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Figure 1.1 State and Federal Incarceration, from 1925 to 2001
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Source: Based on data from Pastore and Maguire (2002).
Note: The figure graphs incarceration rates (per 100,000 U.S. residents) in state
and federal prisons from 1926 to 2000, incarceration rates (per 100,000 U.S. resi-
dents) in prisons and jails from 1980 to 1999, and the state and federal prison
population from 1925 to 2001.

prison, in this case, at the age of thirty to thirty-four. Table 1.1 shows
that 7.9 percent of working-age black men were in prison or jail on an
average day in 1999 compared with just 1.0 percent of working-age
white men. The incarceration rates are higher for younger men, aged
twenty-two to thirty, but racial disparity in imprisonment, indicated in
the last column, is approximately the same for this group as for working-
age men as a whole. Part of the racial disparity in imprisonment derives
from race differences in education. Incarceration rates for young high
school dropouts shows significantly less disparity than for the popula-
tion as a whole. Together, race, age, and education generate extremely
high incarceration rates for young unskilled black men, more than 30
percent of whom were in prison or jail on an average day in 1999.

The lower panel in table 1.1 expresses the risk of incarceration as the
percentage of men born from 1965 to 1969 who by 1999 had ever spent
time in state or federal prison. Racial disparities in this cumulative risk
of imprisonment are similar to those for prison and jail incarceration.
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Table 1.1 Prison and Jail Incarceration Rates and Cumulative Risks of
Imprisonment for Young Men (Percentage)

Black to
White Black White Ratio

In prison or jail
Adults, aged eighteen to sixty-five 1.0 7.9 7.9
Young adults, aged twenty-two to thirty 1.6 11.6 7.3
Young adult high school dropouts 6.7 32.4 4.8

Risk of imprisonment for young men
All 2.9 10.6 3.7
With high school diploma or GED 3.6 18.4 5.1
High school dropouts 11.2 58.9 5.3

Source: Percentage in prison or jail is based on Western, Kleykamp, and Rosen-
feld (2004); risk of imprisonment is based on Pettit and Western (2004).
Note: “Young men” are defined as those born from 1965 to 1969 and conse-
quently aged thirty to thirty-four in 1999.

Nearly one in five black male high school graduates in their early thirties
in 1999 were likely to have a prison record, five times the figure for
white men with the same schooling. At the bottom of the education dis-
tribution among high school dropouts, one in nine whites and more than
half of all blacks have prison records. Prison time has become a modal
life experience among young unskilled black men and reasonably com-
mon among young unskilled whites.

In sum, the high rates of incarceration currently seen are unprece-
dented in recent American history. Incarceration is now pervasive among
young black men with little schooling. Indeed, because the experience of
going to prison or jail is so strongly stratified by education, young white
men with little education also face a high risk of early incarceration.

INCARCERATION AND FAMILY LIFE

The effects of incarceration on children and families are potentially far-
reaching. The extent of these effects, however, depends on how closely
criminal offenders are linked to their spouses and their children. If men
are completely absent from the households of their spouses or children,
incarceration’s effects on family may be negligible. We examine these links
by estimating marriage rates among men with children in state prison.
The marital status of male state prisoners with children is reported in table
1.2. Among state prisoners, who account for 90 percent of the total prison
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Table 1.2 Marital Status of Fathers in State Prison and the
Noninstitutional Population, 1986 and 1997 (Percentage)

1986 1997

Prison General Prison General
Population Population Population Population

White
Married 33.3 89.3 25.0 88.5
Divorced 39.1 2.3 39.4 3.5
Never married 17.3 7.5 26.7 6.9

Black
Married 24.5 76.1 18.7 72.2
Divorced 12.7 2.3 11.4 4.1
Never married 53.4 19.6 62.7 20.1

Hispanic
Married 40.8 84.9 32.5 79.8
Divorced 21.4 1.9 15.8 1.8
Never married 28.2 12.5 41.0 17.1

Source: Based on data from U.S. Department of Justice (1986, 1997). General pop-
ulation figures for fathers are based on data from the 1986 and 1997 March Cur-
rent Population Surveys, for fathers aged twenty to forty-five (Freenberg and
Roth 2001).

population, fathers have very low marriage rates compared with the gen-
eral population. In 1986 only a third of white prison inmates with children
were married compared with nearly 90 percent of white fathers in the
general population. Among the unmarried white fathers in state prison,
nearly 40 percent were divorced, about twenty times the percentage di-
vorced in the general population. Among African American fathers, only
a quarter of those in state prison were married in 1986, compared with
more than three-quarters in the general population. Unlike whites, unmar-
ried blacks were much more likely never to have been married rather than
to be divorced. Indeed, more than half of all black fathers in state prison
had never been married. Marriage rates are highest for Hispanic fathers
in state prison, 40 percent of whom were married in 1986.

By 1997 the family attachments of male prisoners were significantly
weaker than they had been in 1986. Marriage rates among fathers had
widely fallen. Only a quarter of white fathers in state prison were mar-
ried. Marriage rates also fell among whites in federal prison, a group for
whom marriage rates were relatively high. A similar pattern can be seen
for African American men. Fewer than one in five black male prisoners
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Table 1.3 U.S. Children with a Parent in State or Federal Prison, by
Race-Ethnicity (Estimate)

1986 1991 1997 2000

Total
Number (thousands) 563 929 1,366 1,526
Percentage of all children 0.9 1.3 2.0 2.2

White
Number (thousands) 180 264 353 428
Percentage of all white children 0.4 0.6 0.7 1.0

Black
Number (thousands) 274 456 702 795
Percentage of all black children 2.9 4.4 6.9 7.5

Hispanic
Number (thousands) 94 185 271 281
Percentage of all Hispanic children 1.4 2.1 2.6 2.3

Source: Based on data from U.S. Department of Justice (1986, 1991, 1997); U.S.
Department of Commerce (2001).
Note: The data are for children under the age of eighteen.

with children was married in 1997. Around 60 percent of black fathers
in state prison had never been married. Although Hispanics had the
highest marriage rates among the three race groups, by 1997 their rates
had also decreased: fewer than a third of Hispanic state prisoners who
were fathers were married.

The extent of the effects of incarceration on children can be gauged
by estimating the number of children with parents in prison. We created
these estimates using survey data on correctional facilities in which
prison inmates were asked about their children under the age of eight-
een. Combining these data with census figures, we estimated the number
of children with parents in state or federal prison at four points from
1986 to 2000 (table 1.3). In the mid-1980s, more than half a million chil-
dren had a parent in prison. By 2000 this number had grown to more
than 1.5 million, or 2.2 percent of all children in the United States. Be-
cause of the large racial disparity in incarceration rates, parental absence
through incarceration is concentrated among African Americans. Our es-
timates indicate that more than half of all children with imprisoned par-
ents are black, and by 2000 about 7.5 percent of black children had a
parent in prison. Rates of parental imprisonment are also relatively high
for Hispanics: in 2000 approximately one Hispanic child in forty had a
parent serving time in prison.
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Table 1.4 Inmate Fathers Living with Their Children at Time of
Father’s Admission to State or Federal Prison, by
Race-Ethnicity of Father, 1986 and 1997 (Percentage)

1986 1997

State Federal State Federal
Prison Prison Prison Prison

White 51.3 — 44.9 61.5
Black 48.1 — 40.7 46.6
Hispanic 56.5 — 50.0 62.2

Source: Based on data from U.S. Department of Justice (1986, 1991, 1997).
Note: No data available for 1986 federal prison count.

The effect of incarcerating a growing number of parents may be
small if criminal offenders are not living with or do not contribute to the
well-being of their children. Table 1.4 shows the living arrangements of
male prisoners with children at the time of their admission to prison. In
1986 about one-half of all fathers admitted into the state prison system
were living with at least one of their children at the time of incarceration.
This proportion is roughly the same for all race and ethnic groups, al-
though rates of father residence are a little higher for Hispanics than
for blacks or whites. By 1997 the presence of fathers in their children’s
households at the time of prison admission had fallen. About 45 percent
of white and 41 percent of black fathers in state prison in 1997 were
living with their children at the time they were incarcerated. This in-
crease in father absence follows the rise in the number of female-headed
households observed in the general population over this same twelve-
year period (Ellwood and Jencks 2001). Where are the children of incar-
cerated fathers living? In nine out of ten cases, these children are living
with their mothers. This pattern varies little across race or ethnic groups
and has changed little over time.

Even though large numbers of children are separated from their in-
carcerated parents, many retain contact while the parents are in prison
(table 1.5). The Surveys of Inmates in State and Federal Correctional
Facilities record contact between prisoners and their children through
mail, phone calls, and visits (U.S. Department of Justice 1986, 1991, 1997).
Nearly half of all incarcerated parents have some kind of regular contact
with their children. Most commonly, prisoners receive phone calls or
mail. Consistent with other patterns, prisoners in federal facilities, who
tend to be older and more educated, have closer links with their children
than state prisoners. The surveys also show that only 20 to 25 percent of
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Table 1.5 Monthly Contact Between Fathers in State and Federal
Prison and Their Children, by Race-Ethnicity of Father and
Type of Contact, 1991 and 1997 (Percentage)

1991 1997

State Federal State Federal
Prison Prison Prison Prison

White
Receives phone calls 37.5 70.8 36.0 72.9
Receives mail 47.4 68.4 46.9 63.6
Receives visits 21.4 27.2 19.3 26.5

Black
Receives phone calls 55.4 69.5 50.4 77.3
Receives mail 56.3 66.8 53.2 66.2
Receives visits 26.1 23.5 23.3 25.9

Hispanic
Receives phone calls 42.7 65.4 33.1 67.0
Receives mail 53.5 71.9 50.3 66.0
Receives visits 19.1 22.3 21.5 20.4

Source: Based on data from U.S. Department of Justice (1991, 1997).

prisoners regularly receive visits from their children while they are in
prison. In part this is because many prisons are located in regions remote
from the urban centers that supply most of the felony offenders to the
penal system.

Many of these introductory descriptive statistics are further probed
in later chapters of this book in attempts to uncover causal relationships
and to connect incarceration to the institutions of family, community,
and the labor market. Yet at this general level, the magnitude of this
state intervention and the ramifications for myriad realms of social, eco-
nomic, and political life are apparent.

PLAN OF THE BOOK

The unifying goal of this volume is to move beyond thinking of incarcer-
ation as merely punishment and to place it instead within a larger sys-
tem of social stratification and institutional relations. Recognizing the
simultaneous identities of prisoners (and former prisoners) as fathers and
mothers, sons and daughters, spouses, neighborhood residents, workers,
and indeed citizens demands an examination of the consequences of the
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Table 2.1 Relationship Status at Twelve-Month Follow-Up Interview,
by Relationship Status at Baseline Interview and Father’s
Race-Ethnicity, 1999 to 2001

Baseline Status

Non- Total at
Follow-Up Status resident Cohabiting Married Follow-Up

African American
Nonresident (percentage) 74.3 33.4 7.5 50.0
Cohabiting (percentage) 22.4 55.3 .7 31.0
Married (percentage) 3.3 11.3 91.8 19.1
N 912 657 268 1,837

Hispanic
Nonresident (percentage) 66.9 20.2 2.8 28.1
Cohabiting (percentage) 24.3 62.0 2.8 38.2
Married (percentage) 8.8 17.8 94.4 33.7
N 272 534 251 1,057

White
Nonresident (percentage) 75.4 22.6 3.0 19.2
Cohabiting (percentage) 18.8 56.9 .4 19.9
Married (percentage) 5.8 20.5 96.6 60.9
N 138 288 537 963

Source: Based on McLanahan et al. (2001).
Note: Cell entries are based on mothers’ reports of relationship status in the base-
line and follow-up surveys.

with the criminal justice system.4 In particular, in the follow-up survey
fathers were asked whether they had ever served time in a correctional
facility and, if so, the date of their most recent release. Interviews com-
pleted in prisons or jails were also identified in the survey. Because only
a small proportion of interviews was recorded in a correctional facility,
most of our information about men’s imprisonment status is taken from
self-reports. A difficulty with these data is that crime and contact with
the criminal justice system may not be completely observed.

Incarceration might be underobserved in two ways. First, some men
may be unwilling to record their criminal justice status with the survey
interviewer. There is evidence that serious offenses like theft and bur-
glary and minor offenses like disturbing public order tend to be underre-
ported (Babinski, Hartsough, and Lambert 2001; Nagin, Farrington, and
Moffitt 1995). Second, criminal offenders are difficult to locate and inter-
view using the standard household-sampling frames of survey research.
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Table 2.2 Distribution of Agreement of Mothers’ and Fathers’ Reports
of Fathers’ Prior Incarceration Status, by Race-Ethnicity,
1999 to 2001

Fathers’ Reports

Not No Prison Prison
Mothers’ Reports Interviewed or Jail or Jail Total

African American
Not interviewed
(percentage) 0.0 4.8 6.0 3.8

No prison or jail
(percentage) 59.7 76.0 31.9 66.5

Prison or jail (percentage) 40.3 19.2 62.1 29.7
N 432 1,170 235 1,837

Hispanic
Not interviewed
(percentage) 0.0 2.1 2.7 1.8

No prison or jail
(percentage) 70.6 81.3 27.4 75.7

Prison or jail (percentage) 29.4 16.6 69.9 22.5
N 187 797 73 1,057

White
Not interviewed
(percentage) 0.0 1.2 4.3 1.4

No prison or jail
(percentage) 80.7 90.9 28.0 83.6

Prison or jail (percentage) 19.3 7.9 67.7 15.1
N 119 751 93 963

Source: Based on McLanahan et al. (2001).

been to prison or jail. More than 20 percent of fathers at high risk of
crime disagree with their partners and deny prior incarceration. The re-
sults are strongest for violent fathers. In 22.5 percent of cases, violent
fathers report no prior incarceration in contrast to the mother’s report
that fathers had previously been in prison or jail. Couples in poor rela-
tionships are more likely to agree about incarceration status than couples
with crime-involved men. For example, men who criticize their partners
are no more likely to disagree with their partners about incarceration
status than the sample average. The frequency of discrepancies in re-
ported incarceration status is higher in couples in which the men are
discouraging, unaffectionate, or uncompromising. For these couples in



Table 2.3 Distribution of Agreement in Mothers’ and Fathers’ Reports of Fathers’ Prior Incarceration Status, by
Measures of Criminality and Relationship Quality

Repondents Agree Respondents Disagree Father Missing

Mother Yes, Mother No, Mother Yes, Mother No,
Father Yes Father No Father No Father Yes Mother Yes

Measure (Percentage) (Percentage) (Percentage) (Percentage) N (Percentage) N

Full sample 8.6 73.6 13.8 4.0 3,017 34.1 738

Drug or alcohol abuse
Yes 16.5 57.1 21.1 5.4 503 53.4 103
No 7.0 77.0 12.2 3.8 2,475 30.6 608

Is violent
Yes 17.5 57.5 22.5 2.5 80 48.5 80
No 8.6 73.7 13.6 4.1 2,786 33.9 676

Compromises
Yes 7.7 77.4 11.3 3.6 1,620 26.0 296
No 10.3 67.9 17.1 4.7 1,244 41.3 407

Is affectionate
Yes 8.4 75.0 12.5 4.1 2,318 29.7 464
No 10.8 65.8 19.6 3.8 546 42.9 240

Is critical
Yes 8.5 73.7 13.5 4.2 2,784 34.6 29
No 18.8 57.6 23.5 0.0 85 34.5 680

Is encouraging
Yes 8.2 75.9 12.0 3.9 2,180 29.6 436
No 10.9 65.0 19.6 4.5 688 42.6 272

Source: Based on McLanahan et al. (2001).
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Table 2.4 Means of Independent Variables for Regression Analysis, by
Incarceration Status

Ever Incarcerated
Full

Variable Sample Yes No

Married at baseline .273 .085 .345
Cohabiting at baseline .382 .441 .360
First birth .387 .353 .401

Father’s characteristics
Black .476 .593 .431
Hispanic .274 .243 .286
White .206 .133 .234
Other .044 .031 .049
Age 28.013 26.569 28.567
Less than high school education .309 .419 .275
High school education .341 .394 .320
Some college .235 .174 .258
College graduate .115 .013 .154
Worked last year .819 .762 .841
Will compromise .535 .437 .574
Expresses affection .778 .716 .803
Insults or criticizes .032 .045 .027
Encourages .731 .649 .763
Abuses drugs or alcohol .166 .267 .127
Violent when angry .032 .051 .024

Mother’s characteristics
Black .459 .565 .419
Hispanic .270 .234 .283
White .231 .174 .252
Other .040 .026 .046
Age 25.382 23.613 26.059
Less than high school .320 .428 .279
High school education .303 .350 .285
Some college .256 .201 .277
College graduate .121 .021 .159

N 3,867 1,070 2,797

Source: Based on McLanahan et al. (2001).



Table 2.5 Estimated Marginal Effects of Incarceration on the Probabilities of Cohabitation and Marriage,
Full Sample

Cohabitation Marriage

Predicted Incarceration Predicted Incarceration
Model Probability Effect Probability Effect N

(1) Relationship at baseline .247 −.063 .059 −.031 3,867
(.015) (.006)

(2) Controlling for (1) and race, ethnicity, education, .254 −.063 .070 −.029 3,757
first birth (.016) (.007)

(3) Controlling for (1), (2), and father employed last .267 −.058 .075 −.030 3,635
year (.017) (.008)

(4) Controlling for (1), (2), (3), and compromises, .281 −.054 .079 −.030 3,447
shows affection, criticizes (.018) (.009)

(5) Controlling for (1), (2), (3), (4), and drug or .284 −.055 .079 −.029 3,410
alcohol abuse, violence (.019) (.009)

Source: Based on McLanahan et al. (2001).
Note: Predicted probabilities give the probability of cohabitation or marriage versus nonresidence and are calculated for
nonresident, never-incarcerated fathers. Standard errors in parentheses.
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Table 2.6 Estimated Marginal Effects of Incarceration on the
Probabilities of Cohabitation and Marriage, by Race-Ethnicity

MarriageCohabitationRace-
Ethnicity Predicted Incarceration Predicted Incarceration
of Father Probability Effect Probability Effect N

African
American .258 −.022 .043 −.020 1,641

(.024) (.008)

White .206 −.086 .145 −.062 870
(.037) (.035)

Hispanic .328 −.085 .120 −.023 899
(.038) (.024)

Source: Based on McLanahan et al. (2001).
Note: All models control for relationship at baseline, education of couple, first
birth, father’s employment, relationship skills, drug and alcohol abuse, and vio-
lence. Predicted probabilities give the probability of cohabitation or marriage
versus nonresidence and are calculated for nonresident, never-incarcerated fa-
thers. Standard errors in parentheses.

unobserved variables, but we are somewhat reassured that the results
are robust for different sets of control variables.

We can also check on the robustness of the results by repeating the
analysis for different race and ethnic groups (table 2.6). If the results for
the full sample are being driven just by African Americans, for example,
the disaggregated analysis will indicate nonsignificant results for whites
and Hispanics. The effects of incarceration are generally robust across
race and ethnic groups. These effects, presented in table 2.6, are substan-
tively large in most cases and statistically insignificant only for blacks in
the case of cohabitation and for Hispanics in the case of marriage.

These disaggregated results also suggest some key differences in the
effects of incarceration. In couples with black fathers, the estimates indi-
cate that incarceration does not significantly reduce the likelihood of co-
habitation. If a black father has been incarcerated, however, we estimate
that the probability of his being married twelve months after the birth
of his child is reduced by about 47 percent (.02/.043). The absolute mag-
nitude of the effect is quite small because marriage is rare in this group.
A different pattern of results can be seen for whites and Hispanics. For
white fathers, the effects of incarceration on the probability of cohabita-
tion and marriage are similar. Incarceration is expected to reduce the
probability of coresidence in either form by about 42 percent (.086/.206



38 Imprisoning America

Table 2.7 Marginal Effects of Incarceration on the Probabilities of
Cohabitation and Marriage, by Propensity Score Quintile
(Estimate)

Cohabitation Marriage
Propensity
Score Predicted Incarceration Predicted Incarceration
Quintile Probability Effect Probability Effect N

First .252 −.104 .063 −.019 768
(.045) (.020)

Second .212 .001 .064 −.035 776
(.037) (.015)

Third .273 −.091 .081 −.036 758
(.034) (.016)

Fourth .263 −.088 .060 −.027 736
(.031) (.013)

Fifth .234 −.025 .030 −.016 751
(.030) (.008)

Source: Based on McLanahan et al. (2001).
Note: Predicted probabilities give the probability of cohabitation or marriage ver-
sus nonresidence for nonresident, never-incarcerated fathers. Standard errors in
parentheses. Couples who were living together at the time of the child’s birth
(baseline interview) are excluded.

population. This is because the marriage rate in the survey was fixed by
the sampling design. To estimate the aggregate effects of incarceration
on marriage rates in the general population, we can combine our esti-
mated incarceration effects with population statistics on the risks of in-
carceration and marriage rates. To tailor our analysis to the Fragile Fami-
lies sample, we focus on African American and white men, aged thirty
to thirty-four, with children, and living in metropolitan areas. Using data
from the Current Population Survey, 1999 (Freenberg and Roth 2001),
we estimate marriage rates for all these men, those without college edu-
cation, and high school dropouts. Becky Pettit and Bruce Western (2004)
estimate cumulative risks of prison incarceration for this birth cohort at
these levels of education. Given data on observed marriage rates, incar-
ceration risks, and the effects of incarceration on marriage, we can calcu-
late the marriage rate we would expect to observe if the risk of incarcera-
tion were zero.

This exercise necessarily relies on some strong assumptions. We as-
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Table 2.8 Risks of Imprisonment for Young Men, Observed Marriage
Rate for Urban Young, Male Parents, and Adjusted Marriage
Rate, Assuming Zero Incarceration

Cumulative Risk Observed Adjusted
of Imprisonment Marriage Rate Marriage Rate

All
Black .205 .400 .450
White .029 .584 .594
Differencea .184 .144

Non-college
Black .302 .334 .399
White .053 .534 .550
Differencea .200 .151

High school dropouts
Black .589 .296 .434
White .112 .529 .565
Differencea .233 .131

Source: Based on McLanahan et al. (2001).
Note: To calculate the adjusted marriage rate, race-specific effects of incarceration
on marriage were taken from table 2.5. Incarceration was assumed to reduce
marriage rates by .46 among blacks and .43 among whites. The adjusted mar-
riage rate is m/([1 − I] + Ib), where m is the observed marriage rate, I is the
cumulative risk of imprisonment, and b is the effect of incarceration on marriage.

For purposes of this table, “young men” and “young male parents” are de-
fined as those aged thirty to thirty-four.
aWhite minus black.

have not been incarcerated. Strong associations between incarceration
and nonresidence among fathers persist, even after controls are intro-
duced for demographic characteristics, economic variables, relationship
skills, and fathers’ violence and drug and alcohol abuse. The analysis
provides strong evidence that the relative effects of incarceration on mar-
riage and cohabitation are large, on the order of 20 to 40 percent. The
relative effects of incarceration tend to be largest for marriage. Although
marriage rates in the Fragile Families data are generally quite low, mar-
riage among former inmates is exceedingly rare. This suggests that incar-
ceration creates a much more substantial barrier to marriage than to co-
habitation. The results indicate that mothers require more of marriage
partners than of cohabitation partners (Gibson, Edin, and McLanahan
2003); the stigmatic effects of incarceration appear to be relatively small
in the case of cohabitation. At the aggregate level, our simulation exer-
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Figure 5.1 Children’s Living Arrangements During Parents’ Incarceration
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Source: Authors’ compilation from U.S. Department of Justice (2000).

other type of care, or in multiple arrangements that included living on
their own or in another type of care.

We show the distribution of children by living arrangements in fig-
ure 5.1. As shown in this figure, children’s living arrangements during
their parent’s incarceration vary considerably by parent gender. Children
of incarcerated fathers were most likely to be living with a parent (the
mother), while children of incarcerated mothers were most likely to be
living with a grandparent or other relative. Only about 1 percent of in-
carcerated fathers’ children were in foster care, as compared with nearly
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Table 5.4 Continued

Grandparent Foster or Other
Parent Characteristic or Relative Agency Care Arrangement

Lived with child before 1.519** 1.170 1.020
incarceration (.000) (.476) (.859)

R-squared = .087
N = 6,870

Source: Authors’ compilation from U.S. Department of Justice (2000).
Note: Living with other parent is the reference category. P-values are in parenthe-
ses. The odds ratios and p values are derived from multinomial logit models.
*p < .10 **p <.05

Figure 5.2 Multiple Risks and Children’s Living Arrangements
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Table 5.1 Sample Means for Variables Used in Analyses

Mothers Fathers
Risk Variable (n = 2,047) (n = 6,870)

White .327 (.469) .289 (.453)
African American .480 (.499) .507 (.499)
Other race .037 (.188) .033 (.179)
Hispanic .155 (.362) .170 (.376)
U.S. citizen .942 (.233) .924 (.265)
Age 33.4 (6.58) 33.8 (8.19)
Unmarried .770 (.420) .738 (.439)
Number of preschool-aged children .408 (.677) .460 (.738)
Number of school-aged children 1.93 (1.25) 1.66 (1.29)
Lived with child before incarceration .697 (.459) .468 (.499)
Less than twelfth-grade education .562 (.496) .572 (.494)
Own parent was incarcerated .201 (.401) .173 (.378)
Ever in foster care .106 (.308) .101 (.301)
Previously incarcerated .358 (.479) .545 (.497)
Ever used heroin, crack, or cocaine .429 (.495) .263 (.440)
Ever physically or sexually abused .541 (.498) .131 (.337)
Mental or emotional problem .131 (.337) .068 (.252)
Received public assistance before arrest .345 (.475) .065 (.248)
Total number of risk factors 3.42 (1.70) 2.65 (1.43)

Source: Authors’ compilation from U.S. Department of Justice (2000).
Note: Standard deviations in parentheses.

controlling for other characteristics, do these risk factors predict where
a child is living during the parent’s incarceration? We use two different
strategies to examine the relationship between risk factors and children’s
living arrangements. We estimate one set of models using a multiple risk
score that summarizes across variables and one set of models in which
each risk variable is entered separately.

Given our interest in multiple parental and environmental risk fac-
tors, we begin by creating a multiple risk score. Nine indicators of risk
were selected based on their importance for child outcomes or their pre-
dictive utility in previous studies of cumulative risk. Although myriad
other parental and environmental factors matter for child development,
our analyses were constrained by variables available in the data. The
risk factors we selected are low parental education (that is, less than a
twelfth-grade education); parental substance use (that is, parent reported
ever having used heroin, crack, or cocaine regularly); parental mental or
emotional problem (that is, parent reported ever having had a mental or
emotional problem); low socioeconomic status (that is, parent received
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Table 5.2 Prevalence of Risk Factors Among Incarcerated
Parents, by Sex of Parent (Percentage)

Number of
Risk Factors Mothers Fathers

0 3.3 5.1
1 10.8 17.0
2 16.0 25.5
3 22.5 25.9
4 19.7 16.4
5 15.2 6.8
6 8.6 2.7
7 or more 4.0 0.6

Source: Authors’ compilation from U.S. Department of Justice
(2000).

public assistance before incarceration); parental history of physical or
sexual abuse; history of prior incarceration; parent ever lived in foster
care while growing up; parent’s own parent had ever been incarcerated;
and parent is unmarried.

Risk variables were dummy coded and then summed to arrive at a
multiple risk score. Risk scores ranged from zero to nine, with a mean
risk score of 3.4 for mothers and 2.7 for fathers (see table 5.1).

We present the frequency distribution for the multiple risk score in
table 5.2. Because few parents had more than seven risk factors, we col-
lapsed those with seven or more risk factors into a single category. Alto-
gether, about 48 percent of the women surveyed had four or more risk
factors, as compared with 27 percent of the men. More than two-thirds
(70 percent) of the women had three or more risk factors, compared with
just over half (52 percent) of the men.

Next, we examine how these multiple risk scores are distributed
across children’s living arrangements. We coded children as living in
one of four main types of arrangement: with the other parent, with a
grandparent or other relative, in foster or agency care, or other. Children
in the first category lived exclusively with the other parent during a
parent’s incarceration. Children in the second category lived with a
grandparent or other relative or lived with more than one family mem-
ber, such as a grandparent, the other parent, or some other relative. Chil-
dren in the third category lived exclusively in foster or agency care or
had living arrangements involving foster or agency care and some other
type of care. Children in the fourth category lived on their own, in an-
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Table 5.3 Children’s Living Arrangements During Parent’s Incarceration,
by Number of Risk Factors

7 or
Living Arrangement 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 More

Children of
incarcerated mothers

With other parent 55.2 28.5 16.0 18.0 13.0 14.0 9.7 7.4
With grandparent
or relative 41.8 64.7 65.0 65.2 69.0 66.0 64.2 73.0

In foster or agency
care 0.0 0.5 4.9 5.6 5.0 8.7 10.2 11.0

In other arrangement 3.0 6.3 14.0 11.3 13.0 12.0 15.9 8.6

Children of
incarcerated fathers

With other parent 83.0 78.2 79.3 76.0 74.0 79.2 69.4 65.1
With grandparent
or relative 11.0 15.4 13.4 15.8 18.0 12.9 18.3 23.3

In foster or agency
care 0.6 0.9 0.5 1.7 2.2 2.1 1.6 4.7

In other arrangement 5.5 5.5 6.8 6.5 6.0 5.8 10.8 7.0

Source: Authors’ compilation from U.S. Department of Justice (2000).

fore incarceration (in the remaining families, the children were already
living elsewhere, although we do not know from our data where those
children were living, just that they were not living with the parent). To
understand more specifically the situation of children who were living
with their parents before this incarceration, we conduct supplemental
analyses for this subset of families.

Multiple Risk Scores and Children’s Living Arrangements

Table 5.3 shows the distribution of children’s living arrangements by risk
score. The top panel presents data on risk scores of mothers, the bottom
panel shows risks scores of fathers. Reading across rows, the table indi-
cates what share of children within each risk-score group lived in a par-
ticular type of arrangement during a parent’s incarceration. For instance,
reading across the first row, “With other parent” for mothers, we can
see that 55 percent of children with no risk factors were residing with a
parent, compared with only 7 percent of children with seven or more
risk factors. Thus, at least in the raw data, the chance of residing with a
parent declines as the number of risk factors increases. In contrast, the
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Table 5.4 The Effect of Multiple Risks on Children’s Living
Arrangements During Parent’s Incarceration

Grandparent Foster or Other
Parent Characteristic or Relative Agency Care Arrangement

Incarcerated mother
Multiple risk score 1.279** 1.651** 1.485**

(.000) (.000) (.000)
Age .971** 1.042** 1.103**

(.006) (.037) (.000)
Number of preschool-aged 1.212* 2.836** 1.150
children (.090) (.000) (.408)

Number of school-aged 1.052 1.271** 1.011
children (.351) (.006) (.885)

African American 2.377** 2.147** 1.588**
(.000) (.003) (.019)

Other race 1.762 2.943** 1.808
(.093) (.041) (.184)

Hispanic 1.681** 1.263 1.263
(.007) (.521) (.421)

Noncitizen 1.431 1.202 1.395
(.211) (.763) (.398)

Lived with child before 1.120 .412** 1.074
incarceration (.417) (.000) (.709)

R-squared = .169
N = 2,047

Incarcerated father
Multiple risk score 1.099** 1.462** 1.202**

(.000) (.000) (.000)
Age .995 1.067** 1.139**

(.338) (.000) (.000)
Number of preschool-aged .927 1.173 .856
children (.148) (.340) (.153)

Number of school-aged .982 1.152* .865**
children (.527) (.085) (.003)

African American 1.144 .675 .808
(.102) (.113) (.074)

Other race 1.067 .780 1.037
(.742) (.685) (.896)

Hispanic .931 1.020 .694
(.553) (.952) (.051)

Noncitizen 1.125 1.095 .902
(.432) (.843) (.683)
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Table 5.4 Continued

Grandparent Foster or Other
Parent Characteristic or Relative Agency Care Arrangement

Lived with child before 1.519** 1.170 1.020
incarceration (.000) (.476) (.859)

R-squared = .087
N = 6,870

Source: Authors’ compilation from U.S. Department of Justice (2000).
Note: Living with other parent is the reference category. P-values are in parenthe-
ses. The odds ratios and p values are derived from multinomial logit models.
*p < .10 **p <.05

Figure 5.2 Multiple Risks and Children’s Living Arrangements
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Table 5.5 Effect of Specific Parent’s Risk Factors on Children’s Living
Arrangements During Parent’s Incarceration

Foster or
Grandparent Agency Other

Risk Factor or Relative Care Arrangement

Incarcerated mother
Unmarried 2.811** 2.670** 2.876**

(.000) (.000) (.000)
Ever used heroin, crack, 1.344** 1.293 1.224
or cocaine regularly (.040) (.290) (.302)

Ever physically or sexually .936 2.385** 1.574**
abused (.633) (.001) (.020)

Own parent was incarcerated .853 .901 .889
(.354) (.714) (.625)

Ever in foster care 1.464* 2.039** 1.337
(.095) (.034) (.349)

Previously incarcerated 1.179 1.077 1.067
(.257) (.760) (.752)

Less than twelfth-grade .962 2.327** 1.954**
education (.774) (.001) (.000)

Mental or emotional health 1.200 1.425 1.345
problem (.378) (.233) (.260)

Received public assistance 1.940** 1.788** 1.866**
before arrest (.000) (.024) (.002)

R-squared = .204
N = 2,047

Incarcerated father
Unmarried 1.311** 1.363 1.310**

(.000) (.225) (.029)
Ever used heroin, crack, or 1.019 1.648** 1.173
cocaine regularly (8.13) (.028) (.182)

Ever physically or sexually 1.159 2.168** 1.135
abused (.153) (.003) (.419)

Own parent was incarcerated 1.014 1.318 1.289
(.881) (.318) (.102)

Ever in foster care .843 .804 .786
(.154) (.542) (.219)

Previously incarcerated 1.000 1.000 1.350**
(1.00) (.999) (.009)

Less than twelfth-grade 1.128* 1.813** 1.172
education (.091) (.012) (.146)

Mental or emotional health 1.191 1.131 1.231
problem (.184) (.729) (.257)

(Table continues on p. 118.)
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Table 5.5 Continued

Foster or
Grandparent Agency Other

Risk Factor or Relative Care Arrangement

Received public assistance 1.254* 2.627** 1.390*
before arrest (.087) (.001) (.080)

R-squared = .086
N = 6,870

Source: Authors’ compilation from U.S. Department of Justice (2000).
Note: Model includes all controls from table 5.4 except the multiple risk score.
Living with the other parent is the reference category. Odds ratios and p values
are derived from multinomial logit models.
*p < .10 **p < .05

this chapter, when we conduct separate analyses for the subset of fami-
lies in which children were living with the parent before incarceration.

Nevertheless, the results for mothers and fathers are consistent in
pointing to a pattern of higher-risk children being more likely to be re-
siding in foster or agency care and, to a lesser extent, in other care or
grandparent or relative care. Thus it is fair to conclude that, all else being
equal, children of incarcerated parents who reside in foster or agency
care are a particularly high-risk group but children in other nonparental
care arrangements are at elevated risk as well.

To learn what specific risks might be driving these results, we re-
estimated our models for mothers and fathers, replacing the multiple
risk score with dummy variables for the nine individual risk factors (and
controlling for all the other covariates included in the prior model). We
show the results (odds ratios and p values) for the individual risk factors
in table 5.5, again with results for mothers in the top panel and results
for fathers in the bottom panel.

For mothers, being unmarried almost triples the odds that children
are residing in any of the three types of nonparental care (grandparent
or other relative, foster or agency care, or some other arrangement) dur-
ing her incarceration. We also see that drug use is associated with higher
rates of nonparental living arrangements, although this effect is statisti-
cally significant only for grandparent or other relative care. The mother’s
having ever been abused herself, and the mother’s not having completed
twelve years of school, are strongly associated with children’s residing
in foster or agency care or other care. The mother’s having lived in foster
care herself doubles the risk that her children are in foster or agency care
while she is incarcerated and increases the odds that her children are in
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Figure 6.1 Neighborhood Concentration of Prison Admissions
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Source: Authors’ analysis of Maryland Department of Corrections data on per-
sons admitted to state prison.

across neighborhoods, the prison admissions rates for males aged eigh-
teen to thirty-four also varied widely. These rates averaged about 35
admissions per 1,000 across the neighborhoods, but they ranged from 0
per 1,000 to 276 per 1,000 (or 27.6 percent of the at-risk population). Nine
neighborhoods had admissions rates of 10 percent or more of the at-risk
population; 38 neighborhoods had admissions rates of zero.

High rates of concentration in communities in and of themselves do
not indicate whether incarceration has disruptive or stabilizing effects
on community processes. Figures 6.2 and 6.3 illustrate the relationships
between prison admissions and selected measures of community well-
being. The selected indicators include median housing value, percentage
of housing units that were vacant, percentage of the population living
below the poverty level, percentage of high school dropouts, percentage
of housing units that were renter occupied, and percentage of the popu-
lation consisting of young children (aged six to thirteen). In both of these
figures, the values of these indicators of community well-being are plot-
ted against the deciles of the prison admissions distribution within
which they fall.

In general, we expect to find the communities that fall within the
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Figure 6.2 Housing and Poverty Indicators of Community Well-Being,
by Deciles of the 1987 Prison Admissions Distribution, 1990
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upper deciles of the prison admissions distribution to rank higher or
lower in terms of the social indicators that we measured, depending
upon whether the indicator reflects weaker or stronger community struc-
ture or organization. For example, communities falling in the upper ends
of the prison admissions distribution would be expected to have lower
housing values, higher poverty rates, higher percentages of vacant hous-
ing units, higher high school dropout rates, and higher percentages of
renter-occupied housing units.

The data in figures 6.2 and 6.3 are generally consistent with our ex-
pectations of the relationship between high levels of incarceration and
measures of social disorder. For example, in figure 6.2, median housing
values decline rapidly over the twentieth percentile of the prison admis-
sions distribution through the fiftieth percentile and continue to decline
thereafter through the ninetieth percentile. Poverty rates increase with
the higher deciles of the prison admissions distribution; however, above
the sixtieth percentile, the rate of increase in poverty rates rises. Vacant
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Figure 6.3 Educational, Housing, and Family Size Indicators of
Community Well-Being, by Decile of the 1987
Prison Admissions Distribution, 1990
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housing also increases at an accelerated rate, but not until the seventieth
percentile of the prison admissions distribution.

These relationships are suggestive of jointly high levels of concentra-
tions of incarceration and measures of social disorder for the neighbor-
hoods that fall into the upper ends of the distribution of prison admis-
sions. Of course, whether incarceration is the cause or consequence of
these high levels of disorder is the subject of the modeling that follows.

Figure 6.3 shows the relationships between incarceration and three
indicators of community well-being: high school dropout rates, rates of
renter occupancy, and presence of young children in the population. For
dropout and renter occupancy rates, the general pattern is one of in-
crease as one moves up the deciles of the prison admissions distribution.
Above the sixtieth percentile, the rate of increase in the high school drop-
out rate increases; beyond the sixtieth percentile, the rate of increase in
renter occupancy increases up to the ninetieth percentile. Thus while the
patterns of increasing rates of change in dropout rates and renter occu-
pancy are not as sharp as those for poverty and vacant housing, they are
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Table 6.1 Description of Key Individual- and Community-Level
Variables Used in the Analysis of Informal Social Control

Variable Description Mean

Community level
Crime Change in police-reported crime rate in com- 49.96

munities from 1987 to 1992 (31.86)
Incarceration Change in the rate of admissions to Depart- 18.20

ment of Corrections annually between 1987 (114.93)
and 1992. The rate is the number of admis-
sions over the number of persons aged eigh-
teen to thirty-four in the neighborhood

Poverty Sum of the percentage change in vacant 117.65
homes and the percentage change in house- (191.29)
holds below the poverty level from 1980 to
1990

Tenure Average number of years that residents re- 18.92
sided in the neighborhood (5.41)

Individual level
Informal social A five-point scale of informal social control 2.01
control constructed from items asking about neigh- (1.41)

bors’ help in stopping crime and neighbors’
help in stopping disorderly teenagers. Spe-
cific items in the appendix to this chapter

Community A sixteen-point scale of community solidarity 9.08
solidarity constructed from four questions asking (2.13)

about feelings of attachment to the commu-
nity, neighborhood, and block. Specific
items listed in the appendix to this chapter

Neighboring An eight-point scale of interaction with neigh- 4.49
bors constructed from items asking about (1.92)
visiting, running errands, borrowing tools,
working together to improve the block,
watching one another’s home, taking in
mail, and exchanging keys. Specific items
listed in the appendix to this chapter

Voluntary The number of organizations (0 to 9) in .90
associations which an individual claimed membership, (1.19)

including neighborhood associations,
church, Parent Teacher Association, youth
group, recreation center, political club,
block club, social club, or other type of com-
munity organization

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Standard deviations in parentheses.
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Table 6.2 Standardized Ordinary Least Squares Coefficients: Direct-
Effects Models of Incarceration on Informal Social Control

Variable Beta T Significance

Community
Incarcerationa .052 1.070 .279
Crimea .031 .708 .479
Povertya .027 .603 .547

Individual
Solidarity .140 2.990 .003**
Neighboring .187 3.940 .000***
Voluntary associations −.016 −.368 .713

Controls
Gender −.052 −1.290 .199
Race .009 .179 .858
Education .065 1.500 .133
Married .040 .946 .344
Children −.450 −1.022 .307
Home owner −.057 −1.270 .203
Residential tenure −.038 −.811 .418
Average income −.015 .708 .479
R-squared .091

Source: Authors’ compilation.
aThese three variables—crime, poverty scale, and incarceration—were measured
by the change in rates. For incarceration and crime, the change was from 1987
to 1992; for poverty, the change was from 1980 to 1990.
**p < .01 ***p < .001

sults of an ordinary least squares regression of informal social control on
the change in the prison admissions rate (1992 admissions rate minus
1987 admissions rate), controlling for other individual- and community-
level variables described in table 6.1. Only two variables—residents’ feel-
ings of community solidarity and the extent to which they engage in
neighboring—have positive and significant effects on the willingness to
engage in informal social control.5 The effect of the change in the prison
admissions rate on an individual’s decision to engage in informal social
control is not significant.

These findings are consistent with the general theories about the ef-
fects of community organization on informal social control. Communi-
ties in which residents have high levels of interaction and high levels of
solidarity are areas in which residents will engage in informal social con-
trol. These results do not suggest that removing residents through incar-
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Table 6.3 Correlation Matrix for Crime Rate, Change in
Admissions Rate, and the Instrumental Variable for
the Ratio of Drug Arrests to Total Arrests

Change in Ratio of
Admissions Crime Rate Drug Arrests
from 1987 Change from to Total

Variable to 1992 1987 to 1992 Arrests, 1992

Change in admissions from
1987 to 1992 1.00 −.33** .50**

Crime rate change from
1987 to 1992 1.00 .00

Ratio of drug arrests to
total arrests, 1992 1.00

Source: Authors’ compilation.
**p < .01

solidarity (or shared norms), and participation in informal social control.
Moving from left to right across the columns, each dependent variable
that measures community processes (beginning with voluntary associa-
tions) includes the prior dependent variable.

For the crime equation in table 6.4, we used two-stage least squares
regression and the instrumental variable, along with the other exogenous
variables in the model, to predict the change in the rate of admissions
from 1987 to 1992. This predicted change in the incarceration rate was
employed as a measure of incarceration in estimating all of the other
equations in the model, including the crime equation. Consequently, the
estimate of the relationship between incarceration and crime should be
reasonably free of simultaneity bias. The coefficients obtained in the vari-
ous equations are presented in table 6.4.

The direct effects of incarceration on informal social control and on
aspects of community organization in the structural-equation model are
consistent with those from the single-equation model in which simulta-
neity bias was ignored. Change in the level of incarceration has no direct,
statistically significant effect on participation in informal social control
in the structural equation model. Increases in incarceration are also asso-
ciated with decreases in aspects of community organization that encour-
age informal social control—specifically, community solidarity.

Changes in prison admissions rates have a negative relationship
with changes in crime rates (the second column of table 6.4), but the
effect is not statistically significant. We considered whether the insignifi-



Table 6.4 Coefficients of Simultaneous Equations for the Effects of Incarceration on Community Organization
and Collective Efficacy, Using Two-Stage Least Squares Regression

Dependent Variables

Voluntary Community Informal
Predictors Incarceration Crime Association Neighboring Solidarity Social Control

Area attribute
Povertya −.568*** .372*** .146** −.090* .038 .034
Tenure .072** .093** .048 .065 .021 −.005
Crimea −.023 — −.021 .064 .119*** .027
Incarcerationa — −.031 −.001 .004 −.107** .085

Individual attribute
Community solidarity — — — .149***
Neighboring — — .419*** .170***
Voluntary association — .156*** .204*** −.024

Control
Gender .054 −.002 .069* −.035
Race .048 −.142*** .177*** −.012
Education .154 .189*** −.100** .071
Married .083* .066 −.075* .043
Children .138*** .088* −.046 −.011
Home owner .134*** .173*** .082* −.029

R-squared .353*** .148*** .099*** .164*** .314*** .083***

Source: Authors’ compilation.
aThese three variables—crime, poverty scale, and incarceration—were measured by the change in rates. For incarceration and
crime, the change was from 1987 to 1992; for poverty, the change was from 1980 to 1990.
*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001
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Table 6.5 Estimated Effects of Prison Admissions Rates on Crime Rates
in Baltimore Neighborhoods, 1987 to 1992

Instrumental
Variables Fixed-Effects Model
Technique (Without Instruments)

Standard Standard
Variablea Estimate Error Estimate Error

Model 1b (N = 53)
Intercept −1.5469 0.813 −0.8800 0.771
Prison admissions −0.02885 0.148* 0.2514 0.087*
Vacant housing 0.42480 0.131** 0.1456 0.129
Owner-occupied housing −0.39450 0.167* −0.5072 0.153**
Percentage black 0.07400 0.042 0.0031 0.004

Model 2c (N = 60)
Intercept −1.2074 0.353 −0.9532 0.393*
Prison admissions −0.1292 0.056* 0.0449 0.031
Vacant housing 0.2295 0.086** 0.1410 0.064*
Owner-occupied housing −0.2151 0.073** −0.2521 0.078**
Percentage black 0.0353 0.020 0.0177 0.023

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Dependent variable equals the natural log of the index crime rate.
aAll variables in natural logs.
bModel 1 excludes observations with values of 0 before taking logs.
cModel 2 includes observations with values of 0 by adding 0.1 to each value
before taking natural logs.
*p < .05 **p < .01

tance of instrumental variables in the correct specification of this rela-
tionship. Different instrumental variables can produce different results.6

Nonetheless, it is better to use a number of instruments that may give
somewhat different results than to ignore simultaneity bias in estimating
the crime-incarceration relationship.

While these analyses suggest that incarceration may have a negative
effect on crime at the neighborhood level, crime reduction does not seem
to contribute to community organization or collective efficacy in the ex-
pected manner. Changes in the neighborhood crime rate are not signifi-
cantly related to levels of membership in voluntary associations or, as
noted earlier, to the exercise of informal social control; however, changes
in crime rates are positively related to neighboring and community soli-
darity (table 6.4). The positive association between changes in crime rates
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Table 6.6 System of Simultaneous Equations for the Effects of
Incarceration on Community Organization and
Informal Social Control Using Hierarchical Linear Models:
Standardized Coefficients

Dependent Variables

Informal
Voluntary Community Social

Predictors Association Neighboring Solidarity Control

Area attribute
Povertya .000970*** −.000899** −.000104 .000347
Tenure .006536** .015925* .004260* .001143
Crimea −.000384 .003710** .009350*** .000423
Incarcerationa .015105 .007082 −.066940*** .040396**

Individual attribute
Community
solidarity — — — .079623**

Neighboring — — .466860*** .145230***
Voluntary
association — .228640** .380020*** −.024585

Control
Gender .117647 −.022957 .277671 −.093963
Race .096885 −.651000*** .642680** −.078914
Education .360006** 1.102330*** −.562260** .274338**
Married .189328** .256211 −.339280** .066102
Own .316710*** .816560*** .356056* −.005784
Children .405410*** .327479* −.178090 −.046876
Intercept .557140** 4.01160*** 9.24000*** 1.61110***

Source: Authors’ compilation.
aThese three variables—crime, poverty scale, and incarceration—were measured
by the change in rates. For incarceration and crime, the change was from 1987
to 1992; for poverty, the change was from 1980 to 1990.
*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001

the direct effects of incarceration on informal social control that were insig-
nificant in the structural-equation models are now significant and positive.
As the incarceration rate in neighborhoods increases, the level of informal
social control exercised by neighborhood residents also increases.

One interpretation of the positive effect of incarceration on informal
social control is that increases in incarceration rates encourage informal
social control through mechanisms such as fear reduction. We offer this
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Figure 7.1 Estimated Distribution of Legally Disenfranchised Felons in
the United States, 2000
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even prison inmates are permitted to vote, while in a number of other
nations only certain categories of prisoners are denied voting rights.3 A
handful of European countries—mostly from the former Soviet Union
but the United Kingdom as well—restrict the voting rights of all pris-
oners. We are aware of no country (or region) in Europe that bans for-
mer offenders who have completed their sentences from access to the
ballot.4

Figure 7.1 shows the distribution of U.S. disenfranchised felons at
year-end 2000 across correctional supervision categories. We include a
conservative estimate of the legally disenfranchised jail population,
based on 10 percent of the inmate population at year-end 2000, though
a much larger number of jail inmates are practically, if not legally, disen-
franchised.5 Although the precise distribution is shifting continuously as
states alter their disenfranchisement laws, it remains the case that only a
minority of disenfranchised felons are prison inmates. In 2000 almost
three-fourths of those disenfranchised were either felons on probation or
parole supervised in their communities or former felons who had com-
pleted their sentences. The rationale for disenfranchising current prison
inmates would appear to be different from that for those who have com-
pleted their sentences (former felons) or those otherwise deemed fit to
maintain community ties (probationers and parolees). Just as the loss of
voting rights is a powerful symbol of a felon’s “outsider” status, restora-
tion of voting rights serves as a clear marker of reintegration and accep-
tance into a community of law-abiding citizens.

In discussions of the positive and negative community impacts of



Table 7.1 Comparison of Youth Development Study Arrestees and Inmates with 1997 National Survey of
State Prison Inmates

Youth Development Study
National Inmate Survey:

Never Arrested but Not State and Federal Prisoners
Arrested Incarcerated Incarcerated Aged Twenty-four to
(N = 568) (N = 118) (N = 78) Twenty-five

Characteristic 74.3 percent 15.4 percent 10.2 percent (N = 85,661)

Percentage male* 35.6 67.6 70.5 95.3

Race
Percentage white* 82.5 73.0 68.8 25.1
Percentage black* 5.2 9.6 16.9 51.5
Percentage Hispanic 4.3 4.3 3.9 18.6
Percentage othera 7.9 13.0 10.4 4.7

Family
Percentage currently married 29.0 20.0 22.0 11.4
Number of children* 0.5 0.8 1.0 1.1

(0.9) (1.2) (1.2) (1.2)

Age 24.4 24.5 24.5 24.5
(0.6) (0.6) (0.6) (0.5)



Mean years of education* 14.2 13.4 13.0 10.5
(1.7) (1.8) (1.7) (2.0)

Employment
Percentage employed full-time 58.3 58.1 58.5 45.4
Annual income $19,150 $19,110 $18,490 $18,269

($10,788) ($10,656) ($12,403) ($22,789)

Most serious offense
Percentage violent 0 19.1 14.8 59.9
Percentage property 0 39.1 40.7 11.6
Percentage drug 0 24.4 22.2 23.8
Percentage other 0 17.4 22.2 4.7

Source: Data from U.S. Department of Justice (2000).
a“Other” category includes those reporting “mixed” race in Youth Development Study data (Mortimer 2003).
*The significance of the differences across the nonarrest, arrest, and incarceration groups was tested by analysis of variance
(ANOVA). To obtain direct comparisons (arrested versus nonarrested and incarcerated versus nonincarcerated), we also con-
ducted a supplementary set of t tests (tables available from authors). An asterisk indicates that the F test is statistically significant
at p < .05 and that we can reject the null hypothesis that the three groups are equivalent on the characteristic. Standard deviations
for continuous variables are in parentheses.
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Table 7.2 Relationship Between Criminal Sanctions and Political
Attitudes and Experiences (YDS)

Arrested
Never but Not

Characteristic Arrested Incarcerated Incarcerated

Party identification
Percentage Republican 15.4 14.3 7.9
Percentage Democrat 48.3 37.8 38.2
Percentage neither party* 36.3 48.0 54.0

Ideological self-identificationa

Liberal or conservative 2.75 2.86 2.96
Percentage Christian right 13.20 12.80 14.10

Trust in governmentb

Government cannot be trusted* 2.53 2.79 2.82
People running government are
crooked* 2.78 2.94 3.08

No confidence in criminal justice
system* 2.75 3.07 3.09

Political efficacyb

People like me have no say* 2.31 2.49 2.70
Get nowhere talking to public
officials* 2.29 2.44 2.69

Political engagement
Percentage talk with spouse or
partner, 2000* 49.2 29.9 35.9

Percentage talk with friends, 2000 40.0 40.2 28.2
Percentage talk with relatives,
2000* 44.3 33.0 30.8

Source: Authors’ compilation.
aOn a scale of 1 to 5: 1 is extremely liberal, 5 is extremely conservative.
bOn a scale of 1 to 4: 1 strongly disgrees, 4 strongly agrees.
*The significance of the differences across the nonarrest, arrest, and incarceration
groups was tested by analysis of variance (ANOVA). To obtain direct compari-
sons (arrested versus nonarrested and incarcerated versus nonincarcerated), we
also conducted a supplementary set of t tests (tables available from authors). An
asterisk indicates that the F test is statistically significant at p < .05 and that we
can reject the null hypothesis that the three groups are equivalent on the charac-
teristic.
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Table 7.3 The Relationship Between Criminal Sanctions and Voter
Turnout and Vote Choice (YDS)

Arrested
Never but Not Turnout

Variable Arrested Incarcerateda Incarceratedb Gapc

Turnout
Percentage voted in
1996* 70.5 52.7 43.6 26.9

Percentage voted in
1998* 54.5 46.9 28.6 25.9

Percentage planned
to vote in 2000* 82.3 69.1 59.7 22.6

Vote choice
1996
Percentage Clinton
(Dem.) 72.9 71.9 81.3 8.4

Percentage Perot
(Ind.) 13.7 19.3 12.5 1.2

Percentage Dole
(Rep.) 9.5 5.3 6.3 3.2

Percentage other 3.9 3.5 0.0 3.9
1998
Percentage Ventura
(Ind.) 56.3 74.4 69.6 13.3

Percentage
Humphrey
(Dem.) 22.0 11.6 13.0 9.0

Percentage
Coleman
(Rep.) 19.8 11.6 17.4 2.4

Source: Authors’ compilation.
aFor the 1996 election, arrest refers to an arrest before 1997. For the 1998 and
2000 elections, arrest refers to an arrest before 1999.
bFor the 1996 election, incarceration refers to incarceration before 1996. For the
1998 and 2000 elections, incarceration refers to incarceration before 1999.
cTurnout among those never arrested minus turnout of those who have been
incarcerated.
*The significance of the differences across the nonarrest, arrest, and incarceration
groups was tested by analysis of variance (ANOVA). To obtain direct compari-
sons (arrested versus nonarrested and incarcerated versus nonincarcerated), we
also conducted a supplementary set of t tests (tables available from authors). An
asterisk indicates that the F test is statistically significant at p < .05 and that we
can reject the null hypothesis that the three groups are equivalent on the charac-
teristic.
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Table 7.4 Characteristics of Felon Interviewees

Characteristic Frequency Percentage

Race
White 22 67
Black 6 18
Native American 5 15

Sex
Male 23 70
Female 10 30

Age
Twenty to twenty-nine 15 45
Thirty to thirty-nine 11 33
Forty and over 7 21

Party
Democrat 18 55
Republican 9 27
Independent 2 6
“Don’t know” or unknown 4 12

Political label
Conservative 9 27
Liberal 7 21
Moderate 2 6
Conservative or moderate liberal 3 9
“Independent” 1 3
“Everything” 1 3
“Don’t know” or unknown 10 30

Correctional status
Prison 23 70
Probation 7 21
Parole 3 9

Ever voted?
Yes 22 67
No 11 33

Plan to vote in future?
Yes 24 73
No 1 3
Unknown 8 24

2000 presidential choice
Gore 16 48
Bush 8 24
Nader 3 9
No preference or unknown 6 18

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: n = 33.
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Table 7.5 Changes in State Disenfranchisement Laws Since 1980

Expanded Restricted
Year State Voting Rights Voting Rights

1981 South Carolina Automatic restoration
upon completion of
sentence

1983 Georgia Automatic restoration Disenfranchised felons
upon completion of convicted in any state
sentence

Texas Automatic restoration
two years after comple-
tion of sentence

1993 Colorado Disenfranchised parolees
Nebraska Disenfranchised for non-

pardoned out-of-state
convictions

1995 Pennsylvania Five-year post-prison vot-
ing ban

1997 Colorado Disenfranchised felons
convicted in federal
court

Texas Automatic restoration
upon completion of
sentence

1998 New Hampshire Inmates received voting
rights through court
decision

Utah Disenfranchised inmates

1999 Oregon Disenfranchised federal
inmates

2000 Delaware Voting rights restored
five years after comple-
tion of sentence

Massachusetts Disenfranchised inmates
New Hampshire Court redisenfranchised

prison inmates
Pennsylvania Five-year post-prison

waiting period elimi-
nated
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Table 7.5 Continued

Expanded Restricted
Year State Voting Rights Voting Rights

2001 New Mexico Automatic restoration
upon completion of
sentence

2002 Connecticut Expanded franchise to
probationers

Kansas Disenfranchised proba-
tioners

2003 Maryland Automatic restoration
three years after com-
pletion of sentence
(recidivists only)

New Mexico Automatic restoration for
first-time, non-violent
offenders upon com-
pletion of sentence

Source: Authors’ compilation.

sponsored legislation that would prevent the states from maintaining
voting bans on former felons; on February 14, 2002, the Senate defeated
an amendment to electoral reform legislation sponsored by Harry Reid
(D-Nev.), on a 63–31 vote. The bill gained the striking support of at least
one Republican, former prosecutor Arlen Spector of Pennsylvania, who
commented that “this provision would aid ex-convicts in being reinte-
grated into society and would be a fair provision on the basic proposi-
tion that these people have fully paid their debt to society” (U.S. Con-
gress 2002, S804).

In addition to federal action, efforts have been mounted in many
states to eliminate voting restrictions on former felons, parolees, proba-
tioners, and even incarcerated felons. In the past few years New Mexico
eliminated its former-felon ban, Texas eliminated its two-year waiting
period for former felons, Maryland narrowed its ban to include only
violent recidivists, and Connecticut restored the voting rights of felony
probationers. On the other hand, we should note that there is not a one-
sided movement toward liberalization; states such as Massachusetts and
Utah have added new restrictions on felon voting rights (see table 7.5).
Over the past two decades, an approximately equal number of states
have liberalized and restricted their disenfranchisement provisions (see
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Figure 8.1 Distribution of Employer Responses to the Question
Concerning the Likelihood That the Employer Would
Accept an Applicant with a Criminal Record
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Source: Data from Multi-City Employer Survey.

concerning the likelihood that employers would accept applicants from
other groups of low-skilled and possibly stigmatized workers. The figure
illustrates employer preferences with respect to the acceptability of wel-
fare recipients, applicants with a certificate of general educational devel-
opment (GED) but no high school diploma, applicants with spotty work
histories, and applicants who have been unemployed for a year or more.
Approximately 92 percent of employers indicated that they would defi-
nitely or probably hire former or current welfare recipients, 96 percent
indicated that they would probably or definitely hire workers with a GED
in lieu of a high school diploma, 59 percent indicated that they would
hire workers with a spotty employment history, and 83 percent indicated
that they would probably or definitely consider an application from an
individual who has been unemployed for a year or more. In contrast,
only 38 percent of employers said that they definitely or probably would
accept an application from an former offender (figure 8.1). Hence em-
ployers’ aversion to hiring applicants with criminal histories is not only
widespread, it is also considerably stronger than their aversion to hiring
applicants from other commonly stigmatized groups of workers.

Do employer attitudes concerning the employability of former of-
fenders differ across the metropolitan areas represented in our sample?
Figure 8.3 presents results comparable to those in figure 8.1 for each of
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Figure 8.2 Distribution of Employer Responses to the Questions
Concerning the Likelihood That the Employer Would
Accept an Application from Various Disadvantaged
(Low-Skilled) Groups
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Source: See figure 8.1.

the four metropolitan areas (Atlanta, Boston, Detroit, and Los Angeles).
Employer responses are comparable across areas. In all metropolitan ar-
eas, approximately 60 percent of employers indicated that they would
probably not or definitely not consider applicants with criminal histories.
This uniformity is particularly striking considering interarea differences
in size, demographic composition, and economic conditions (see Holzer
1996 for a discussion of the exact differences in these metropolitan areas).
Given that the data pertain to employers who have recently hired low-
skilled workers (employers who are perhaps the most likely to employ
former offenders), the simple distributions in figures 8.1 and 8.3 imply
that a substantial majority of employers are unwilling to hire former
offenders and that this unwillingness appears uniform across cities.

An alternative indirect manner of gauging employer aversion to hir-
ing applicants with criminal histories would be to assess whether em-
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Figure 8.3 Distribution of Employer Responses to the Question
Concerning the Likelihood That the Employer Would Accept
an Applicant with a Criminal Record, by Metropolitan Area
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Source: See figure 8.1.

ployers investigate the criminal backgrounds of their potential em-
ployees. Figure 8.4 presents the distribution of employer responses to
the question concerning the frequency with which employers check the
criminal backgrounds of job applicants. Approximately 32 percent of em-
ployers in our sample said that they always check, 17 percent indicated
that they sometimes do so, and 51 percent responded that they never
check criminal backgrounds. Although the time period covered in our
sample probably precedes the emergence of Internet services providing
low-cost criminal background checks, the use of such checks by a sizable
minority of employers is evident in the data.

To the extent that the question concerning employer willingness to
hire former offenders and the question concerning the use of background
checks both measure employer aversion to hiring applicants with crimi-
nal histories, the responses to the two questions should be systematically
related. Figure 8.5 explores this possibility. The figure presents the distri-
bution of responses to the question about criminal background checks
by the responses to the question concerning the likelihood that the em-
ployer would consider hiring an former offender. There is a clear associ-
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Figure 8.4 Employer Responses to the Question Concerning the
Frequency with Which the Employer Checks the
Criminal Backgrounds of Job Applicants
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Source: See figure 8.1.

ation between the responses to these two questions. While only 19 per-
cent of employers who say they definitely will consider hiring an former
offender always check criminal backgrounds, 56 percent of employers
who say that they would definitely not hire an applicant with a criminal
history always do so. Conversely, while 32 percent of those least willing
to hire former offenders never check criminal backgrounds, the compara-
ble figure for those employers who are most willing to hire former of-
fenders is 61 percent. Hence employer responses to the two questions are
largely consistent with one another and suggest considerable employer
reluctance to hire former offenders.

In contrast to the uniformity in the responses to the willingness to
hire question displayed in figure 8.3, there are significant differences in
the propensity to check criminal backgrounds across metropolitan areas.
Figure 8.6 presents this comparison for the four metropolitan areas in
our sample. As the figure shows, the propensity to check criminal back-
grounds among firms in Atlanta, Detroit, and Los Angeles is generally
comparable, but employers in Boston were much less likely to use crimi-
nal background checks as a screening device. Potential explanations for
this difference may lie in interarea differences in the size of the popu-
lation of former offenders or in differences in the ease with which em-
ployers can access criminal justice information for non-criminal-justice
purposes.
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Figure 8.5 Frequency of Criminal History Record Checks by Employer
Willingness to Hire Applicants with Criminal Records
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To investigate the first possible explanation, table 8.1 presents esti-
mates of the incarcerated and former-offender populations for the four
states in which the metropolitan areas are located during the time period
covered by our sample (metropolitan-level estimates are not available).
As can be seen, the incarceration and probation rates, as well as the
proportion of the population that are recently released offenders (all ex-
pressed per 100,000 state residents) are considerably lower in Massachu-
setts than in the other three states. Hence the lower propensity of Boston
firms to investigate the criminal background of employees may derive
in part from the relatively small former-offender population of the host
state.

Concerning differences in the stringency of state laws governing
non-criminal-justice uses of criminal history records, an examination of
the most recent Compendium of State Privacy and Security Legislation: 1999
Overview (U.S. Department of Justice 1999) does not reveal glaring inter-
state differences in who can legally access criminal history records. How-
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Figure 8.6 Employer Responses to the Question Concerning the
Frequency with Which Employer Checks the Criminal
Backgrounds of Applicants, by Metropolitan Area
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ever, in a review of earlier issues of the compendium, Bushway (1996)
concludes that around the beginning of the 1990s criminal history rec-
ords were considerably less available in Massachusetts to non-criminal-
justice entities than they were in the other three states in our sample.

Figures 8.1 through 8.6 and table 8.1 indicate clear patterns. Through
their stated hiring preferences and as revealed by their actions (running
background checks), employers reveal considerable reluctance to hire
workers with criminal histories. This aversion appears to be stronger
than the aversion to hiring workers from other commonly stigmatized
groups. Moreover, the correlation between the stated preferences and
checking behavior are consistent with one another. How do these mea-
sures correlate with employer demand for former offenders?

Which Employers Are Most Likely to Avoid
Applicants with Criminal History Records and Which
Employers Check Criminal Backgrounds?

To be sure, employer attitudes toward applicants with criminal histories
are likely to depend on the nature of the employer’s business and on the
nature of the position that is being filled. One would expect that employ-
ers who cannot perfectly monitor their employees or those who hire



216 Imprisoning America

Table 8.1 Offender and Recent Former-Offender Populations for
Selected States, 1992 to 1994 Average

Georgia Massachusetts Michigan California

Population 6,759,474 5,993,474 9,528,015 31,113,435
Incarcerated population
(state and federal) 28,832 10,525 39,687 118,513

Released prisoners
annually (state and
federal) 12,554 4,698 11,564 89,693

On probation 146,359 47,379 139,135 293,645
On parole 20,438 4,590 13,432 84,550
Recent former-offender
populationa 179,351 56,667 164,071 467,888

Incarceration rate per
100,000 427 176 417 381

Recently released
prisoners per 100,000 186 78 121 288

Recent former offenders
per 100,000 2,653 945 1,722 1,504

Source: Data from U.S. Department of Commerce (1993, 1994, 1995); U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice (1993, 1994, 1995).
Note: All figures presented here are based on averages using 1992 to 1994 data.
aThe recent former-offender population is the total of the annual released pris-
oner, probation, and parole populations.

workers into positions that deal frequently with the public would be
more averse to hiring former offenders. One might also suspect that em-
ployers filling jobs that require the handling of expensive merchandise,
large amounts of cash, or costly equipment may be differentially averse
to applicants with a criminal past.

To explore these possible differences, table 8.2 presents averages of
establishment characteristics, recruiting and screening methods, required
job tasks and qualifications, and desired employee characteristics for the
sample of employers stratified by the four possible responses to the
question concerning willingness to consider former offenders. Establish-
ment characteristics include the number of employees at the establish-
ment, industry sector, the percentage of workers represented by a union,
dummy variables indicating that the hiring agent is black and that the
firm is located in the central city, a variable measuring the average dis-
tance to blacks in the metropolitan area, and a variable measuring the
average distance to whites in the metropolitan area.7 Our measures of
recruiting and screening methods used are a set of dummy variables



Will Employers Hire Former Offenders? 217

Table 8.2 Establishment Characteristics by Employer Self-Reported
Likelihood of Hiring Applicants with Criminal Backgrounds

Definitely Probably Probably Definitely
Characteristic Will Will Will Not Will Not

Size
Fewer than twenty
employees 0.26 0.31 0.37 0.36

Twenty to ninety-nine
employees 0.29 0.33 0.32 0.33

One hundred to four
hundred ninety-nine
employees 0.31 0.27 0.23 0.20

Five hundred to nine
hundred ninety-nine
employees 0.06 0.04 0.04 0.03

One thousand or more
employees 0.08 0.05 0.04 0.07

Industry
Mining 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Construction 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.01
Manufacturing 0.32 0.29 0.18 0.12
Transportation,
communications, and
utilities 0.05 0.05 0.06 0.06

Wholesale trade 0.05 0.10 0.09 0.04
Retail trade 0.20 0.15 0.19 0.17
Finance, insurance, and
real estate 0.02 0.05 0.11 0.16

Services 0.30 0.31 0.32 0.36
Percentage union 15.94 13.17 12.48 17.67
Central city 0.33 0.27 0.27 0.28
Black hiring agent 0.05 0.07 0.06 0.06
Distance black 17.35 17.97 17.80 17.19
Distance white 22.57 22.63 22.58 22.26
Recruitment methods
Help Wanted signs 0.31 0.28 0.24 0.27
Newspaper ads 0.45 0.46 0.48 0.50
Walk-ins 0.78 0.74 0.67 0.66
Referrals from
Current employees 0.84 0.84 0.83 0.81
State agency 0.46 0.40 0.31 0.30
Private agency 0.23 0.21 0.21 0.17
Community agency 0.33 0.26 0.24 0.25
School 0.40 0.34 0.34 0.38
Union 0.08 0.06 0.06 0.06

Affirmative action 0.61 0.55 0.50 0.56
(Table continues on p. 218.)
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Table 8.2 Continued

Definitely Probably Probably Definitely
Characteristic Will Will Will Not Will Not

Screening methods
Drug test or physical exam 0.20 0.15 0.15 0.19
Aptitude test 0.09 0.09 0.14 0.14
Knowledge test 0.16 0.17 0.16 0.15
Personality test 0.03 0.05 0.07 0.09
Background check
Criminal background 0.39 0.45 0.47 0.67
Education 0.66 0.69 0.68 0.70
References 0.92 0.95 0.96 0.97

Daily job tasks
Customer contact 0.52 0.49 0.60 0.71
Phone conversations 0.48 0.49 0.55 0.55
Reading 0.53 0.56 0.52 0.58
Writing 0.28 0.29 0.30 0.34
Math and computations 0.63 0.66 0.67 0.64
Computer work 0.48 0.47 0.54 0.51

Job qualifications
High school diploma 0.57 0.68 0.74 0.79
Recent work experience 0.63 0.68 0.70 0.69
Specific experience 0.55 0.60 0.60 0.62
References 0.69 0.67 0.74 0.78
Vocational education 0.34 0.40 0.38 0.39

Desired characteristics of new
employees

Physical attractiveness 0.09 0.10 0.11 0.17
Physical neatness 0.44 0.45 0.56 0.62
Politeness 0.71 0.70 0.80 0.83
Verbal skills 0.54 0.54 0.64 0.72
Motivation 0.71 0.70 0.76 0.76
Speaks English 0.44 0.47 0.59 0.65

Type of applicant who would
probably not be hired
On welfare 0.01 0.04 0.10 0.18
With only GED 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.11
Spotty work history 0.21 0.36 0.51 0.46
Unemployed for a year 0.06 0.13 0.21 0.26

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: All figures use the sample weights.
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Table 8.3 Establishment Characteristics by the Frequency with Which
Employers Check the Criminal Backgrounds of Applicants

Characteristic Always Sometimes Never

Size
Fewer than twenty employees 0.24 0.28 0.38
Twenty to ninety-nine employees 0.31 0.31 0.32
One hundred to four hundred
ninety-nine employees 0.28 0.27 0.24

Five hundred to nine hundred
ninety-nine employees 0.08 0.06 0.03

One thousand or more employees 0.10 0.09 0.04

Industry
Mining 0.00 0.00 0.00
Construction 0.02 0.03 0.02
Manufacturing 0.10 0.20 0.27
Transporation, communications, and
utilities 0.08 0.04 0.05

Wholesale trade 0.04 0.10 0.09
Retail trade 0.15 0.19 0.17
Finance, insurance, and real estate 0.14 0.08 0.06
Services 0.40 0.34 0.33

Percentage union 23.65 13.23 11.23
Central city 0.28 0.31 0.26
Black hiring agent 0.09 0.07 0.04
Distance black 17.36 17.59 17.78
Distance white 22.42 22.55 22.42

Recruitment methods
Help Wanted signs 0.29 0.30 0.23
Newspaper ads 0.51 0.50 0.46
Walk-ins 0.72 0.73 0.66
Referrals from
Current employees 0.85 0.85 0.80
State agency 0.40 0.40 0.29
Private agency 0.22 0.23 0.20
Community agency 0.32 0.30 0.22
School 0.47 0.35 0.32
Union 0.10 0.08 0.04

Affirmative action 0.69 0.57 0.48

(Table continues on p. 222.)
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Table 8.3 Continued

Characteristic Always Sometimes Never

Screening methods
Drug test or physical exam 0.24 0.18 0.11
Aptitude test 0.15 0.13 0.10
Knowledge test 0.18 0.18 0.15
Personality test 0.09 0.05 0.06
Background checks
Criminal background 1.00 1.00 0.00
Education 0.83 0.83 0.58
References 0.98 0.98 0.93

Daily job tasks
Customer contact 0.69 0.62 0.52
Phone conversations 0.55 0.54 0.54
Reading 0.62 0.56 0.54
Writing 0.38 0.29 0.34
Math and computations 0.65 0.62 0.68
Computer work 0.54 0.52 0.54

Job qualifications
High school diploma 0.76 0.74 0.68
Recent work experience 0.70 0.72 0.69
Specific experience 0.63 0.60 0.63
References 0.80 0.75 0.69
Vocational education 0.40 0.42 0.39

Desired characteristics of new employees
Physical attractiveness 0.14 0.10 0.10
Physical neatness 0.55 0.54 0.52
Politeness 0.81 0.74 0.77
Verbal skills 0.70 0.56 0.63
Motivation 0.76 0.73 0.76
Speaks English 0.60 0.53 0.56

Type of applicant who would probably not
be hired

On welfare 0.09 0.07 0.09
With only GED 0.04 0.02 0.04
Spotty work history 0.40 0.41 0.43
Unemployed for a year 0.15 0.16 0.20

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: All figures use the sample weights.
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Table 8.4 Establishment Characteristics by Employer Self-Reported
Likelihood of Hiring Applicants with Criminal Backgrounds
Crossed with Whether the Employer Checks the Criminal
Backgrounds of Job Applicants

Willing to Willing Not Willing Not Willing
Hire, Does to Hire, to Hire, Does to Hire,

Characteristic Not Check Checks Not Check Checks

Size
Fewer than twenty
employees 0.33 0.24 0.45 0.29

Twenty to ninety-
nine employees 0.33 0.31 0.33 0.32

One hundred to
four hundred
ninety-nine
employees 0.29 0.27 0.18 0.27

Five hundred to
nine hundred
ninety-nine
employees 0.03 0.07 0.02 0.06

One thousand or
more employees 0.03 0.11 0.02 0.07

Industry
Mining 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Construction 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.02
Manufacturing 0.38 0.19 0.22 0.11
Transporation, com-
munications, and
utilities 0.04 0.07 0.05 0.07

Wholesale trade 0.08 0.08 0.10 0.05
Retail trade 0.16 0.18 0.20 0.17
Finance, insurance,
and real estate 0.04 0.04 0.09 0.16

Services 0.26 0.36 0.30 0.36

Percentage union 11.99 17.28 8.22 19.59
Central city 0.26 0.32 0.28 0.27
Black hiring agent 0.05 0.08 0.03 0.07
Distance black 18.21 17.22 17.82 17.45
Distance white 22.89 22.26 22.35 22.60

Recruitment methods
Help Wanted signs 0.24 0.34 0.21 0.28
Newspaper ads 0.43 0.50 0.45 0.53
Walk-ins 0.72 0.80 0.64 0.70
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Table 8.4 Continued

Willing to Willing Not Willing Not Willing
Hire, Does to Hire, to Hire, Does to Hire,

Characteristics Not Check Checks Not Check Checks

Referrals from
Current
employees 0.82 0.86 0.80 0.85

State agency 0.36 0.50 0.24 0.36
Private agency 0.20 0.25 0.19 0.20
Community
agency 0.23 0.35 0.20 0.28

School 0.31 0.42 0.29 0.41
Union 0.05 0.10 0.03 0.09

Affirmative action 0.52 0.64 0.43 0.60

Screening methods
Drug test or
physical exam 0.11 0.24 0.11 0.21

Aptitude test 0.07 0.13 0.13 0.15
Knowledge test 0.15 0.20 0.15 0.17
Personality test 0.04 0.06 0.07 0.08
Background Checks
Criminal
background 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00

Education 0.57 0.82 0.55 0.81
References 0.91 0.98 0.94 0.98

Daily job tasks
Customer contact 0.43 0.59 0.57 0.70
Phone conversations 0.47 0.50 0.58 0.53
Reading 0.55 0.55 0.50 0.58
Writing 0.28 0.28 0.31 0.31
Math and
computations 0.65 0.64 0.69 0.63

Computer work 0.46 0.48 0.55 0.51

Job qualifications
High school
diploma 0.60 0.69 0.73 0.77

Recent work
experience 0.67 0.66 0.68 0.71

Specific experience 0.60 0.58 0.61 0.61
References 0.62 0.75 0.71 0.78
Vocational
education 0.39 0.39 0.38 0.39

(Table continues on p. 226.)
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Table 8.4 Continued

Willing to Willing Not Willing Not Willing
Hire, Does to Hire, to Hire, Does to Hire,

Characteristics Not Check Checks Not Check Checks

Desired characteristics
of new employees

Physical
attractiveness 0.08 0.12 0.12 0.14

Physical neatness 0.42 0.49 0.59 0.56
Politeness 0.70 0.72 0.82 0.81
Verbal skills 0.53 0.55 0.65 0.66
Motivation 0.59 0.73 0.78 0.74
Speaks English 0.46 0.47 0.62 0.60

Type of applicant who
would probably not be
hired
On welfare 0.03 0.04 0.15 0.11
With only GED 0.01 0.02 0.07 0.04
Spotty work history 0.30 0.32 0.54 0.45
Unemployed for a
year 0.12 0.10 0.26 0.19

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: All figures use the sample weights. Employers who answer that they “defi-
nitely will” or “probably will” hire applicants with criminal histories are coded
as willing. Employers who check criminal background “always” or “sometimes”
are coded as checking.

checking among both firms that are willing and those that are unwilling
to hire former offenders. In addition, employers who check criminal
backgrounds are more likely to demand certain job qualifications of ap-
plicants, relative to employers who do not check.

Perhaps the most interesting patterns in table 8.4 are found in the
differences in the means of the dummy variables indicating types of ap-
plicants that the employer avoids. Among firms that are willing to hire
former offenders, background checking is basically unrelated to these
variables. Among firms that are unwilling to hire former offenders, firms
that check are less averse to hiring these types of workers than firms that
do not check. For both firms that check and firms that do not, unwilling-
ness to hire former offenders is associated with a greater unwillingness
to hire the types of applicants described by the dummy variables. How-
ever, this differential aversion is greatest among employers who do not
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Table 8.5 Averages of the Dummy Variable Indicating That the Last
Worker Hired Is Black by Whether the Firm Checks the
Criminal Background of Applicants and by the Willingness of
the Employer to Hire Applicants with Criminal Backgrounds

Firms Firms Not
Willing Willing

All Firms to Hire to Hire Differencea

All firms 0.199 (0.008) 0.193 (0.013) 0.203 (0.010) 0.010 (0.017)
Checks 0.244 (0.012) 0.223 (0.021) 0.254 (0.015) 0.031 (0.026)
Does not check 0.159 (0.010) 0.175 (0.016) 0.148 (0.013) −0.027 (0.021)
Differenceb 0.084 (0.016)*** 0.048 (0.026)* 0.107 (0.021)*** 0.058 (0.033)*

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. Firms that always check or sometimes
check criminal backgrounds are coded as checking. Firms that state that they
“definitely will” or “probably will” hire a worker with a criminal background
are coded as willing to hire, while firms stating “probably not” or “absolutely
not” are coded as unwilling to hire.
aFirms not willing to hire minus firms willing to hire.
bFirms that check backgrounds minus firms that do not.
*p < .10 **p < .05 ***p < .01

level of confidence. Among firms willing to hire former offenders, this
difference is 4.8 percentage points and is marginally significant. Among
employers who are unwilling to hire former offenders, this difference is
10.7 percentage points and is highly significant. Moreover, the difference
between these two differences (shown in the last row of the last column)
is statistically significant at the 8 percent level. This latter finding indi-
cates that the relatively larger positive effect of background checks for
firms that are unwilling to hire former offenders is larger than and statis-
tically distinguishable from the effect for firms that are willing to do so.
Hence the patterns observed for the groups of stigmatized workers in
table 8.4 are reproduced for the hiring outcomes of African Americans
in table 8.5.

The statistical discrimination implied by the results in tables 8.4 and
8.5 raises interesting policy questions with respect to state laws govern-
ing non-criminal-justice access to criminal history records. To the extent
that employers substitute such screening for actual information on crimi-
nal histories, some workers will be unfairly discriminated against. In
addition, workers from groups with high rates of previous criminal ac-
tivity (for example, young men, African Americans, and workers with
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Table 8.6 Measures of Employer Demand for Former Offenders over
Time, by Industry and Metropolitan Area

Employers’ Willingness Employers’ Current
to Hire Former Willingness to Hire

Offenders into Most Former Offenders
Recently Filled Job (1998 to 1999)

Employer Category 1992 to 1994 1998 to 1999 Employers Jobs

All employers 0.38 0.41 0.19 0.014

Metropolitcan area
Milwaukee — 0.49 0.24 0.015
Other 0.38 0.38 0.17 0.014

Major industry
Manufacturing 0.54 0.56 0.22 0.008
Retail trade 0.38 0.45 0.25 0.021
Services 0.36 0.33 0.16 0.015

Source: Data from Holzer and Stoll (2001); Multi-City Study of Urban Inequality.

Specifically, employers were asked whether they would be willing to
hire any former offenders at the current time and, if so, how many they
would hire.

Tabulations using these data are presented in table 8.6. The first col-
umn of the table presents the percentages of employers in both surveys
who answered that they would “definitely” or “probably” have hired
persons with criminal backgrounds into their last-filled noncollege job.
The data are presented for the overall sample of establishments and also
for subsamples by metropolitan area (Milwaukee and other) and by se-
lected industries. The second column then presents data from the more
recent survey only on current willingness to hire former offenders: the
percentage of employers who indicated they would currently hire former
offenders and the percentage of all jobs in the sample establishments
that could potentially be filled with former offenders. Tabulations are
presented for the total sample of establishments and the same subsam-
ples that are used in the first column of the table.

The comparison of results from the two surveys indicates a small
increase between the two periods (from 1992 to 1994 and from 1998 to
1999) in the proportion of all employers willing to hire former offenders,
from 38 to 41 percent. However, all of the increase is accounted for by
the relatively greater willingness of employers in Milwaukee to hire for-
mer offenders (49 percent). This result contrasts somewhat with the ex-
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Table 8.7 Potential Supply of Prisoners and Former Offenders to the
Labor Market, 1999

Percentage of
Numbers Civilian

Category (Thousands) Labor Force

Civilian labor force 139,368 100.00

Current prisoners
Federal and state prison 1,299 0.93
Local jail 606 0.43
Felons in local jail 61 0.04
Total prisoners 1,905 1.36
Total felons incarcerated 1,360 0.97

Current status
On parole 696 0.50
On felony probation 1,966 1.41
Total 2,662 1.91

Former offenders
Total former prisoners 2,932 2.10
Total former felons 8,961 6.43
Annual releases 561 0.40

Source: U.S. Department of Labor (2000); U.S. Department of Justice (1999); Ug-
gen and Manza (2001).
Note: All figures are for 1999.

tions of federal and state prisons, as well as the jail population, are pre-
sented here. For the latter, the table presents figures for both the total
jail-inmate population and the subset of jail inmates who have been con-
victed of felonies.20 The numbers of prisoners currently on parole and
the number of convicted felons on probation are also presented, as well
as the flow of prisoners released during 1999 and estimates of the total
current stock of former prisoners and former convicted felons.21

In addition to the raw numbers in each category, we also present
percentages of the civilian labor force in 1999 that each category would
constitute. These can then be compared with the percentages of all jobs
available to former offenders on the demand side of the labor market as
presented in the table 8.6.

The data in table 8.7 indicate that there are currently close to 2 mil-
lion individuals incarcerated in prisons and jails in the United States, of
whom about 1.4 million are convicted felons. Including those on parole
and felony probation would add roughly 2.7 million to those counts. The
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Figure 9.1 Sentenced Prisoners Admitted and Released from
State and Federal Prison, 1977 to 1998
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Source: Travis, Solomon, and Waul (2001), based on Bureau of Justice Statistics
National Prisoner Statistics.

longer periods of time. The average amount of time spent in prison by
those released between 1990 and 1998 increased from twenty-one months
to twenty-eight months, an increase of more than 25 percent in eight
years. As various sentencing reforms take hold—particularly so-called
truth-in-sentencing laws that typically require a violent offender to serve
85 percent of his or her sentence before being released—the distribution
of average sentences served in America has shifted considerably. Be-
tween 1991 and 1997, the proportion of soon-to-be-released prisoners
who had been in prison for more than five years rose by more than two-
thirds, from 13 percent to 21 percent. The proportion of prisoners serving
a year or less dropped in half, from 33 percent to 17 percent (Lynch and
Sabol 2001).

These longer prison sentences have significant consequences for the
processes of prisoner reintegration. By sheer passage of time, the ties
between prisoners, their families, and their networks of support in their
communities have attenuated. Perhaps, for some prisoners, the passage
of time and the erosion of community contacts are beneficial. One can
imagine, for example, that putting time and space between a young man
and his gang network might help him keep his distance from negative
influences upon his return home. For some prisoners, the natural aging
process will have a beneficial effect as the additional months or years in
prison place them beyond the age when rates of criminal offending are
the highest. Among the men they interviewed, Kathryn Edin, Timothy
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Figure 9.2 Prisoners Participating in Prison Programs Within Twelve
Months of Their Release, 1991 and 1997
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Source: Data from Lynch and Sabol (2001); U.S. Department of Justice (1993, 2000).

Nelson, and Rechelle Paranal find some support for the positive effects
of aging within the solitude of prison (chapter 3 in this volume). Overall,
however, the more reasonable conjecture is that longer sentences make
for more difficult adjustments after release from prison. To the extent
that familial and community supports enhance a prisoner’s chances of
successful reentry, weakening the links to those support systems is in-
consistent with achieving the reintegration goal (Lynch and Sabol 2001).

Third, the prisoners who are returning home today, at the height of
the mass incarceration phenomenon in America, are less prepared for
life in free society. According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, the rates
of participation in several categories of in-prison programs have dropped
significantly over the decade of the 1990s. In 1991 almost one-third (31
percent) of the prisoners scheduled to leave prison in the next year had
participated in a vocational program in prison. By 1997 that participation
rate had dropped to 27 percent. In 1991, 43 percent of the exiting cohort
had participated in an education program; by 1997 that rate had dropped
to 35 percent. In 1991 one-quarter had participated in a drug treatment
program; by 1997 that participation rate had dropped to 10 percent. In
both years, only 10 to 12 percent had participated in formal prerelease
programs designed to prepare prisoners for the transition from life in
prison to life in the community (Lynch and Sabol 2001; U.S. Department
of Justice 1993, 2000) (see figure 9.2).

Setting aside questions about the effectiveness of these programs in
actually connecting released prisoners to jobs on the outside, reducing
relapse to drug or alcohol abuse, or assisting in the practical aspects of
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