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percentage of Americans housed in federal or state prisons, hovered close to 
0.1, or 100 in 100,000, until the mid-1970s. The long-term stability in the 
imprisonment rate prompted some prominent criminologists to claim the ex-
istence of a “natural” or stable incarceration rate (Blumstein and Cohen 1973).

Theories of stable incarceration rates were upended during the prison ex-
pansion that began in the mid-1970s (see figure 1.1). Between 1975 and 
2009, the U.S. imprisonment rate grew at an average annual pace of 4.7 
percent. This is a stunning increase considering that the imprisonment rate 
adjusts for population growth over the period. The incarceration rate, which 
includes inmates housed in local jails, grew almost as briskly, at 4.0 percent 
per year since 1982, when reliable data first became available.
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Figure 1.1   U.s. Imprisonment rate, 1925 to 2008

Source:  Author's compilation based on data from U.S. Department of Justice (2009).
Note:  Total includes inmates in prisons and jails.
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Prevailing economic explanations for prison expansion have roots in Georg 
Rusche’s conceptualization of the prison system as an institution to manage 
surplus labor (Rusche and Kircheimer 1939/2003). Arguments in this vein 
at tribute the growth of incarceration to two sources. The first emphasizes the 
growth in the prison-industrial complex that is driven by demands stemming 
from the com bination of prison guard unions, construction interests, and 
private security and prison firms that have a financial stake in the enterprise. 
The second argument cites a ready supply of poorly educated, mostly minor-
ity men turning to crime as a means of economic survival in a post-industrial 
economy. Empirical re search has drawn connections between prison growth 
and the labor interests of corrections officers (Beckett 1997) and between 
high rates of incarceration among black and low-skill men and periods of la-
bor inactivity (Western 2006).

Other scholars have persuasively argued that penal system growth must be 
considered in relation to a long history of racial inequality in the United 
States. For example, loïc Wacquant (2000, 2001) draws attention to the ra-
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Source: Author's compilation based on Beck and Harrison (2006), table 12.

Figure 1.2   state variability in Incarceration rates per 100,000 
Population, 2005
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expansion of the prison system. law enforcement agencies have stepped up 
policing, prosecutors have more actively pursued convictions, and there have 
been myriad changes in sentencing policy that now mandate jail or prison 
time (mauer 2006; Tonry 1995; Western 2006). However, while most schol-
ars agree that “mass imprisonment” (Garland 2001) was not driven by in-
creases in crime or criminality, there is no consensus explanation for the puni-
tive turn in American criminal justice since the 1970s.

table 1.1   Incarceration rates in twenty-one advanced 
Industrialized nations, Mid-2000s

Country

Incarceration Rate
(per 100,000 Total 

Population)

United States 760
Russian Federation 626
Poland 224
Czech Republic 201
Spain 162
luxembourg 155
United Kingdom: England and Wales 152
Hungary 149
Australia 129
Canada 116
Netherlands 100
France 96
Austria 95
Belgium 93
Italy 92
Germany 88
Sweden 74
Norway 69
Slovenia 65
Finland 64
Denmark 63

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from World Prison Brief database (International 
Centre for Prison Studies 2008).

Pettit.indb   12 5/1/2012   8:28:20 AM



INvISIBlE mEN 15

incarceration is striking. In the 1930s, blacks were three times more likely to 
be incarcerated than whites; in the 1990s the ratio increased to more than 
seven times that of whites (Duster 1997). As table 1.2 shows, incarceration 
rates among black men continue to be about seven times higher than those 
for whites. By 2008, the civilian incarceration rate among black men age 
eighteen to sixty-four was 8 percent, compared to 1.2 percent among non-
Hispanic whites. Among young men between the ages of twenty and thirty-
four, the incarceration rate for African American men was 11.4 percent, com-
pared to 1.7 percent for non-Hispanic whites. Among those with the lowest 
levels of education, 37.2 percent of black men and 12 percent of white men 
were incarcerated.

The extreme disadvantage experienced prior to incarceration by prison and 
jail in mates can be seen in their extraordinarily low levels of educational 
attain ment. Although there is some disagreement about the fraction of the 
U.S. population with a high school diploma (see, for example, Heckman and 
laFontaine 2010; Warren and Halpern-manners 2007, 2009; Warren 2005), 
estimates typically place the high school dropout rate close to 15 percent of 
the adult population. Table 1.3 indicates that by 2008 more than half of all 
male inmates—white, black, or Hispanic—between the ages of twenty and 
thirty-four had not completed high school. Among young, male, black in-

table 1.2   civilian Incarceration rates, Men ages twenty to thirty-
Four, by education, 1980 to 2008

1980 1990 2000 2008

White men
less than high school 2.4% 3.8% 7.7% 12.0%
High school 0.8 1.4 2.3 2.0
Some college 0.2 0.4 0.3 0.3
All 0.6 1.1 1.6 1.8

Black men
less than high school 10.6 19.6 30.2 37.2
High school 4.7 7.1 11.7 9.1
Some college 1.9 2.9 2.1 2.1
All 5.2 8.3 11.2 11.4

Source: Author’s calculations. See the methodological appendix for details.
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mates, more than six in ten had not completed high school or a general equiv-
alency degree (GED). Between 1980 and 2008, as the overall educational 
attainment of the American population increased, the fraction of inmates 
with less than a high school diploma grew.

“Point in time” incarceration rates, which summarize the fraction of a 
given group that is incarcerated at any given time, are important determi-
nants of the fraction of the population excluded from conventional house-
hold-based surveys. Surveys that draw their samples from people living in 
households categorically exclude inmates living in correctional institutions. 
The number and distribution of currently incarcerated individuals, then, is a 
key indica tor of the characteristics of the population likely to be underrepre-
sented in conventional accounts of the population that rely on surveys like 
the Current Population Survey.

At the same time, “point in time” incarceration rates only partially rep resent 
the total number of people at risk of undersampling in conventional surveys. 
Former inmates may be particularly likely to be excluded from so cial surveys 
that sample from households because they have high rates of residential mobil-
ity, instability, and homelessness (California Department of Corrections 1997; 
morenoff, Harding, and Cooter 2009). lifetime risks of imprisonment, there-
fore, may be an even better gauge of the size and distri bution of the population 
rendered invisible in social statistics by the growth of incarceration.

The risk of imprisonment reflects the percentage of a specified population 
or group that can expect to serve time in prison before a given age. Table 1.4 
indicates that the lifetime risks of imprisonment have also grown during the 
period of prison expansion. moreover, the risks of imprisonment are increas-
ingly concentrated among African American, low-skill men (see also Pettit 

table 1.3   educational distribution of Inmate Population, Men ages 
twenty to thirty-Four, 1980 and 2008

1980 2008

White Black White Black

less than high school 40.7% 52.7% 52.7% 61.8%
High school/GED 54.2 34.3 35.5 30.6
Some college 16.1 13.1 11.8 7.7

Source: Author’s calculations. See the methodological appendix for details.
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table 1.4   cumulative risk of Imprisonment by ages thirty to thirty-Four, 1979 to 2009

All less Than High School High School/GED Some College

Year White Black White Black White Black White Black

1979 1.4% 10.4% 3.8% 14.7% 1.5% 11.0% 0.4% 5.3%
1989 2.3 14.1 8.6 28.3 2.5 12.6 0.7 5.0
1999 3.8 21.5 14.4 46.0 5.0 20.2 1.0 6.6
2009 5.4 28.0 28.0 68.0 6.2 21.4 1.2 6.6

Source: Author’s calculations. See the methodological appendix for details.
Notes: The 1979 cohort was born between 1945 and 1949; the 1989 cohort was born between 1955 and 1959; the 1999 cohort was born between 
1965 and 1969; the 2009 cohort was born between 1975 and 1979.
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allocating representation, goods, or services to have an accurate count of the 
size and composition of the population, its characteristics, and its capacities.

It is perhaps not coincidental that the two periods in American history that 
witnessed the greatest growth in the transfer of federal money to the states 
through grants-in-aid were also boom years for federal data collection about 
the population. Under Roosevelt’s watch during the Great Depression and 
during the Great Society programs of the Johnson administration, the amount 
of federal aid to state and local governments through grants-in-aid expanded 
dramatically. The amount of federal money allocated to the states more than 
quadrupled in the first two years of the Roosevelt administration. The 1960s 
witnessed the greatest expansion of government revenue-sharing in absolute 
and percentage terms since the 1920s. Revenue-sharing went from just shy of 
$8 billion in 1962 to almost $36 billion by 1972 (Dommel 1974). Table 2.1 
tracks grants-in-aid since 1940.

Until the Great Society programs of the Johnson administration in the 
1960s, grants-in-aid had fallen into two major functional categories: trans-
portation and public assistance (Brown, Fossett, and Palmer 1984). However, 
the Johnson administration—and the later administrations of Nixon, Ford, 
Carter, and Reagan—expanded grants to the states in a wide variety of areas, 
including health, education, employment and labor, housing, and even crime 
control. This new function-oriented approach to governance required addi-

table 2.1   Federal grants-in-aid to state and local governments, 
1940 to 2008

Year

Current  
Dollars

(millions)

Constant  
Dollars

(Billions)

Percentage  
of Federal  
Outlays

Percentage  
of  

GDP

1940 $872 $11.4 9.2% 0.9%
1950 2,253 17.2 5.3 0.8
1960 7,019 39.0 7.6 1.4
1970 24,065 105.3 12.3 2.4
1980 91,385 192.6 15.5 3.3
1990 135,325 172.1 10.8 2.4
2000 285,874 285.9 16.0 2.9
2008 (estimated) 466,568 367.4 15.9 3.3

Source: Author’s calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau (2008b), table 0414.
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table 2.2   Major sample surveys administered by the Federal government,  
1947 to 2003

Survey
Year

Initiated
Sampling 

Frame Department

Current Population Survey 
(CPS)

1947 Household (HH) non-
institutionalized

Commerce

National Health Interview 
Survey (NHIS)

1957 HH Health and Human 
Services (DHHS)

National Health and 
Nutrition Examination 
Survey (NHANES)

1959 HH DHHS

National longitudinal 
Surveys (NlS)

1966 Birth cohorts labor

National Survey of Drug Use 
and Health (NSDUH)

1971 HH DHHS

National Survey of Family 
Growth (NSFG)

1973 HH DHHS

National Crime 
victimization Survey 
(NCvS)

1973 HH Justice (Bureau of 
Justice Statistics)

medical Expenditure Panel 
Survey (mEPS): Household 
Component

1977 HH DHHS

Survey of Income and 
Program Participation 
(SIPP)

1983 HH DHHS/Agriculture, 
conducted by 
Census Bureau

National longitudinal 
Studies of Aging (NlSA)

1984 HH DHHS (National 
Institute on Aging)

National Adult literacy 
Study (NAlS)

1992 HH and prison Education

Survey of Program Dynamics 
(SPD)

1997 HH DHHS/Agriculture, 
conducted by 
Census Bureau

American Community Survey 
(ACS)

2003 Population Commerce

Source: Author’s compilation.
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stood inclusion. For example, research comparing military enlistment records 
and Census data suggests that, in 1940, 2.8 percent of draft-eligible men were 
not included in the Census but enlisted for military service (Price 1947). 
Among African Americans, the undercount was over 300 percent higher: 13 
percent of draft-eligible black men went uncounted by the decennial Census 
(Price 1947). Recent assessments of the conduct of the 2000 Census find that 
the overall undercount was quite small by historical standards, but that as 
many as 3 percent of African Americans were nevertheless not included in 
population counts (Robinson, West, and Adlakha 2002; see also table 2.3). 
Perhaps even more remarkable, however, is that 5 percent of black men are 
estimated to have been excluded from the 2000 Census counts (Robinson et 
al. 2002). 

Exactly why African Americans in general—and black men in particular—
continue to elude census-takers in such great numbers is a deep question that 
occupies a great deal of scholarly and policy research. Some explanations for 
the persistence of the undercount among African Americans suggest that long-
standing and deep-seated mistrust of government among some minority 
groups is associated with higher rates of refusal to participate in census-taking 
endeavors (Anderson and Fienberg 1999). more prevalent, however, are expla-
nations that suggest that African Americans and other minorities are dispro-
portionately, though unintentionally, missed in the Census because of the cir-
cumstances in which they live (Anderson and Fienberg 1999). Higher rates of 
residential mobility and instability, homelessness, and residence in highly con-
centrated urban areas are associated with a greater risk of under-enumeration 

table 2.3   estimated net census Undercount from 1940 to 2000

Year Black Non-Black Difference
Overall Net 
Undercount

1940 10.3% 5.1% 5.2% 5.6%
1950 9.6 3.8 5.8 4.4
1960 8.3 2.7 5.6 3.3
1970 8.0 2.2 5.8 2.9
1980 5.9 0.7 5.2 1.4
1990 7.4 1.0 6.4 1.9
2000 2.8 –1.2 4.0 0.1

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from Anderson and Fienberg (1999) and Robinson, 
West, and Adlakha (2002).
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ten not even counted, much less considered, in the formulation of social 
policy or social science research unless it directly pertains to criminal justice.

the vIsIBIlIty oF crIMe and crIMInals
One might imagine that the number of news stories about issues related to 
crime or criminal justice might rise and fall along with crime rates. On the 
contrary, the amount of attention to these issues in the American media bears 
only a modest resemblance to trends in crime. Figure 3.1 shows the number 
of stories appearing in the New York Times each year from 1973 to 2009 that 
included the phrase “violent crime.” violent victimization rates grew from the 
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Figure 3.1   number of stories Including the Phrase “violent crime” 
in the new york times, 1970 to 2009
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1973 to 2008

Source: Author's calculations of data from U.S. Department of Justice (2009).
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enumerating young, black, low-skill men in prison and jail is a question for 
Census ethnographers. The highest estimate, using information from the 
Census on the educational distribution of the population, is likely to be far 
too high. The undercount of individuals with low levels of education in the 
non-institutionalized population may contribute to inflated estimates of the 
fraction of low-skill men incarcerated.

The other estimates shown in the table use data from the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics on inmate counts combined with population estimates provided by 
the Census Bureau or generated by data from the Current Population Survey. 
Data from both the Census Bureau and the Current Population Survey make 
the population seem more educated than it is, particularly within sociodemo-
graphic groups with high incarceration rates (see chapter 4). The fifth row of 
the table “adjusts” educational distributions generated from the CPS to in-
clude those living in prisons and jails. This method generates results almost 
identical to the civilian incarceration rates shown in the sixth row, where CPS 
data are adjusted to include inmates.

In summary, table 3.1 illustrates one of the fundamental problems that 
plagues the research and policymaking surrounding America’s most disadvan-
taged groups. many socially marginalized individuals elude the census-taker 
and the survey researcher. Their exclusion from our data collection efforts 

table 3.1   Incarceration rates of Men ages twenty to thirty-Four 
with less than a high school education, 1980 to 2008

1980 2008

Data Source

Non-
Hispanic 

White

Non-
Hispanic 

Black

Non-
Hispanic 

White

Non-
Hispanic 

Black

Census institutionalized 3.5% 9.6% 8.3%a 29.6%a

Census corrections 2.0 8.2 — —
Census education 1.9 9.0 14.2 48.8
CPS education 2.2 9.9 13.3 51.9
CPS adjusted education 2.1 9.4 11.9 36.8
Civilian 2.4 10.6 12.0 37.2

Source: Author’s calculations. See the methodological appendix for more details.
a Represents estimates for 2007, the latest year for which data were available.
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and commentaries that discussed how different data and measures generate a 
high school completion rate that ranges between 70 and 82 percent (mathews 
2006; mishel and Roy 2006; Greene and Winters 2006); this is a remarkable 
discrepancy for such a common statistic with important implications for 
public policy and sociological conceptions of the production and mainte-
nance of inequality.

Writing in the early 2000s, Rebecca Blank (2001, 26) observed that “high 
school completion continues to inch up among both Whites and Blacks, with 
substantially greater progress among Blacks; so that the White-Black high 
school dropout rates are slowly converging over time.” Consistent with this 
claim, data from the Current Population Survey, shown in figure 4.1, suggest 
steady declines in the proportion of African American men who fail to com-
plete high school either through school completion or equivalency degrees 
over the past three decades. Adam Gamoran (2001) concluded that black and 
white high school completion rates had approached parity by the end of the 
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Figure 4.1   high school dropout rates for Men ages twenty to 
thirty-Four, 1980 to 2008
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In 2008, 52.7 percent of white and 61.8 percent of black male inmates 
between the ages of twenty and thirty-four had dropped out of high school 
and had not received a GED. These numbers dwarf the rates of high school 
failure in the non-institutionalized population as estimated by the Current 
Population Survey, and they confirm the extent of educational disadvantage 
among the inmate population. Overall, inmates of all racial and ethnic groups 
drop out of high school at high levels, but the high school dropout rates are 
substantially higher among incarcerated black men than white men.

Figure 4.2 shows high school dropout rates estimated using the Current 
Population Survey and adjusted dropout rates that include information about 
the prison and jail population. The figure shows four lines. The solid (lowest) 
line shows the dropout rate among white men ages twenty to thirty-four from 
1980 through 2008. The line shows a small but steady decrease in the fraction 
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Figure 4.2   adjusted high school dropout rates for Men ages 
twenty to thirty-Four, 1980 to 2008

Source: Author's calculations using data from the march Current Population Survey (U.S. 
Census Bureau, various years) and data from the Bureau of Justice Statistics Surveys of Inmates 
(U.S. Dept. of Justice, BJS, various years–a, various years–b, various years–c). See the method-
ological appendix for more details. 
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centage points higher than the estimate of 6.3 percent derived from the non-
institutionalized population in the Current Population Survey. Reliance on 
the Current Population Survey underestimates racial inequality in the high 
school dropout rate in 2008 by 75 percent.

eMPloyMent
Between 1980 and 2008, the percentage of white men of working age em-
ployed in the paid labor force ranged from 78 to 84 percent, rising and falling 
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with overall employment rates and economic cycles. Employment rates were 
consistently 12 to 16 percent lower among black men, with the widest gaps 
occurring when the performance of the overall economy was particularly 
poor. Similar patterns in racial inequality are found for employment among 
young men between the ages of twenty and thirty-four, although conven-
tional data sources indicate that employment rates of young men are gener-
ally a bit higher than those of men of all working ages.

Recent economic changes and technological shifts have coincided with 
particularly low employment rates among low-skill men. Data from the Cur-
rent Population Survey, shown in figure 4.4, indicate that three-quarters of 
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Source: Author's calculations of data from Pettit, Sykes, and Western (2009).

Pettit.indb   62 5/1/2012   8:28:48 AM



66 INvISIBlE mEN

white men’s total hourly earnings (shown in the top line in figure 4.5 labeled 
“Zero-Adjusted”). Not only did black men earn less per hour worked, but 
fewer black men were working in paid employment. By 2008, black earnings 
had fallen to 38 percent of white men’s earnings on a per capita basis. While 
black men in the labor force were faring as well as they had in 1980 compared 
to whites, relatively fewer black men were working.
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Figure 4.5   white wage advantage of Men ages twenty to thirty-
Four, 1980 to 2008

Source: Author's calculations of data from Pettit, Sykes, and Western (2009).
Notes: The age-education adjustment (AE-ADJ) assumes that inmates earn comparable wages 
to similarly skilled men observed in the labor force. The age-education-incarceration adjust-
ment (AEI-ADJ) assumes that inmates experience a wage penalty in proportion to their wages 
relative to similarly skilled men prior to incarceration. Zero-ADJ includes the jobless earning 
zero wages. See the methodological appendix for more details.
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lent property and drug offenders. High rates of incarceration have become a 
social fact among young, low-skill, black men. As documented in chapters 1 
and 2, well over one-third of young black men who do not finish high school 
are in prison or jail on any given day, and almost 70 percent of black male 
dropouts are imprisoned at some point during their lives.

Table 4.1 illustrates the changing demographics of inmates by comparing 
inmate characteristics in 1980 and 2008. In 1980 the prison and jail popula-
tion was 94.7 percent male and had a mean age of 29.4 years. Although blacks 
were significantly overrepresented in the prison and jail population relative to 
their proportion of the general population, there were slightly more whites 
than blacks behind bars in the early years of criminal justice expansion. Just 
over half of all inmates had less than a high school diploma. By 2008, the 
incarcerated population included more women and the mean age of inmates 
was nearly five years higher than in 1980. African Americans represented the 
largest share of inmates, though Hispanics saw sizable increases in their share 
of the incarcerated population over the period since 1980. Perhaps most strik-
ing is that while conventional wisdom suggests that the educational levels of 
the non-institutionalized population saw significant increases after 1980, in-
mates were on average less well educated in 2008 than in 1980. By 2008, 55.7 
percent of all inmates had less than a high school diploma.

table 4.1   demographic characteristics of Inmates in local, state, 
and Federal correctional Facilities, 1980 and 2008

1980 2008

male 94.7% 91.5%

Age in years 29.4 34.3

Non-Hispanic white 42.9% 35.0%
Non-Hispanic black 42.5 41.4
Hispanic 12.3 18.7
Other race 2.2 4.8

less than high school 51.0 55.7
High school/GED 34.6 31.4
Some college 14.4 12.9

Source: Author’s calculations. See the methodological appendix for more details.
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tion rates: young black men with less than a high school diploma. As scholars 
and analysts were extolling improvements in the economic well-being of 
young blacks (Freeman and Rodgers 2000; Holzer and Offner 2006), more 
and more low-skill blacks were landing in prison or jail. By 2008, a young 
black man without a high school diploma was more likely to be in prison or 
jail than to be employed in the paid labor force. Employment-population 
rates adjusted to include inmates suggest that only 26 percent of young, 
black, male dropouts were employed in 2008, while over 37 percent were in 
prison or jail. Over half of the joblessness of young, black, male dropouts is 
linked to incarceration.

Although conventional data sources suggest that the employment rate of 
young blacks has generally kept pace with that of young whites, accounting 
for penal system growth suggests that the black-white employment gap is 
now significantly wider than it has been since 1980. Among all working-age 
men, the race gap in employment increased 16 percent between 1980 and 
2008. Among young men, the gap increased 40 percent, from 16.1 percent 
to 22.5 percent. Among poorly educated men, the race gap in employment 
grew dramatically in the 1980s and even into the 1990s. By 2008, employ-
ment rates among young, black, low-skill men were less than half of those of 
similarly educated white men.

wages
The picture for wage inequality is slightly more complicated, but the impact 
of incarceration on the measurement of racial inequality in wages is similar 

table 4.2   Percentage of Jobless in Prison or Jail, 1980 to 2008

1980 2008

Non- 
Hispanic  

White

Non- 
Hispanic  

Black

Non- 
Hispanic  

White

Non- 
Hispanic  

Black

Eighteen to sixty-four 2.4% 9.6% 5.6% 20.8%
Twenty to thirty-four 4.2 16.7 9.2 27.4
Twenty to thirty-four with less  

than a high school degree
8.7 23.8 28.2 50.4

Source: Author’s calculations. See the methodological appendix for more details.
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Increasing black unemployment—including that resulting from incarcera-
tion—combined with declining earnings among workers has halved the rela-
tive economic position of young black men. In 1980 young black men earned 
almost 58 percent of white men’s hourly wages. Because of steep increases in 
joblessness due to incarceration and other factors, by 2008 blacks earned on 
average 30 cents on every white-earned dollar. Claims of improvements in the 
economic standing of black men, and of young black men in particular, are 
often supported by analysis of conventional data sources that exclude the in-
carcerated. Unfortunately, the men who are incarcerated have among the 
poorest economic fortunes of any social group, and their exclusion leads to 
growing sample selection bias. Including them in accounts of the well-being 
of the population contributes to a much less optimistic story of the relative 
economic standing of blacks in America through the first decade of the twenty-
first century. 

conclUsIon
National statistics like the high school dropout rate, employment rates, and 
the black-white wage gap cannot be taken at face value. Education, employ-
ment, and wage differentials are embedded in broader patterns of racially 
differentiated social exclusion, such as incarceration. Estimates of the educa-
tional attainment and economic capacities of the population and of racial 
inequality are fundamentally obscured by the sample selection effects induced 
by decades of penal expansion and race and class inequality in incarceration 
rates.

Among black men, including inmates in national estimates implies a na-
tionwide high school dropout rate more than 40 percent higher than sug-
gested by conventional estimates that use the Current Population Survey. 

table 4.3   Percentage of white Men’s wages earned by Blacks, 
Including the Jobless, 1980 to 2008

1980 1990 2000 2008

Eighteen to sixty-four 52.1% 39.2% 35.0% 27.9%
Twenty to thirty-four 57.6 42.9 37.3 30.9
Twenty to thirty-four with less  

than a high school degree
57.1 41.9 35.8 29.6

Source: Author’s calculations. See the methodological appendix for more details.
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lation Survey began collecting data on voter turnout. The 2008 election 
posted the highest rates of black turnout on record.

The data from the Current Population Survey shown in figure 5.1 clearly 
demonstrate that voter turnout for young black men surpassed that of young 
white men in 2008. The figure traces the fraction of the population, within 
race and education groups, that reported voting in the presidential elections. 
The solid black line at the bottom of the figure, for example, shows voter turn-
out rates among white men who had not completed high school. Consistent 
with data reported in table 5.2 the figure shows that the voter turnout rate in 
this group fluctuated from 20.4 percent in 1980 to 16.5 percent in 2008.
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Figure 5.1   trends in voter turnout rates for Men ages twenty to 
thirty-Four, 1980 to 2008

Source: Author's calculations of data from Rosenfeld et al. (2010).
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tion disproportionately disenfranchises blacks. Recent data suggest that 13 
percent of black men are excluded from the democratic franchise because of 
their involvement in the criminal justice system (Sentencing Project 2010).

The full extent of the disenfranchisement exacted by mass incarceration is 
obscured by estimates of the voter turnout rate that are generated from sur-
veys of the household-based population. Conventional data sources show a 
resurgence in voting through the 2000s, and 2008 witnessed the highest 
turnout rates among young blacks ever recorded. Explanations for the demo-
cratic engagement of black youth emphasize that institutions like black 
churches and the Democratic Party, along with a charismatic black candidate, 
brought out the vote.
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Figure 5.2   revised trends in voter turnout rates of Men ages 
twenty to thirty-Four, by education, 1980 to 2008

Source: Author's calculations of data from Rosenfeld et al. (2010).
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table 5.1   disenfranchisement categories under state law, 2010

State Prison Probation Parole All Post-Sentence

Alabama X X X X (certain offenses)
Arizona X X X
Arkansas X X X X (second felony)
California X X X
Colorado X X
Connecticut X X
Delaware X X X X (certain offenses five years)
District of Columbia X
Florida X X X X (certain offenses)
Georgia X X X
Hawaii X
Idaho X X X
Illinois X
Indiana X
Iowa X X X
Kansas X X X
Kentucky X X X X
louisiana X X X
maine
maryland X X X
massachusetts X
michigan X
minnesota X X X
mississippi X X X X (certain offenses)
missouri X X X
montana X
Nebraska X X X X (two years)
Nevada X X X X (except first-time 

nonviolent)
New Hampshire X
New Jersey X X X
New mexico X X X
New York X X

(Table continues on p. 74.)
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registered to vote, a very low proportion of felons exercise the option. Thus, 
removing current inmates from sample surveys of the population generates a 
pool of “eligible voters” more likely to turn out than the general population.

As the penal population has grown, it has siphoned more and more un-
registered and unlikely voters from the samples used to construct estimates of 
the voter turnout rate, including the Current Population Survey and the Na-
tional Election Survey (NES). As a consequence, recent increases in voter 
turnout and especially high rates of voter turnout in high-incarceration sub-
groups are at least partially the result of continued reliance on the household-
based probability sampling methods employed by the Current Population 
Survey and the National Election Survey. Excluding currently incarcerated 

table 5.1  (continued)

State Prison Probation Parole All Post-Sentence

North Carolina X X X
North Dakota X
Ohio X
Oklahoma X X X
Oregon X
Pennsylvania X
Rhode Island X
South Carolina X X X
South Dakota X X
Tennessee X X X X (certain offenses)
Texas X X X
Utah X
vermont
virginia X X X X
Washington X X X
West virginia X X X
Wisconsin X X X
Wyoming X X X X (certain offenses five years)

United States Total 49 30 35 2 9

Source: Author’s compilation of data from The Sentencing Project (2010).
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whites in 2008. The explanation, however, lies not in the increased exercise of 
the franchise among blacks. Instead, continued declines in voter turnout 
among poorly educated whites have led to record low turnout in that group.

Data from 2008 provide clear evidence that the exclusion of prison and jail 
inmates from voting statistics results in severely inflated turnout rates for so-
ciodemographic groups with high incarceration rates. Among whites age 
eighteen to sixty-four, high school dropouts turned out to vote at rates 8 

table 5.2   adjusted and Unadjusted voter turnout estimates  
for Men ages twenty to thirty-Four, by education,  
1980 to 2008

Unadjusted Adjusted
Percentage 
Difference

1980
White, college 68.6% 68.5% 0.1%
White, high school 45.8 45.5 0.7
White, less than high school 20.4 20.1 1.5
White, all 55.2 54.9 0.5

Black, college 55.3 54.4 1.7
Black, high school 41.5 39.5 5.1
Black, less than high school 22.8 20.7 10.1
Black, all 42.0 40.0 5.1

2008
White, college 64.9 64.6 0.5
White, high school 36.4 35.7 2.0
White, less than high school 16.5 14.4 14.6
White, all 53.0 52.1 1.7

Black, college 64.3 63.0 2.1
Black, high school 50.8 46.1 10.2
Black, less than high school 33.5 20.4 64.2
Black, all 55.0 48.6 13.2

Source: Author's calculations using data from the march Current Population Survey (U.S. 
Census Bureau, various years) and data from the Bureau of Justice Statistics Surveys of Inmates 
(U.S. Dept. of Justice, BJS, various years–a, various years–b, various years–c). See the method-
ological appendix for more details. 
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Regardless of the crime committed, parental incarceration is likely to con-
tribute to instability in family life. Over half of all prisoners have children 
under the age of eighteen, and about 45 percent of those parents were living 
with their children at the time they were sent to prison. In addition to the 
forced separation of incarceration, the postrelease effects on economic op-
portunities leave formerly incarcerated parents less equipped to provide 
financially for their children. Incarceration is known to depress marriage and 
cohabitation among unwed parents (Wilson 1987; Edin, Nelson, and Paranal 
2004; Western, lopoo, and mclanahan 2004; lopoo and Western 2005). 
New research also shows that the children of incarcerated parents, particularly 

N
um

be
r o

f C
hi

ld
re

n 
(Th

ou
sa

nd
s)

3,000

2,500

2,000

1,500

1,000

500

0

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005

Year

All
Black
White
Hispanic

Figure 6.1   number of children with a Parent in Prison or Jail, by 
race, 1980 to 2008

Source: Author's calculations of data from Pettit, Sykes, and Western (2009).
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ing of removing individuals from their families and the associated economic 
hardship and social stigma.

John Hagan and Ronit Dinovitzer (1999) argue that the loss of a father to 
incarceration changes the family’s status to that of a single-parent family, ush-
ering in effects similar to those brought on by the death of a parent or divorce, 
such as financial instability and emotional and psychological effects on the 
children and partner. These issues are examined in Donald Braman’s book 
Doing Time on the Outside (2004), in which he provides an account of the 
impact of mass incarceration on families and communities in Washington, 
D.C. Braman demonstrates that incarceration levies financial costs that ex-
tend well beyond the individual incarcerated, and that the psychological and 
social stigma of having a family member in prison or jail undermines the  
social fabric of urban communities.

In Doing Time Together (2008), megan Comfort details the experiences of 
women attempting to maintain relationships with men at San quentin State 
Prison. Although the women she studied were free to leave San quentin after 
their visits, the prison—and the men they loved who lived there—shaped 
their experiences and opportunities, burdening them financially and psycho-
logically. Using the Fragile Families and Child Well-being Study, Amanda 
Geller and her colleagues (2009) confirm, with quantitative data, the extent 
to which incarceration separates fathers from the labor force, making them 
unable to contribute financially to the needs of their partners and children.

table 6.1   cumulative risk of Parental Imprisonment by age 
seventeen, by education, 1980 to 2009

1980 2009

Non- 
Hispanic  

White

Non- 
Hispanic  

Black

Non- 
Hispanic  

White

Non- 
Hispanic  

Black

less than high school 1.3% 5.5% 14.5% 62.1%
High school/GED 0.5 2.2 3.7 16.1
Some college 0.1 1.2 1.4 9.9
All 0.4 2.9 4.0 24.2

Source: Author’s calculations. See the methodological appendix for more details. 
Note: The 1980 cohort was born between 1960 and 1964; the 2009 cohort was born between 
1989 and 1993.
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merated in nonmetro areas than whites. However, a substantial fraction of 
those men are living in correctional facilities.

Exactly how and where to count inmates is a source of much debate and 
concern. Cost and efficiency considerations have led the Census Bureau to 
determine that inmates are counted where they reside in prison or jail. Court 
decisions have barred the use of statistical adjustment and sampling for the 
apportionment of seats in the U.S. House of Representatives as recently as 
1999 (U.S. Department of Commerce vs. U.S. House, 525 U.S. 316 335–
336, 1999). Unlike the federal government, however, states may adjust Cen-
sus-provided population tallies for congressional redistricting. For example, 
in Kansas nonresident respondents from military installations and higher 
education campuses were subtracted from the state’s population total, and 
resident military personnel and college and university students located in 
Kansas were recorded in the Census blocks of their permanent residences 
(Kobach 2011, 3). Since the voting Rights Acts of 1965 and 1975, states have 
been pressed to redraw congressional districts such that “one person’s vote is 
to be worth as much as another’s” (article 1, section 2, U.S. Constitution).

Several states plan to adjust Census-provided population counts to ac-
count for concentrations of inmates who hail from districts quite different 

table 6.2   adjusted and Unadjusted estimates of nonmetropolitan 
enumeration for Men ages twenty to thirty-Four, by 
education, 2006 to 2008

Civilian Inmate Combined

White, less than high school 19.8% 34.5% 20.7%
White, high school/GED 22.4 36.9 22.7
White, some college 13.3 34.2 13.4
White, all 16.7 35.6 17.0

Black, less than high school 14.3 37.8 20.8
Black, high school/GED 12.3 37.0 14.8
Black, some college 6.3 33.2 7.5
Black, all 9.6 36.7 12.4

Source: Author’s calculations based on 2006–2008 American Community Survey (U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau 2010). See methodological appendix for more details.
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veys of inmates contradict those provided by local studies and inmate intake 
surveys, which typically show much higher rates of tuberculosis and HIv 
among the inmate population across sociodemographic groups.

According to data from the NHANES for 1999 and 2000, 3.9 percent of 
white men and 10 percent of black men between the ages of twenty-five and 
forty-four have ever tested positive for tuberculosis. Positive tuberculosis tests 
and latent tuberculosis are more common among whites and less common 
among blacks in the incarcerated population; estimates place rates of latent 
tuberculosis at 4.9 percent of white inmates and 9.4 percent of black inmates. 
Data from the NHANES for 1999 through 2006 indicate that 0.5 percent of 
white men and 3.3 percent of black men between the ages of twenty-five and 
forty-four have ever tested positive for HIv, the virus that causes AIDS. Rates 
of HIv infection are substantially higher among white inmates than the white 
civilian population, but that is not the case among blacks.

table 6.3   health status Measures for Men ages twenty-Five to 
Forty-Four, Mid-2000s

Non-
Institutionalized Inmates

latent  
TB HIv

latent  
TB HIv

White, less than high school 0.0% 0.0% 5.2% 1.2%
White, high school/GED 2.5 0.2 3.2 0.8
White, some college 5.3 0.7 2.6 1.2
White, all 3.9 0.5 4.1 1.0

Black, less than high school 9.8 4.5 6.5 2.3
Black, high school /GED 13.0 3.1 6.7 1.9
Black, some college 8.7 2.6 4.2 1.8
Black, all 10.0 3.3 6.3 2.1

Source: Author’s calculations using Surveys of Inmates (U.S. Dept. of Justice, BJS, various 
years–a, various years–b, and various years–c; U.S. Dept. of Justice, Bureau of Prisons 2004), 
and National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics 2007). See methodological appendix for 
more details.
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