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Formerly incarcerated people need stable jobs for the same reasons as everyone
else: to support themselves and their loved ones, pursue life goals, and strengthen
their communities. But how many formerly incarcerated people are able to find
work? Answering this fundamental question has historically been difficult,
because the necessary national data weren’t available — that is, until now.

Using a nationally representative dataset, we provide the first ever estimate of
unemployment among the 5 million formerly incarcerated people living in the
United States. 1  Our analysis shows that formerly incarcerated people are
unemployed at a rate of over 27% — higher than the total U.S. unemployment rate
during any historical period, including the Great Depression.

Our estimate of the unemployment rate establishes that formerly incarcerated
people want to work, but face structural barriers to securing employment,
particularly within the period immediately following release. For those who are
Black or Hispanic — especially women — status as “formerly incarcerated”
reduces their employment chances even more. This perpetual labor market
punishment creates a counterproductive system of release and poverty, hurting
everyone involved: employers, the taxpayers, and certainly formerly incarcerated
people looking to break the cycle.

Fortunately, as the recommendations presented in this report illustrate, there are
policy solutions available that would create safer and more equitable communities
by addressing unemployment among formerly incarcerated people.

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/alumns.html#t_Lucius_Couloute
https://qz.com/author/dkopfqz/


Formerly incarcerated people want to
work. Their high unemployment rate
reflects public will, policy, and practice
— not differences in aspirations.

Figure 1. The unemployment rate of formerly incarcerated people in 2008 (the most
recent year for which data are available) was 27.3% (compared to 5.8% in the general
public), exceeding even the highest level of unemployment ever recorded in the U.S.
(24.9%), during the Great Depression.

Unemployment among formerly incarcerated people

Over 600,000 people make the difficult transition from prisons to the community
each year 2  and although there are many challenges involved in the transition, the
roadblocks to securing a job have particularly severe consequences. Employment
helps formerly incarcerated people gain economic stability after release and
reduces the likelihood that they return to prison, 3  promoting greater public safety
to the benefit of everyone. But despite the overwhelming benefits of employment,
people who have been to prison are largely shut out of the labor market. 4

We find that the unemployment rate 5  for formerly incarcerated people is nearly
five times higher than the unemployment rate for the general United States
population, and substantially higher than even the worst years of the Great
Depression. 6  Although we have long known that labor market outcomes for
people who have been to prison are poor, these results point to extensive economic
exclusion that would certainly be the cause of great public concern if they were
mirrored in the general population. 7

These inequalities persist even
when controlling for age. Among
working-age individuals (25-44 in
this dataset), the unemployment
rate for formerly incarcerated



people was 27.3%, compared with
just 5.2% unemployment for their general public peers. That such a large
percentage of prime working-age formerly incarcerated people are without jobs
but wish to work suggests structural factors — like discrimination — play an
important role in shaping job attainment. 8

Prior research suggests that employers discriminate against those with criminal
records, even if they claim not to. Although employers express willingness to hire
people with criminal records, evidence shows that having a record reduces
employer callback rates by 50%. 9  What employers say appears to contradict what
they actually do when it comes to hiring decisions. 10

Our analysis also shows that formerly incarcerated people are more likely to be
“active” in the labor market than the general public. Among 25-44 year old
formerly incarcerated people, 93.3% are either employed or actively looking for
work, compared to 83.8% among their general population peers of similar ages. 11

Though unemployment among formerly incarcerated people is five times higher
than among the general public, these results show that formerly incarcerated
people want to work.

Unemployment among this population is a matter of public will, policy, and
practice, not differences in aspirations.

A closer look: How employment varies by race and
gender, time since release, and access to full-time
work

Race and gender
In the general public, people of color tend to face higher unemployment rates than
whites, while men tend to have lower unemployment rates than women. The
overrepresentation of people of color and men among those who have been to
prison, then, could have conceivably influenced the inequalities we observed
between formerly incarcerated people and the general public.

After disaggregating by race and gender, however, we found that the
unemployment rate of every formerly incarcerated group remains higher than that
of any comparable group in the general public. High unemployment among
formerly incarcerated people is not simply explained by the overrepresentation of
people of color in the criminal justice system; it’s the status of being formerly
incarcerated that sets them apart.



But the story here is intersectional. Formerly incarcerated Black women in
particular experience severe levels of unemployment, whereas white men
experience the lowest. Overall, we see working-age “prison penalties” 12  that
increase unemployment rates anywhere from 14 percentage points (for white men)
to 37 percentage points (for Black women) when compared to their general
population peers. 13  Our findings mirror prior research establishing that both race
and gender shape the economic stability of criminalized people. 14

Table 1. Unemployment rates of people age 35-44 among the U.S. general public and
formerly incarcerated population, by race and gender. For a comparison of
unemployment rates among Hispanic women and men in the general public and
formerly incarcerated population (without controlling for age), see footnote 13.

Unemployment rate

general population


Unemployment rate

formerly incarcerated

Black women 6.4% 43.6%
Black men 7.7% 35.2%
White women 4.3% 23.2%
White men 4.3% 18.4%



Figure 2. We calculated that the working-age Black, white, male, and female formerly
incarcerated unemployment rates are higher than the rates of unemployment for any of
their peers in the general population. But this “prison penalty” puts formerly
incarcerated Black people and women at the greatest disadvantage when it comes to
finding work.

Time since release
We also find that unemployment is highest within the first two years of release,
suggesting that pre- and post-release employment services are critical in order to
reduce recidivism and help incarcerated people quickly integrate back into society.
Of those most recently released from prison (that is, within two years of the
survey date), over 30% were unemployed. Unemployment rates were lower for
those released within 2-3 years of the survey (21%), and people who had been out
of prison for at least 4 years reported the lowest rates of unemployment (just under
14%). 15



Table 2. Our analysis of unemployment rates by time since release shows that unemployment is
highest shortly after release (time since release is approximate; see footnote 15 for data notes.)

Year Released 

(Years since release at the time of the 2008

survey)
Unemployment

rate
2007-2008 

(less than 2 years since release)

31.6%

2005-2006 

(2-3 years since release)

21.1%

2004 or before 

(4 or more years since release)

13.6%

The transition from prison back to the community is fraught with challenges; the
search for employment is one of many tasks that can derail successful reentry. In
the period immediately following release, formerly incarcerated people are likely
to struggle to find housing 16  and attain addiction and mental health support. 17

They also face disproportionately high rates of death due to drug overdose,
cardiovascular disease, homicide, and suicide within this crucial period. 18  Taken
together, these results make it easy to understand how various barriers to reentry
operate as an interconnected system to increase inequality.

Access to full-time work
When formerly incarcerated people do land jobs, they are often the most insecure
and lowest-paying positions. 19  According to an analysis of IRS data by the
Brookings Institution, 20  the majority of employed people recently released from
prison receive an income that puts them well below the poverty line. 21

Our data suggests that, in combination with a criminal record, race and gender
play a significant role in shaping who gets access to good jobs and livable
incomes. Almost all employed formerly incarcerated white men (the group most
likely to be employed) work in full-time positions, whereas Black women (the
group least likely to be employed) are overrepresented in part-time and occasional
jobs (see figure 3).



Figure 3. Even when formerly incarcerated people do find work, it is often on a part-
time or occasional basis, especially for women of color. This graph includes only those
people who have found work; to see the full breakdown of employment outcomes by
race and gender (including unemployment), see the Appendix.

Though Black women in the general public tend to have higher rates of full-time
work than their Hispanic or white peers, low rates of full-time work among
formerly incarcerated Black women illustrates that gender and race operate
together in the context of reentry. 22

Conclusion

One of the primary concerns for people being released from prison is finding a
job. But as our analysis illustrates, formerly incarcerated people are almost five
times more likely than the general public to be unemployed, and many who are
employed remain relegated to the most insecure jobs. Our analysis also shows that
formerly incarcerated people of color and women face the worst labor market
disadvantages despite being more likely to be looking for jobs (See Table 3).

Exclusionary policies and practices — not individual-level failings of criminalized
people — are responsible for these labor market inequalities. Fortunately, research



shows that those with prior criminal justice system contact want to work and that
hiring them can benefit both employers and the general public:

Research based on 1.3 million United States military enlistees shows that
those with criminal records were promoted more quickly and to higher
ranks than other enlistees, and had the same attrition rates due to poor
performance as their peers without records. 23

A study of job performance among call center employees found that
individuals with criminal records had longer tenure and were less likely to
quit than those without records. 24

One longitudinal study out of Johns Hopkins Hospital found that after
“banning the box” on initial applications and making hiring decisions based
on merit and the relevance of prior convictions to particular jobs, hired
applicants with criminal records exhibited a lower turnover rate than those
with no records. 25

The evidence illustrates that broad stereotypes about people with criminal records
have no real-world basis. But convincing employers that people with criminal
records are good workers is not enough. Improving the wellbeing of formerly
incarcerated people — and increasing equity in all communities — will require
concerted policy efforts that address the underlying structural sources of
inequality shaping the lives of criminalized people across the United States.

Recommendations

There are promising policy choices available to lawmakers at each level of
government that would help formerly incarcerated people gain employment and
increase public safety:

1. Issue a temporary basic income upon release: Providing short-term
financial stability for formerly incarcerated people would operate as an
investment, helping to ease reintegration and provide public safety and
recidivism reduction benefits that would result in long-term cost savings. 32

2. Implement automatic record expungement procedures: A prison
sentence should not be a perpetual punishment. Having an automatic
mechanism for criminal record expungement that takes into account the
offense type and length of time since sentencing would, in the near term,
help formerly incarcerated people succeed and would, in the long term,
promote public safety. 31

3. Make bond insurance 29  and tax benefits 30  for employers widely
available: Some governmental bodies offer insurance and tax incentives for

http://ccresourcecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Forgiving-Forgetting-CCRC-Apr-2018.pdf


employers who hire people with criminal records, protecting against real or
perceived risks of loss. Increasing the availability of such programs would
provide hesitant employers with added financial security.

4. Ban blanketed employer discrimination: 26  Criminal records are not good
proxies for employability. Additionally, because of racially disproportionate
incarceration rates, organizations who discriminate against people with
criminal records may also be contributing to racial discrimination and are
therefore subject to litigation under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of
1964. 27

5. Enact occupational licensing reform: Numerous occupations require
prospective workers to obtain job-related state licenses. Unfortunately,
acquiring such licenses often involves passing a criminal background check.
States should reform their licensing practices so as to eliminate the
automatic rejection of people with felony convictions. 28

Appendix

Employment outcomes for formerly incarcerated people vary widely by race and
gender. In the chart and table below, we explore these disparities in richer detail:



Figure 4. Breakdown of employment status and job type of formerly incarcerated
people of all ages who were working or looking for work in 2008, by race and gender.
See figure 3 for data examining only employed formerly incarcerated people.

The unemployment rate in all demographic groups is different from the
joblessness rate. Joblessness includes anyone who does not have a job, whether
they are looking for one or not, and was, prior to our analysis, the only
measurement of formerly incarcerated people’s labor market status.
Unemployment, which is typically used to measure the economic well-being of
the general U.S. population, includes only those people who want to work but
can’t find a job. The table below provides both figures.

Table 3. Joblessness and unemployment rates among formerly incarcerated adults of all ages, by
race and gender.

Race/ethnicity Gender Jobless rate Unemployment rate
Hispanic Women 51.39% 39.42%

Men 33.14% 26.55%
Black Women 51.37% 40.00%

Men 40.96% 34.96%
White Women 38.17% 23.10%

Men 27.17% 18.31%

https://static.prisonpolicy.org/images/unemployed_jobtype_disparities.png


Methodology

This report calculating an unemployment rate for formerly incarcerated people is
based on our analysis of a little-known and little-used government survey, the
National Former Prisoner Survey, conducted in 2008. The survey was a product of
the Prison Rape Elimination Act, and is therefore primarily about sexual assault
and rape behind bars, but it also contains some very useful data on employment.

Because this survey contains such sensitive and personal data, the raw data was
not available publicly on the internet. Instead, it is kept in a secure data enclave in
the basement of the University of Michigan Institute for Social Research. Access
to the data required the approval of an independent Institutional Review Board,
the approval of the Bureau of Justice Statistics, and required us to access the data
under close supervision. The practicalities of having to travel across the country in
order to query a computer database limited the amount of time that we could
spend with the data, and other rules restricted how much data we could bring with
us. For these reasons, there are two tables (Table 1 and Table 2) where, if we had
the benefit of hindsight or the resources for a return trip to the enclave, we would
have collected some more nuanced data to make comparisons by race/ethnicity,
gender, and age even more complete. Even so, to the best of our knowledge, the
analysis in this report is the only one of its kind to date.

Why we examined unemployment
Although the employment status of formerly incarcerated people is not a new
subject, this report extends upon previous research by constructing an
unemployment rate for formerly incarcerated people that is similar to what is
typically accepted by economists: those who were not employed at the time of the
survey but were available and actively looking for a job, divided by the total
number of people in the labor force (Note: the Bureau of Labor Statistics
considers jobless people who have looked for work in the past 4 weeks as part of
the labor force. The National Former Prisoner Survey does not stipulate 4 weeks
and instead asked respondents if they were currently looking for work).

Traditionally, researchers have used joblessness as a measure of post-
imprisonment labor market success, a measurement that includes anyone who
does not have a job, whether they are looking for one or not. Calculating the
unemployment rate allows policymakers, advocates, and the general public to
directly compare the labor market exclusion of formerly incarcerated people to
that of the rest of the United States.

https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/icpsrweb/content/ICPSR/access/restricted/enclave.html


As we have done in the past, 33  comparisons between the formerly incarcerated
and general U.S. populations were disaggregated by factors such as age, race, and
gender in order to account for the established relationships between those factors
and labor market outcomes. In this way, we provide rough controls that help us
examine comparable populations.

Data sources
We used the Bureau of Justice Statistics’ National Former Prisoner Survey (NFPS)
as our primary data source. This survey began in January 2008 and concluded in
October 2008, and was derived from the Prison Rape Elimination Act of 2003,
which mandated that the Bureau of Justice Statistics investigate sexual
victimization among formerly incarcerated people.

The NFPS dataset includes 17,738 adult respondents who were formerly
incarcerated in state prisons and under parole supervision at the time of the survey.
Individual respondents were randomly selected from a random sample of over 250
parole offices across the United States.

It is important to note that because this survey was given to people on parole, it is
not a perfect tool to measure the employment experiences of all formerly
incarcerated people. Some incarcerated people are released without supervision
and their ability to attain employment may be different than those on parole.
Previous research suggests, however, that parole officers have a minimal effect on
post-release employment, far outweighed by the effect of having a criminal
record. In a 2008 Urban Institute study, only 20% of formerly incarcerated men
found their parole officers helpful in finding a job when surveyed two months
after release; after eight months, only 13% thought their parole officers were
helpful. Yet 70% of the men believed that their criminal record had negatively
affected their job search. 34  A more recent study finds that for people on parole in
Florida, supervision did not have a significant effect on employment outcomes,
although it had a positive effect for those under supervision as part of a split
sentence. 35  Future research should more closely examine the effect of
supervision on employment.

We drew upon specific NFPS survey questions for this report:

A2. Are you of Hispanic or Latino origin?
A3. Which of these categories describes your race?
B3. In what month and year were you released from prison?
C1. Are you male, female, or transgendered? 36

F18. Do you currently have a job?
F18a. Is it full-time, part-time, or occasional work?
F18b. Are you looking for work?



Comparable general United States population data was gathered from the Bureau
of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey.

Historical U.S. unemployment data for Figure 1 comes from two sources:

For 1931-32, 1934, 1936-39, 1941-44, and 1946: 

Stanley Lebergott. 1957. Annual Estimates of Unemployment in the United
States, 1900-1954. The Measurement and Behavior of Unemployment
(National Bureau of Economic Research), 211-242. Note that this source
includes people age 14 and over.
For 1933, 1935, 1940, 1945, and 1947-2017: 

Labor Force Statistics from the Current Population Survey. 2018. Produced
using the Bureau of Labor Statistics data tool “Databases, Tables &
Calculators by Subject.” This source includes people age 14 and over until
1945; starting in 1947 it includes people age 16 and over.
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