
by 1997 were drug offenders.2 Nearly all prisoners serve at least one year, but
most serve much longer sentences. In 1996, state drug offenders averaged
just over two years in prison, compared to eleven years for murderers. In fed-
eral prison the same year, the average time for drug offenders was forty
months.3

The great scale of the penal system in the early 2000s is new. On any day
for fifty years from 1925 to 1975, about a hundred Americans out of a hun-
dred thousand—just one-tenth of 1 percent of the U.S. population—were in
prison (figure 1.1). From 1975, the imprisonment rate began to rapidly in-
crease. By 2003, the share of the population in prison had increased every
year for twenty-eight years, standing at nearly half of 1 percent at the begin-
ning of the new century. If we add jail inmates to the count of the incarcer-
ated population, seven-tenths of 1 percent of the U.S. population was locked
up by 2003. This incarceration rate reflects a penal population of 2.1 million
inmates. After more than a quarter of a century of growth, the scale of incar-
ceration exceeded its historic average by a factor of nearly five.

The extent of incarceration in the United States is also unusual by inter-
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national standards. In 1983, the rate of 275 per hundred thousand was
about four times higher than in western Europe (figure 1.2). Only Britain’s
penal population approached American levels, and even in this case the U.S.
rate was more than twice as high. By 2001, the imprisonment gap between
Europe and the United States had widened. The U.S. incarceration rate had
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probability had climbed to over 1 percent, that is, just over one in a hundred.
Growth in the risk of imprisonment slows a little by the time these men were
in their mid-thirties to 1.4 percent. For the younger birth cohort, born in the
late 1960s and growing up through the prison boom, the risks of imprison-
ment until age twenty-five are similar to those of the older cohort. The effect
of the prison boom on the path through young adulthood can be seen from
age twenty-five to thirty-five. From their mid-twenties onwards, white men
who have never been to prison became much more likely through the 1990s
to serve time. Indeed, by their early thirties, the cumulative risk of imprison-
ment in the younger cohort of white men was more than double that of
those born twenty years earlier. 

The changing risk of imprisonment over the life course is strikingly paral-
lel among black men. The imprisonment risk is so much higher than for the
earlier generation, in fact, that we might of think of the prison boom as
transforming young adulthood for black men. For black men born in the late
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jail in 2000. At the very bottom of the education distribution, among high
school dropouts, about 7 percent of young whites were in prison or jail in
2000. The black male population as a whole shares, in this respect, the same
status as less-educated whites.

The stratification of incarceration by race and education produced ex-
traordinary incarceration rates for young black male dropouts by the end of
the 1990s. Nearly a third were in prison or jail on a typical day in 2000,
three times their incarceration rate just twenty years earlier. The growth in
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Table 1.1 Percentage in Prison or Jail

2000–1980
1980 2000 Ratio
(1) (2) (2)/(1)

All U.S. residents .2% .7% 3.5

Men age eighteen to sixty-five
All .7 2.1 3.0

White .4 1.0 2.5
Hispanic 1.6 3.3 2.1
Black 3.0 7.9 2.6

Men age twenty to forty
White .6 1.6 2.7
Hispanic 2.1 4.6 2.2
Black 4.8 11.5 2.4

Noncollege men age twenty to forty
White .9 3.2 3.6

Hispanic 2.6 5.5 2.1
Black 6.0 17.0 2.8

High school dropout men age twenty to forty
White 2.1 6.7 3.2
Hispanic 3.2 6.0 1.9
Black 10.7 32.4 3.0

Sources: The incarceration rate for all U.S. residents in 1980 is based on data from Beck
and Glaze (2004); the incarceration rate for all U.S. residents in 2000 are from Pastore and
Maguire (2003, 486). All other rates are author’s estimates.



union membership and participation in government welfare and other social
programs. Although unions and social programs are important institutions
for young whites, their reach is at least equaled by the penal system for young
blacks. Among whites, union membership (9.7 percent) and social program
participation (6.7 percent) are far more common than incarceration (1.6 per-
cent). Hispanic men show a similar pattern, though they are less likely to
participate in government programs. Black men under age forty have an in-
carceration rate of 11.5 percent, and are just as likely to be in prison or jail as
in a labor union, and about twice as likely to be incarcerated, as to receive
government benefits. High school dropouts participate at high rates in wel-
fare and other government programs, but white and Hispanic dropouts are
at least as likely to be incarcerated as to be in a union or receive some assis-
tance from a welfare program. Their black counterparts also participate heav-
ily in government programs, but a third are in prison or jail. The incarcera-
tion rate for these blacks exceeds any support they receive for health care,
training, and income maintenance through the welfare state.
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Table 1.2 Men Incarcerated (2000), in Unions, or in
Social Programs (1996)

Whites Hispanics Blacks

All men, age twenty to forty
In prison or jail 1.6% 4.6% 11.5%
In labor union 9.7 10.7 11.5
On welfare 1.7 1.4 2.3
In any program (including welfare) 6.7 4.9 10.8

Male high school dropouts, age twenty to forty

In prison or jail 6.7 6.0 32.4
In labor union 6.3 8.1 2.3
On welfare 6.2 1.7 3.7
In any program (including welfare) 17.9 6.3 24.0

Source: Incarceration rates are based on author’s estimates. Union membership, welfare, and
other government program enrollment figures are calculated from the Survey of Incomes
and Program Participation (1996). All figures are author’s estimates.
Note: Welfare programs include Aid to Families with Dependent Children and Food
Stamps. Any program includes welfare programs, supplemental security income, medicaid
benefits, unemployment insurance, veteran’s assistance, and any job-related support.



prisonment implies a rate of imprisonment. . . that is markedly above the
historical and comparative norm for societies of this type.”21 Indeed, this
chapter has shown that the rate of incarceration in America by the late 1990s
was far higher than in western Europe and without precedent in U.S. history.
Second, Garland argues, the demographic concentration of imprisonment,
produces not the incarceration of individual offenders, but the “systematic
imprisonment of whole groups of the population.”22 The empirical markers
of mass imprisonment are more slippery in this case. When will the incarcer-
ation rate be high enough to imprison, not the individual, but the group?

The picture painted by the statistics here help us answer this question.
Not only did incarceration become common among young black men at the
end of the 1990s, its prevalence exceeded that of the other life events we usu-
ally associate with passage through the life course. More than college gradua-
tion or military service, for example, incarceration typified the biographies of
African American men born since the late 1960s.

Because of the nature of imprisonment, as an official sign of criminality,
the collective experience of incarceration is as much a relational as a biogra-
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Table 1.3 Percentage Non-Hispanic Men, Born 1965 to 1969,
Life Events by 1999

Life Event Whites Blacks

All men
Prison incarceration 3.2 22.4
Bachelor’s degree 31.6 12.5
Military service 14.0 17.4
Marriage 72.5 59.3

Noncollege men

Prison incarceration 6.0 31.9
High school diploma or GED 73.5 64.4
Military service 13.0 13.7
Marriage 72.8 55.9

Source: Author’s estimates. The incidence of all life events except prison incarceration were
calculated from the 2000 census.
Note: To make the incarceration risks comparable to census statistics, the estimates are ad-
justed to describe the percentage of men, born 1965 to 1969, who have ever been impris-
oned and who survived to 1999.



are close to those calculated by the BJS and similar to the risks of incarcera-
tion measured by the NLSY. Like the NLSY data, my figures also capture the
steep stratification of the risks of incarceration by education, although the
NLSY tends to underestimate imprisonment at very low levels of education,
compared to my figures.
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Table 1A.1 Cumulative Risk of Imprisonment

Less than High School All Some
All High School or GED Noncollege College
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

White men
BJS 3.0 — — —
NLSY 4.3 11.3 3.7 5.1 1.5
Born 1945 to 1949 1.4 4.0 1.0 2.1 .5
Born 1965 to 1969 2.9 11.2 3.6 5.3 .7

Black men
BJS 24.6 — — —

NLSY 18.7 30.9 18.8 19.3 7.2
Born 1945 to 1949 10.5 17.1 6.5 12.0 5.9
Born 1965 to 1969 20.5 58.9 18.4 30.2 4.9

Sources: BJS figures reported by Bonczar and Beck (1997) using synthetic cohort from the
1991 Survey of Inmates of State and Federal Correctional Facilities (BJS 1993). NLSY
figures give percentage of respondents interviewed in a correctional facility by age thirty-
five (whites N = 2171, blacks N = 881). NLSY cohort was born between 1957 and 1964.



the National Longitudinal Surveys of Youth (NLSY) are unusual in provid-
ing data on self-reported criminal activity at different points in time. The
NLSY asked two national samples of young men and women in 1980 and
2000 about their criminal activity over the past year. I analyzed crime among
male NLSY respondents, aged fifteen to eighteen. Because the NLSY respon-
dents are younger than adult prisoners, the survey data do not provide direct
evidence on those at risk of imprisonment. Still, juvenile and adult crime
rates move roughly together and virtually all adult felons have a history of ju-
venile offending. If increased criminality among lower-class men increased
the prison population, we would also expect to see increased criminality
among lower-class youth. 

Data on juveniles also have important advantages for studying trends in
crime. Some writers attribute a large decline in adult crime between 1980
and 2000 to the rise in imprisonment.16 Juvenile incarceration, however, has
not increased nearly as much as adult incarceration. In 1979, the juvenile in-
carcerated population numbered 71,922 compared to 108,931 in 1999.17 As
the juvenile incarcerated population increased by about 50 percent, the adult
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following chapter, but for now we can see its quantitative extent reflected in
the fourfold growth in drug arrest rates from the late 1960s to 2001 (see fig-
ure 2.2). Drug arrests had always shown a large racial disparity. In the early
1970s, blacks were about twice as likely as whites to be arrested for a drug of-
fense. The great growth in drug arrest rates through the 1980s had a large ef-
fect on African Americans. At the height of the drug war in 1989, arrest rates
for blacks had climbed to 1,460 per hundred thousand compared to 365 for
whites. Throughout the 1990s, drug arrest rates remained at these histori-
cally high levels. These trends may be related to trends in drug use or to
trends in drug enforcement. Because there are no crime statistics on drug
use, we cannot systematically compare offending rates to arrest and impris-
onment rates. However, we can look further at the link between drug use
and drug arrests trends in drug use by examining social surveys and hospital
reports of drug-related emergency room visits. 
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Figure 2.3 shows trends in drug use with data from the Monitoring the
Future Survey and the Drug Abuse Warning Network. The survey asked a
national sample of high school seniors whether they had ever used drugs in
the past year. In 1980, just over 50 percent said they had, compared to
around 40 percent in 2000. White high school students consistently re-
ported more drug use than black students. National samples of adults, stud-
ied by the National Survey on Drug Abuse (NSDA), similarly show that
drug use among adults declined from 20 to 11 percent from 1979 to 2000.
Like the high school survey, the NSDA shows that levels of drug use do not
differ much between blacks and whites. 

The survey responses may not provide a good indication of trends in seri-
ous drug use. A shorter time series is available from the Drug Abuse Warning
Network that records the number of drug-related emergency room visits
from hospitals in twenty-one cities. Whites had roughly twice to three times
the number of drug-related emergency room visits than blacks. Whites in-
creased their share of drug-related emergency care through the 1990s. Al-
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economic recession closed a chapter in American postwar social history. This
period of rapid social change ushered in a new economy, characterized by ur-
ban deindustrialization, and a new politics, characterized by law-and-order
appeals to white suburban voters. We turn to these trends, and their effects,
in the next chapter. 

CONCLUSION
The research and data I have presented so far help us untangle the links be-
tween social inequality, crime, and the growth of imprisonment among dis-
advantaged men. In trying to understand why so many less educated and mi-
nority men are going to prison, we should carefully distinguish the two parts
to this story. 

First, there is good evidence that disadvantaged men are, at any given
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but self-report data are subject to errors in which respondents may underre-
port very serious crime. Another approach looks at victimization data. Vic-
timization is typically recorded by surveys, in which individuals are asked if
they have been assaulted, had property stolen, and so on. Because a great deal
of crime happens among acquaintances and neighbors, victimization data for
poor men will also be informative about their levels of criminal activity. The
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Table 2.1 Male Youth, Age Fifteen to Eighteen, Involved
in Crime

Percentage
1980 2000 Change

Attacked someone to seriously hurt or kill them
All youth 15.0 10.6 −29

Poor whites 18.5 17.0 −8
Poor blacks 17.5 13.8 −21
Poor Hispanics 11.8 12.8 8

Purposely damaged or destroyed property
All youth 32.8 11.3 −66
Poor whites 31.0 14.6 −53
Poor blacks 26.2 8.5 −68
Poor Hispanics 31.1 9.4 −70

Stolen something from a store, house, or person

All youth 45.5 12.4 −73
Poor whites 39.8 17.3 −57
Poor blacks 40.1 12.9 −68
Poor Hispanics 39.6 7.9 −80

Sold drugs, including marijuana, cocaine, or heroin
All youth 17.8 10.0 −44
Poor whites 18.0 8.8 −51
Poor blacks 16.1 5.0 −69

Poor Hispanics 9.7 9.9 2

Source: Author’s compilations.
Note: Self-reported crime is taken from NLSY 1979 and 1997 cohorts. Sample sizes, 1980:
2,958 (all youth), 740 (poor youth). Sample sizes, 1997: 3,375 (all youth), 563 (poor
youth).



National Crime Victimization Survey annually asks a national sample,
twelve years and older, about their experiences of household, property, and
violent crime. I calculated property and violent victimization rates for young
men, aged twenty-two to thirty, and for young male high school dropouts,
the group who have experienced the largest increases in incarceration. Be-
cause sample sizes are quite small for dropouts, I pooled data for 1980 to
1983 and for 1997 to 2000. 

Table 2.2 reports victimization rates for the two periods for all young men
and for those who dropped out of high school. Between the early 1980s and
the late 1990s there was a large decline in rates of criminal victimization. In
the mid-1980s, one of two men in their twenties was a victim of property
crime or violence. By the late 1990s, fewer than one in five was, a decline of
about 70 percent. Men with little education also shared in the gains in pub-
lic safety. Victimization rates for young dropouts declined by between 60
and 75 percent, in line with national trends. 
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Table 2.2 Criminal Victimization Among Men Age
Twenty-Two to Thirty

Percentage
1980 to 1983 1997 to 2000 Change

Victimizations per 1000
All men 568 179 −68.7
White dropouts 541 215 −60.3
Black dropouts 466 132 −71.7
Hispanic dropouts 433 101 −76.6

Victimizations per 1000, adjusting for imprisonment
All men 671 242 −63.9
White dropouts 640 293 −54.2
Black dropouts 550 180 −67.3
Hispanic dropouts 512 138 −73.0

Source: Author’s compilations.
Note: The adjustment for imprisonment forms an index by dividing total prison admissions
by arrests. Assuming each imprisonment reduces victimizations by ten, the index is multi-
plied by ten to obtain a multiplier for the victimization rates. This adjustment increases the
1980 to 1983 rates by 18.25 percent, and 1997 to 2000 rates by 36.3 percent.



DRUG USE AND DRUG ENFORCEMENT
How do we interpret the large increase in the number of drug arrests from
1980 to 2001? Propelled by policy initiatives of first the Nixon and then the
Reagan administration, drug enforcement escalated dramatically through the
1970s and 1980s. I’ll have more to say about America’s war on drugs in the
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Table 2.3 Offending, Arrests, and Incarceration, Violent,
Property, and Drug Crimes

1980 1990 2001

Violent crime

Number of offenses 914,576 1,364,705 1,131,923
Arrests per offense .44 .46 .47
Prison admissions per arrest .13 .17 .28
Parolees per admission .17 .18 .19
Average time served (months) 33 38 53
Violent crime incarceration rate 76 125 208

Property crime
Offenses known to police 8,228,506 10,759,757 8,235,013

Arrests per offense .17 .18 .17
Prison admissions per arrest .06 .10 .11
Parolees per admission .21 .24 .23
Average time served (months) 16 24 28
Property crime incarceration rate 39 69 81

Drug crime
Arrests 580,900 1,361,700 1,579,600
Prison admissions per arrest .02 .10 .12

Parolees per admission .11 .11 .22
Average time served (months) 14 17 24
Drug crime incarceration rate 8 59 86

Source: Author’s compilations.
Note: Data on offending and arrests were compiled from the Sourcebook of Criminal Justice
Statistics (various years). Offending data refer to crimes known to police recorded in the
Uniform Crime Reports. Data on prison admissions, parolees per admission, and time served
were tabulated from the National Corrections Reporting Program (1983, 1990, 2001). Time
served and admissions data in the first column are from 1983.



Variation in imprisonment across the states between 1980 and 2000 helps
us understand the effects of changing political and economic conditions. If
mass imprisonment grew out of a bad labor market for black men, incarcera-
tion rates would likely have increased most in states with the largest increases
in unemployment and income inequality. If law-and-order politics and
tough-on-crime sentencing swelled prison populations we would expect to
see incarceration rates rise in states that elected Republican lawmakers and
installed determinate sentencing. 

Table 3.2 lists socioeconomic conditions and political and legal factors
that might affect a state’s imprisonment rate. Many different labor market
conditions may affect imprisonment, but researchers have focused on unem-
ployment and income inequality.59 Income inequality—measured by the
Gini index of individual incomes—increased through the 1990s and may re-
flect the economic status of disadvantaged men better than unemployment.
If the prison boom stems from joblessness, black men’s unemployment rates
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tion, assuming that 1980 political and labor market conditions endured over
the following twenty years. Figure 3.2 shows the percentage reduction in the
state imprisonment rate attributable to the political and labor market condi-
tions for the state effect and state-year effect models. The statistical analysis
indicates that by 2000 the imprisonment rate would be between 4 and 12
percent lower had the Democrats maintained their electoral advantage and
the share of less-skilled jobless men in the population remained at its low
1980 level. These effects are quite modest and suggest that much of the rise
in imprisonment would have occurred even without the growing dominance
of the Republican party and the deteriorating labor market situation of less-
skilled young men. 

Many of the measures of labor market conditions failed to show a strong
relationship to the scale of punishment. Various measures of unemployment
and the Gini index of income inequality were not consistently related to state
imprisonment rates. Other research has produced similarly weak results. Sev-
eral recent papers have estimated the effects of unemployment rates, income
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measure crime with disaggregated data on victimization. Because violent
crime usually involves victims and perpetrators with similar social status,
crime among blacks and whites at different levels of education can be tapped
with victimization data from the National Crime Victimization Survey
(NCVS). The NCVS annually asks respondents about their exposure to vio-
lence over the past year. The data can be used to construct violent victimiza-
tion rates—the number of victims of violence divided by the population—for
different offenses and for different subgroups.67 As in the state analysis, I also
sometimes use fixed effects, in this case to capture the propensity to crime
that varies by age, race, and education. Analyzing disaggregated admission
rates and adjusting for fixed effects introduces far more detailed information
about the risks of incarceration than in earlier research. If increased inequal-
ity influences imprisonment by raising incarceration most among the disad-
vantaged, this disaggregated analysis is more likely to detect the effect. 
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To describe how inequality in imprisonment has changed over time, I be-
gin by calculating for each year, the chances of imprisonment among blacks
compared to whites, and among the high school educated (graduates and
dropouts) compared to the college educated, controlling for age and violent
crime. We can think of these ratios as measures of race and class inequality in
imprisonment. Figure 3.4 plots the trends in race and class inequalities in
U.S. state prison admission between 1983 and 2001 for men aged twenty to
thirty-nine. Racial inequalities in prison admission increased a little in the
1980s, but for most of the period blacks were around five times more likely
to go to prison than whites. Class inequality in imprisonment increased sig-
nificantly. Whereas high school–educated blacks were five times more likely
to go to prison in 1983, by 2001 the relative disparity in imprisonment had
grown threefold. Although prison admission rates are five times lower for
whites than blacks, class inequality in imprisonment is higher among whites.
By 2001, whites with only a high school education were more than twenty
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times more likely than their college-educated counterparts to go to prison,
controlling for age and educational differences in violent crime. 

With rising levels of education, the high school educated may be less able,
and more marginal, than in the past. Trends in educational inequality in im-
prisonment may just reflect increasing criminal propensity in a shrinking
pool of low achievers. Shifts in carceral inequality are unlikely to be an arti-
fact of rising education, however. Although the number of dropouts fell be-
tween 1983 and 2001, the share of graduates increased, meaning that the
proportion of high school educated has not fallen much, certainly far too lit-
tle to account for the large increases in educational inequality. College, too,
has become less selective over time. We might therefore expect rising incar-
ceration among men with higher education. All the increase in prison admis-
sion, however, is concentrated among noncollege men. 

Part of the growth in prison admission rates is attributable to the large in-
crease in class inequality indicated by the escalation of imprisonment among
men with little schooling. What if prison admission among high school
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of large numbers of defendants with a single felony conviction, the Califor-
nia three-strikes law is probably the most severe in the country. Many other
states also adopted some version of these provisions and by the mid-1990s,
forty states had passed mandatory sentences for repeat offenders. 

Mandatory minimums reduced an ostensibly dishonest feature of indeter-
minate sentencing: potentially severe sentences were allowed by law but sel-
dom imposed by judges. So-called truth-in-sentencing measures sought
greater transparency through greater severity, requiring offenders to serve a
majority of their prison sentence. Truth-in-sentencing was applied mostly to
violent crimes, although in Florida, Mississippi, and Ohio it applied to all
prisoners.56 The earliest truth-in-sentencing scheme was introduced in Wash-
ington state in 1984. The measures proliferated after federal law in 1994 au-
thorized funding for additional prisons and jails for states mandating 85 per-
cent of time served for serious violent crimes. By 1998, twenty-five states had
adopted the 85-percent standard. Another seven require that at least half the
sentence be served.57

To gauge trends in criminal sentencing, I measured the presence of sen-
tencing guidelines, parole release, three-strikes laws, and truth-in-sentencing
laws in every state between 1980 and 2000. By these measures, the sentenc-
ing and release of offenders changed fundamentally through the two decades
of the prison boom (table 3.1). Parole was widely abolished at an early stage,
in seventeen states by 1980. Innovations like three-strikes and truth-in-sen-
tencing were widely adopted only in the 1990s. State legislatures, by man-
dating minimum prison sentences and limiting the role of judges and parole
boards, increasingly asserted control over the punishment of criminals. In
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Table 3.1 Limited Judicial Discretion in Criminal Sentencing

States that Have: 1980 1990 2000

Sentencing guidelinesa 2 10 17
Abolished or limited paroleb 17 21 33
Three-strikes laws 0 0 24
Truth-in-sentencing lawsc 3 7 40

Source: Author’s compilations.
aIncludes states with voluntary and presumptive guidelines.
bIncludes states that limit parole release only for violent offenders.
cIncludes states that mandate at least 50 percent of sentences be served for some offenses.



may also be a better predictor of incarceration than the overall unemploy-
ment rate. Unemployment rates go up and down with the business cycle and
do not capture the chronic joblessness associated with ghetto poverty. To tap
this more enduring unemployment, I also measured the proportion of men
under forty-five in the population who have only a high school education
and who have dropped out of the labor force. 

Viewing punishment as a social conflict led a number of researchers to
study not only the economic status of outsiders but also their race. States
with large black populations have been found to have high rates of imprison-
ment.60 The proportion of African Americans varies more across states than
over time. Still, recent changes in the geographic distribution of the black
population reflect an important trend. Declining employment in the manu-
facturing centers of the Midwest and Northeast in the 1960s and 1970s re-
versed a northern migration that dated from the early decades of the twenti-
eth century. Blacks returned to the South in the two decades after 1980,
increasing their populations in states such as Georgia, North Carolina, and
Florida.61
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Table 3.2 Means of Imprisonment Rates and Predictors,
Fifty States

1980 1990 2000

State-level incarceration

Imprisonment per 100,000 120.1 241.6 388.2

Socioeconomic predictors
Unemployment rate (percentage) 6.8 5.4 3.8
Unemployment rate, black men (percentage) 12.4 11.0 7.0
Young jobless noncollege mena (percentage) 1.2 1.6 1.5
Gini index of incomes 45.2 44.6 46.2
Percentage black in state population 9.4 10.1 10.9

Legal and political predictors
Determinate sentencing index (0 to 4 points) .3 .6 2.0

Percentage Republican governors 37.5 43.8 66.7

Source: See Appendix.
aNoncollege men age nineteen to forty-five not in labor force as percentage of noninstitu-
tional men age nineteen to forty-five.



Adding year effects removes from the analysis these nationwide trends in un-
employment and incarceration (table 3.3, column 2). Because states with
high unemployment rates have high incarceration rates, adjusting for year ef-
fects brings the expected result: slack labor market conditions are associated
with increased criminal punishment. The more fine-grained measure of job-
lessness among young noncollege men yields stronger evidence for the link
between unemployment and incarceration. If the fraction of jobless, less-
skilled young men in the population increases by a tenth of a percentage
point, the imprisonment rate is estimated to rise by between about 2 and 4
percent. In Texas, for example, this population increased by half a percentage
point between 1980 and 2000, producing an estimated rise in state impris-
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Table 3.3 Regression Analysis of Imprisonment Rates, 1980 to 2000

Effect on State
Imprisonment (Percentage)

(1) (2)

Socioeconomic effects
1 point rise in unemployment rate −4.1* 1.1*
1 point rise in black men’s unemployment rate −1.0* .2

1 per 1,000 rise in share of young jobless noncollege men 2.3* 4.6
1 unit rise in Gini index of incomes −1.4* −.7
1 point rise in black population share 1.6* −.3

Legal and political effects
Change from Democratic to Republican governor 13.8* 5.7*
1 point rise in 4-point determinate sentencing scale 12.8* −4.8*

Including state effects? Yes Yes

Including year effects? No Yes

Source: Author’s compilations.
Note: Estimates are for forty-eight states, from a regression of log state imprisonment rates on murder,
nonlethal violent crime, property crime, noncollege joblessness, percentage black, percentage urban,
determinate sentencing scale, Republican governor, state spending on police, and citizen’s liberal
ideology (N = 1008, R 2 = .86 with state effects, R 2 = .96 with state and year effects). Other estimates
are obtained by replacing noncollege joblessness with unemployment, black men’s unemployment,
or the Gini index. All predictors except the sentencing index are lagged one year.
*p < .01



graduates followed its actual path, roughly a twofold increase, but educa-
tional inequality in prison admission remained at its 1983 level. How much
did the increase in inequality in imprisonment add to the overall growth of
prison admission? Figure 3.5 answers this question by showing prison admis-
sions, given observed trends in educational inequality, and assuming educa-
tional inequality in imprisonment was unchanged since 1983. By 2001, the
prison admission rate for all men, aged twenty to thirty-nine, would be 20
percent lower if the relative risk of imprisonment had not increased so much
among high school dropouts. 

We can take the analysis a step further by relating inequality in imprison-
ment to trends in the labor market. The rise in the risk of imprisonment
among less-educated men may be related to trends in their earnings and em-
ployment. I studied the link between men’s labor market status and their risk
of going to prison by calculating the median weekly earnings and employ-
ment rates of black and white men at different ages and levels of education.68

Estimates of the effects of earnings and employment on prison admission
are shown in table 3.4. When data for black and white men are analyzed to-
gether, a $100 increase in weekly pay—roughly the earnings gap between
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Table 3.4 Regression of Admission Rates, 1983 to 2001

Effect on Prison
Admission (Percentage)

All men

$100 increase in weekly pay −31.6*
10 percentage point increase in employment −10.4

White men
$100 increase in weekly pay −41.1*
10 percentage point increase in employment 17.5

Black men
$100 increase in weekly pay −25.9*
10 percentage point increase in employment −15.6*

Source: Author’s compilations.
Note: Regression for all men also includes controls for violent crime and race-age-education
effects. Results for black and white men control for violent crime and age-education effects.
*Statistically significant at p < .01 level.



counted for 30 percent of all joblessness among Hispanic males aged twenty-
two to thirty. This level of incarceration lifts the conventional jobless rate
from 10.3 to 14.3 percent in 2000. Overall rates of employment are lowest
for African Americans, regardless of whether prison and jail inmates are
counted among those not working. In 1980, in the noninstitutional popula-
tion alone, 22.9 percent of young black men were out of work, roughly dou-
ble the jobless rate for whites at that time. Joblessness among young blacks
rises to 26.7 percent in 1980 once prison and jail inmates are added to the
population. Between 1980 and 2000, the population of young black incar-
cerated men increased from 110,000 to 285,000. One out of every three
young black men out of work in 2000 was in prison or jail. Household sur-
vey data indicated that joblessness stood at 23.7 percent of young black men
in 2000, but adjusting for incarceration raised the true rate to 32.4 percent.
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ment, to within fractions of a percentage point. By omitting the penal popu-
lation, standard estimates underestimate the true jobless rate by as much as
24 percentage points for less-educated black men. 

These statistics tell us several things. First, standard labor force data signif-
icantly overestimate the prevalence of employment among young black men,
particularly those without higher education. Rates of joblessness among
young black men, already high in official statistics, are really one-fifth to one-
quarter higher, given so many men in prison and jail. Second, because of the
large racial disparity in incarceration, racial inequality in employment is sig-
nificantly understated by standard data sources. 
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RACIAL INEQUALITY IN JOBLESSNESS
Inequality can be measured with the ratio of black to white jobless rates. To
study how incarceration conceals inequality, we focus just on the employ-
ment situation of noncollege men aged twenty-two to thirty. Figure 4.3
shows the trend in the black-white ratio in jobless rates for the noninstitu-
tional population and for the corrected rate that includes prison and jail in-
mates. The trend lines indicate that racial inequality in employment in-
creased significantly, both in the noninstitutional population and in the
general population that includes prison and jail inmates. Standard statistics
suggest that the black-white ratio increased to around 2.5 by 2000; that is,
young black noncollege men are 2.5 times more likely to be out of a job than
their white counterparts. Including prison and jail inmates raises the ratio to
2.9, indicating that standard data sources understate racial inequality by
about one-fifth among young men with only a high school education. 
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monetize the economic status of marginal segments of the population who
are typically ignored in studies of economic inequality. 

Earlier research on selection and average wages focused on trends from the
1960s through the 1980s. I study wage inequality through the 1980s and
1990s by analyzing data from the Current Population Survey (CPS) and cor-
rectional surveys of inmates. Like previous research, wages of the jobless are
predicted, given age and education that capture the main human capital dif-
ferences in wages (see the appendix at the end of this chapter for more de-
tail).15 The analysis is restricted to non-Hispanic, nonfarm, civilian men
aged twenty-two to thirty. 

The analysis divides jobless men into two categories. First, there are the
nonworkers, those who are unemployed and looking for work, and those not
employed and not looking for work. To impute the wages of nonworkers, I
match them to the wages of workers according to age and education. The
wage offers that nonworkers are likely to receive will be lower than those we
observe among workers. A more realistic estimate could simply take a frac-
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tion of the observed wage among workers. I assume that nonworkers would
receive only 80 percent of the wage offered to workers. This is a conservative
assumption compared to other studies.16 My estimates of the effects of labor
inactivity on the black-white wage gap are probably a little conservative as a
result. Second, there are prison and jail inmates. The hypothetical wage of-
fers of incarcerated men are likely to be much lower than those for nonwork-
ers. Fortunately, correctional surveys of inmates that ask respondents about
their wages immediately before incarceration are available (see figure 4.6).
About a third of inmates were not working when admitted to prison or jail.
Pre-incarceration wages are reported by 30 to 50 percent of respondents in
each of the nine correctional surveys fielded from 1979 to 1997. These data
are used to estimate the hypothetical wage that inmates would receive if of-
fered jobs on the open labor market. 
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Underscoring their low of levels of ability and poor employment records,
prison and jail inmates earn significantly less at the time of their incarcera-
tion than other young men aged twenty-two to thirty with the same level of
education (see figure 4.6). Young white dropouts earned just over $11.00 an
hour. By comparison, young white inmates averaged only $8.92 an hour at
the time of their incarceration. The wage gap grows with education. Young
whites with some college earned more than $16.00 an hour in 1999, com-
pared to $11.18 for college-educated inmates. There is also a large wage gap
between workers and inmates among African Americans. Despite the rela-
tively low earnings of black workers, their wages exceed those of inmates by
about 70 percent. 

Figure 4.7 shows three measures of racial inequality in wages of young
men aged twenty-two to thirty. The lower line shows the observed level of
wage inequality calculated from the usual household survey. In 1980, the
hourly wage of young white men exceeded that for black men by 17 percent.
Racial inequality in hourly wages increased through the early 1980s and
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The results show that men who have been incarcerated have significantly
lower wages, employment rates, and annual earnings than those who have
never been incarcerated (see figure 5.1). Incarceration is generally estimated
to reduce hourly wages by about 15 percent, but the effect is relatively large
among Hispanics (24.7 percent). The average hourly wage of thirty-year-old
Hispanic high school dropouts is about $7.45, and incarceration is estimated
to reduce this by about $1.80. The effect is smallest for black ex-offenders,
who are paid 12.4 percent less than blacks who have never been to prison.
The large effect of incarceration on Hispanic men’s wages is not replicated in
data on employment. In this case, both black and Hispanic men work
around 15 percent fewer weeks in the year (nearly eight weeks) than their
counterparts. The effect of incarceration is slightly less for white men, reduc-
ing employment by 9.7 percent (about five weeks a year). 
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fore incarceration, men at risk of going to prison have far less human capital,
in the form of skill and labor market experience, than the rest of the popula-
tion.

Men coming out of prison get low-paying, insecure jobs because they
have few skills or work experience. An ex-offender is likely to get a bad job
primarily because he is a poor worker. Although men involved in crime are at
high risk of low pay and unemployment, can going to prison make things
worse? Can incarceration damage a man’s economic fortunes, even account-
ing for the poor opportunities for young men with very little skill or school-
ing?
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Table 5.1 Education, Cognitive Skill, and Employment

Noninstitutional Percentage
Prisoners Men Difference

Whites

Average schooling (years) 10.6 13.4 21
Average cognitive score for dropouts 19.5 23.7 22
Percentage employed 76.4 87.5 13
Median monthly income (dollars) 1100 2000 45

Blacks
Average schooling (years) 10.5 12.6 17
Average cognitive score for dropouts 7.6 11.4 50
Percentage employed 63.2 73.1 14

Median monthly income (dollars) 900 1520 41

Hispanics
Average schooling (years) 9.4 10.8 13
Average cognitive score for dropouts 9.9 14.9 51
Percentage employed 73.5 85.3 14
Median monthly income (dollars) 900 1568 43

Source: Employment, earnings, and schooling figures for noninstitutional men are from the
Current Population Survey (1997). Employment, earnings, and schooling for prisoners is
given at time of prison admission and are from the Survey of Inmates of States and Federal
Correctional Facilities (1997).
Note: Cognitive scores are the percentiles of the Armed Forces Qualification Test for male
high school dropouts from the NLSY 1979 who were imprisoned some time between 1980
and 2000 and among those who have never been to prison.



Because the penal system draws mostly from the lowest rungs of the so-
cioeconomic ladder, simply measuring the wage gap between prisoners and
nonprisoners overstates the penalty of incarceration. Low levels of education,
cognitive deficits, and behavioral problems may explain why ex-offenders are
out of work. Incarceration may add little to the problems of young men in-
volved in crime. How can we tell if low wages and joblessness among former
prisoners is caused by incarceration, or is simply a predictable result of skill
deficiencies and a propensity to antisocial behavior? 

Answering this question raises a challenge for casual analysis. In a capri-
cious world in which people were imprisoned at random, men with prison
records would share the same average levels of education, test scores and so
on, as those without records. Selection for incarceration would resemble a
randomized experiment, in which the treatment group (prisoners) was iden-
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Table 5.2 Wages, Employment, Earnings

Incarceration Status

Never Before After

Hourly wages (dollars per hour)

White 14.70 11.14 11.80
Hispanic 13.59 12.30 10.31
Black 12.34 10.25 9.25

Annual employment (weeks per year)
White 44 37 23
Hispanic 43 35 24
Black 40 35 21

Annual earnings (thousands of dollars per year)

White 26.44 13.70 9.76
Hispanic 23.90 13.29 9.14
Black 20.37 13.34 7.02

Source: Author’s compilations.
Note: Figures are calculated from the NLSY. "Never" includes all those who have not been
incarcerated by age forty. Hourly wages and annual earnings are in 2004 dollars. (N =
5010).



incarceration among Hispanics, the poverty rate would fall by 3 percent-
age points from 7 to 3 percent. The largest effect is found among poor
blacks. With the current definition, 18.5 percent of black men are poor,
falling into the bottom decile of the NLSY earnings distribution. Without
incarceration, 4 percent of young blacks—one-fifth of all poor blacks—
would be lifted out of poverty, and the poverty rate would fall to 14.5 per-
cent.

Although incarceration contributes significantly to poverty among black
men, it does not add much to racial inequality in lifetime earnings. For ex-
ample, the difference in earnings between blacks and whites would be re-
duced only by about 3 percent if the incarceration rate were zero. The aggre-
gate effects are small in part because those at risk of incarceration earn so
little even if they do not go to prison. Although incarceration exacts a rela-
tively large penalty at the individual level, a 40-percent earnings loss has little
effect in the aggregate when those suffering the loss are already below the
poverty line. These results show that mass imprisonment has contributed less
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Table 5.3 Aggregate Levels of Imprisonment and the
Aggregate Effects of Imprisonment on Lifetime
Earnings, 1981 to 2000, NLSY Men

White Hispanic Black

1. Men imprisoned by 2000 (percentage) 5.0 11.3 19.3
2. Average lifetime earnings loss ($1000s) 114.3 93.6 86.3

3. Lost lifetime earnings as percentage of total earn- 43.6 41.2 42.3
ings of incarcerated

4. Lost lifetime earnings as percentage of total earn- .8 2.1 4.3
ings of all men

5. Percentage point increase in poverty rates among 1.0 2.7 4.0
all men

6. Lost lifetime earnings as percentage of imprison- 148.8 94.4 70.4
ment cost

Source: Author’s compilations, BJS (2004).
Note: Estimates of the lifetime earnings loss are based on inflation-adjusted 2004 dollars,
calculated for the full male sample of the NLSY. Poor men (row 5) are defined as those in
lower decile of the race-specific lifetime earnings distribution. Costs of imprisonment (row
6) are taken from a BJS (2004) report on state prison expenditures.



tion gap in marriage is also large for blacks and Hispanics. The general level
of marriage is highest for Hispanics, but in this case inmates are only half as
likely to be married as their counterparts in free society. Marriage rates are
lowest for blacks. Only 11 percent of young black inmates are married, com-
pared to 25 percent of those who are not incarcerated. In short, marriage
rates among male prisoners in their twenties are only around half as high as
in the free population. 

Although marriage is uncommon among prisoners, fatherhood is not.
Figure 6.1 shows the percentage of men who by their late thirties have ever
had children. The prevalence of fatherhood among prisoners is almost iden-
tical to that on the outside. Among blacks, for example, these shares are 70
percent to 73 percent. The percentages are also very similar among whites
and Hispanics. 

The combination of high incarceration rates with a large proportion of fa-
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thers among inmates means many children now have incarcerated fathers.
Data from surveys of prison and jail inmates can be used to calculate the
numbers of children with fathers in prison or jail. A time series for 1980 to
2000 shows that the total number of children with incarcerated fathers in-
creased sixfold from about 350,000 to 2.1 million, nearly 3 percent of all
children nationwide in 2000 (figure 6.2). Among whites, the fraction of chil-
dren with a father in prison or jail is relatively small, about 1.2 percent in
2000. The figure is about three times higher (3.5 percent) for Hispanics.
Among blacks, more than a million, or one in eleven children, had a father
in prison or jail in 2000. The numbers are higher for younger children: by
2000, 10.4 percent of black children under age ten had a father in prison or
jail. Just as incarceration has become a normal life event for disadvantaged
young black men, parental incarceration has become commonplace for their
children. 

High rates of parental incarceration translate into high rates of family dis-
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volved in crime. These factors are also associated with a low likelihood of
marriage regardless of involvement in the criminal justice system. To isolate
the impact of incarceration, we need to account for the many factors associ-
ated with incarceration that also affect a man’s chances of marriage. In effect,
we must find a comparison group that resembles our incarcerated men in all
respects but their history of imprisonment. 

To do so, I adjust for the effects of factors that influence the likelihood of
marriage and incarceration. Statistical adjustments for things like race and
education that are correlated with marriage and incarceration help allow for
the nonrandom selection of men into the penal system. Race and education
controls allow us to calculate the difference in marriage rates for an ex-in-
mate and a non-inmate of the same race and level of schooling. Many vari-
ables can be introduced to minimize the differences between those who have
been incarcerated and the comparison group who have not. Previous re-
search on marriage suggests we should control for where a man lives,
whether he is Catholic or very religious, and whether he has fathered chil-
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employment of black men by around 15 percent. Still, the results suggest
that improving employment among men released from prison will help their
marriage prospects. 

INCARCERATION AND DIVORCE
So far, we have seen evidence that incarceration suppresses marriage, at least
among African American men. Moving forward in the life course, we can
also ask about the effects of incarceration on married couples. Figure 6.5
shows the risk of divorce or separation for men in their first marriage who
have never been incarcerated and those that have been. Because marriage
rates are so low among incarcerated men, there are few cases of men with
prison records in long-lasting marriages. Nevertheless, the divorce rate inside
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prison is also 50 percent, but is reached in about a third of the time as it is
outside.

Marriages are thus particularly at risk when men are in prison or jail. Dur-
ing incarceration, shame and anger of men’s families is most severe,32 just as
the chance that wives will develop other romantic attachments is also great-
est.33 After release from prison, the stigma of incarceration may endure and
ex-inmates may be less able to contribute financially to their families. The
statistical analysis tries to capture these processes by estimating the chances
of marital dissolution while a husband is incarcerated and after he has been
released. 

Here, too, I estimate the effect of incarceration on divorce or separation,
accounting for a variety of other factors. In this case, I control for incarcera-
tion prior to marriage. When specifying a comparison group to measure the
effect of incarceration, those imprisoned before marriage share much of the
propensity to crime that we see in men who are incarcerated during mar-
riage. Controlling for prior incarceration thus provides strong test of the dis-
ruptive effects of incarceration during marriage. Figure 6.6 reports rates of
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divorce or separation six years after marriage. The benchmark divorce rate is
calculated for a man aged twenty-three at first marriage, living in the North-
east, with a twelfth-grade education, using drugs, not religious, with a child
from the marriage, but with no history of violence or prison incarceration. 

The divorce rate among such men varies by race and ethnicity. A white
man with these characteristics is 22.8 percent likely to separate after six
years of marriage and a white ex-inmate is more than twice as likely. Simi-
larly, incarceration is estimated to raise the failure rate among Hispanics
from just over 31 to 50 percent. The effect among blacks, however, is negli-
gible. This result is due to limitations of the data: very few married black
men were incarcerated. It does not appear that high divorce rates among in-
carcerated and formerly incarcerated men are attributable to their low em-
ployment rates. 
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cent were there no incarceration. Black and Hispanic men who dropped out
of high school are 10 to 30 percent less likely to get married than college ed-
ucated men (table 6.1). Educational inequality in marriage rates would be
eliminated among Hispanics and significantly reduced among blacks if the
incarceration rate were reduced to zero. As in the analysis of earnings, incar-
ceration does not greatly increase inequality between whites and minorities,
but does between well-educated and less-educated minorities. 

MARRIAGE AND SEPARATION IN FRAGILE
FAMILIES
The NLSY analysis suggests that incarceration reduced marriages rates, ei-
ther by reducing the chances of marriage among single men or by increasing
rates of divorce and separation among those who were married. Although the
NLSY draws from a national sample observed over a long period, the sam-
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school graduate, aged twenty-six is 12.7 percent likely to have separated from
the mother of his twelve-month-old child. A man with those identical char-
acteristics is nearly three times (34.5 percent) more likely to be separated if
he has a prison record. Among Hispanics, men with prison records are twice
as likely to separate as those who haven’t been incarcerated. Although the ef-
fects of incarceration are small for African Americans, they are statistically
significant in the Fragile Families data, indicating that incarceration raises
the risk of separation by about half, from 30 to 45 percent. 

Because the effects of incarceration are large and because there are many
more men with prison and jail records in the Fragile Families sample than in
the NLSY, the aggregate effects of incarceration are also much larger. That ef-
fect compares predicted rates of marriage and separation assuming the actual
level of incarceration observed among the Fragile Families men, and assum-
ing no incarceration. Table 6.3 shows that 5 percent of single men are pre-
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dicted to marry after one year, but that the marriage rate would be about 6
percent if none of the fathers in the study were incarcerated. The effect is
largest for whites and blacks. The estimates indicate that marriage rates
would be 20 to 30 percent higher at zero incarceration. The effect on rates of
separation is also larger than we saw with the NLSY. Whereas 18 percent of
Fragile Families fathers are estimated to separate from their partners after one
year, the rate would be 15 percent if none of the fathers had been to prison
or jail. The effects are largest for whites. With no incarceration, the separa-
tion rate among whites is estimated to fall by one-quarter, from 13 to 9.6
percent. The aggregate effects of incarceration on marriage and divorce are
small in the NLSY, but the Fragile Families Survey uses a more permissive

INCARCERATION, MARRIAGE, AND FAMILY LIFE 155

Not Incarcerated
Incarcerated

40

30

20

10

0

Pr
ob

ab
ili

ty
 o

f S
ep

ar
at

io
n 

(P
er

ce
nt

ag
e)

White Hispanic Black

No Employment Adjustment

White Hispanic Black

Adjusting for Employment

46.2
(11.4)

30.4

39.1
(14.8)

18.4

34.1
(18.6)

12.7

44.6
(11.4)

29.8

38.9
(14.4)

18.4

34.5
(18.9)

12.7

Figure 6.9 Estimated Probability of Couple Separating After
Birth of Child

Source: Author’s compilations from the Fragile Families Survey.
Note: Figures in parentheses show the statistical error of prediction, approximately 1.65 times
the predictive standard error.



survey, which asked mothers whether the father of her child “ever cut,
bruised or seriously hurt [her] in a fight.”42 The interviewer then recorded if
injuries were sustained before, during, or after pregnancy. To probe differ-
ences between crime types, the data also categorize former inmates by their
most recent offense, distinguishing drug offenders from those convicted of
violence or other offenses (mostly property and public order offenses). Vio-
lence against mothers was relatively rare, with 3.3 percent reporting injuries
before pregnancy, 2.3 percent reporting injuries during pregnancy, and 4.0
percent reporting injuries in the year after the child was born (figure 6.10).
Domestic violence was much more common among men who had been in-
carcerated, with 6 percent having assaulted the mothers of their children be-
fore pregnancy, 5.2 percent having done so during pregnancy, and 9 percent
doing so after birth of the child. Violent offenders were also more likely than
drug offenders to assault their partners. After the birth of the child, for ex-
ample, 13.1 percent did so, compared to 7.3 percent of drug offenders. In
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short, formerly incarcerated men were involved in domestic violence at a rate
about four times higher than the rest of the population. 

Perhaps low marriage rates among formerly incarcerated men at least
make women safer by reducing their exposure to violence. Complicating this
picture, however, women with the weakest connections to their partners face
highest risk of violence (figure 6.11). A woman is eight to ten times more
likely to have been assaulted by a partner with whom she has no ongoing re-
lationship than by her husband. The direction of causality here is ambigu-
ous. Violence may afflict separated couples because women have left abusive
men. However, women who are permanently separated, whether at the time
of the child’s birth or one year later, are at higher risk of violence after birth
(6.7 percent) than those who separate after the child is born (3.2 percent).
Here, the data’s message seems clear. Women remain at high risk of violence
even if they have left a violent partner. 

The effects of incarceration on domestic violence can be compared to the
effects of marriage. With data from several points in time, I estimated the ef-
fects of marriage and cohabitation on domestic violence after a child’s birth,
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pling frame captures only a small number of incarcerated men and offers lit-
tle information on men’s partners. 

Another survey, the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, remedies
some of the limitations of the NLSY. Fragile Families is a longitudinal survey
of new (mostly unmarried) parents and their children in urban areas. Data
were collected in twenty U.S. cities, stratified by different labor market condi-
tions and welfare and child support regimes. New mothers were first inter-
viewed at the hospital within forty-eight hours of having given birth. About
60 percent of the fathers were also interviewed in the hospital, and another 15
percent were soon after the child left the hospital. Mothers and fathers were
first interviewed between 1998 and 2000, and then again twelve months later.
The Fragile Families data are unique, because information about men’s incar-
ceration status is obtained from the men in the survey and their partners. This
provides a more complete accounting than the NLSY, yielding data on incar-
ceration even for men who are unable to be located for a survey interview.
Even more than the NLSY, the Fragile Families survey provides detailed infor-
mation on the living arrangements of poor urban couples. Unlike the NLSY,
however, Fragile Families data are available only at several points in time. Still,
the data offer valuable new information on a segment of the population that
is difficult to study with traditional survey methods. 

The short time series of the Fragile Families allows us to examine the liv-
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Table 6.1 Men Unmarried by Age Thirty-Nine

All Men White Hispanic Black

Observed incarceration
High school dropout 14.5% 6.3% 10.6% 32.4%
College 10.9 7.9 9.5 23.1
College-dropout ratio .76 1.25 .90 .71

Zero incarceration
High school dropout 12.6 6.4 9.0 26.1
College 10.8 8.0 9.4 22.0
College-dropout ratio .86 1.26 1.04 .84

Source: Author’s compilations from the NLSY.
Note: Nonmarriage rates are calculated given the observed level of incarceration in the NLSY
and assuming no incarceration.



ing situation of a formerly incarcerated man, a year after his child is born
(table 6.2). In this sample of mostly poor, minority urban couples, incarcera-
tion is much more common than in the NLSY. Whereas only 7.8 percent of
the NLSY men were ever interviewed in prison, 27 percent of the Fragile
Families men were known to have been incarcerated, either by their own re-
port or by their partners’. As in the NLSY, men who have never been incar-
cerated are much more likely to be married (40 percent) than their previ-
ously incarcerated counterparts (13 percent). Marriage rates were extremely
low among black men. Only 25 percent of those who were never incarcer-
ated and 8 percent of those who were married a year after the birth of their
child. Incarceration is not systematically related to cohabitation. However,
adding those married and those living together shows that former inmates
are much more likely to be separated from the mother of their children. For
whites, 42 percent of former inmates are separated from the child’s mother,
compared to 14 percent of those never incarcerated. Separation rates are
highest for blacks who were incarcerated, at 58 percent. 

The Fragile Families data lacks the long time series of the NLSY, but a
similar analysis can be conducted using data from the two available time
points. First, I looked at fathers who were unmarried when their child was
born to see if they were married a year later. There are likely to be many dif-
ferences between unmarried couples living together and those living apart. In
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Table 6.2 Men Living with the Mother of Their
One-Year-Old Child

Living Together Married Sample Size

Father white

Not incarcerated 18% 68% 715
Incarcerated 35 23 157

Father black
Not incarcerated 31 25 1100
Incarcerated 34 8 558

Father Hispanic
Not incarcerated 42 35 678
Incarcerated 40 19 228

Source: Author’s compilations from the Fragile Families Survey.



measure of incarceration and draws from a poor urban sample. With these
data, incarceration is estimated to reduce marriage rates and raise separation
rates by 10 to 25 percent. 

Statistical analysis of the NLSY and the Fragile Families data provide simi-
lar results. Black single men, but not white or Hispanic, are especially likely to
remain unmarried if they have prison records, with the gap in marriage rates
estimated to be anywhere between 20 and 200 percent. The data point more
strongly to the destabilizing effects of incarceration on couples, whether they
are married, as in the NLSY, or living together, as in the Fragile Families data. 

Why are marriage rates low among black ex-inmates, but not others?
NLSY results suggest that low employment rates are part of the reason. The
remainder is harder to explain, but we can speculate that it relates to the so-
cial context to which black ex-inmates return. Marriage rates for black men,
accounting for age, education, and employment, are a third lower than those
for whites. Where marriage is more selective, women may attach more
weight to negative characteristics like a prison record. Edin’s respondents
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Table 6.3 The Percentage of Fathers Getting Married or
Separating, One Year After the Birth of Their
Child, at the Observed Level of Incarceration and
Assuming Zero Incarceration, by Race and
Ethnicity

Assumed Incarceration
Percentage

Actual Zero Difference

Percentage marrying

All 5.0% 6.0% 20
White 4.9 6.4 31

Hispanic 10.6 11.7 10
Black 3.7 4.5 21

Percentage separating

All 18.0 15.0 −17
White 13.0 9.6 −26

Hispanic 13.6 11.0 −19
Black 27.4 24.4 −11

Source: Author’s compilations from the Fragile Families Survey.



controlling for a man’s history of violence before and during pregnancy.
Controlling for this helps us specify the effect of marriage on preventing vio-
lence. It also guards against the possibility that low levels of spousal abuse in
married couples are attributable to the high risk of dissolution in couples
with violent men. 

Table 6.4 shows the baseline probability of domestic violence for a
twenty-five-year-old black man with a history of spousal abuse. The effects
on domestic violence are expressed as the changes in the baseline associated
with incarceration, marriage, and cohabitation. With no control variables,
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Table 6.4 Probability of Domestic Violence by New Fathers,
Year After Birth of Child

Adding Controls for

Relationship
No Controls Prior Violence Quality

Chance of domestic violence for
never-incarcerated twenty-five-
year-old black man with a his-
tory of violence 2.6% 9.3% 7.8%

Effect on probability of domestic violence

Incarceration for violence 9.3 10.7 9.6
(3.5) (5.5) (6.5)

Incarceration for drugs 4.6 7.5 6.5
(3.4) (6.9) (7.3)

Incarceration for other offenses 5.7 10.1 9.2
(2.1) (4.9) (5.8)

Cohabiting in prior year −.2 −.8 .1

(.8) (4.0) (4.0)
Married in prior year −1.6 −5.0 −3.1

(.6) (3.2) (3.6)

Source: Author’s compilations from the Fragile Families Survey.
Note: All models control for father’s race, ethnicity, and age. Figures in parentheses indicate
90-percent confidence intervals.



Table 6A.1 Discrete Time Event History Model of Divorce and First Marriage, 1979 to 2000

First Marriage Divorce

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

Intercept −3.936 (.207) −4.274 (.213) −1.842 (.313) −1.714 (.312)
Now incarcerated −1.773 (.367) −1.502 (.370) 1.246 (.275) 1.059 (.278)
Was incarcerated −.158 (.132) .013 (.135) .423 (.342) .238 (.343)
Education (years) −.003 (.013) −.007 (.014) −.117 (.014) −.114 (.014)
Midwest .099 (.090) .098 (.091) −.222 (.110) −.219 (.110)
South .538 (.084) .522 (.084) .024 (.099) .035 (.099)
West .258 (.092) .258 (.093) −.012 (.110) −.023 (.110)

Black −1.009 (.078) −.948 (.079) .450 (.085) .414 (.085)
Hispanic −.162 (.088) −.140 (.089) .080 (.103) .083 (.102)
Drug user −.378 (.062) −.384 (.062) .614 (.072) .625 (.072)
Delinquency .059 (.104) .102 (.105) .344 (.108) .335 (.108)
Catholic −.177 (.071) −.186 (.071) −.157 (.085) −.159 (.085)
Very religious .029 (.058) .019 (.058) −.011 (.067) −.002 (.067)
Pre-marital birth .583 (.075) .583 (.075) − −
Employment (weeks) − .014 (.002) − −.009 (.002)

Incarcerated pre-marriage − − −.025 (.195) −.075 (.196)
Age at first marriage − − −.026 (.011) −.019 (.011)
Nonmarital birth − − .153 (.078) .152 (.078)
Marital birth − − −.557 (.072) −.560 (.072)
Person-years 20401 20401 21681 21681
Persons 2041 2041 2762 2762

Source: Author’s compilations from the NLSY.
Note: Logistic regression coefficients (quasi-likelihood standard errors).



166 PUNISHMENT AND INEQUALITY IN AMERICA

Table 6A.2 Analysis of Marriage and Separation

Marriage Separation
(1) (2)

Intercept −3.687 (.935) −.524 (.418)

Father’s characteristics
Incarcerated −.805 (.347) .801 (.125)
Age (years) −.029 (.027) −.046 (.013)
Less than high school .295 (.347) −.046 (.144)
Some college .771 (.358) −.043 (.152)
College degree .598 (.677) −.469 (.311)
Affectionate .750 (.356) −.196 (.151)
Critical .607 (.632) .574 (.334)

Compromises .411 (.279) −.507 (.119)
Heavy drug or alcohol use −.758 (.463) .276 (.142)
Hit mother −.016 (.743) −.298 (.381)
Worked last week .590 (.403) .197 (.161)

Mother’s characteristics
Age (years) .033 (.034) .002 (.016)
Less than high school −.388 (.344) .346 (.144)
Some college −.123 (.349) −.183 (.155)

College degree −.446 (.771) −.976 (.314)

Couple’s characteristics
Black −.444 (.362) .739 (.142)
Hispanic .665 (.406) −.321 (.172)
Mixed −1.133 (.005) 1.277 (.300)
First birth −.584 (.307) .104 (.131)

Sample size 1125 2303

Source: Author’s compilations from the Fragile Families Survey.
Note: Logistic regression coefficients (quasi-likelihood standard errors).



on measurement of incarceration combining mothers and father’s reports).48

Quasi-likelihood logistic regression estimates of the odds of marriage at the
follow-up interview among couples unmarried at baseline, and the odds of
separation at follow-up among couples married or cohabiting at baseline are
reported in table 6A.2. Results for a logistic regression on domestic violence
are reported in table 6A.3. 
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Table 6A.3 Model of Domestic Violence in Year After
Child's Birth

(1) (2)

Intercept −3.363 (.466) −3.274 (.580)

Incarceration for violence 1.801 (.264) 1.235 (.332)
Incarceration for drugs 1.165 (.352) .910 (.425)
Incarceration for other offense 1.330 (.215) 1.191 (.244)
Cohabiting at child’s birth −.066 (.197) .114 (.236)
Married at child’s birth −1.008 (.380) −.481 (.434)
Father’s age (years) −.013 (.014) −.017 (.017)
Father black .045 (.266) .235 (.317)

Father Hispanic .221 (.282) .394 (.332)
Assault during pregnancy − 3.090 (.332)
Assault before pregnancy − 1.802 (.323)
Father is affectionate − −.438 (.238)
Length of relationship (years) − −.092 (.035)
Sample size 3344 3344

Source: Author’s compilations from the Fragile Families Survey.
Note: Quasi-likelihood logistic regression coefficients (standard errors).



not confined to young men and their declining risk of homicide. Table 7.1
reports violent and property crime rates for different groups in 1993 and
2001. Violent crime rates were halved among men and blacks. Although the
poor are more likely to be victims than the rich, the decline in violence was
fairly evenly distributed across income levels. Property crime, mostly burgla-
ries and car theft, also declined substantially. The fall in property crime was
as deep in cities as in the suburbs and rural areas. Property crime rates also
declined substantially for minorities and those in the bottom third of the in-
come distribution. Finally, serious violence in large cities fell precipitously in
the 1990s. In New York, for example, the homicide rate fell by nearly 70 per-
cent. Improvements in public safety were not always as spectacular, but sig-
nificant declines were registered in nearly all major urban centers. 

The crime drop improved the quality of life of the most disadvantaged.
Homicide rates among young black men and violent and property crime
rates among minorities, low-income households, and urban residents all fell
dramatically. Explanations of the crime drop have thus focused on changes
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icy scholars of the 1970s and 1980s were widely skeptical of rehabilitative
programs, there is now reasonable evidence that programs can reduce offend-
ing, but the effects are largest for juveniles, not adults. In any case, rehabilita-
tion is not the likely cause of the 1990s crime drop because the growth in
imprisonment accompanied declining support for programming. The pro-
portion of prisoners enrolled in education programs, for example, was halved
from 1979 to 1995. 

Studies of the impact of the prison boom on the crime drop have focused
on the deterrent and incapacitative effects of incarceration. Leading studies
suggested that the growth in state imprisonment rates through the 1990s can
explain about one-third of the drop in serious crime. My best estimate sug-
gests that the 66-percent increase in the state prison population, from
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Table 7.1 Changes in Crime Rates

Percentage
1993 2001 Change

Violent crimes per 1,000
Total aged twelve and over 49.9 25.1 −49.7
Gender

Males 59.8 27.3 −54.3
Females 40.7 23.0 −43.5

Race and ethnicity
Whites 47.9 24.5 −48.9
Hispanicsa 55.2 29.5 −46.6
Blacks 67.4 31.2 −53.7

Income
Bottom third 62.6 34.9 −47.4
Middle third 49.1 25.8 −48.0
Top third 43.7 19.3 −56.1

Property crimes per 1,000
Total households 318.9 166.9 −47.7
Urbanization

Urban 404.8 212.8 −47.4
Suburban 305.1 156.7 −48.6
Rural 246.4 131.9 −46.5

Race and ethnicity
Whites 309.7 165.1 −48.9
Hispanicsa 429.7 224.1 −47.8
Blacks 349.6 179.7 −52.3

Income
Bottom third 295.1 180.9 −38.7
Middle third 314.8 174.2 −44.7
Top third 349.9 179.5 −48.7

Homicides per 100,000, five largest cities
New York 26.5 8.7 −67.2
Los Angeles 30.5 15.6 −48.9
Chicago 30.3 22.9 −24.4
Houston 25.9 13.4 −48.3
Philadelphia 28.1 20.4 −27.4

Source: Author’s compilations.
Note: Violent and property crime figures are from the National Crime Victimization Survey,
reported in Criminal Victimization, 2001 (Rennison 2002). Homicide rates are from the Uni-
form Crime Reports as reported in the Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics (1994, 2002).
aMay be of any race.



devoted to programming were shrinking through the 1980s and 1990s. Sys-
tematic data over long periods are hard to come by, but the Census of State
Correctional Facilities in several years recorded the number of correctional
staff employed in educational programs, and the number of prisoners en-
rolled in those programs.18 The prison census shows that in 1979, fewer than
ten thousand of the 94,336 correctional staff in state prisons were employed
in educational programs. By 1995, the number of people teaching in prison
education programs had fallen slightly, despite a threefold rise in the state
prison population and the numbers of prison staff (table 7.2). Whereas 10
percent of correctional staff taught in education programs in 1979, only 3
percent did so by 1995. Participation in education programs had also fallen
significantly. Two in five prisoners were enrolled in education programs in
1979 compared to just one in five in 1995. Because enrollments in education
programs fell more slowly than the share of correctional staff in educational
programming, class sizes also got larger. The ratio of inmates to educational
staff roughly doubled from 1979 to 1995. 

Other observers also report on the declining provision of rehabilitative
programming, the scarcity of drug treatment, and gainful work in prisons.19

Despite evidence for the positive effects of rehabilitative programs, declining
programming effort suggests rehabilitation is an unlikely cause of the crime
drop. I now turn to the incapacitation and deterrent effects of prison that
have occupied most of the attention of those studying the effects of mass im-
prisonment on the fall in U.S. crime rates through the 1990s. 
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Table 7.2 Correctional Resources in Educational
Programming

1979 1995

State prisoners 274,563 941,642

Correctional staff 94,336 321,941
Educational staff 9,877 9,856
Educational staff (percentage of all staff) 10 3
Prisoners in educational programs (percentage) 41 22
Inmate to educational staff ratio 11 21

Source: Figures for 1979 were tabulated from the 1979 Census of State Correctional Facili-
ties (1979). Figures for 1995 were taken from Stephan (1997), Census of State and Federal
Correctional Facilities.



the effects of imprisonment on crime: a 1-percent rise in crime raises impris-
onment by .15 percent.48 Assuming that crime greatly affects the level of in-
carceration produces larger imprisonment effects, but the margin of error of
the estimates also increases. Indeed, the margin of error is so large as to pre-
vent a confident conclusion that increased imprisonment reduces crime. In
sum, my estimates indicated that the imprisonment effect on crime is be-
tween −.07 and −.18.

If the true imprisonment effect is in the range of −.07 to −.18, how much
has the prison boom contributed to the drop in crime rates through the
1990s? Figure 7.2 compares two scenarios to the actual trend in the rate of
index crimes between 1971 and 2001. Both scenarios assume that the rate of
state imprisonment has not increased since 1971. The first assumes that the
imprisonment effect is −.07, a low but relatively common estimate in the re-
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Table 7.3 Effects of Imprisonment on Index Crime Rates in
Four Studies

Levitt (1996)

Violent crimes −.38 ± .36 Fifty states and D.C., 1971 to 1993
Property crimes −.26 ± .24
All index crimes −.31

Marvell and Moody (1994)
Violent crimes −.06 ± .11 Forty-nine states, 1971 to 1989
Property crimes −.17 ± .06
All index crimes −.16

Becsi (1999)

Violent crimes −.05 ± .04 Fifty states and D.C., 1971 to 1993
Property crimes −.09 ± .03
All index crimes −.09 ± .03

Useem, Piehl, and Liedka (2001)
All index crimes −.06 ± .05 Fifty states and D.C., 1972 to 1997
All index crimes (lagged effect) −.04 ± .04

Source: Author’s compilations.
Note: Imprisonment effects describe the percentage change in the crime rate resulting from a 1-
percent increase in the state imprisonment rate. Table is adapted from Spelman (2000, 102).
Spelman’s analysis replicates Levitt’s results using the same data and several additional years of
observation. The margin of error represents a 95-percent confidence interval.



search literature. The second assumes that the imprisonment effect is −.18, a
larger estimate but consistent with a large effect of crime on imprisonment.
Under both, crime rates would still have fallen significantly between 1991
and 2001. If the imprisonment effect is just −.07, crime rates would have
fallen from fifty-eight to forty-three per thousand, a 26-percent decline. If
the effect is −.18, they would have dropped from sixty-six to fifty-one per
thousand, a 23-percent drop. In reality, crime fell by 28 percent, from fifty-
three to thirty-eight per thousand. These figures suggest that the growth in
imprisonment through the 1990s reduced crime by between 2 and 5 per-
centage points of a total decline of 28 percent. Roughly nine-tenths of the
decline in serious crime through the 1990s would have happened even with-
out the prison boom. 

CONCLUSION
The evidence reviewed in this chapter suggests that mass imprisonment
helped reduce crime and violence in the United States in the late 1990s, but
the contribution was not large. Incarceration is usually thought to reduce
crime through rehabilitation, incapacitation, and deterrence. Although pol-
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Table 7.4 Effects of Imprisonment on Index Crime Rates,
1971 to 2001

Feedback Effect of
Crime on Imprisonment

.00 .05 .15
(1) (2) (3)

All crime −.07 ± .02 −.08 ± .10 −.18 ± .29
Murder −.11 ± .09 −.11 ± .11 −.21 ± .30
Violent crime −.03 ± .04 −.07 ± .10 −.17 ± .30
Property crime −.07 ± .03 −.08 ± .10 −.18 ± .29

Source: Author’s compilations.
Note: Dependent variables and predictors are differences of logs, controlling for spending
on police, percent black, unemployment, and state and year fixed effects. Observations are
weighted in proportion to population. Adjustments for endogeneity are based on a Bayesian
sensitivity analysis proposed by Leamer (1993). Margin of error indicates a 95-percent confi-
dence interval.
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