had the oppor-
tunity to engage in extensive discussions with employers. Whether
such interactions were official interviews or merely informal conversa-
tions about the job, they allowed testers to demonstrate their highly
effective interpersonal abilities and to convey an image of general com-
petence. Comparing the outcomes of testers who did and did not inter-
act with employers allows us to assess to what extent employers notice
and utilize interpersonal cues in making their assessments of job appli-
cants. Particularly in the case of applicants with criminal records, where
stereotypical images are likely to dominate an employer’s evaluation,
the presentation of a friendly or trustworthy demeanor may be espe-
cially important.

Figure 5.1 presents the percentage of callbacks received by white
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Figure 5.2 The Effect of Personal Contact (Blacks)

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 C

al
le

d
 B

ac
k

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

4
7 6

36

No Personal
Contact

(75 Percent)

Personal
Contact

(25 Percent)

Criminal Record
No Record

Source: Author compilation.
Note: The main effects of criminal record and personal contact are significant (p < .01). In
a model including an interaction between the two, the main effect of criminal record
becomes insignificant, and the interaction term demonstrates a large and marginally sig-
nificant negative effect (p < .06).

testers in each condition. From these results, we see a strikingly differ-
ent picture.

On the one hand, as in the case of whites, personal contact does
increase the likelihood of a callback for blacks without criminal records.
According to the numbers presented here, blacks without criminal re-
cords are more than five times more likely to receive a callback if they
have had personal interaction with the employer. In this respect, inter-
personal cues certainly seem to strengthen the applicant’s case, perhaps
mediating initial negative racial stereotypes.12

But in contrast to the situation with white applicants, where personal
contact increased the likelihood of a callback for both testers and nar-
rowed the gap between those with and without criminal records, for
black applicants, personal contact actually widens the disparities.13 As
we can see in figure 5.2, among those who had no contact with the
employer, black testers with criminal records were 43 percent less likely
to be called back than those without criminal records. Among those
who did have personal contact, by contrast, there was an 83 percent
difference. This disparity is strikingly large. A number of possible ex-
planations should be considered. First, it is important to remember that
these three-way interactions are based on small sample sizes. Although
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Figure 5.3 The Effect of a Criminal Record, by Location (Whites)

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

C
al

le
d

 B
ac

k

50

40

30

20

10

0
City

(37 Percent)
Suburb

(63 Percent)

Criminal Record
No Record

7

23 22

40

Source: Author compilation.
Note: The effects of criminal record and city are significant (p < .01). The interaction be-
tween the two is not statistically significant.

and individual selection are effectively controlled; we can then assess
the degree to which employer preferences for blacks, whites, and ex-
offenders vary significantly by location. The extensive controls in the
current study design are perhaps overly conservative. Suburban em-
ployers with strong preferences against workers from the central city
are likely to advertise through informal networks or local suburban
newspapers rather than in the major metropolitan newspapers, and
thus will not show up in our sample. Likewise, many suburban em-
ployers are located far from any form of public transportation, further
limiting access for disadvantaged populations. We would expect, then,
that the results found here may understate the degree to which subur-
ban employers overall resist certain applicant types.

Figure 5.3 presents the callback rates for white testers by criminal
status and location. The results here indicate that the overall demand
for employment is substantially higher in the suburbs and surrounding
counties than in the city of Milwaukee. Among white testers with and
without a criminal record, the likelihood of a callback is significantly
greater in suburban areas; in fact, the rate of callbacks among white ex-
offenders in the suburbs is close to equal that of white non-offenders
in the city. Location, therefore, is highly consequential with respect to
the likelihood of finding employment.

A second important finding from this graph is that the effect of a
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Figure 5.4 The Effect of a Criminal Record by Location (Blacks)
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Source: Author compilation.
Note: The effect of a criminal record is significant (p < .001), whereas the effect of city
location in this model is not significant. There is a large and significant positive interac-
tion between city location and criminal record, indicating the substantial advantage to
black ex-offenders in the city compared to their suburban counterparts.

context. Though suburban employers are somewhat more likely than
their city counterparts to consider black non-offenders, they all but
close their doors to black applicants with criminal histories.

The interaction between race, criminal record, and location suggests
some interesting insights into the relative preferences of city and subur-
ban employers. While suburban employers are generally more respon-
sive to applicants of all kinds—reflecting the tighter labor market in
suburban areas—this rule does not apply to blacks with criminal re-
cords. Spatial mismatch, therefore, is unlikely to be solely the conse-
quence of physical distance between employers and job seekers. Subur-
ban employers do exert different preferences for low-wage workers,
with black ex-offenders ranking at the bottom of their queue. Once
again we see that the combination of race and criminal record has an
effect far more powerful than does either attribute on its own. In the
case of suburban employers, minority status or criminal record may be
tolerable, but the combination of the two represents almost complete
grounds for exclusion. As in the case of personal contact discussed ear-
lier, the “two strikes and you’re out” phenomenon applies in the con-
text of suburban employment as well.
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Figure 5.5 The Effect of Restaurant Jobs (Whites)
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Source: Author compilation.
Note: The main effect of criminal record is significant (p < .001), and the effects of restau-
rant occupation and the interaction between the two are not significant.

The outcomes for blacks were quite different (see figure 5.6). Restau-
rant jobs were among the least likely to result in callbacks for black
testers, irrespective of criminal condition; this difference is large and
statistically significant, with the size of the race effect more than dou-
bling within restaurant jobs (p < .05).21 It is interesting that such strong
racial bias would be demonstrated in such a low-wage, high-turnover
job. One possible explanation is “customer discrimination”—or, rather,
the employer’s perception thereof: if employers believe that diners pre-
fer white waiters to black ones, this creates an incentive to discriminate
against black applicants (Becker 1971). Previous research has found
strong evidence of a gender preference in restaurant hiring, with high-
price restaurants significantly favoring men over women, the assump-
tion being that high-paying customers prefer to be waited on by men
(Neumark 1996). A similar type of customer discrimination may be at
play with respect to race.22 A second possibility is concern over the
exchange of money between customers and employees, given that wait-
ers handle significant amounts of cash during each shift. If employers
perceive blacks to be more likely to steal, they would then demonstrate
a preference for whites in hiring for positions involving the handling
of cash. Indeed, a separate analysis of all jobs requiring the handling of
cash (not shown here) demonstrates a similar, though less pronounced,
pattern as that shown in figure 5.6. Whatever the underlying reason,
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Figure 5.6 The Effect of Restaurant Jobs (Blacks)
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Source: Author compilation.
Note: The main effect of criminal record is significant (p < .001), and the effects of restau-
rant occupation and the interaction between the two are not significant.

this striking aversion to blacks among restaurant employers warrants
further investigation.

As for the criminal record effect, we once again see evidence that
black ex-offenders are by far the least favored group. Although there is
less evidence of an interaction in this case (likely due to a floor effect),
it is readily apparent that the chances of a black ex-offender finding
employment in a restaurant occupation are virtually nonexistent.23 De-
spite the fact that restaurants appear relatively open to white ex-offend-
ers (and certainly demonstrate an openness on their application forms),
evidence of a criminal history among blacks appears to be strong
grounds for rejection. Given the fact that restaurant jobs are one of the
most frequent types of entry-level job openings (representing nearly
one-quarter of job openings in this sample), these findings do not bode
well for the overall labor market outcomes of black ex-offenders.

Compounding Stigma:
Concluding Remarks

Exploring the interaction between race and criminal record in three
contexts, we detect the ways in which black ex-offenders face an inten-
sification of stigma, above and beyond the simple additive effects of
either characteristic alone. Given the small sample sizes available for
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Table 5.1 Percent of Applications Requesting Criminal Background
Information by Occupation

Restaurant Production Laborer Service Sales Clerical

Percent 52% 76% 79% 81% 83% 84%
N (total) (82) (43) (92) (37) (64) (32)

Source: Author’s calculations.

The Effect of Job Type: The Case of
Restaurant Work

A third way that tester experiences differed was across occupational
categories. Job types varied substantially according to the profile of
workers needed, from physical stature (for jobs involving lifting and
carrying) to knowledge of Milwaukee roads (for delivery drivers) to
interpersonal style (for sales and customer-service positions). The
norms and expectations of workers across occupational categories may
likewise affect relative openness to minority applicants and applicants
with criminal records.

One notable difference among occupational types was the relative
frequency with which applicants were asked about their criminal histo-
ries. Among six major occupational categories, restaurant jobs stood
out in particular as the least likely to request criminal history informa-
tion on application forms (see table 5.1). In fact, among restaurant jobs
included in this sample, just over half requested criminal history infor-
mation, compared to more than 75 percent in all other occupational
categories.19 It is worth considering how this distinctive characteristic
of restaurant hiring procedures may affect the hiring patterns of blacks
and ex-offenders.

Restaurant jobs have a high rate of turnover and offer low fixed
wages (the assumption is that a large portion of the employee’s pay
will be in the form of tips); the combination of these conditions often
leads to the casting of a wide recruitment net and lower restrictions on
candidacy. Indeed, among white testers, restaurant jobs offered one of
the highest rates of callbacks for both non-offenders and offenders. Em-
ployers often seemed eager to hire applicants right away, and were
perhaps therefore less concerned with the information provided about
their criminal past.

Figure 5.5 presents the callback rates for white testers by criminal
status for restaurant and nonrestaurant jobs. As we can see, rates of
callbacks were higher among restaurant jobs for white applicants with
and without criminal records, and, likewise, the gap between appli-
cants with and without criminal records is somewhat smaller than in
other occupational types.20



Private Providers of Criminal History Records 183

Table 6.1 Estimated Size of the “Investigation Services” Industry
(U.S. Census Bureau)

Number of Receipts Number of Payroll
Survey Year Establishments ($1,000) Employees ($1,000)

1982 3,730 $1,345,066 30,811 $533,963
1987 4,098 $1,405,796 39,327 $643,953
1992 4,631 $1,577,424 43,653 $709,245
1997 5,016 $1,855,562 50,768 $830,260

Source: All dollars are constant 1997 dollars using the Bureau of Labor Statistics Con-
sumer Price Index. We have assumed that the “investigation services” sector, code 561611
in the North America Industry Classification System, represents a constant proportion of
the overall industry code from the older standard industrial classification (SIC) code,
7381, based on the 1997 survey. This may not be an accurate assumption and will lead
to an overestimate of the industry size in the early years, given the rapid growth in the
industry in recent years.

with government agencies such as the Securities and Exchange Com-
mission. The U.S. Census Bureau does, however, collect information
that allows us to get some idea of the growth of the industry. The
Economic Census, which is conducted every five years (U.S. Census
Bureau 2000), provides data on industry growth and decline based on
reported industrial classification codes. The categories in the original
standard industrial classification (SIC) code, established in 1987, were
very broad, and the criminal history records industry was used in the
1982, 1987, and 1992 economic censuses. In 1997, the Census Bureau
moved to a more precise categorization, the North America Industry
Classification System (NAICS).

In 1997, data for industries in both the SIC and NAICS code catego-
ries were reported, and it could be determined what percentage of the
larger SIC code is represented by investigation services. In 1997, 40
percent of all establishments in the larger SIC category fell under inves-
tigation services; this business activity represented 15 percent of the
total revenue and about 10 percent of the total payroll in this larger
category. If we assume, for analytical purposes, that investigation ser-
vices have remained a constant percentage of the larger industry cate-
gory, we can calculate a conservative estimate of industry growth in
background investigations. This analysis is reported in table 6.1.

In constant 1997 dollars, we estimated a 38 percent increase in reve-
nue and a 55 percent increase in payroll in the investigative services
industry since 1982. This growth has not been constant: The revenue
increase from 1982 until 1987 was only 4.5 percent, but the growth from
1992 to 1997 was 17.5 percent. We speculate that this acceleration is
likely due to the growth of Internet background-search services.

To address this issue of growth another way, Holzer, Raphael, and
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Table 6.2 Survey of Fifty Internet Providers

Descriptive
Information
(Standard

Variable N Deviation)

Cost of a one-county search 24 Average = $24.03
($9)

Average response times 29 days
One day or less 13.8%

(4)
Two to seven days 82.7%

(24)
More than seven days 3.4%

(1)
Scope of searches 47

Federal, state, and county court 51.1%
(24)

County and state courts 36.17%
(17)

other 12.8%
(6)

Number who use court runners, not just 33 60.6%
vended databases (20)

Provide information about FCRA guidelines 50 56%
on disclosure of personal information on (28)
website

Provide disclaimer about search accuracy 50 36%
(18)

Reports include arrests and convictions 30 76.7%
(23)

Reports include felonies and misdemeanors 36 97.2%
(1)

Length of record search 28
Seven years or less 42.9%

(12)
More than seven years 57.1%

(16)
Website has form to notify candidate about 50 40%
search (20)

Required information about employee 28
Name only 21.4%

(6)
Name, date of birth 17.9%

(5)
Name, Date of birth, and social security 60.7%
number (17)

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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Table 6.3 Comparison of Arrest Information Generated From FBI Records
and Private Company Search of Courthouse Recordsa

Private RecordFBI Record
Number of

Number of Number of Arrest Events
Number of Arrests in Arrests in in Both FBI and

Client Total Arrests Prince William Prince William Private Records

1 8 5 2 1
2 4 1 1 0
3 4 0 1 0
4 7 2 1 0
5 1 0 1 0
6 5 2 1 0
7 7 7 1 0
8 4 1 1 0
9 9 0 1 0

10 4 2 1 0
11 5 2 2 1
12 6 0 1 0
13 2 0 1 0
14 7 1 1 0
15 3 2 1 0
16 3 0 1 0
17 3 0 1 0
18 5 2 1 1
19 8 4 1 0
20 11 4 1 0
21 6 3 1 0
22 7 4 4 1
23 2 1 1 0
24 1 0 1 0
25 13 9 3 1
26 5 4 1 0
27 2 0 1 0
28 6 6 1 0
29 6 2 3 1
30 5 1 1 0
31 2 1 1 0
32 2 1 1 0
33 9 8 1 1
34 4 0 1 0
35 2 2 1 1
36 10 9 3 0
37 6 2 1 1
38 10 10 1 1
39 4 0 3 0
40 8 8 1 0
41 5 4 5 3
42 6 1 1 0
TOTAL 227 111 59 13

Source: Authors’ calculations.
aPrince William County, Virginia; information was for the ten years prior to date of search.
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Table 7.1 Key Descriptive Statistics of Washington State Inmates
(N = 10,477 Individuals)

Type of Data Variables First Year Second Year

Employment experiences prior to admission
Employment 50.37% 50.75
Hourly wage $7.40 $7.59
Total earnings $8,403.03 $7,876.20

Industry (last job)
Service 29.06%
Retail 23.40%
Agriculture-Mining 6.86%
Transportation 3.83%
Wholesale trade 4.31%
Construction 15.27%
Financial–public administration 2.84%
Manufacturing 14.43%

Employment experiences post-release
Employment 64.25 45.65
Hourly wage $10.33 $9.26
Total earnings $12,984.34 $11,145.63

Industry (first job)
Service 32.56%
Retail 23.70%
Agriculture, mning 3.90%
Transportation 2.78%
Wholesale trade 4.57%
Construction 12.78%
Financial–public administration 2.03%
Manufacturing 17.68%

Key covariates
Race

White 59.7%
Black 27.1%
Hispanic 8.1%
Other 5.1%

Education
Less than high school 40.2%
High school diploma or GED 55.1%
Some college 4.7%

Criminal history
Three or more prior arrests 23.1%
Arrest prior to age sixteen 39.7%

(Table continues on p. 212)
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Table 7.1 Continued

Type of Data Variables First Year Second Year

Other covariates
Average age at admission 29.55 years

Eighteen to twenty 14.04%
Twenty-one to twenty-five 24.17%
Twenty-six to thirty 19.80%
Thirty-one to thirty-five 17.18%
Thirty-six to forty 12.80%
Over forty 11.18%

Characteristics of admissiona

Length of spell 6.3 quarters
Violent offense 41.6
Drug offense 29.1
Property offense 26.7
Other offense type 2.5

Program participation in prison
GED in prison 11.8
Work release 32.1

Recidivism 9.79% 15.96%

Source: Authors’ calculations.
aAdmission data refer to first admission observed between 1990 and 2000.

ond year following release. Wages average $10.33 in the first year after
incarceration and drop to $9.26 in the second year after incarceration.

Descriptives for key subgroup covariates are also shown in table 7.1.
Whites are the largest racial-ethnic category of our inmate sample (59.7
percent), followed by blacks (27.1 percent), Hispanics (8 percent), and
other race or ethnicity (5 percent). Although inmates may acquire addi-
tional education while in prison, we treat education as fixed, since we
do not have reliable time-varying measures of educational attainment.
Over 40 percent of the sample has not completed high school, and less
than 5 percent have some college experience. The remaining 55 percent
have a high school degree or equivalent. About 40 percent of inmates
are classified as high-risk offenders, 35 percent are medium-risk, and
25 percent are low-risk.2

Table 7.1 also includes descriptives for other variables included in
the model. The average age at admission is twenty-nine, and the modal
age of admission is between ages twenty-one and twenty-five. The table
also shows that the average length of imprisonment is just over six
quarters, two-fifths of inmates served time for violent offenses, 29 per-
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Table 7.2 Unstandardized Coefficients from the Regression of
Employment on Incarceration

All
Variables (Standard Error)

Prior incarceration 0.5063**
(0.0179)

Quarters since incarceration −0.0509**
(0.0010)

Quarters incarcerated 0.0487**
(0.0016)

Fixed effects Yes
N, observations 453,523
N, respondents 9,566

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Models include controls for age of admission in five-year intervals, offense type,
involvement in work-release program, prior work experience, log age, and year dummies.
**p < .01

temporary increase in the probability of employment after release from
state prison. Initial increases in employment in the immediate post-
release period are followed by steep declines, as indicated by the nega-
tive effect of time out of prison. The return to pre-incarceration employ-
ment level occurs within ten quarters after release, and then continues
to fall below pre-incarceration levels. Temporary increases in employ-
ment in the first years following incarceration are somewhat surprising,
but have been replicated in other studies that also rely on administra-
tive data (Tyler and Kling, chapter 8, this volume; Sabol, chapter 9, this
volume).4

The temporary increase in employment after release from prison
suggests that the positive post-release employment effect may be re-
lated to Washington State’s extensive post-release supervision program.
Over 70 percent of inmates released in 2002 had mandatory post-prison
community supervision for one year. Unfortunately we cannot identify
which inmates receive post-release supervision, but we suspect that at
least some of the positive post-release employment effect is due to con-
ditions of release, including job placements. Supervisory personnel may
engage in positive labeling of ex-convicts, and employers may be en-
couraged by supervisory personnel to employ recently released inmates.
In addition, ex-inmates assigned to community supervision also have
access to a network of potential employers and employment contacts
through the supervisory program.

Trends in post-release employment are shared by inmates with work
experience in the year prior to incarceration and those without prior
work experience. We find that 77.6 percent of men employed in the
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Table 7.3 Unstandardized Coefficients from the Regression of Log
Hourly Wages on Incarceration

All
Variables (Standard Error)

Prior incarceration −0.0440**
(0.0044)

Quarters since incarceration 0.0023**
(0.0003)

Quarters incarcerated 0.0039**
(0.0004)

Intercept −2.6475**
(.1183)

Fixed effects Yes
R2 0.1905
N, observations 12,6547
N, respondents 9,532

Source: Authors’ calculation.
Note: Models include controls for age of admission in five-year intervals, offense type,
involvement in work-release program, prior work experience, log age, industry, and year
dummies.
**p < .01

year before incarceration are employed in the year following incarcera-
tion and 57.8 percent are employed in the second year after incarcera-
tion. Among men not employed in the year prior to incarceration, we
find that 50.6 percent are employed at some point in the first year fol-
lowing release and 33.3 percent are employed in the second year after
release. Both groups experience relatively steep declines in post-release
employment after the first year out of prison. We also find that the
length of time incarcerated has positive effects on the probability of
employment after release.

Table 7.3 shows clear evidence of a negative effect of prior incarcera-
tion on post-release wages. Inmates experience a 4.5 percent wage pen-
alty after release from prison (exp–0.0440). On average, the wage penalty
persists for about five years after release (indicated by a positive coeffi-
cient on quarters since incarceration). The amount of time spent in
prison is positively associated with wages.

In summary, the temporary positive post-release employment effect
is puzzling, though it is consistent with results using administrative
data in other states (Sabol, chapter 9, this volume; Tyler and Kling,
chapter 8, this volume). At least some of the employment gains experi-
enced by ex-inmates in Washington State are likely due to extensive
patterns of post-release community supervision in Washington. This
conjecture is supported by the observation that the increase in employ-
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Table 7.4 Race-Specific Direct Effects of Incarceration on Employment
and Wages (Standard Errors in Parentheses)

Employment Whites Blacks Hispanics

Prior incarcerationa,b,c 0.5095*** 0.6528*** 0.3000***
(0.0020) (0.0359) (0.0698)

Quarters since incarcerationa,b −0.0459*** −0.0661*** −0.0449***
(0.0013) (0.0021) (0.0041)

Quarters incarcerateda,b,c 0.0548*** 0.0353*** 0.0217***
(0.0020) (0.0033) (0.0064)

Fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
N, observations 280,393 116,792 32,999
N, respondents 5,871 2,515 689

Wages Whites Blacks Hispanics

Prior incarcerationa −0.0497*** −0.0186* −0.0318***
(0.0050) (0.0088) (0.0150)

Quarters since incarcerationa,b 0.0030*** −0.0002 0.0030***
(0.0005) (0.0005) (0.0009)

Quarters incarcerated 0.0040*** 0.0040*** 0.0070***
(0.0005) (0.0009) (0.0015)

Intercept −3.496*** −1.9209*** −0.7818***
(0.1480) (0.2762) (0.2950)

Fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.1993 0.2124 0.1722
N, observations 84,191 27,793 8,636
N, respondents 5,856 2,496 687

Source: Authors’ calculation.
Note: Employment models include controls for age of admission in five-year intervals,
offense type, involvement in work-release program, prior work experience, log age, and
year dummies. Wage models include controls included in employment models in addi-
tion to industry.
*p < .10; ***p < .01
aSignificant difference between whites and blacks
bSignificant difference between blacks and hispanics
cSignificant difference between whites and hispanics

statistically significant. Among both whites and Hispanics the effect de-
clines with time out of prison and is indistinguishable from zero within
three years. For blacks, however, the effect of incarceration persists. Al-
though they experience a smaller penalty than other groups immediately
post-release, there is no evidence that the effect of this penalty for prior
incarceration on the wages of black men declines over time.

Significant racial differences in the effect of incarceration on wages
suggest that black ex-inmates aren’t differentiated from non-inmates to
the same extent that white and Hispanic ex-inmates are differentiated
from non-inmates. This finding lends suggestive support for arguments
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Table 7.5 Education-Specific Direct Effects of Incarceration on
Employment and Wages (Standard Errors in Parentheses)

Less Than
Employment High School High School Some College

Prior incarcerationb,c 0.4873** 0.5016** 0.7107**
(0.0299) (0.0231) (0.0868)

Quarters since incarcerationc −0.0470** −0.0520** −0.0626**
(0.0017) (0.0014) (0.0057)

Quarters incarceratedb,c 0.0486** 0.0512** 0.0317**
(0.0027) (0.0020) (0.0070)

Fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
N, observations 172,752 262,684 21,879
N, respondents 3,672 5,583 461

Less Than
Wages High School High School Some College

Prior incarcerationb,c −0.0430** −0.0419** −0.1308**
(0.0075) (0.0055) (0.0224)

Quarters since incarcerationa 0.0033** 0.0017** 0.0037*
(0.0004) (0.0003) (0.0016)

Quarters incarcerated 0.0039** 0.0040** 0.0059**
(0.0007) (0.0005) (0.0017)

Intercept −1.7013** −3.1786** −4.3260**
(0.1860) (0.1571) (0.7606)

Fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.1996 0.2104 0.1281
N, observations 42,200 78,621 6,888
N, respondents 3658 5579 461

Source: Authors’ calculation.
Note: Employment models include controls for age of admission in five-year intervals,
offense type, involvement in work-release program, prior work experience, log age, and
year dummies. Wage models include controls included in employment models in addi-
tion to industry.
*p < .05; **p < .01
aSignificant difference between “Less Than High School” and “High School”
bSignificant difference between “High School” and “Some College”
cSignificant difference between “Less Than High School” and “Some College”

emphasizing the presence of ongoing discrimination in the labor mar-
ket. Ex-convict status leads to significant wage penalties for whites,
Hispanics, and blacks, but evidence also suggests that race serves as a
“master status” among blacks.

Class

Former inmates who have some college education experience the great-
est increases in employment post-release. The top panel of table 7.5
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Table 7.6 LSI-Specific Direct Effects of Incarceration on Employment and
Wages (Standard Errors in Parentheses)

LSI LSI LSI
Employment Low Medium High

Prior incarceration 0.5520** 0.5530** 0.4859**
(0.0386) (0.0312) (0.0293)

Quarters since incarcerationb,c −0.0602** −0.0550** −0.0445**
(0.0023) (0.0019) (0.0017)

Quarters incarcerated 0.0494** 0.0527** 0.0464**
(0.0032) (0.0029) (0.0028)

Fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
N, observations 109,372 155,169 178,180
N, respondents 2,581 3,813 4,428

LSI LSI LSI
Wages Low Medium High

Prior incarcerationc −0.0596** −0.0422** −0.0322**
(0.0086) (0.0074) (0.0076)

Quarters since incarcerationc 0.0018** 0.0021** 0.0032**
(0.0005) (0.0004) (0.0004)

Quarters incarceratedb 0.0035** 0.0054** 0.0033**
(0.0007) (0.0007) (0.0008)

Intercept −3.6353** −2.3165** −2.3156**
(0.2261) (0.1993) (0.2064)

Fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.1659 0.2633 0.2714
N, observations 37,036 45,526 43,956
N, respondents 2,669 3,977 4,527

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Employment models include controls for age of admission in five-year intervals,
offense type, involvement in work-release program, prior work experience, log age, and
year dummies. Wage models include controls included in employment models in addi-
tion to industry.
bSignificant difference between LSI-med and LSI-high
cSignificant difference between LSI-low and LSI-high
**p < .01

shows that men who have dropped out of high school experience an
increase in the probability of being employed in the first quarter after
release from prison. The negative coefficient on quarters since incarcer-
ation indicates that the effect declines over time and, on average, em-
ployment falls to pre-incarceration levels within ten quarters of release.
The effect is similar among men with a high school diploma or a GED
(general equivalency diploma), but men with some college experience
a much larger initial increase in employment after release from prison.

Without regard for job quality, men who have some college educa-
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Figure 8.1 Raw Earnings Around the Actual Prison Release Quarter,
by Education
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Figure 8.2 Raw Earnings Around the Forecasted Prison Release Quarter,
by Education
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Figure 8.3 Raw Earnings Profiles Around the Prison Entry Quarter,
by Education
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Figure 8.3 shows that the earnings of all dropout groups are substan-
tially lower than the pre-target-spell earnings of high school graduates.
Also in figure 8.3, the pre-target-spell earnings of all dropout groups
are similar, offering some evidence that there are no substantial “pre-
treatment” differences between those who will and will not obtain a
prison GED. An implication of this fact is that accounting for earnings
prior to prison (as in our fixed-effects model in equation 8.4) will have
little impact on GED coefficients. Our hypothesis that GED program
participants would have higher earnings prior to participation than
other dropouts was not confirmed, suggesting that the selection process
of GED participation was not simply one in which those with better
labor-market prospects were also those who participated.

Figures 8.1 and 8.2 offer, at best, weak evidence that dropouts who
earned a GED while in prison have post-prison-spell earnings that are
different from dropouts who do not leave prison with a GED. Figures
8.1 and 8.2 do not, however, account for the role played by observable
factors that may affect earnings and the other outcomes of interest.

Results

We first discuss results from a model that most closely resembles mod-
els used in prior research on the effectiveness of prison-based education



Table 8.1 Descriptive Statistics of Offenders Without High School Diplomas (Sample Standard Deviations in Parentheses)

Uncredentialed
Dropout Total Sample:

Dropouts Offenders All Offenders
Who Leave Uncredentialed with No Without

Prison GED GED-Related High School
with a GED “Attempters” Education Diplomas

N 1,967 1,400 9,589 12,956
Percentage white 60 47 45 47
Percentage black 32 45 46 44
Percentage Hispanic 7 7 8 8
Percentage other race 0.3 0.5 0.3 0.3
Mean years of education 9.7 9.5 9.5 9.5

(1.3) (1.3) (1.4) (1.4)
Mean age at admission 25.6 25.0 29.4 28.3

(8.0) (7.5) (9.2) (8.8)
Percentage age eighteen to twenty at admission 28 31 15 19
Percentage age twenty-one to twenty-five at admission 28 31 24 25
Percentage age twenty-six to thirty at admission 15 12 18 17
Percentage age thirty-one to thirty-five at admission 11 10 16 15
Percentage age thirty-six to forty at admission 7 6 13 11
Percentage age over forty at admission 6 5 12 10
Percentage with prior incarceration spell 24 13 18 18
Percentage with prior disciplinary report 10 6 6 7



Percentage with violent-crime offense this spell 39 39 36 37
Percentage with property-crime offense this spell 41 37 36 37
Percentage with drug-crime offense this spell 16 21 24 22
Percentage with other crime offense this spell 4 4 4 4
Percentage participating in work-release program 20 24 14 16
Mean days in work release for participants 171 172 165 166

(103) (98) (98) (98)
Percentage with hours in GED classes this spell 68 93 0 20
Percentage with hours in vocational training this spell 28 19 10 14
Percentage with hours in academic classes this spella 28 27 29 29
Percentage with hours working in prison industry this spell 3 2 3 3
Mean sentence length in months this spell 19.9 17.7 14.4 15.6

(10.5) (9.6) (9.0) (9.3)
Percentage who recidivate within one year 17 16 16 16
Percentage who recidivate within two years 26 27 25 25
Percentage who recidivate within three years 33 36 32 33
Percentage employed one year before prison entry 32 32 31 31
Percentage employed one year after release 44 41 37 38
Quarterly wage one year before prison entry $560 $526 $577 $569

($1,364) ($1,336) ($1,401) ($1,388)
Quarterly wage one year after release $1,200 $1,132 $982 $1,031

($2,108) ($2,827) ($2,092) ($2,175)

Source: Authors’ calculations.
aRepresents non-GED-related academic course work.
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Table 8.2 Comparison of Quarterly Earnings of GED Holders and
Uncredentialed Dropouts

All Whites Nonwhites
Years after Release (1) (2) (3)

Panel A: Controlling for nothing
First year 181** 55 243**

(41) (55) (63)
Second year 180** 95 208**

(48) (65) (72)
Third year 109** 101 39

(51) (71) (72)

Panel B: Controlling for age, year and
quarter, education
First year 161** 9 214**

(40) (54) (63)
Second year 183** 72 203**

(49) (66) (73)
Third year 125 67 65

(52) (73) (75)

Panel C: Controlling for age, year and
quarter, x
First year 13 −87 121**

(45) (58) (71)
Second year 70 −16 180*

(55) (74) (82)
Third year 22 −9 26

(58) (80) (85)

Panel D: Controlling for age, year and
quarter, x, αi

First year 57 −27 164**
(50) (68) (77)

Second year 114* 45 224*
(60) (82) (88)

Third year 69 58 72
(63) (87) (90)

N 12,956 6,138 6,818

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Panels A, B, C, and D contain GED coefficient estimates δ1, δ2, δ3, and δ4, from
equations 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, and 8.4, respectively. All entries in column 1 are from models that
also control for race/ethnicity. The dependent variable is quarterly earnings in 2002 dol-
lars, including zeros. Standard errors are in parentheses, adjusted for clustering within
individuals over time.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.10
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Table 8.3 Quarterly Earnings of GED Holders, GED-Program
Nonparticipants, and GED “Attempters,” by Race-Ethnicity

Comparison to
Dropouts with

No GED-Related Comparison to
Education GED “Attempters”

Whites Nonwhites Whites Nonwhites
Years After Release (1) (2) (3) (4)

Panel A: Controlling for nothing
First year 58 259*** 34 122

(56) (63) (84) (85)
Second year 103 221*** 42 116

(66) (72) (99) (93)
Third year 105 39 79 36

(72) (73) (106) (98)

Panel B: Controlling for age, year
and quarter, education
First year 11 237*** −37 16

(56) (64) (82) (84)
Second year 77 216*** 18 56

(68) (75) (99) (93)
Third year 56 68 71 20

(75) (77) (105) (99)

Panel C: Controlling for age, year
and quarter, x
First year −100 141* −19 28

(61) (77) (87) (84)
Second year −5 190* 33 125

(74) (91) (109) (96)
Third year −28 −8 99 89

(83) (95) (112) (103)

Panel D: Controlling for age, year
and quarter, x, αi

First year −26 176** −28 98
(71) (84) (96) (96)

Second year 71 228** 19 190*
(84) (97) (116) (109)

Third year 57 34 83 156
(91) (100) (120) (116)

N 5,475 6,081 1,849 1,518

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Panels A, B, C, and D contain GED coefficient estimates δ1, δ2, δ3, and δ4, from
equations 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, and 8.4, respectively. The dependent variable is quarterly earnings
in 2002 dollars, including zeros. Standard errors are in parentheses, adjusted for cluster-
ing within individuals over time.
*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < .01
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Figure 9.1 Hazard Rate, or Probability of Exiting the Initial Spell of
Unemployment (Finding a Job) upon Release from Prison,
Conditional upon the Length of Unemployment
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ter, 53 percent of the release cohort had survived, that is, had not yet
exited the initial spell of unemployment. By one year after release, 42.5
percent of the cohort remained unemployed; and by the eighth post-
release quarter, 33 percent of the release cohort was still unemployed.
Thus, while the hazard rate shows that by the fourth quarter (or one
year) following release from prison, the probability of exiting the spell
of unemployment that occurred upon release from prison had declined
to less than 10 percent, and 42.5 percent of ex-prisoners still had not
found their first job by the end of year 1.

The second dependent variable analyzed is quarterly employment
rates. Figures 9.3 and 9.4 show the quarterly employment rates pre-
and post-prison. The data are organized by quarter, so that the pre-
prison quarters refer to the quarter prior to admission, regardless of
the year in which an offender was admitted, and the post-prison quar-
ters refer to the quarters following release, regardless of the date of
release. The periods labeled “pre-Q01” and “post-Q01” refer to the
quarters of admission into prison and quarters of release, respectively.
Note that the employment rate does not fall to zero after admission
into prison.7

The UI wage data obtained from the ODJFS were organized by quar-
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Figure 9.2 Survivor Function, or Percentage of Releases Still in the
Pool of Offenders Who Have Not Yet Found a First Job
Following Release, by Quarter Since Release from Prison
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Source: Author’s analysis of ODRC data.

ter of employment, and they did not contain information about the
actual date of an ex-offender’s employment, whereas the ODRC data
contain the actual date of release. By linking actual release dates to
quarterly UI data, it is possible to identify the quarter of release from
prison in the UI data, and from there, to identify each offender’s em-
ployment history. The quarter “post-Q01” refers to the quarter in which
the prisoner was released, or his first post-prison quarter in the UI data.
However, it is not possible to measure the actual length of time from
release to employment during the first post-prison quarter for offenders
who were employed during the first post-prison quarter. Analysis of
the release dates in the ODRC data indicate that during the quarter of
release (post-Q01), about one-third of offenders were released during
each of the quarter’s three months. (In the regressions, dummy vari-
ables for the month of release during the quarter are introduced to
control for variation among offenders in the duration of time on the
street during the quarter of release.)

Figure 9.3 shows an increase in the percent of offenders employed
in the second post-prison quarter, as compared to the pre-prison aver-
age. The post-prison quarterly employment rates are shown in two
ways: the number employed in a quarter is divided by all releases,
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Figure 9.3 Percentage of Offenders Released During 1999 and 2000
Who Were Employed During any Quarter, by Pre- and
Post-Prison Quarters
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regardless of whether an offender had been observed as returning to
prison; and the number employed is divided by the number of offend-
ers “at risk” of employment, in that the ODRC data did not yet record
them as having returned to an Ohio prison.8 Both measures of post-
prison employment show short-term employment gains, followed by
longer-run returns to pre-prison employment levels.

In the 5 quarters prior to prison admission, about 35 percent to 37
percent of the release cohort was employed in any quarter. In the sec-
ond quarter post-release the employment rate reaches almost 50 per-
cent (using either measure of quarterly employment), but by the sixth
quarter post-release it falls by 10 percentage points, to 40 percent, the
rate based on omitting returning prisoners from the employment-rate
calculation. And on the basis of calculations using the entire cohort, by
the eighteenth month after release, the quarterly employment rates are
below their pre-prison level of 35 percent.

The roughly 35 percent pre-prison employment rate obtained from
the UI wage data is lower than the 45 percent employment rate re-
ported by the 1996 Intake Study of offenders entering Ohio’s prisons,
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Figure 9.4 Pre- and Post-Prison Mean Quarterly Earnings, by Year of
Release: Offenders with Positive Earnings During the Quarter;
Offenders Who Served Seven or Fewer Years
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which was conducted by the ODRC (Norton 1998). The differences in
unemployment rates between the UI data and the data in the Intake
Study arise from two sources: First the Intake Study uses self-report em-
ployment data (not the official UI wage data), and the self-report em-
ployment data could include self-employment jobs that are not re-
ported in the UI wage data. The Intake Study did not attempt to verify
the self-report data against wage data. Second, the Intake Study reports
on the 1996 entering cohort, whereas the data in figure 9.3 are based
on data from members of several cohorts that entered prison before and
after 1996. The selectivity of admissions years can lead to differences in
employment measures.

The pattern of a short-term gain in offender employment rates early
in the post-release period followed by a longer-run decline to pre-
prison employment rate levels was also observed by Becky Pettit and
Christopher Lyons (chapter 7, this volume) in their analysis of employ-
ment of ex-offenders in Washington State in the 1990s, as well as Jeffrey
R. Kling’s (2002) data for federal criminal defendants in California in



272 Barriers to Reentry?

Figure 9.5 Quarterly Unemployment Rates for Selected Ohio Counties,
1999: First Quarter Through 2002: Second Quarter
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minor fluctuations around a comparatively low level. After 2000, the
rates increased, and by the end of 2002, the unemployment rates had
increased by from 50 to 100 percent, depending upon the county. For
example, in Cuyahoga County, the 1999 unemployment rate was
slightly more than 4 percent; by 2000 it declined to 4 percent, but by
2002, it increased to 7 percent. In the smaller counties, the unemploy-
ment rates fluctuated somewhat widely around much higher average
levels than the average levels in the larger counties.

In the analysis that follows, the time path of county unemployment
rates are permitted to vary over time with the quarters since release
from prison. This time-varying measure of unemployment differs from
the fixed measure of unemployment at exit from prison that Raphael
and Weiman (chapter 10, this volume) used in their analysis of the
impact of labor-market conditions on recidivism. In their model, they
emphasized the importance of the enduring effects of the labor-market
conditions that an offender encounters upon his release from prison.

Two additional issues arise with using county unemployment rates
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Figure 9.6 Simulated Survivor Functions: Percentage Who Did Not Find
a Job, by Quarter and County Unemployment Rate
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in the level of unemployment are introduced. These findings suggest
that efforts designed to improve local labor-market demand for labor
and efforts to attach potential prisoners to labor markets prior to their
incarceration can have beneficial longer-run outcomes for their post-
release employment experiences.

Effects of Sentencing and Corrections’ Policy
Variables and Individual Offender Attributes

The parameter estimates for the other variables included in the models
(except for felony severity level and type of offense) are shown in table
9.3. First, across these three models the estimated effects of the other
variables do not change when the labor-market variables are intro-
duced into the models in different ways; nor do the effects of the other
variables change when the county fixed effects are estimated. These
results are not too surprising, given that the other variables generally
measure the attributes of individual offenders that offenders brought
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Table 9.1 Descriptive Statistics for Estimation Sample Used in the
Analysis of Exits from the Initial Spell of Unemployment
upon Release from Prison

Variable Definition Mean

Labor-marktet variables
County unemployment rate Time varying county unem- 4.37

ployment rate, quarterly
Number of pre-prison quarters Number of quarters worked, 0.96

one year plus one quarter
prior to admission

Second month of quarter Dummy variable indicating 0.33
release in second month of
quarter of release

Third month of quarter Dummy variable indicating 0.35
release in third month of
quarter of release

Prior prison
Prior incarcerations Number of prior incarcera- 0.93

tions
First-term group Dummy variable = 1 if admit 0.94

is first on a term

Form of release and supervision
Parole supervision Dummy variable = 1 if release 0.19

was onto parole
Post-release control (PRC) Dummy variable = 1 if release 0.29
supervision was onto PRC

Judicial release Dummy variable = 1 if release 0.09
was judicial

Type and length of sentence
TIS sentence Dummy variable = 1 if sen- 0.71

tence on most serious offense
was TIS

Time served Total length of time served in 24.33
prison plus jail credit

Offense severity level
Felony one Dummy = 1 if offense was a 0.05

first-degree felony or life
Felony two Dummy = 1 if offense was a 0.13

second-degree felony
Felony three Dummy = 1 if offense was a 0.17

third-degree felony
Felony four Dummy = 1 if offense was a 0.30

fourth-degree felony
Felony five Omitted offense severity level 0.35

category

(Table continues on p. 276)
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Table 9.1 Continued

Variable Definition Mean

Offense type
Homicide (manslaughter) Dummy = 1 if offense was hom- 0.01

icide
Rape Dummy = 1 if offense was rape 0.03
Aggravated assault Dummy = 1 if offense was ag- 0.11

gravated assault
Robbery Dummy = 1 if offense was rob- 0.08

bery
Other violent Dummy = 1 if offense was other 0.02

violent
Burglary Dummy = 1 if offense was bur- 0.12

glary
Theft Dummy = 1 if offense was theft 0.09
Other property Dummy = 1 if offense was other 0.10

property
Drugs Omitted offense category 0.33
Weapons Dummy = 1 if offense was 0.03

weapons
Public order or other Dummy = 1 if offense was pub- 0.09

lic order

Education level and prison
program participation
TABE total score Total TABE test score 7.06
Vocational program graduate Dummy = 1 if offender received 0.03
or certificate the vocational training certifi-

cate
Vocational work assignments Dummy = 1 if offender partici- 0.03

pated in work assignments
GED in prison Dummy = 1 if offender obtained 0.07

a GED in prison
Substance abuse program Dummy = 1 if offender partici- 0.07

pated in a substance abuse pro-
gram

Race and age
Black Dummy = 1 if offender was 0.56

black
Less than or equal to twenty Dummy = 1 if offender was 0.08

twenty or under at release
Twenty-one through twenty- Dummy = 1 if offender was 0.22
five twenty-one through twenty-

five at release
Twenty-six through thirty Dummy = 1 if offender was 0.18

twenty-six through thirty at re-
lease
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Table 9.1 Continued

Variable Definition Mean

Thirty-one through thirty-five Dummy = 1 if offender was 0.15
thirty-one through thirty-five
at release

Thirty-six through forty Dummy = 1 if offender was 0.15
thirty-six through forty at
release

Over forty-one Omitted age category 0.23

Release year
Released during 1999 Dummy = 1 if offender was re- 0.57

leased during 1999

Number of observations 144,196

Source: Author’s analysis of Ohio Department of Corrections (ODRC) data and Local
Area Unemployment (LAUS) data.

count of the number of prior incarcerations, and by creating an indica-
tor variable to distinguish whether a release is from a first term (or
admission to prison on a conviction for a new crime) or a subsequent
release from a term (that is, a release from a commitment as a condi-
tional release violator).13 The mean number of prior incarcerations was
0.92, and 94 percent of the release cohort was released on their first
term on a commitment.

The ODRC data provide indications of the method of release and the
form of post-prison supervision. Ohio sentencing laws changed in 1996,
as a result of reforms begun in the early 1990s that came to be known
as senate bill 2 (or SB2), for the original legislation that proposed the
reforms. These reforms introduced “truth in sentencing” (or TIS), which
was associated with the elimination of parole release decisions and in-
determinate sentences. Under TIS sentences, offenders were required
to serve all or most (97 percent) of their imposed terms, as they could
receive only small amounts of good time reductions. TIS sentences re-
placed the “old law” system of indeterminate sentences with parole
release. Parole supervision was replaced with “post-release control” (or
PRC) supervision. Under TIS, offenders are released by expiration of
sentence and are required to be supervised by PRC if they were sen-
tenced for a first- or second-degree felony or if they committed a sex
or violent offense that was a third-degree felony. Offenders who com-
mitted third-degree nonviolent offenses or fourth- or fifth-degree felon-
ies that were not sex offenses are eligible for PRC, but supervision for
these offenders is discretionary.14 The length of PRC supervision terms
varies from three to five years. About 20 percent of offenders were
released to parole, and 29 percent were released to PRC.
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Table 9.2 Spells of Initial Unemployment upon Release from Prison

Cumulative Survival
Number of Percentage Probability
Quarters Complete (Percentage)

1 44.8 73.2
2 76.3 53.3
3 85.8 46.3
4 90.7 42.5
5 94.1 39.9
6 96.2 38.2
7 97.6 37.0
8 98.5 36.0
9 99.2 35.1

10 99.7 34.4
11 99.9 33.9
12 100.0 33.5
Count 25,764

Source: Author’s analysis of ODRC data.

uated at their mean levels. County unemployment rates enter these
models as time-varying covariates. Pre-prison employment appears in
the models in two different ways—as a count of the number of quarters
in which the ex-inmate held at least one job, and as a set of dummy
variables that indicate whether a person was employed in a particular
quarter. models 1 and 2 show results without county fixed effects, and
models 3 and 4 are estimated with county fixed effects.

Effects of Labor-Market Variables

Turning first to the effects of county unemployment rates, models 1
and 2 show a highly significant and negative coefficient (−0.0358 and
−0.0427, respectively) on the time-varying county unemployment rate.16

These findings are consistent with predictions that local labor-market
demand would affect post-prison employment, and as county unem-
ployment rates increased the conditional probability of exiting the spell
of initial unemployment at release would decrease. Evaluated at the
means of all variables, a one-percentage-point increase in county un-
employment rates leads to about a half-percentage-point decrease in
the probability of exiting the initial spell of unemployment and finding
a job.

The difference between these two estimates is that model 2 includes
a dummy variable if an offender’s release county was one of the six
largest counties in Ohio. Including this term slightly increases the effect
of county unemployment rates on the probability that an ex-offender



Table 9.3 Parameter Estimates of Discrete Duration Model of the Probability of Exiting the Initial Spell of Unemployment
upon Release from Prison

Model (1) Model (2) Model (3) Model (4)

Change in Change in Change in Change in
Variable Parameter exit ratea Parameter exit ratea Parameter exit ratea Parameter exit ratea

Intercept −3.4291*** −3.3596*** −0.2871*** −2.9631***
Labor market variables

County unemployment rate −0.0358*** −0.5% −0.0427*** −0.6% −0.1347*** −1.8% −0.1340*** −1.8%
Number of pre-prison 0.4194*** 5.6% 0.4184*** 5.6% 0.4186*** 5.6% 0.4277*** 5.7%
quarters

N of pre-prison by time −0.0060* −0.1%
interaction

Second month in quarter of −0.1037*** −1.4% −0.1052*** −1.4% −0.1076*** −1.4% −0.1078 −1.4%
release

Third month in quarter of −0.2988*** −4.0% −0.2998*** −4.0% −0.3034*** −4.1% −0.3036 −4.1%
release

Big county dummy −0.0934*** −1.3%

Prior prison admissions
Prior incarcerations 0.0243*** 0.3% 0.0261*** 0.4% 0.0259*** 0.3% 0.0263*** 0.4%
First-term group −0.0925* −1.2% −0.0846* −1.1% −0.0836* −1.1% −0.0881* −1.2%

Form of supervision or release
Parole supervision 0.4242*** 5.7% 0.4255*** 5.7% 0.4204*** 5.7% 0.4181*** 5.6%
PRC supervision 0.1687*** 2.3% 0.1657*** 2.2% 0.1637*** 2.2% 0.1634*** 2.2%
Judicial release 0.2275*** 3.1% 0.2114*** 2.8% 0.2067*** 2.8% 0.2060*** 2.8%

(Table continues on p. 282)



Table 9.3 Continued

Model (1) Model (2) Model (3) Model (4)

Change in Change in Change in Change in
Variable Parameter exit ratea Parameter exit ratea Parameter exit ratea Parameter exit ratea

Type and length of sentence
served
TIS sentence −0.1537*** −2.1% −0.1496*** −2.0% −0.1500*** −2.0% −0.1541*** −2.1%
Time served 0.0217*** 0.3% 0.0214*** 0.3% 0.0213*** 0.3% 0.0214*** 0.3%
Time served squared −0.0004*** 0.0% −0.0004*** 0.0% −0.0004*** 0.0% −0.0004*** 0.0%

Education level and prison
program variables
TABE total score 0.0060* 0.1% 0.0054* 0.1% 0.0052* 0.1% 0.0050* 0.1%
Vocation program graduate −0.1160* −1.6% −0.1204* −1.6% −0.1197* −1.6% −0.1200* −1.6%

or certificate
Vocational work assign- −0.0327 −0.4% −0.0325 −0.4% −0.0344 −0.5% −0.0316 −0.4%

ments
GED in prison 0.0004 0.0% 0.0020 0.0% 0.0011 0.0% 0.0004 0.0%
Substance abuse program 0.0289 0.4% 0.0261 0.4% 0.0291 0.4% 0.0268 0.4%



Race and age
Black 0.0330* 0.4% 0.0657*** 0.9% 0.0521* 0.7% 0.0487* 0.7%
Less than or equal to 0.2794*** 3.8% 0.2760*** 3.7% 0.2796*** 3.8% 0.2830*** 3.8%
twenty

Twenty-one through 0.3488*** 4.7% 0.3450*** 4.6% 0.3480*** 4.7% 0.3522*** 4.7%
twenty-five

Twenty-six through thirty 0.2677*** 3.6% 0.2661*** 3.6% 0.2684*** 3.6% 0.2689*** 3.6%
Thirty-one through thirty- 0.2779*** 3.7% 0.2787*** 3.7% 0.2816*** 3.8% 0.2833*** 3.8%
five

Thirty-six through forty 0.2337*** 3.1% 0.2354*** 3.2% 0.2386*** 3.2% 0.2457 3.3%

Release year
Released during 1999 0.0260 0.3% 0.0283* 0.4% 0.0361* 0.5% 0.0293 0.4%

Duration dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes

County effects Yes Yes

Log likelihood −49456 −49443 −49348 −49302

Source: Author’s analysis of ODRC data.
Note: Each regression also includes four dummy variables for the felony severity level of the offense (that is, felony 1 through felony 4), and ten
dummy variables for offense categories (manslaughter, rape, aggravated assault, robbery, other violent, burglary, theft, other property, weapons,
and public order or other).
aExit rate change based on mean levels
* = 5%; *** = 0.01%
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Table 9.4 Descriptive Statistics for Sample Used in Post-Prison
Employment Analysis

Standard
Variable Mean Deviation

Post-prison employment probability 0.359 0.480

Labor market variables
County unemployment rate (quarterly) 4.381 1.297
Number of quarters employed pre-prison 1.601 1.683

Offense severity level
Felony one 0.041 0.198
Felony two 0.129 0.335
Felony three 0.175 0.380
Felony four 0.306 0.461

Offense type
Homicide 0.005 0.069
Rape 0.027 0.162
Aggravated assault 0.120 0.325
Robbery 0.079 0.269
Other violent 0.024 0.154
Burglary 0.130 0.336
Theft 0.080 0.272
Other property 0.093 0.291
Weapons 0.031 0.173
Public order or other 0.095 0.293

Prior prison
Prior incarcerations 0.883 1.346
First-term group 0.949 0.219

Type and length of sentence
TIS sentence 0.734 0.442
Time served 22.672 21.590

Release type and form of supervision
Judicial release 0.100 0.299
Parole 0.170 0.375

Education and program participation
Substance abuse program 0.069 0.254
Vocational program certificate 0.028 0.164
GED in prison 0.073 0.260
TABE total test score 7.088 3.428

Race and age at release
Black 0.544 0.498
Twenty and under 0.083 0.277
Twenty-one to twenty-five 0.249 0.432
Twenty-six to thirty 0.180 0.384
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Table 9.4 Continued

Standard
Variable Mean Deviation

Thirty-one to thirty-five 0.154 0.361
Thirty-six to forty 0.146 0.353

Release year
Released during 1999 0.472 0.499

Number of observations 34,081

Source: Author’s analysis of ODRC data.

eight quarters their average employment probability was about 36 per-
cent. Their average characteristics were otherwise similar to the means
and proportions in table 9.2, with some minor differences that were
due to the differences in the ways that the samples were constructed.

Table 9.5 shows the parameter estimates for three models of the ef-
fect of county unemployment rates on post-prison employment. As was
done in the analysis of the duration of unemployment, county unem-
ployment rates are permitted to vary across quarters. Except for the
lagged value of post-prison employment, all other variables are as de-
scribed previously. Table 9.5 also shows the parameter estimates, sig-
nificance levels, and estimated marginal effects of variables, with other
variables evaluated at their mean levels. Models 1 and 2 in table 9.5
assess effects for all released prisons, but model 2 includes a lagged
value (by one quarter) of post-prison employment. Model 3 assesses
effects for only the sample of offenders who had at least one pre-prison
quarter of employment. All models are estimated with county-level
fixed effects.

As occurred in the results of the analysis of the spells of initial unem-
ployment, county unemployment rates are inversely associated with
the probability of post-prison employment. The results are fairly robust
across the three specifications in table 9.5, as the differences in the mag-
nitudes of the estimated coefficients on the county unemployment rates
are small, and the marginal effect of a 1 percent increase in county
unemployment rates ranges from five percentage points, in model 1, to
six percentage points, in model 3.

These estimated marginal effects of county unemployment rates on
post-prison employment probabilities are larger than those reported by
Raphael and Weiman (chapter 10, this volume). They used an estimate
from Holzer and Paul Offner (2002) that showed that a 1 percent in-
crease in the local area unemployment rate decreases the probability
that less-educated black males are employed by 2.7 percent. While the
estimates for the Ohio sample are around the same order of magnitude



Table 9.5 Parameter Estimates of the Probability of Post-Prison Employment of Male Offendersa

Model 3 Model 4
Model 2 Lagged Pre-Prison

All Releases Employment Employed

Marginal Marginal Marginal
Effect on Effect on Effect on

Employment Employment Employment
Variable Parameter Probability Parameter Probability Parameter Probability

Intercept −0.0732*** −0.7168*** −0.3496***
Quarterly county unemployment rate −0.2156*** −5.0% −0.2240*** −5.2% −0.2378*** −5.9%
Lagged post-prison employment 0.1024*** 2.4% 0.0371** 0.9%
Number of pre-prison quarters employed 0.4645*** 10.8% 0.4732*** 11.1% 0.3818*** 9.5%
Felony one 0.1823** 4.2% 0.1915** 4.5% 0.3023* 7.6%
Felony two 0.1797** 4.2% 0.2159** 5.1% 0.2513* 6.3%
Felony three 0.0680* 1.6% 0.0833* 2.0% 0.1156* 2.9%
Felony four 0.0012 0.0% 0.0133 0.3% 0.0353* 0.9%
Homicide 0.2242* 5.2% 0.2523* 5.9% 0.3223* 8.1%
Rape −0.1580** −3.7% −0.1431** 3.4% −0.0509 −1.3%
Aggravated assault 0.1718** 4.0% 0.1686** 4.0% 0.2223* 5.6%
Robbery 0.1047* 2.4% 0.0822* 1.9% 0.0762 1.9%
Other violent 0.0568 1.3% 0.0623 1.5% 0.0626 1.6%
Burglary 0.0671 1.6% 0.0571 1.3% 0.0461 1.2%
Theft 0.0106 0.2% 0.0040 0.1% −0.0259 −0.6%
Other property −0.0548 −1.3% −0.0768 −1.8% −0.0516 −1.3%
Weapons −0.1114* −2.6% −0.1122* −2.6% −0.1116 −2.8%
Public order or other −0.0487 1.1% 0.0431 1.0% 0.0892** 2.2%



Prior incarcerations −0.0434* −1.0% −0.0570* −1.3% −0.0920** −2.3%
First-term group 0.2164* 5.0% −0.2648* 6.2% 0.4319** 2.8%
TIS sentence −0.1323* −3.1% −0.1355* −3.2% 0.1101* −2.8%
Time served −0.0152** 0.4% −0.0130** 0.3% −0.0019 0.0%
Time served squared −0.0003** 0.0% −0.0002** 0.0% 0.0001 0.0%
Judicial release 0.1397*** 3.2% 0.1598*** 3.7% 0.1500** 3.7%
Parole 0.2469*** 5.7% 0.2074*** 4.9% 0.0978* 2.4%
Substance abuse program 0.0013 0.0% 0.0020 0.0% −0.0155 −0.4%
Vocational program certificate −0.1111* −2.6% −0.1113* −2.6% −0.0601 1.5%
GED in prison −0.0086 −0.2% −0.0113 0.3% −0.0158 −0.4%
TABE total test score 0.0049** 0.1% 0.0056** 0.1% 0.0031 0.1%
Black 0.0326* 0.8% 0.0388* 0.9% 0.0543** 1.4%
Less than twenty at release −0.0846 2.0% 0.1194 2.8% 0.2607* 6.5%
Twenty-one through twenty-five 0.0585 1.4% 0.0341 0.8% −0.0833 −2.1%
Twenty-six through thirty 0.0851 2.0% 0.0798 1.9% −0.0321 −0.8%
Thirty-one through thirty-five 0.1301* 3.0% 0.1189* 2.8% −0.0059 −0.1%
Thirty-six through forty 0.1582** 3.7% 0.1429** 3.3% 0.0687 1.7%
Released during 1999 0.1848** 4.3% 0.2239** 5.2% 0.3338 8.3%
Time (quarterly) dummies Yes Yes Yes
County dummies Yes Yes Yes
Number of observations 262,674 229,391 135,820
Log likelihood −150335 −131159 −85639
Mean probability of employment 36.7% 37.5% 49.9%

Source: Author’s analysis of ODRC data.
aMale offenders released during 1999 and 2000 and tracked for eight post-release quarters. Within subject (offender) fixed effects in all models;
robust standard errors.
* = 5%; ** = 1%; *** = 0.01%
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Figure 10.1 Number of Prison Admissions, Individual Commitments, and
Individual Offenders Entering the California State Prison
System, 1990 to 1999
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Source: Authors’ tabulations of CDC administrative data.

In the data provided to us, each record corresponds to an individual
term. Included in each record is a term counter that increases within a
given commitment (first term, second term, third term, and so forth), a
unique commitment identification variable, unique identifiers for indi-
vidual offenders, basic demographic information, information on the
offense committed, the county of commitment, and, most important,
the start and end dates for each term.6 Over 95 percent of the terms
beginning during the 1990s end during the 1990s, with a median term
length of roughly twelve months. For all terms ending during the de-
cade, the inmate is discharged to parole status.

Figures 10.1 through 10.4 summarize several aspects of the California
prison term data. Collectively, these figures document the extremely high
incidence of parole violations that result in the ex-offenders’ being re-
turned to custody, as well as the high contribution of parole violations
to prison admissions in California. Figure 10.1 shows the number of
terms (the number of records in our data set), the number of unique
court commitments, and the number of individual offenders. The fact
that the number of commitments is only slightly greater than the num-
ber of offenders indicates that a relatively small proportion of offenders
were prosecuted and sentenced more than once during the decade.
Conversely, the fact that the number of terms is more than double the
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Figure 10.2 Distribution of Court Commitments by the Number of
Terms Served, Commitments with Any Time Served During
the 1990s
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number of commitments indicates that the lion’s share of repeat spells
in California prisons is due to parole violations rather than new felony
offenses.

Figures 10.2 and 10.3 reinforce this interpretation. Figure 10.2 pre-
sents the relative frequency distribution for the 471,877 individual com-
mitments by the number of terms served, and figure 10.3 presents the
relative frequency distribution for the 418,199 offenders by the number
of commitments incurred during the decade. As can be seen, multiple
terms are served on over half of the commitments. On the other hand,
90 percent of offenders accumulate only one commitment during the
time period observed.

Finally, figure 10.4 summarizes the number of new admissions to
the state prison system by whether the new admission is the first term
of a new commitment or the second or higher term on an existing com-
mitment.7 First-term admissions give the number of new commitments
to the state prison system, and the number of second or higher term
admissions provide the number of admissions that are due to parole
violations. Over the decade, the proportion of admissions accounted
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Figure 10.3 Distribution of Offenders Entering the California State
Prison System by the Number of Individual Commitments,
1990 to 1999
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for by parole violators increased from approximately 60 percent to 70
percent of all admissions. These figures are high for California (relative
to past years) and relative to other states.

We use the administrative records to construct our parole-violation
measures in the following manner. We first restrict the term records to
those terms that end during the 1990s. This ensures that all base terms
correspond to a subsequent period on parole. We then sort the term
records by the unique commitment identification number and the term
counter variable (the variable that counts terms within a commitment).
For each commitment, we identify the total number of terms served on
the commitment and attach this figure to each term record within a
given commitment.8 If the term-counter code number is less than the
total number of terms served on the commitment, than we know that
the current term is followed by a subsequent prison spell resulting from
a parole violation. For such observations, we merge the in dates for the
subsequent terms and calculate the time (in months) between the re-
lease date from the base term and the in date for the new term. If, on
the other hand, the term-counter identification for a given term record
equals the value of the total terms served, then the term is the last term
served. For such observations, we set the variable measuring the time
between terms to an arbitrarily large number.9
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Figure 10.4 Total New Admissions, Admissions Due to Parole Violations,
Admissions Due to New Commitments, 1990 to 1999
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Using this variable, we construct four dependent variables that are
indicative of a parole violation resulting in a return to custody: dummy
variables that indicate that the offender is returned to custody within
six, twelve, twenty-four, and thirty-six months of release from the pre-
vious term.10 For the six- and twelve-month return-to-custody variable,
we restrict the sample to terms ending prior to 1999. This restriction
ensures that we have at least one year post-release to observe whether
the parolee is returned to custody. Similarly, for the twenty-four-month
variable, we restrict the sample to terms with end dates prior to 1998,
whereas for the thirty-six-month variable we restrict the sample to
terms ending prior to 1997.

Figure 10.5 presents average values for the return-to-custody dum-
mies, by year, for the period 1990 to 1998. The proportion of parolees
returning within six months varies between 30 and 40 percent, and the
proportion returning within one year varies from a low of 48 percent
to a high of 61 percent. Between one and two years post-release, the
proportion returning to prison on a parole violation increases by
roughly ten percentage points, with 60 to 70 percent returning within
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Figure 10.5 The Proportion of Parolees Returning to Prison Within Six,
Twelve, Twenty-Four, and Thirty-Six Months of Release,
by Year of Release
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two years. Finally, between two and three years, there are small in-
creases in the proportion returning to custody on a parole violation.
These California return-to-custody rates are exceptionally high when
compared to those of other states. For example, John Tyler and Jeffrey
Kling (chapter 8, this volume) report that roughly 16 percent of Florida
prison releases recidivate within one year, and 26 percent recidivate
within two years (these numbers are less than half of the estimates
presented in figure 10.5).

The return-to-custody rates exhibit clear time trends. Between 1990
and 1993, all return rates decline by roughly ten percentage points. The
Legislative Analyst’s Office of California (1998) attributes this decrease
to a standardization of parolee monitoring procedures and standards
for parole revocation across the four geographic divisions of the De-
partment of Corrections Parole Services Division. Furthermore, between
1993 and 1998 all return rates trend upwards, with increases on the
order of five percentage points. This second trend is often attributed



318 Barriers to Reentry?

Figure 10.6 Average Monthly Unemployment Rate in County of Release,
by Year
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Characterizing Local Labor-Market Conditions

Upon release from prison, the overwhelming majority of California pa-
rolees are returned to the controlling county—the county that prose-
cuted the parolee for the initial offense.12 Paroled ex-offenders are re-
quired to remain in the county of commitment and to maintain contact
with parole authorities. During the 1990s, local labor-market conditions
varied considerably both within and between the state’s 58 counties.
We use this variation to identify the impact of local labor-market condi-
tions on the likelihood that the offender’s parole status is revoked.

Specifically, for each offender we attach the average monthly unem-
ployment rate for the offender’s controlling county for the six-month
period beginning with the month that the offender is paroled into the
community. We do so using county monthly unemployment rate data
from the California Employment Development Department Labor Mar-
ket Information Division. This average monthly unemployment rate,
anchored to a county and a specific time period defined by the offend-
er’s date of release, is our key explanatory variables.

Figure 10.6 presents the average local unemployment rate in the
county of release by year of release. Labor-market prospects diminished
between 1990 and 1993 as the state economy slipped into a particularly
deep recession and then improved between 1993 and 1998 with im-
provements in the national economy. The time path of average unem-
ployment rates is such that local unemployment rates are increasing
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Table 10.1 Proportion of Terms Where the Parolee is Returned to Custody Within
Six, Twelve, Twenty-four, and Thirty-six Months of Release, by
Offender Characteristicsa

Returns to Prison Within . . .

Offender Proportion Six Twelve Twenty-four Thirty-six
Characteristics of Terms Months Months Monthsb Monthsc

All terms 1.00 0.34 0.52 0.62 0.64

Age at time of release
Eighteen to twenty 0.02 0.30 0.50 0.61 0.64
Twenty-one to twenty-five 0.16 0.32 0.51 0.62 0.64
Twenty-six to thirty 0.23 0.34 0.52 0.63 0.65
Thirty-one to thirty-five 0.23 0.35 0.54 0.64 0.66
Thirty-six to forty 0.18 0.35 0.54 0.63 0.65
Forty-one plus 0.18 0.32 0.58 0.58 0.60

Male 0.90 0.34 0.53 0.63 0.65
Female 0.10 0.27 0.45 0.56 0.59
White 0.33 0.35 0.54 0.64 0.66
Black 0.34 0.38 0.57 0.68 0.70
Hispanic 0.30 0.28 0.45 0.54 0.57
Asian 0.01 0.20 0.33 0.43 0.46
Other 0.02 0.29 0.45 0.54 0.56

Offense committed
Murder or manslaughter 0.01 0.20 0.33 0.44 0.47
Robbery 0.08 0.31 0.49 0.59 0.61
Assault 0.07 0.31 0.49 0.60 0.63
Sex crimes 0.03 0.28 0.41 0.50 0.53
Kidnap 0.00 0.26 0.39 0.49 0.52
Burglary 0.14 0.38 0.56 0.66 0.68
Theft, Fraud, other property 0.22 0.38 0.58 0.68 0.70
Drug crimes 0.36 0.33 0.51 0.61 0.63
Escape 0.00 0.50 0.66 0.74 0.76
DUI 0.04 0.20 0.34 0.44 0.46
Arson 0.00 0.31 0.46 0.55 0.58
Weapons possession 0.04 0.34 0.54 0.66 0.69
Other 0.01 0.32 0.48 0.59 0.62

Term group
First 0.36 0.21 0.37 0.49 0.52
Second 0.21 0.34 0.54 0.65 0.67
Third or higher 0.44 0.44 0.63 0.72 0.73

Source: Estimated using administration records from the California Department of Corrections.
aData refer to all terms served in California beginning during the 1990s and with an outdate occurring
prior to 1999.
bSample is restricted to commitments with first terms ending prior to 1998.
cSample is restricted to commitments with first terms ending prior to 1998.
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Table 10.2 Linear Probability Models of the Likelihood of Returning to
Prison Within Six, Twelve, Twenty-four, and Thirty-six
Months of Release, All Terms (Standard Errors in Parentheses)

Returns to Prison Within . . .

Twenty- Thirty-
Six Twelve four six

Months Months Months Months

Unemployment Rate 0.017 0.025 0.059 0.055
(0.018) (0.019) (0.020) (0.022)

Female −0.067 −0.077 −0.066 −0.057
(0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002)

Black 0.025 0.035 0.042 0.044
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002)

Hispanic −0.043 −0.064 −0.072 −0.068
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002)

Asian −0.114 −0.171 −0.174 −0.158
(0.007) (0.007) (0.008) (0.008)

Other −0.038 −0.060 −0.072 −0.070
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004)

N 831,216 831,216 708,913 592,351

Source: Estimated using administrative records from the California Department of Correc-
tions.
Note: Each regression includes 390 fixed effects, defined by the thirteen offense categories,
six age categories, and five categories describing the terms of release (terms 1 through 4
and fifth or higher). The regressions also include a third-order polynomial of the spell
length of the most recent term served, a complete set of year dummies, dummy variables
for parole regions, and complete interactions between the parole regions and year dum-
mies. For the twenty-four-month model, the sample is restricted to terms ending prior to
1998. For the thirty-six-month model, the sample is restricted to terms ending prior to 1997.

Base Estimates Using the Entire Population
of Parolees

Table 10.2 presents parameter estimates from linear-probability regres-
sion models of the likelihood that a paroled ex-offender is returned to
prison. The first column presents estimation results where the depen-
dent variable is a dummy indicating a return to custody within six
months, the next column presents the results for the twelve month de-
pendent variable, and the third and fourth columns present the results
for the twenty-four- and thirty-six-months dependent variables, respec-
tively.

In addition to the explanatory variables shown in the table, each
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Table 10.3 Average Characteristics of Released Prisoners, by Predicted
Risk of a Parole Violation and Subsequent Return to Custodya

Low to High to
Low Medium Medium High
Risk Risk Risk Risk

Returns within
Six months 0.163 0.288 0.391 0.504
Twelve months 0.308 0.484 0.597 0.690
Twenty-four months 0.420 0.610 0.705 0.773
Thirty-six months 0.457 0.644 0.727 0.786

Age at end of term
Eighteen to twenty 0.017 0.029 0.016 0.009
Twenty-one to twenty-five 0.170 0.198 0.148 0.138
Twenty-six to thirty 0.222 0.230 0.232 0.239
Thirty-one to thirty-five 0.200 0.224 0.241 0.269
Thirty-six to forty 0.155 0.165 0.187 0.202
Forty-one plus 0.236 0.154 0.176 0.143

Male 0.840 0.887 0.909 0.965
Female 0.160 0.113 0.091 0.035
White 0.271 0.328 0.339 0.373
Black 0.195 0.301 0.364 0.510
Hispanic 0.480 0.337 0.273 0.108
Asian 0.015 0.006 0.001 0.000
Other 0.039 0.028 0.023 0.009

Offense committed
Murder or manslaughter 0.030 0.012 0.003 0.000
Robbery 0.083 0.103 0.085 0.032
Assault 0.086 0.089 0.082 0.039
Sex crimes 0.057 0.035 0.018 0.003
Kidnap 0.005 0.003 0.001 0.000
Burglary 0.065 0.152 0.162 0.175
Theft, fraud, or other 0.095 0.207 0.241 0.334
Drug crime 0.432 0.306 0.322 0.358
Escape 0.000 0.002 0.004 0.008
DUI 0.101 0.029 0.018 0.004
Arson 0.005 0.003 0.003 0.001
Weapons possession 0.019 0.046 0.046 0.034
Other 0.022 0.013 0.015 0.012

Term group
First 0.895 0.458 0.066 0.004
Second 0.080 0.306 0.333 0.113
Third or higher 0.025 0.236 0.601 0.883

Source: Estimated using administrative records from the California Department of Correc-
tions.
aRisk categories are defined by the quartiles of a predicted probability of returning to
custody within twelve months. See the text (page 323) for a description of the model
used to estimate the probability of returning to custody.
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Table 10.4 Estimates of the Effect of Local Unemployment Rates on the
Likelihood of Returning to Custody Within Six, Twelve,
Twenty-four, and Thirty-six Months of Release, by Predicted
Probability of Violating Parole (Standard Errors are in
Parentheses)

Returns to Custody Within . . .

Twenty- Thirty-
Predicted Risk of Six Twelve four six
Violating Parole Months Months Months Months

Low risk 0.102 0.156 0.270 0.321
(0.033) (0.041) (0.047) (0.052)

Low-to-medium risk 0.024 0.052 0.128 0.113
(0.037) (0.040) (0.044) (0.047)

High-to-medium risk 0.080 0.073 0.053 0.032
(0.037) (0.037) (0.038) (0.041)

High risk −0.109 −0.141 −0.154 −0.195
(0.037) (0.034) (0.034) (0.039)

Source: Estimated using administrative records from the California Department of Correc-
tions.
Note: Each figure is the coefficient on the average monthly unemployment rate for the
six-month period following release in the county of release. Each regression includes 390
fixed effects, defined by the thirteen offense categories, six age categories, and five catego-
ries describing the terms of release (terms 1 through 4 and fifth or higher). The regres-
sions also include a third-order polynomial of the spell length of the most recent term
served, a complete set of year dummies, dummy variables for parole regions, and com-
plete interactions between the parole regions and year dummies. For the twenty-four-
month model, the sample is restricted to terms ending prior to 1998. For the thirty-six-
month model, the sample is restricted to terms ending prior to 1997.

there are no uniform patterns concerning age (other than that the oldest
offenders are most represented in the low-risk group), but there are
pronounced patterns for gender, race-ethnicity, offense, and term served.
Female parolees are disproportionately represented in the low-risk group
and male parolees are disproportionately represented in the high-risk
group. Blacks and whites are disproportionately high-risk parolees, and
Hispanics and Asians are disproportionately low-risk. Finally, parolees
released from their first term are concentrated in the low-risk quartiles
and offenders released from second or higher terms are concentrated
in the high-risk quartiles.

We use these risk groupings to assess more generally whether the
effect of local labor-market conditions on the likelihood of being re-
turned to prison on a parole violation varies across offender types. Ta-
ble 10.4 presents the results of this exercise. The rows of table 10.4
correspond to risk groups and the columns correspond to the four dif-
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Table 10.5 Predicted Effect of Being Employed on the Likelihood of
Being Returned to Custody, Based on the Local Labor Market
Conditions Effect Estimates in Tables 2 through 5

Predicted Effect of Employment
on Likelihood of Returning

to Prison Within . . .

Twenty- Thirty-
Unemployment-Effect Six Twelve four six
Estimates Used Months Months Months Months

Overall effects (table 10.2)
Lower bound −0.003 −0.005 −0.012 −0.011
Upper bound −0.006 −0.009 −0.022 −0.020

Effects for first-term parolees
(table 10.3)
Lower bound −0.008 −0.015 −0.036 −0.048
Upper bound −0.014 −0.027 −0.067 −0.088

Effects for low-risk parolees
(table 10.4)
Lower bound −0.020 −0.031 −0.054 −0.064
Upper bound −0.038 −0.058 −0.100 −0.119

Source: Estimated using administrative records from the California Department of Correc-
tions.
Note: The figures in the table are calculated as follows: The coefficient on local unemploy-
ment rates in the linear probability model is theoretically equal to the product of the
effect of local unemployment rates on the probability of being employed times the effect
of being employed on the probability of being returned to custody. To isolate the employ-
ment effect on parole violations, one needs to divide the point estimates in tables 10.2
through 10.4 by an estimate of the effect of unemployment rates on the probability of
being employed. In linear probability models where the dependent variable is a dummy
variable equal to one if a person is employed, Holzer and Offner (2002) find that the
coefficient on unemployment for a regression restricted to less-educated black males is
equal to −2.7. Sabol (Chapter 9, this volume) finds a marginal effect of a one-percentage-
point change in the unemployment rate on the employment probabilities for recent re-
leased prisoners of five percentage points. We use this point estimate to calculate the
figures in the table. We use the Holzer and Offner estimate to calculate the upper-bound
employment-effect estimate and the Sabol parameter to compute the lower-bound esti-
mates. The figures in the table should be interpreted as estimates of the effect of having
a job on the likelihood of being returned to custody within the given time frame.

effect of having a job on the likelihood of being returned to prison, and
the parameter estimate from Holzer and Offner is used to calculate the
upper bound.16

Table 10.5 presents estimates of the effect of being employed on the
likelihood of being returned to prison on a parole violation that are
based on the reduced-form unemployment effects that we present here
and on the employment–unemployment-rate effects borrowed from the
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Table 11.1 Five Studies Estimating the Effect of Incarceration on
Employment, Wages, and Earnings

Study, Comparison Group
Sourcea Data for Ex-Prisoners Results

1 NLSYb No prison Annual employment reduced
21 to 24 percent

BYSc No prison Current employment reduced
21 to 26 percent

ICYd No prison Current employment reduced
24 percent

Employment reduced 59
percent

2 Court and UIe Pre-prison Annual income reduced 12 to
28 percent

3 Court and UIe Pre-prison Quarterly employment re-
duced 38 percent

Quarterly earnings reduced 11
to 30 percent

4 NLSYb Pre-prison Hourly wages reduced 7 to 19
percent

Hourly wage growth reduced
30 percent

5 Court and UI t − 1 years served No earnings loss, seven to
nine years later

Quarterly earnings increased 0
to 33 percent, one to two-
and-a-half years later

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: All estimates are regression-adjusted; studies 3 to 5 fit fixed effects.
aStudies: 1, Freeman (1991); 2, Waldfogel (1994); 3, Grogger (1995); 4, Western (2002);
5, Kling (2006).
bNational Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979
cBoston Youth Survey
dSurvey of Inner-City Youth
eEarnings data from state unemployment insurance records

associated with a reduction in annual employment between 20 and 25
percent. Because Freeman relied chiefly on regression methods in cross-
sectional data sets, the effects of incarceration compare ex-inmates to
observably similar men who have not been imprisoned. Smaller regres-
sion-based estimates were also reported by Joel Waldfogel (1994), who
analyzed unemployment insurance (UI) data matched to court records.
His regression estimates compare ex-inmates to individuals who are
convicted but do not serve prison time. Waldfogel (1994) also reports
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