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Key Takeaways

Policymakers have long sought to promote employment among released prisoners through policies and
programs that reduce incarceration and broaden access to the labor market. This descriptive report
provides previously unavailable information about employment before, during, and after incarceration for
about 170,000 people released from California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR)
prisons between 2015 and 2019, with the aim of highlighting opportunities for improvement.

» Nearly half of formerly imprisoned people never had a job outside prison. One-quarter of people had no
record of working—before, during, or after prison. Four in ten held a job before prison, and 44 percent were
employed afterward. By contrast, 52 percent held a prison job. Pretrial and post-sentencing incarceration
explain why many in the release cohort did not have jobs outside prison.

» Inside and outside prison, jobs were low skill, low wage, and short term. Before prison, one-third worked
temp jobs; after prison, 42 percent did. Most prison jobs involved unskilled labor, lasted about a month, and
supported prison operations, such as cleaning and food services. California prisoners earned 40 percent
less than the national average, and 32 percent of prison jobs were unpaid—though workers could be
compensated in other ways.

» People rarely earned above the poverty threshold—before or after prison. Before prison, just 28 percent
of working people had earnings above the poverty threshold ($20,200 in 2023) in at least one year. After
prison, that share grew to 45 percent. While pre-prison employment-rate disparities narrowed after prison,
earnings disparities persisted: men earned 20 percent more than women, and Black people earned 38
percent less than white people, on average.

» People who worked before or during their time in prison were more likely to work after release. People
who worked before prison were 9 times more likely to have a job afterward; each quarter of pre-prison
employment was associated with a 42 percent increase. People who held prison jobs (compared to those
who did not) were 9 percent more likely to work after release, and holding a prison job for two to six
months made post-prison work 11 percent more likely.

» Participants in some prison programs were more likely to be employed after prison. Participants in
prison-based college courses, vocational trades, and substance-use disorder treatment were more likely
than nonparticipants to have jobs after release. Participants in primary and secondary education, computer
technology, and criminal thinking courses were equally likely as nonparticipants to hold jobs after prison.

The findings point to several policy levers that could help promote employment among released prisoners,
including rigorously evaluating prison programs, building people’s capacity for working consistently by
lengthening their job tenures in prison, and exploring innovative ways to promote employment and keep
people out of prison and jail while ensuring public safety.

Introduction

For the tens of thousands of people released from California prisons each year, the ability to find work can
affect whether people engage in criminal behavior after release (Holzer 2007; Raphael 2011). Yet the degree
to which California’s released prisoners work, how much they earn, and in which fields has not been
comprehensively examined. Consequently, improving their post-prison economic security remains a
challenge.
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Prior research has mainly focused on the relationships between imprisonment, work, and recidivism (e.g.,
Sabol 2007; Pettit and Lyons 2009; Loeffler 2013; Harding et al. 2018). Studies that incorporate the pre-
prison period are comparatively rare (e.g., Loeffler 2018; Harris and Harding 2019; Kolbeck, Lopez, and
Bellair 2024). With a few exceptions, time spent in prison is treated as a black box (Nagin, Cullen, and
Jonson 2009).’

Prior research conducted in Minnesota constitutes an exception through which researchers found that
participation in most prison programs improved post-prison employment outcomes, and that spending a
larger share of time served participating in prison programs or working prison jobs was associated with
small increases in employment after prison (Duwe and Clark 2017; Duwe, Clark, and McNeely 2025). This
report builds on their work—and prior PPIC research on prisoners’ program participation—to draw a more
complete picture of employment before, after, and during prison for California’s released prisoners.

Drawing a more complete picture requires understanding California’s policy context as it pertains to
prisoners. In recent years, prisoners’ work and pay have come to the fore. Policies that have affected the
size and composition of the prison population (and, thereby, competition for prison workers) may have
directed attention to prison work, how it is compensated, and how it relates to outside work.

In particular, Proposition 47 reduced the state’s prison population by 7,700 people between November 2014
and September 2015, primarily by decreasing the chance that nonviolent offenders would be sentenced to
prison (Lofstrom and Martin 2015; Harris and Cremin 2024). These changes sparked concerns about
whether the camp firefighter program could continue to support the maintenance of public lands and led to
changes in qualifications for firefighting positions (Vives 2024; San Diego County 2014; Technical Appendix
Figure AD).

Legislation enacted shortly thereafter in 2020 has allowed camp firefighters to apply to have their records
expunged so they can work as firefighters after prison, and subsequent laws intended to facilitate that
process and increase camp firefighter pay were enacted in 2025 (Riggins 2020; Brennan 2025; Mihalovich
2025).In 2024, a change in regulations led to updates in prisoner pay scales for the first time in more than

three decades, doubling pay rates for all working prisoners.

However, California’s voters rejected Proposition 6, a 2024 ballot measure that would have ended
mandatory work in state prisons. Imprisoned people in California can still be compelled to work, and if they
refuse or perform poorly, they can face penalties that include loss of pay and serving more time through
revocation of good conduct credits (PC Section 2933).2 Perhaps as a result, people are most likely to work

during prison.

1. | cite work using administrative data, specifically unemployment insurance data, for more equal comparisons of “legitimate”
employment. Self-reported employment rates, which include “illegitimate” work, are usually higher (e.g., Visher, Debus, and Yahner
2008).

2. Prisoners can earn “good conduct credits” (also called “good time” credits in other correctional systems) that can cut their
sentences in half. Per PC 2933, “For every six months of continuous incarceration, a prisoner shall be awarded credit reductions
from his or her term of confinement of six months. A lesser amount of credit based on this ratio shall be awarded for any lesser
period of continuous incarceration. Credit should be awarded pursuant to regulations adopted by the secretary...Credit is a privilege,
not a right.” Good time credit within the California prison system started as a reward for road camp work. Prisoners could earn one
day of credit for two days of work (Voigt 1949; Hawkinshire 1959).
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This report focuses on key aspects of employment among Californians with prison histories: employment

rates and why they are low in California, the kinds of work people do, earnings, including variation by

geography and demography, and the factors influencing whether people work after prison. The concluding

section outlines key policy levers that could improve employment rates among formerly imprisoned
Californians.

Description of the data

This project relies on both proprietary and public data to examine employment before, during, and after
prison. Proprietary data are from the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR), the
California Employment Development Department (EDD), and the California Department of Justice (DOJ).
Technical Appendix Table E1 summarizes key information from the CDCR, EDD, and DOJ data. Harris et al.
(2024) describes the DOJ and CDCR data in more detail.

CDCR data include information about work assignments including job title, Dictionary of Occupational Titles

(DOT) classification and skill level, work location (i.e., prison) and schedules (i.e., days, hours, and shift worked),
job tenure, and (for a subset of the population) job performance evaluations for the population released from
CDCR between 2015 and 2019, which numbers 168,482 people.

EDD Employment history data include information about jobs people held for which the employer paid into
the Ul system. Therefore, the EDD data exclude many types of work, including informal or “under the table”
employment, entrepreneurship, independent contracting, self-employment, and gig work. Measures include
total quarterly earnings from all jobs held in each quarter and the ZIP code for the employer associated with
the highest-paying job. If an employer has multiple outlets, the ZIP code of the largest outlet is reported: 65
percent have a single outlet. The data extend backward ten years from prison entry or to the first quarter of
2000, whichever is longer, and forward through the fourth quarter of 2023.

Though all people can be followed for four years after prison, only 85 percent could potentially have worked
during all four pre-prison years because people either entered prison before the year 2000 or before they
turned 18 and could establish an adult employment history. Therefore, 5 percent of people lack pre-prison
employment information, and the remaining 10 percent are observable for between one and three years
before prison. (See Technical Appendix Figures A2 and A3 for more detail.) To delineate quarters of
employment relative to prison terms, the quarter a person enters or leaves prison is quarter zero. The first pre-
prison, pre-release, or post-release quarter is the first full quarter before entry, prior to release, or after
release.

Public data include the United States Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS), Bureau of Justice
Statistics 2016 Survey of Prison Inmates (SIPA), Bureau of Labor Statistics Quarterly Census of Employment
and Wages (QCEW) from 2011 to 2023, Housing and Urban Development (HUD) USPS ZIP Code Crosswalk
from 2010 forward, and the National ZIP Code Crosswalk (Bailey and Helmuth 2025) for pre-2010 information.
The ACS allows comparisons between working people with prison histories and California’s workforce. SIPA
data allow comparisons with working prisoners nationally. The ZIP code crosswalks place ZIP codes into one

of the 58 California counties. ZIP codes not found in the crosswalks were manually searched, corrected if
necessary, and placed in counties. Public data are aggregated over pre- and post-prison years, as shown in
Technical Appendix Figure Al.
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Employment Was Low among Californias Released Prisoners

How much people work inside and outside prison depends on personal characteristics and local conditions.
People who end up in prison typically have personal challenges that create barriers to employment,
including low educational achievement, complex physical and behavioral health problems and disabilities,
and persistent contact with the criminal justice system (Harris et al. 2024; Bushway et al. 2007). Local
conditions can expand or limit employment opportunities. When competition for workers intensifies,
employers may be more willing to hire people with personal challenges, whereas employment opportunities
for such workers may become scarcer where and when unemployment is high (Sabol 2007).

Defining employment rates and estimating incarceration

In this report, “employment rates” are defined as the shares of people with prison histories who are employed
in the formal labor market relative to all people in the prisoner population of interest. Prison data cover the
population released from CDCR between 2015 and 2019, which numbers 168,482 people who were released
185,310 times. To study employment before and after prison, | follow the previously established convention of
examining first-in-year releases, which number 185,007 (Harris, Martin, and Cremin 2024). To examine work
during prison and to compare before, during, and after prison, | limit the sample to people released between
2016 and 2019 because the database that tracks employment was established in August 2014. The population
released between 2016 and 2019 numbers 136,028 people who were released 144,786 times and
experienced 144,553 first-in-year releases.

To be clear, the denominator for employment rates is always 185,007 when talking about people released for
the first time each year between 2015 and 2019; and always 144,553 for 201619 first-in-year releases. This
“employment rate” differs from employment rates used to characterize labor markets, which exclude from the
denominator people who cannot work and people who are not actively looking for work.

Incarcerated people are excluded from the denominator in state and national unemployment rates because
they generally cannot work (although some incarcerated people do have “outside” jobs that appear in Ul
data). | include all released prisoners in the denominator for two reasons: because prior research calculated
employment rates similarly (e.g., Pettit and Lyons 2009; Sabol 2007; Loeffler 2013; Duwe and Clark 2017), and
because California lacks comprehensive jail incarceration data.

The DOJ Automated Criminal History System (ACHS) data includes comprehensive information on California
arrests, convictions, and the sentences associated with them, but lacks information about whether and for
how long people are incarcerated, either while their charges are resolved (i.e., while in pretrial detention) or
after they are sentenced (Tafoya et al. 2017). This obviously complicates recalibration of the denominator; for
this reason, | instead assess the degree to which incarceration might explain low employment rates.

Using the ACHS, | make assumptions about which arrested people (the convicted, but not those who were
arrested without being convicted) were in pretrial detainment and for how long. | also assume that people who
were sentenced to incarceration in jail or prison served about half of their sentences, which is typical in
California. The process of estimating incarceration before and after prison is described in greater detail in
Technical Appendix B.

Among the population released between 2016 and 2019, 17 percent held a job in each period—the four
years before prison, the last year during imprisonment, and the four years after prison (Figure 1). By contrast,
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23 percent did not hold a formal job in any period and 22 percent held only a prison work assignment. Of

the remaining people who worked outside prison, 13 percent had formal jobs before and after prison, and 15

percent either had jobs during and after or just after prison. Only 10 percent had jobs before and during or

only before they went to prison.

Figure 1
Forty-five percent of released people never worked or worked only in
prison
100%
5% Before only
7% After only

80

60

40

20

Before and during

During and after

Before and after

—— Always worked

22% During only

Never

Share of released people, 2016—-19

SOURCE: Author calculation from CDCR and EDD data.
NOTES: Includes people released for the first time in each year, 2016-2019 (N=144,553).

Moreover, most people did not have jobs in any quarter before, during, or after prison. Figure 2 maps

quarterly employment rates for all people released from California state prisons between 2016 and 2019 in
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the sixteen quarters before they entered prison, the four quarters before their release from prison, and

sixteen quarters after their release.’ Employment rates are well below 50 percent in all three periods.

Figure 2
People were most likely to have a job while they were in prison

35% P 35%
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25 24%
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17% @ Percent
employed
17%
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Time served
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1 Quarters after prison
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Quarters before prison
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SOURCE: Author calculation from CDCR and EDD data.

NOTES: People released for the first time each year, 2016-19 (N=144,553). Four years before and after prison, and in the
year leading to release. Seemingly escalating employment rates during prison are largely an artifact of some individuals
leaving prison within a year. (See Technical Appendix Figure B1.)

People were least likely to work before they went to prison: at most, 15 percent of people released between
2016 and 2019 worked in any pre-prison quarter. Across the four pre-prison years, 40 percent of people
held a job for at least one quarter. Less than one in four people were employed annually before prison.

People were most likely to work in prison. Among people released from California prisons between 2016
and 2019, 52 percent held at least one work assignment in the year leading to their release, and 31 percent
of people held a job in the quarter before release. Moreover, employment rates rose as release dates
approached. In contrast to employment rates on the outside, which were lowest in the quarters people
entered (3%) and left (7%) prison, in-prison employment rates were highest—35 percent—in the quarter
people were released.’

People were more likely to work after prison than they were before, but only in the short term. Quarterly
post-prison employment rates peaked in the second quarter after release at 24 percent. Thereafter, they
tapered off, falling to under 17 percent—just 2 percentage points above the pre-prison peak—in the fourth

3. On average, prison terms spanned three years, with 40 percent of people released in one year or less. The year 2015 is the first
complete year of prison work assignment data.

4. People who were in prison for more than one year were more likely to work than those imprisoned less than a year (Technical
Appendix Figure B1).
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post-prison year. Forty-four percent of those released found work in at least one quarter after they were
released from prison, and the annual post-prison employment rate peaked at 34 percent in the first year
after prison. As described below, pretrial and post-sentencing incarceration contributed to low employment
before and after prison.

Employment among Released Prisoners Varied across the State

Whether released prisoners worked varied across the state in ways that reflect local economic conditions.
Unemployment rates in 2023 varied regionally from about 3 percent in some Bay Area counties to about 10
percent in several Central Valley counties (Technical Appendix Table A2). Whether people held jobs before
and after prison also varied widely across the state (Technical Appendix Figure B2).

Pre-prison employment rates varied from a low of 10 percent for people living in San Francisco and
Humboldt Counties to about 19 percent in Monterey, San Benito, and San Luis Obispo Counties. After
prison, employment rates increased in all but two counties: San Luis Obispo and Imperial. People returning
to Imperial (13%), Humboldt (15%), and Los Angeles (16%) Counties were least likely to be employed. By
contrast, people returning to San Francisco (30%), Marin (27%), and Yolo (25%) Counties were most likely to
be employed (Technical Appendix Figure B2).

Post-Prison Employment Gains Eliminated Some Pre-Prison Disparities

Employment rates were higher after prison across nearly all demographic groups. Pre-prison employment
rate disparities by gender and race mirrored those in the overall state workforce (Thorman and Cremin
2025). Men in the released prisoner population were more likely to be employed than women (40% versus
34%) and Native American and Black people were 6 to 7 percentage points less likely to be employed
before prison than white and Asian American people (Figure 3).

9/43



Figure 3
Employment rates improved after prison, and some disparities

lessened
All

20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%
All 39% — 44%
Gender

20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%
Male 40% e—— 44%,
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SOURCE: Author calculation from CDCR and EDD data.

NOTES: All people released for the first time each year, 2015-19 (N=185,007). Disabilities are indicated if people were
identified as disabled or participated in programs that support people with disabilities, include the Disability Placement
Program, the Developmental Disability Program, and the Enhanced Outpatient Program.

After prison, disparities in employment rates narrowed dramatically or disappeared for women and most
racial groups. The 7 percentage point pre-prison difference between rates of employment for men and
women fell to just 1 percentage point after prison. Similarly, the 7 percentage point gap between
employment rates of Black and white people closed completely.

However, released prisoners with disabilities continued to experience challenges. In general, people with
cognitive and physical disabilities face hurdles in the labor market that lead to lower employment rates,
lower earnings, and higher levels of self-employment (Ananian and Dellaferrera 2024).5 For example,
people who disclose their disabilities on job applications are 25 percent less likely to receive callbacks than
those who do not (Bellemare et al. 2023).

5. Though California finished phasing out subminimum wages for disabled people in 2025, disabled people in the prison release
cohort could have been paid less than minimum wage—a structural form of discrimination that other states still allow (Ruppel 2024;
Sawo, Ferrante, and Weaver 2025).
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At least 15,000 people released from prison between 2015 and 2019 had disabilities. CDCR’s
Developmental Disability Program (DDP) and Enhanced Outpatient Program (EOP) identified or served
nearly 5,000 people with cognitive disabilities, which include learning disabilities and some mental health
conditions.’ Similarly, the Disability Placement Program (DPP) identified or served nearly 10,000 people with

physical disabilities, which include those related to mobility, vision, speech, hearing, and need for dialysis‘7

Like people without disabilities, those with disabilities were more likely to be employed after prison than
before prison, as shown in Figure 3. Yet already-large gaps between the employment rates of people with
and without disabilities widened. The disparity in employment rates between those without and those with
cognitive disabilities widened from 23 to 25 percentage points. Similarly, the difference between
employment rates of people without and without physical disabilities widened from 18 to 22 percentage
points.

The Pandemic Temporarily Depressed Post-Prison Employment Rates

Consideration of the impact of the pandemic on post-prison employment is warranted, given that post-
prison periods for most of the people released between 2015 and 2019 intersected with the pandemic
(Figure 4).

People released in 2018 and 2019 experienced sharper and earlier declines in quarterly employment than
those released in 2016 and 2017. These early pandemic impacts were temporary. Just as people in the state
workforce regained lost ground, people released in these later years found employment. Pandemic lows
that were within 1 percentage point of pre-pandemic nadirs reinforce the conclusion that pandemic impacts
were temporary. But just how low were employment rates among Californians with prison histories?

6. According to the 2002 Clark v. California Remedial Plan (p. 1), “The primary objective of the DDP is to provide equal access to
programs and services to inmates/parolees with cognitive and adaptive deficits.” The Enhanced Outpatient Program and
Correctional Clinical Case Management System (CCCMS) serve people with mental health conditions. About 600 released people
participated in EOP. | could not identify CCCMS participants.

7. People who have a DDP or DPP designation or who received services through these programs during their prison terms are
included in these figures. Exact numbers are 9,891 with physical and 4,843 with cognitive impairments.
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Figure 4
Downward trends in quarterly post-prison employment rates
accelerated amid the pandemic and then recovered
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SOURCE: Author calculation from CDCR and EDD data.

NOTES: People released for the first time each year, 2016-19 (N=144,553). People released in different years felt first-year
pandemic impacts at different times in their post-prison employment trajectories, as highlighted in each cell. People released
in 2015 had yet to experience pandemic impacts at four years post-release.

Why Was Employment Lower in California than Elsewhere?

Compared to rates reported in studies of prisoners elsewhere,8 California’s released prisoners were
employed at exceptionally low rates before they went to prison. These prior studies found that between 25
and 50 percent of people were employed in any pre-prison quarter (Pettit and Lyons 2009; Sabol 2007;
Duwe and Clark 2017; Loeffler 2013). By contrast, pre-prison quarterly employment rates in California

peaked just below 15 percent, even though 40 percent of people were employed at some point in the four
years before going to prison.

Post-prison employment rates among California’s released prisoners were at the low end of the quarterly
rates observed elsewhere, which ranged from 20 percent to 50 percent (Sabol 2007; Duwe and Clark

2017).9 But statewide trends in post-prison employment mirrored those found elsewhere, with employment

8. Prior research examined released prisoners in Ohio, Minnesota, and Washington.
9. Data availability also limited prior researchers’ capacity to adjust for jail incarceration. William Sabol (2007) adjusted for prison

returns, finding negligible impacts on employment rates; people who had not returned were about a percentage point more likely to
have worked.
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rates peaking at levels above pre-prison rates shortly after release and then trailing off to near pre-prison
levels thereafter (Duwe and Clark 2017).

Incarceration before and after sentencing explains why some people do not work

Incarceration associated with ongoing criminal behavior helps to explain why some people do not work, and
why employment rates are lower among people released from prison in California compared to released
prisoners elsewhere. People can be incarcerated before they are convicted of a crime via a policy called
pretrial detention. People who are convicted may be sentenced to jail or prison time. People sentenced to
jail or prison time in California typically “expect to serve” about half of their sentences (Technical Appendix
Table B1).

California’s comparatively high bail and pretrial detention rates likely contribute to lower employment rates
before and after prison. Prior PPIC research found that California’s bail rates were five times higher than the
national average (Tafoya 2013). Half of people booked on misdemeanors and 70 percent booked on
felonies were held in jail while their charges were resolved (Tafoya, Bird, Grattet, and Nguyen 2017).10

As described in the textbox “Defining employment rates and estimating incarceration,” California does not

collect and maintain statewide data that tracks the time people spend in jail during the pretrial period or
after sentencing. Yet the potential impact of incarceration—including pretrial and post-sentence
incarceration—can be estimated using the DOJ ACHS data, as shown in Figure 5, which depicts total
estimated incarceration time associated with all arrests that led to convictions in each year before and after

. 1
prison.

Figure 5 shows the estimated degree to which incarceration can explain low employment rates before

prison for people in a range of circumstances. Moving from right to left, each bar shows the share of people
whose work histories were beyond the bounds of the EDD data (gray);12 shares of people who were neither
employed nor incarcerated during the year (turquoise), both employed and incarcerated (yellow), employed
only (navy), and only incarcerated, which includes people estimated to be in pretrial detention and those

. . . . 13
serving sentences in prison or jail (orange).

10. Prior PPIC research based on the Multi-County Study (MCS) spanned from 2011 to 2015 and involved 12 counties: Alameda,
Contra Costa, Fresno, Humboldt, Kern, Los Angeles, Orange, Sacramento, San Bernardino, San Francisco, Shasta, and Stanislaus.

11. To be clear: a person could have experienced multiple pretrial detention periods and multiple incarceration sentences both
before and after the focal prison terms that ended between 2015 and 2019.

12. See Technical Appendix Figures A1—-A2 for more information.

13. People are included among the incarcerated if they were sentenced to jail or prison in the year or if they were convicted because
| assume people convicted in each year were detained while their charges resolved. By contrast, | assume arrested people who
were not convicted were not detained. See Technical Appendix Tables B1-B3 for more information about these estimates and the
underlying data.
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Figure 5
Incarceration explains low employment before and after prison
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SOURCE: Author calculation from CDCR, DOJ, and EDD data.
NOTES: All people released for the first time each year, 2015-19 (N=185,007). See Technical Appendix Tables B1-B3 for
more information.

Incarceration explains why so few people were employed, especially in the year before prison. Specifically,
pretrial and post-sentencing incarceration can explain why nearly 90 percent of the people who did not
work in the year before prison were unemployed (Figure 5).14

In each pre-prison year, the estimated amount of time people who were detained spent in jail before they
were convicted averaged between 7 and 11 months. Similarly, expected time to serve averaged between 10
months and 23 months, with the longest sentences handed down in the year before prison. After prison,
estimated pretrial detention lengths for rearrested (and reconvicted) people remained about the same—9 to
12 months in each post-prison year. Similarly, expected time to serve ranged from 11 to 14 months. Figure 5
accounts for these estimated incarceration periods (Technical Appendix Tables B1 and B2).

Incarceration is a less comprehensive explanation for low post-prison employment. Shares of people who
are neither employed nor incarcerated grew from 28 percent in the first post-prison year to 46 percent four
years out.” Moreover, by the fourth post-prison year, incarceration had the potential to explain why 40
percent of nonworking people did not have jobs—still a substantial number, but a much less comprehensive
one.

14. 1 arrived at this figure by dividing the incarcerated bar by the sum of the “Incarcerated” and “Neither” bars.

15. Pandemic decreases in arrests and court case processing, which have not yet rebounded to pre-pandemic levels, may explain
why incarceration is a less comprehensive explanation for low employment after prison (Harris 2023; Premkumar et al. 2023;
Lofstrom, Martin, and Susanto 2026). People can also be sent to jail for technical violations; | only have data for technical violations
for which people are reimprisoned.
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Other factors can also contribute to low employment

Other potential explanations for low employment among California’s released prisoner population, generally
and in relation to similar populations in other states, include the changing composition of the prison
population, the structure of parole in the state, and labor market conditions, which include California’s
regulatory environment, informal employment, and the rise of gig work, which is excluded from
unemployment insurance data.

Most released prisoners in California have violence in their past. California prisoners are more likely to
have been convicted of violent felonies and much less likely to have been convicted of nonviolent crimes
than prisoners elsewhere in the nation because California sentences fewer people with nonviolent
convictions to prison (Harris and Cremin 2024, 2025). Employers are less willing to hire people with violent
criminal convictions (Cerda, Stenstrom, and Curtis 2014; Denver, Pickett, and Bushway 2017). In one
prominent study, employers indicated they were nearly five times less willing to hire violent offenders than
nonviolent offenders (Holzer, Raphael, and Stoll 2003). Yet prior research also shows that people with
violent convictions do find work (Lattimore, Steffey, and Visher 2010). Seven in ten participants in the
Serious and Violent Offender Reentry Initiative (SVORI) reported having a job at 15 months post-release.
However, many of these jobs seem to have been “under the table”—informal employment that usually
involves cash wages and is not tracked in state administrative data.

Under-the-table work. Self-reported employment rates generally exceed official measures because people
are working under the table. Though the extent to which released people in California work under the table
before or after prison is unknown, the SVORI study indicates that informal work is common, and becomes
more common with time because people struggle to find formal employment. Two months after they were
released, 28 percent of SVORI respondents reported having informal work. Six months later, 47 percent
reported working under-the-table jobs. Thus, formal labor market employment among SVORI participants
(about one-third of workers, if nearly half are working informally) seems similar to that of formal work among
released people in California.

Self-employment and gig work. People with criminal histories are more likely to be self-employed than
people without them. In a five-state study, 28 percent of people with criminal histories reported self-
employment versus 24 percent of those without (Finlay, Mueller-Smith, and Street 2023).16 Self-employment
rates among Black women (42%) and Latinas (32%) with criminal histories were even higher (Pager 2003).
Like people who work under the table, the self-employed are not represented in administrative employment
records because they do not pay into the Ul system. But a substantial share of the state’s released prisoners

. . . . . 17
could be working for themselves, either as small business owners or in the gig economy.

16. The five states were Arizona, Michigan, North Carolina, Texas, and Wisconsin, which represent 20 percent of the US population.
Self-employment was identified from tax records as filing Schedule C with a 1040 between 2014 and 2018 (Finlay et al. 2023). Self-
employment reported in national and California-based samples is lower, with 10 percent of workers nationally self-employed in 2015
and 12 percent of Californians in 2022 (Hipple and Hammond 2016; Cuellar Mejia and Bohn 2026).

17. A counterpoint, however, is that gig work rarely supplants traditional work. Rather, gig work supplements formal employment,
which is reflected in the EDD data (Collins et al. 2019; Goetz et al. 2025).
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Employment regulations. California imposes more restrictions on people with criminal histories than any
other state—1,523 regulations, compared to 750 on average—and three-fourths pertain specifically to
employment (CSG Justice Center 2021; Umez and Gaines 2021). California bars people with criminal and
prison histories from holding certain jobs, applying for business or occupational licenses in certain fields,
and limits their access to small business grants, such as the Paycheck Protection Program (CSG Justice
Center 2021; Finlay et al. 2023).

Labor market conditions. Most prior studies of pre- and post-prison employment were conducted using
data from the late 1990s or early 2000s, when unemployment rates were quite low, whereas some released
people faced pre-prison labor markets with high unemployment rates in the wake of the Great Recession.
However, 4 in 10 people leave California prisons within one year, so most entered between 2014 and 2019,
when unemployment rates were at or below levels seen in the early 2000s (Sabol 2007; Yang 2017; Harris
et al. 2024; Technical Appendix Figure A4).

Parole supervision. While parole supervision can promote post-prison employment, it can also disrupt
promising pathways. Prior research indicates that parole supervision may promote employment immediately
after prison because one requirement is to look for and hold a job or enroll in school (Harding and Harris
2020). In California, 99 percent of released prisoners are released to parole supervision at either the state
or county level (Harris et al. 2024). The ubiquity of parole supervision may help explain why employment
rates among California’s released prisoners, which substantially lagged those of released prisoners
elsewhere before they went to prison, increased markedly after prison.

However, parole supervision can also disrupt post-prison employment because people who are required to
report to a parole officer are more likely to be rearrested, reconvicted, and reimprisoned—and less likely to
be granted pretrial release (Petersilia and Turner 1990; Grattet, Lin, and Petersilia 2011; Tafoya et al. 2017).
As time passes, arrest rates increase. Nearly one-quarter of people released from California prisons
between 2015 and 2019 were rearrested within 90 days, and half were arrested within the first post-release
year (Harris et al. 2024).

Nearly half of the crimes for which people are arrested are supervision violations or drug possession
charges, Yet prior research has shown that rearrests for minor crimes can easily lead to job loss, especially if
people are held in jail while their charges resolve (Nahra, Knight, and Western 2025; Western and Harding
2022). In California, just 17 percent of people who are arrested while under supervision secure pretrial
release (Tafoya et al. 2017).

What Kind of Work Did California’s Released Prisoners Do?

Understanding what kind of work people do and how they do it can inform policies intended to increase
employment. Determining the nature of people’s work can help us better understand earnings and
potentially provide guidance about the support people might need as they reenter labor markets after
prison.

The employment data include the industries in which people worked before and after prison and where
they were located (but not their occupations or employers); also included are the quarters in which they
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were employed in those industries. In contrast, the prison data include more information about the actual
jobs that people did in prison, the schedules they worked, and their precise job tenures (i.e., how long they
held each job). Inside and outside prison, most people worked intermittently in lower-skill jobs and
industries.

People Worked Inconsistently

No matter when people worked or what kind of work they did, they worked inconsistently. Consecutive
quarters during which unincarcerated people held jobs (i.e., “spells” or periods of continuous employment)
in a four-year time frame indicate consistency. A complementary consistency measure for employment
inside prison is length of time people held jobs (i.e., their job tenure) in the last year that they were
imprisoned.

Outside prison, working for more than a year at a time was uncommon

Of the 73,000 people who worked before prison, more than half (54%) worked just one spell; 42 percent
worked two or three spells; and the remaining 4 percent worked four or more spells.

On average, people worked for four quarters in a row. Yet most people did not work for one year; 56
percent of people held jobs for less than 4 quarters, and 23 percent worked just one quarter. Just under 6

. 18
percent of people were employed continuously for three or more years.

Consistency improved after prison, even though the distribution of employment spells was similar. Fifty-
three percent of people worked one spell after prison, 43 percent worked two or three spells, and 4 percent
worked four or more spells. At the same time, the average length of an employment spell increased to 6
quarters, and the share who worked continuously for at least three years more than doubled to 14 percent
(Figure 6).

18. Kolbeck et al. (2024) argue that “job stability,” commonly defined in the literature as “length of time in a single job,” should be
reconceptualized as “sustained contact with the labor market.” For clarity, | refer to the latter as employment “continuity,” measured
as quarters employed, and to the former as “job tenure.” Job tenure applies only to prison work because CDCR data contain
occupational information, whereas EDD data do not. Continuity applies in all time periods.
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Figure 6
Work consistency improved after prison, though employment spells
held steady

[l /4 or less of available time [JJ1/4 to 1/2 1/2 to 3/4 [ More than 3/4

Four years before prison [y 20% 8%

One year during prison Y& 28% 1%
Four years after prison 54% 22% 1% 14%

SOURCE: Author calculation from CDCR and EDD data.

NOTES: All people released for the first time each year, 2016—19 (N=144,553). Before and after observation periods are four
years, so one-quarter of available time is one year. The observation period during prison is one year, so one-quarter of
available time is three months.

In prison, most people worked multiple short-tenure and part-time jobs

Most prison work assignments did not last very long. On average, people held a prison job for 36 days (61
days at the median), with one-quarter of prison jobs lasting two weeks or less. Job tenure ranged from two
to six months for just 27 percent of jobs, and just 7 percent of jobs lasted longer than six months.

Most prison jobs are part time; while 94 percent of people work 5 days per week, only 19 percent work
more than six hours a day (most of these workers are camp firefighters); 18 percent work between four and
six hours, and 63 percent work four hours or less. Work shifts were scheduled around the clock; most
worked morning shifts (Technical Appendix Figure C1). Seventy-eight percent began work between 4 AM
and 7 AM; 20 percent started between noon and 7 PM; and 2 percent worked overnight.19

Though job tenures were short, work days and hours—job schedules—changed at least once.”® For 70
percent of jobs held, the schedule changed once. Five percent of jobs involved up to six different
scheduling changes, and the other 25 percent required just one.

Short job tenures and part-time schedules may be why most people who held prison jobs held more than
one. Thirty-six percent of people held just one job, 28 percent held two, 20 percent held three, and 17
percent held four or more jobs—all just in the last year that they were imprisoned.21

Most Prisoners Worked Jobs That Support Prison Operations

With the creation of the Department of Corrections in 1944, the extent of idleness in the
prisons was considered a major problem...It was recognized that prisoners want to work,
and that a work assignment can become a reward for good behavior....One of the methods
of [reducing idleness] is to utilize prisoners in the maintenance services which must be

19. Only a few hundred people worked more than one shift per day.

20. People typically changed schedules based on prison needs. Schedules can also change to accommodate second jobs or
program placements.

21. Numbers of jobs held reflect unique positions held. People can hold multiple “assignments” of the same position, which are
usually (but not always) contiguous.
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carried on in institutions, such as food services, janitorial work, repair and painting of
buildings, maintenance of mechanical equipment, operation of hospitals, libraries, etc., plus
those engaged in forestry and road camp work. (Hawkinshire 1959: 231, 240)

As was the case 75 years ago, most prison jobs support prison operations. Figure 7 shows more than 120
different work assignments held by released prisoners in California in categories used by the Bureau of
Justice Statistics 2016 Survey of Prison Inmates (SIPA).22 Though SIPA statistics are not directly comparable
to the findings detailed in this report, they provide a reference point for understanding the kind of work

imprisoned people do.”

In California and nationwide, most prisoners hold janitorial, food service, kitchen and dining room work, and
building and grounds maintenance positions. Service-related jobs include many types of work, including
photography and graphic design, educational and recreational support, clerk and attendant jobs, personal
and animal grooming, institutional firefighting, and driving. Just as the health care industry has grown in
response to California’s aging population, health care opportunities for working prisoners have expanded
along with the aging prison population. Increasingly, the state’s imprisoned people hold jobs related to
disability services and hospice care (Harris and Cremin 2024; Koran 2025).

Figure 7
Working prisoners held different jobs than released workers in
California

Jobs held by released people in California  Jobs held by prisoners in California
Food services Re{ibA 22%

Forestry 21% I 1%
Janitorial 21% 20%
Services 15% 30%
Grounds 9% 5%
Maintenance . 2% 119
Laundry I 1% 2%
Health care I 1% 4%
Industry | 0% 6%

SOURCE: Author calculation from CDCR and SIPA data.

NOTES: CDCR data include jobs held by the population released for the first time in each year, 2016—-19 (N=144,553). SIPA
includes jobs held by prisoners in California (n=1,375) who were surveyed in 2016. People can hold more than one prison
job.

22. See Technical Appendix Table C1for CDCR job titles within SIPA categorizations.

23. | examine the population released from California prisons, whereas SIPA aims to achieve a nationally representative sample of
state prisoners, some of whom may never be released. As shown in Figure 6, SIPA estimates for California prisoners shown in navy
differ in two main ways from the released prisoner population shown in orange. First, logistical factors may have prevented SIPA
from sampling camp firefighters, and a substantial share of released people hold these positions. Second, PPIC does not have data
on employment in prison industries run by the Prison Industry Authority (Hess and Turner 2021).
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Nearly all jobs in the forestry category relate to the conservation camp program,24 and one in five jobs held
by people released from prison in California were firefighter or trainee positions.25 Just 3 percent of
prisoners in other states held forestry or farming jobs. Similarly, just 1 percent of imprisoned Californians
held firefighting jobs in 2016.

24. Farming positions are also included in this category to align CDCR jobs with the SIPA classification. Just 10 people held farming
jobs.

25. Those in physical fitness training for firefighting positions are excluded because people must demonstrate fitness before being
accepted into the program.
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California’s camp firefighter program

The conservation program...combines protection and development of our great natural
resources with the rehabilitation of men—at a savings to the taxpayer....It is a fine, a noble,
an essential thing to save our forests. It is an even nobler thing to conserve the greatest of
all resources—human beings. By this program we are doing both. (Governor Edmund G.
Brown, quoted in Dunbar and McGee 1962)

Camp firefighter jobs are different from most other prison jobs in terms of eligibility, required skills, scheduling,
and compensation. California’s conservation camp program grew out of a road work program that was created
by the state legislature in 1903—more than 40 years before the Department of Corrections was created in
1944. Modern-day camps developed amid World War Il worker shortages: the legislature authorized them in
1941 (PC 2780), and the first camps opened in 1945 (CDCR 2025b; Hawkinshire 1959; Petersen 1963).

Work firefighters do. Most of what is known about how camp firefighters spend their time comes from reports
issued in the 1960s. Camp firefighters did much more than fight fires—and active firefighting consumed less
than 10 percent of their work schedules (Technical Appendix Figure C2). They also maintained firefighting
equipment, trails, and facilities, aided flood victims and supported search and rescue missions, helped
develop land for recreation (e.g., constructing hiking trails), and cleaned campsites (see also Dunbar and
Raymond 1963).

Eligibility criteria. From the start of the program, only volunteers at the minimum custody level who could
meet the physical and mental demands of the job were considered (Hawkinshire 1959). Current qualifying
criteria allow people whose good behavior led them to be reclassified at the lowest security level and those
within eight years of release to hold firefighting positions. Disqualifying criteria include specific types of
convictions (e.g., arson and sex offenses), a history of trying to escape, and having a high profile (CDCR
2025a).

Firefighter schedules and compensation. In the early days of the program, firefighters worked six days a
week, eight hours a day. Today, most firefighters work five days per week; this sets their jobs apart from other
prison jobs, which are mostly part-time. As such, camp firefighters earn higher monetary and nonmonetary
compensation than other working prisoners, and both types of compensation have increased over time.

Until 2003, firefighters usually earned one day off their sentence (i.e., one day of credit) for every two days
worked, though some could earn up to two days for each day worked. The rate at which inmate firefighters
earned good conduct credit varied according to offense type (violent or nonviolent) and number of strikes
accrued, pursuant to California’s Three Strikes law (Technical Appendix Tables D1-D2).

Firefighters also earn a daily wage that exceeds the amount earned by other prisoners who work eight hours.
Until 2024, three in four firefighters earned $1.45 per day, and relatively few earned up to $5.12 per day.
Legislation passed in 2024 doubled firefighter pay, and a 2025 bill ensured that the daily rate during active
firefighting periods would track the federal minimum wage. Active firefighting periods amounted to less than
10 percent of the time firefighters worked in the 1960s. PPIC does not have more current information about
active firefighting time.

Most prison jobs are low skill

Per the California Code of Regulations, CDCR classifies prisoner jobs within the Dictionary of Occupational
Titles (DOT) system. Each classified job is assigned a skill level. Most jobs require the lowest skill levels
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(Figure 8). The most-skilled workers are in the forestry and maintenance categories: largely camp
firefighters and skilled tradespeople, such as carpenters, painters, and welders (Technical Appendix Table
C1).

Figure 8
Nearly two-thirds of prison jobs are classified at the lowest skill levels

[l Levels 1-2 JJjLevels 3-4 Levels 5-6 [ Levels 7-9

Janitorial 100%

Grounds 87%

Food services [JERMA

Services 50% 12%
Laundry 36%

Health care 35% 39%

Forestry 23% 77%

Maintenance  [JEg] 23%

Industry 29% 14% 58%

SOURCE: Author calculation from CDCR and Dictionary of Occupational Titles (DOT) data.
NOTES: All work assignments held by people within one year of their first-in-year release, 2016—-19 (N=166,517).

People with Prison Histories Did Temporary, Low-Wage Work

Prior research on released prisoners in Michigan identified five key industries in which men leaving prison
commonly found work: temporary services, construction, manufacturing, retail, and restaurants (LaBriola
2020; Rucks-Ahidiana, Harding, and Harris 2021). Presenting information for men and women before and
after prison in California extends this prior research.

Reliance on temporary jobs deepened after prison

Inconsistent employment is a feature of the jobs people commonly worked before and after prison: of
people who worked before prison, one-third (34% of men and 20% of women) worked at least one quarter
in the temporary help services industry. By contrast, 2 percent of California’s overall workforce were

. - . . . . 26
employed in administrative services, of which temporary help services are a subset.

Dependence on temporary work deepened after prison, with 42 percent of working people (43% of men
and 33% of women) spending at least one quarter in the temporary workforce (Figure 9). The prevalence of
temporary work in the released prisoner population means that, annually, as many as 3 in 100 people in

. . . 27
California’s temporary workforce were released prisoners.

26. The ACS does not allow separation of temporary help from administrative support, so | compare administrative support in the
state workforce to temporary help services in the released prisoner population.

27. Comparatively, released prisoners accounted for just under 1in 100 construction workers, the industry in which they have the
next highest level of saturation.
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Figure 9
Reliance on temporary work deepened after prison

[l Industries common to men only Industries common to women only [JjIndustries common to both
Men
Before‘ After

Temporary help services B4% e— 43%
Construction 20% =3 25%
Manufacturing 13% = 16%
Administrative and business support 14% =3 16%
Retail trade 14% €= 16%
Restaurants and food services 13% €= 16%
Agriculture 9% €= 11%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%
Women
Temporary help services 20Y% m— 33%
Restaurants and food services 26% =P 28%
Retail trade 23% =3 26%
Social care, education, NGOs 13% 21%
Administrative and business support 13% = 14%
Professional and management 9% €10%
Health care 8%2> 8%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

SOURCE: Author calculation from CDCR and EDD data.
NOTES: The top seven industries in which people were employed for at least one quarter.

Released prisoners’ dependence on temporary employment may be of concern because temporary jobs
are more likely to offer low levels of stability, pay, benefits, or advancement opportunities (LaBriola 2020;
Heinrich et al. 2007). Jobs in the temporary help services industry are defined primarily by limited tenure
and can include work in almost any industry or occupation. However, three occupations—laborers, office
clerks, and packers—accounted for 30 percent of all temporary positions in 2004. Nationally, about half of
the nearly 3 million temporary positions held monthly are in two industries: transportation and
manufacturing (Kilcoyne 2004, Dietz 2012; Dey et al. 2017; BLS 2019; Bowdle and Tito 2024; BLS 2026).

Yet temporary work can also offer a “stepping stone” to more stable, higher-wage employment (Andersson,
Holzer, and Lane 2003; Filomena and Picchio 2022). In short, people who perform well in temporary jobs
may be hired into full-time work and offered advancement opportunities. Whether people cycle through
“dead end” jobs or “step up” to greater opportunities depends on many of the same factors that affect
employment rates more generally, including labor market conditions and personal characteristics.

Men and women had different employment opportunities

Men in California worked in the industries identified in prior research and two others: administrative services
and agriculture. Women worked in some of the same industries as men: temporary services, administrative
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services, retail, and restaurants. Women’s other industries of employment differed from men’s: social care
and education, professional and managerial organizations, and health care.

Of the industries common to men and women, similar shares worked in administrative services before and
after prison. Women were more concentrated in restaurants and retail than men both before and after
prison, whereas men were more dependent on temp jobs before they went to prison and after coming
home.

Men’s employment in construction (20% before, 25% after) and manufacturing (13% before, 16% after)
increased after prison, whereas they were less likely to work in retail, restaurants, and agriculture. Similarly,
women found more work after prison in social care and education (13% before, 21% after), retail (23% before,
26% after), and restaurants (26% before, 28% after), whereas they were less likely to be hired in professional
or managerial organizations and about as likely to work in the health care industry (8%).

Compared to Californias population, released prisoners worked lower-wage jobs

People with prison histories tended to work in different industries than those without such histories, both
before and after prison (Technical Appendix Figure C3). Generally, people with prison histories were
concentrated in the lowest-paying industries (Technical Appendix Figures C4 and Cb5).

In addition to temporary help services, people with prison histories were overrepresented in restaurants and
food services: 26 percent of women and 13 percent of men before prison, and 28 percent of women and 16
percent of men after prison. By contrast, just 7 percent of women and 6 percent of men in the overall state
workforce work in restaurants, bars, and food service.

Women with prison histories had broader representation in higher-paying industries than similarly situated
men. Yet relative to women workers overall, women with prison histories were underrepresented in these
higher-paying industries, which include health care (8% versus 17%), social care and education (13% versus
19%), and professional and managerial organizations (9% versus 12%).

Similarly, men in the state workforce were more prevalent in higher-paying industries than men with prison
histories. Specifically, they worked in professional and managerial organizations (14% versus 7%) and in real
estate, finance, and information (8% versus 5%). By contrast, men with prison histories were especially
overrepresented in construction (20% versus 8%) before and after prison.

How Much Did Released Prisoners Earn?

The kind of work that people did before and after prison suggests that they were unlikely to have earned
much money. People tended to work low-skill jobs intermittently. Figure 10 illustrates meager earnings that
fell well below poverty thresholds in all time periods.28 In 2023, the statewide poverty threshold for single
adults stood at $20,200 (Technical Appendix Table A1). Median annual earnings averaged $6,545 and
ranged from $4,700 in the year before prison to about $7,200 in four years before prison. People earned

28. Earnings before and after prison are indexed to 2023$%. Poverty thresholds are 2023 state and county California Poverty
Measure thresholds for adult single person heads of household.

24/43



more than twice as much after prison, with median earnings averaging $14,120 and ranging from $10,000 in
the first year after prison to $16,900 in the fourth post-prison year.

Figure 10
People earned more after prison than before prison

Median

$16,000 In prison anm.!al
earnings

14,000 $16,888

12,000
10,000

8,000
$7173
6,000

4,000

2,000

Years before prison Years after prison
0 ¥$12

SOURCE: Author calculation from CDCR and EDD data.
NOTES: Pre- and post-prison earnings adjusted to 2023$.

However, the sub-poverty earnings before and after prison dwarfed earnings from prison jobs. Though
people were most likely to be employed while they were in prison and worked most consistently during that
time, they earned the least amount of money. Of the 66,300 people who held non-firefighting and non-
physical fithess training jobs (the latter are designated unpaid pre-firefighter training positions) during their
last year of imprisonment, 28 percent earned no money; 33 percent earned up to $20; 31 percent earned
up to $100; and 8 percent earned up to $1000. Median earnings in the last pre-release year amounted to
$12 (Technical Appendix Figure D1).

Prisoner Wages Were Low, But They Were Compensated in Other Ways

Monetary compensation for prisoners’ work is low across the United States. Yet prisoners in California were
paid 40 percent less than the national average before the pandemic.29 Between 2015 and 2019, California
prisoners who did not hold camp firefighter positions earned between $0.08 and $0.37 per hour, putting the
state in the lower range of prisoners pay nationally, as shown in blue in Figure 11.

29. These pay rates had been in place for more than three decades before they were doubled in 2024. As of 2024, all prison
workers are paid unless they receive a loss-of-pay sanction for a rule violation.
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Figure 11

Pay rates for prison jobs in California were lower than the national
average

Number of states with minimum pay in each range

15
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Unknown Zero 1to 10 cents 11to 20 cents 21to 30 cents 31 to 40 cents

SOURCE: Sawyer (2017).
NOTES: The orange bar indicates where California fell until the 2024 prisoner pay revision moved the state into the 11 to 20
cents per hour category.

Pay rates mainly depend on job characteristics. Most jobs are classified at the lowest skill levels, so most
prison jobs netted correspondingly lowest rates (Technical Appendix Figure D2). Of more than 85,000 jobs
held, 45 percent paid 8 cents per hour, and workers earned between 11 and 15 cents per hour in another 40
percent of jobs. Just 4 percent of jobs allowed people to earn the highest prison wages: between 26 and 37
cents per hour.

Nearly one-third of prison jobs were unpaid

Thirty-two percent of prison work assignments were unpaid. Prior to pay reform in 2024, non-trainee jobs
could be designated as pay ineligible via two pathways.30 The first, which still applies today, depends on

. . . . . . 31
prisoner behavior: sanctions for rules violations can include loss of pay.

The now-defunct second pathway hinges on prison resources: if resources allocated to pay prisoners ran
out, some positions could be designated pay ineligible. Since pay-ineligibility decisions are made at the
prison level, pay-ineligibility rates varied across prisons (Technical Appendix Figure D3).

30. Trainee work assignments are always unpaid.
31. Of the 144,553 first-in-year releases between 2016 and 2019, 7 percent incurred a loss-of-pay sanction. Common lengths of such
sanctions were three months (22%), six months (11%), and nine months (11%), but nearly half (48%) of sanctions lasted a year or more.
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The second pathway affected more people and positions than the first. Forty-six percent of people who
worked—more than 34,300 people—held at least one pay-ineligible job, while loss of pay for rules violations
explained less than 5 percent of those instances.

Women are less likely hold pay-ineligible positions than men (39% versus 46%) because one of the two
women’s prisons has low pay-ineligibility rates.” Differences in pay-ineligible employment across racial/
ethnic groups are small, with Native Americans (40%) less likely to hold pay-ineligible positions than workers
of other races/ethnicities (45 to 46%).

Prisoners who worked earned time off their sentences

In California, prisoners receive non-monetary compensation for the work they do, which may be more
relevant than the monetary compensation they receive. Most importantly, prisoners who work and
participate in rehabilitative programs can earn different types of “sentence credits,” which reduce the time
they spend in prison.33 How much time people can earn, forfeit (e.g., due to a rules violation), and have
restored (e.g., for subsequent good behavior) depends on their prison history and the jobs they hold
(Technical Appendix Tables D1 and D2). Currently, PPIC lacks the data to report on the degree to which
credits are earned, forfeited, and restored in relation to work and program assignments.

Wage Levels Outside Prison Varied Considerably

Outside prison, most people did not earn enough money from all the jobs they worked to exceed the
statewide poverty threshold.>® In 2023, the statewide poverty threshold for a single adult between the ages
of 18 and 65 was $20,200. Before prison, annual median earnings among the working were about $6,500
(in 2023$). After prison, those who worked made more than twice as much money: annual median earnings
topped $14,OOO.35 However, these medians mask considerable geographic and demographic variation.

Earnings varied across the state

Just as opportunities to hold jobs that offered pay varied across the prison system, economic conditions
and the potential for employment varied considerably across the state. For example, 2023 county poverty
thresholds ranged from $15,000 in rural northern counties to $25,000 in San Francisco Bay Area counties
(Technical Appendix Table A1).

Before prison, median annual earnings did not exceed poverty thresholds in any region or county. In fact,
the gap between median annual pre-prison earnings and the poverty threshold averaged $12,000 across

32. It is not clear why specific prisons have high or low pay-ineligibility rates. Factors that contribute to pay ineligibility include
budget constraints and workers needed.

33. California prisoners can earn many different types of sentence credits. Milestone Completion Credits (MCCs), Rehabilitation
Achievement Credits (RACs), and Educational Merit Credits (EMCs) can be awarded for program patrticipation and completion.
Extraordinary Conduct Credits (ECC) can be awarded for “heroic” acts helping to maintain institutional safety. Credits can be
forfeited as punishment for rules violations (i.e., misconduct).

34. The data include each individual’s total earnings from all employers, but only employer information for the employer that paid
them the most.

35. See Technical Appendix Figure D5 for average earnings. | focus on medians because some people’s high earnings inflate what
most people earn.
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the state. After prison, people earned more, such that the average gap between poverty thresholds and
people’s earnings narrowed to just $3,000. In six counties—San Francisco, Sonoma, Monterey, San Benito,
Yolo, and Placer—median annual earnings exceeded the poverty threshold (Technical Appendix Figure D4).

Less than half of working people earned enough to exceed poverty thresholds

Even when prisoners worked, they typically did not earn above their local poverty thresholds (Figure 12).
Just 28 percent of people who worked (11% of all people) earned enough to exceed the poverty threshold in
at least one year. After prison, that number grew to 45 percent of those who worked (and 19% of all released
people). A contributing factor is that most did not work in all pre- or post-prison years. Before prison, one-
third of those who worked were employed in just one year and 19 percent were employed in all four. After
prison, 28 percent of working people were employed in just one year, and 31 percent worked in all four
years.

Figure 12
Few people earned above the poverty threshold

Before prison After prison
61%
’ 56%
28%
1%
Above Below threshold Never worked Above Below threshold Never worked
threshold in at in all years threshold in at in all years
least one year least one year

SOURCE: Author calculation from CDCR, EDD, and CPM data.
NOTES: CPM poverty thresholds are $2023 county measures for single adults aged 18 to 65. EDD earnings are adjusted to
2023$.

Earnings increased for everyone after prison—but most disparities widened

Earnings disparities among working people before they went to prison reflected those in California’s
workforce, with white and Asian American people typically earning more than Black, Native American, and
Latino people, (Thorman and Cremin 2025).

Before prison, women earned about $1,000 less per year (17% less) than men (Figure 13). Earnings for both
men and women more than doubled after prison, but the gender gap widened to 20 percent. Similarly, the
earnings gap that favors Asian American over white people widened from just over $1,000 (14% more) to
nearly $7,000 (28% more).
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The largest demographic disparities in pre-prison earnings were between Black and white people: Black
workers earned half as much as white workers. After prison, this gap narrowed, with Black people earning
38 percent less. Similarly, wage gaps that favored white people over Native Americans narrowed from 22
percent to 15 percent.

Figure 13
Earnings more than doubled for most people after prison, but
disparities widened

All

$5,000 $10,000 $15,000 $20,000
All people $6,545 > $14,123
Gender

$5,000 $10,000 $15,000 $20,000
Male $6.870 > $15,502
Female $5,727 > $12,337
Race

$5,000 $10,000 $15,000 $20,000
White $8,151 $17,561
Latino $7.272 $16,019
Black $4.106 $10,881
Asian Am $9.258 $22,406
Native Am $6,340 $14,947
Disability

$5,000 $10,000 $15,000 $20,000
None $6,549 > $14,205
Any $6,497 > $12,026

SOURCE: Author calculation from CDCR and EDD data.
NOTES: All people released for the first time each year, 2015-19 (N=185,007). Disabilities are indicated if people were ever
designated as having a disability or if they participated in a disability support program.

Who Succeeds and Who Struggles after Prison?

The descriptive analysis in this section confronts the question of what differentiates released prisoners who
work from those who do not, with the aim of providing insights on promoting employment among people
released from prison. Prior descriptive research has found that people who had more work experience and
higher education levels before prison and who participated in prison programs have better outcomes after
they are released (Duwe and Clark 2017; Harding and Harris 2020; Duwe et al. 2025). This analysis
reinforces these findings but cannot establish causal relationships.36

36. See Technical Appendix E for detailed output from logistic and ordinary least squares regressions.
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Work Begets Work—So Does Working More Consistently

Whether people worked before prison was by far the most relevant predictor of whether they worked after
prison. People who had jobs before prison were nine times more likely to work after prison than people who
did not work before prison. Likewise, people who had prison jobs in the year before they were released
were 9 percent more likely to work after prison than people who did not work in prison. Thus, any prior work
made working after prison more likely, but work outside prison was more important than work inside prison
(Technical Appendix Table E1).37

Similarly, people who worked more consistently—outside and inside prison—were more likely to be
employed after prison. Each additional quarter a person worked continuously before prison increased the
likelihood of having a job after prison by 42 percent. As shown in Figure 14, people who held prison jobs for
two to six months were 15 percent more likely to have a job after prison than those who did not work in
prison, an association that deepened amid greater consistency. People who held jobs for six or more
months were 26 percent more likely to be employed after prison, compared to those who did not have jobs.
Moreover, those who did not hold their work assignments for at least two months saw no post-prison
employment gains relative to those who did not work (Technical Appendix Table E4).

Figure 14
People who worked more consistently before or during prison were
more likely to work after prison

Lower bound of estimate @@ Estimated odds ratio Upper bound of estimate

Pre-prison job tenure
0.50 1.00 1.50
Continuous quarters employed C

Prison job tenure (compared to no job)

0.50 1.00 1.50
More than 180 days ®
61to 180 days ®
16 to 60 days o
Up to 15 days o

SOURCE: Author calculation from CDCR, DOJ, and EDD data.

NOTES: All people released for the first time each year between 2016 and 2019 are included (N=144,553). An odds ratio of 1
indicates no association. Odds ratios above one indicate that program participation is associated with an increase in the odds
of post-prison employment. Odds ratios below one indicate the opposite.

37. The strength of the relationship between work before prison and work after prison held up even when arrests were included. As
shown in Technical Appendix Table E5, being arrested in the first year after release was associated with a 37 percent reduction in
the odds of being employed in the second through the fourth years after prison. Yet the relationship between having a job before
prison and having a job after prison remained robust, indicating that people employed before prison were seven times more likely to
have a job in years two through four after prison than their previously unemployed counterparts.
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Participants in Some Prison Programs Were More Likely to Hold Jobs after Release

Over the past decade the state has invested in rehabilitative prison programs to improve in-prison behavior
and post-prison outcomes. CDCR targets programs to prisoners’ assessed needs in three main program
areas—education, employment, and behavioral health (Harris et al. 2024). PPIC has not yet evaluated prison
programs, but this analysis suggests that some prison programs have the potential to promote employment
after prison. At least one program in each of the three areas was positively associated with post-prison
employment (Figure 15).

Figure 15
Participants in college programs, vocational trades, and substance use
treatment were more likely to work after prison

Lower bound of estimate @ Estimated odds ratio Upper bound of estimate

Education
Adult Basic Education (I-111) o
GED L
College o
0.50 1.00 1.50
Employment
Computer technology o
Transitions @
Vocational trade o
0.50 1.00 1.50
Behavioral health
Family relationships o
Criminal thinking ®
Anger management o
Substance use disorder treatment o
0.50 1.00 1.50

Reading level (compared to grade 10 or above)

Grade 3 or below o

Grades 4 to 6 o

Grades 7t0 9 o

0.50 1.00 1.50

SOURCE: Author calculation from CDCR, DOJ, and EDD data.

NOTES: All people released for the first time each year between 2016 and 2019 are included (N=144,553). An odds ratio of 1
indicates no association. Odds ratios above one indicate that program participation is associated with an increase in the odds
of post-prison employment. Odds ratios below one indicate the opposite. For program comparisons, participants are
compared to nonparticipants regardless of eligibility status.

Education programs. People participated in education courses at high rates, compared to other kinds of
prison programs. Thirty-three percent of people released between 2016 and 2019 participated in at least

31743



one adult basic education course, and 6 percent took GED classes. College enrollment grew from 7 percent
of people released in 2016 to 11 percent in 2019.

People who participated in college courses were 31 percent more likely to have jobs after prison, whereas
people who participated in ABE and GED courses did not see similar gains—a finding common to the prison
literature (e.g., NCSALL 2005; Harding and Harris 2020).38 However, college participants had advantages
that likely contributed to their success.

Specifically, people who take college courses have higher reading levels. The higher a person’s reading
level was, the more likely they were to find post-prison employment. People who read at the third-grade
level were 43 percent less likely than those who read at the tenth-grade level to work after prison, and
people who read between the fourth- and sixth-grade levels were 19 percent less likely (Figure 15). Thus,
people who participate in adult basic education seem to have greater challenges in the labor market than
people who read at the college level.

Employment programs. People participated in career technical education (CTE) programs at low but
growing rates. Between 2016 and 2019, participation rates in vocational trades (e.g., carpentry, plumbing,
and welding) grew from 6 to 9 percent, and participation rates in computer literacy and technology courses
grew from 2 to 5 percent of those released. Transitions (a job readiness and financial literacy program) was
introduced in 2016, from which time participation rates grew to 26 percent among people released in 2019.

People who participated in career technical education courses that teach vocational trades were 12 percent
more likely to have a job after prison, whereas participants in Transitions and computer technology courses
did not experience post-prison employment gains.

Behavioral health programs. Most people who left California prisons had at least one behavioral health
need when they entered: nearly 7 in 10 needed substance-use disorder treatment (SUDT) and 4 in 10 were
deemed to be in need of anger management or criminal thinking programs. Participation in each of these
rehabilitative programs has grown over time. For example, participation in SUDT increased from 13 percent
for people released in 2016 to 19 percent in 2019.

Compared to nonparticipants, participants in substance abuse treatment and anger management were
more likely to be employed after prison, whereas participants in programs related to reducing criminal
thinking and improving family relationships did not see similar increases.” Participants in substance-use
disorder treatment and anger management programs were 10 percent and 7 percent more likely to have
jobs after prison, respectively, than nonparticipants.

Some Demographic Characteristics Mattered More than Others

Some personal characteristics were associated with post-prison employment rates, whereas others were
not (Technical Appendix Tables E2—E4). Men and women were about as likely to have jobs after prison, as
were white, Asian American, and Native American people. Across racial/ethnic groups, Black people were

38. More recent research suggests that GED programs do improve outcomes (Darolia, Mueser, and Cronin 2021). In future research,
PPIC plans to similarly evaluate CDCR education programs and programs that do not increase employment rates but may impact
other outcomes, such as recidivism.

39. | compare all participants to all nonparticipants. Some participants do not have assessed needs and some nonparticipants do.
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most likely and Latinos were least likely to have jobs after prison. Age also mattered: middle-aged people
were more likely to have a job after release than young adults and older people.

The widest demographic disparities were between people with and without disabilities. People with
physical disabilities were 42 percent less likely and people with cognitive disabilities were 48 percent less
likely than people without disabilities to have jobs after prison. CDCR reported in 2019 that 11 percent of
released people had applied for social security disability insurance, but did not indicate how many received
it.

Policy Discussion and Conclusion

State policymakers have long sought to promote employment in populations with criminal histories to
reduce their likelihood of committing new crimes and to broaden economic prosperity within their families
and communities. Yet people released from prison in California before the pandemic struggled to find work
and were less likely to have formal jobs than released prisoners in other states.

Some people could have been working at under-the-table or other jobs not represented in employment
data. And incarceration in prison and jail either during the pretrial period or after sentencing explains why
many people did not work in the period studied. For example, of those who were not working in the year
before prison, about 90 percent were incarcerated in prison or jail. Incarceration is a less comprehensive
explanation after prison; at four years out, 40 percent of those who were not working were
incarcerated—still a substantial number.

These findings indicate that key policy goals should include encouraging more people to get jobs and hold
them for longer periods, which also involves keeping them out of prison and jail. Several policy levers have
the potential to help promote employment among released prisoners and improve job opportunities for
people with criminal histories more generally.

Examine whether state regulations create barriers to employment. California has more than double the
average number of regulations affecting employment for people with criminal histories than any other state.
Regulations limit released prisoners’ access to broad swaths of the labor market, including some of the
higher-paying industries in which released people work: health care, construction, and transportation (CSG
Justice Center 2021). A comprehensive review of these regulations—including a causal analysis of their
effects on people with criminal and prison histories—could help determine which are necessary or
warranted and which are counterproductive or superfluous.

Consider incentivizing employers to hire people with criminal histories. Violent offenders are less likely
than nonviolent offenders to commit new crimes, and those who do reoffend are unlikely to commit violent
crimes; only 6 percent of released people were reconvicted for a violent felony within two years (Harris et
al. 2024). Yet employers are five times less likely to hire people with violent criminal histories, and nearly all
people released from prison in California have violence in their past. What can the state do to encourage
employers to hire people they perceive as risky? Evaluations of federal programs that offer hiring tax credits

or modestly insure employers against potential losses due to employee misconduct has shown them to
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meaningfully increase the chance of employers offering jobs to people with criminal histories (Bushway and
Pickett 2024; Hunt et al. 2018).

The research also cites key shortcomings of these federal programs that have led to their underutilization:
high administrative burdens on employers and employer coverage for only one post-release year. State
policymakers could potentially elevate employment rates among people on parole by creating similar
programs that overcome these limitations. Such programs would place fewer administrative burdens on
employers and insure against liabilities for longer periods, such as the entire time their employees remain
under criminal justice supervision.

Build people’s capacity for consistency. Though holding jobs before and during prison for longer periods
made having a job after prison—and earning above the poverty threshold—more likely, few people with
prison histories who worked held jobs in the long term. Encouragingly, people’s capacity for consistency has
the potential to be built inside prisons via extended job tenures and investments in education, employment,
and behavioral health programs. Giving people opportunities to stay in prison jobs for at least two months
might improve post-prison employment rates, and longer tenures were associated with deeper impacts.

Programs that address core behavioral health needs, including substance-use treatment, and programs that
teach marketable skills, such as vocational trades and college courses, also hold promise for promoting
post-prison employment. These findings will inform PPIC’s ongoing evaluation of prison programs in
California.

Evaluate innovations that support success after prison. Expanding work opportunities will not increase
employment rates if people continue to cycle in and out of incarceration. Incarceration associated with
ongoing criminal justice system contact explained why many non-working people were not working. Yet
identifying ways to help people desist from crime has been a longstanding and persistent challenge for
policymakers. Prior research has shown that the year after prison is a critical time during which pathways
characterized by success and struggle are established (Harris and Harding 2019).

California is providing more services to people just before and just after they are released from prison
through, for example, community reentry programs. An early evaluation of these programs in California
found promising results (Higuera, Jensen, and Morton 2021), but similar programs that have been brought to
scale elsewhere have failed to deliver on that promise (Lowenkamp and Latessa 2002; Latessa et al. 2009;
Latessa 2018; Doleac 2019). Therefore, as the state deepens its commitment to the rehabilitation of

imprisoned people, a corresponding commitment to rigorous research that evaluates the causal effects of

these interventions while determining why they do (or do not) work and for whom is also recommended.

34/43


https://www.gov.ca.gov/2026/02/20/governor-newsom-transforms-san-quentin-opens-nation-leading-learning-center/
https://www.gov.ca.gov/2026/02/20/governor-newsom-transforms-san-quentin-opens-nation-leading-learning-center/

References

Ananian, Sévane, and Giulia Dellaferrera. 2024. “A Study on the Employment and Wage Outcomes of People
with Disabilities.” ILO working paper 124, International Labour Organization.

Andersson, Fredrik, Harry J. Holzer, and Julia I. Lane. 2003. “Worker Advancement in the Low-Wage Labor
Market: The Importance of Good Jobs.” Technical Paper No. TP-2003-08, US Census Bureau, LEHD Program.

Bailey, Amy K., and Allison S. Helmuth. 2025. National ZIP Code Crosswalk, [United States], 1990-2020 (ICPSR
39431). Dataset. Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research. Accessed August 20, 2025.

Bellemare, Charles, Marion Goussé, Guy Lacroix, and Steeve Marchand. 2023. “Physical Disability and Labor
Market Discrimination: Evidence from a Video Résumé Field Experiment.” American Economic Journal: Applied
Economics 15(4). 452-76.

Bowdle, Spencer, and Maria D. Tito. 2024. “Flexing the Factory? The Role of Temporary Help Workers in
Manufacturing.” FEDS Notes, Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, Washington.

Brennan, Deborah. 2025. “Inmate Firefighters Battled LA’s Wildfire. Now a Lawmaker Wants to Help Launch Their
New Careers.” CalMatters, May 7, 2025.

BLS (Bureau of Labor Statistics). 2019. National Industry Specific Occupational Employment and Wage Estimates:

NAICS 561320 — Temporary Help Services.

BLS (Bureau of Justice Statistics). 2024. Survey of Prison Inmates, United States, 2016 (ICPSR 37692) [dataset].
Bureau of Justice Statistics. Accessed August 10, 2025.

BLS (Bureau of Labor Statistics). 2025. “Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages: QCEW Data Files.” CSVs
Single Files Annual Averages 2011-2023, Bureau of Labor Statistics. Accessed July 14, 2025.

BLS (Bureau of Labor Statistics). 2026. “All Employees, Temporary Help Services [TEMPHELPS].” Employment
Situation, Federal Reserve Bank of St Louis. Accessed March 11, 2026.

Bushway, Shawn, Michael A. Stoll, and David F. Weiman. 2007. Barriers to Reentry?: The Labor Market for
Released Prisoners in Post-Industrial America. Russell Sage Foundation.

Bushway, Shawn D. and Justin T. Pickett. 2024. “Direct incentives may increase employment of people with
criminal records.” Criminology & Public Policy 24 (2): 209-236.

California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. 2025a. “Conservation (Fire) Camps Program.” Adult
Facility Resource. California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation.

California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. 2025b. “Pine Grove YCC: 80 years of rehabilitation.”
Blog. California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation.

Cerda, Jessica A, Douglas M. Stenstrom, and Mathew Curtis. 2014. “The Role of Type of Offense and Work
Qualifications on Perceived Employability of Former Offenders.” American Journal of Criminal Justice 40:
317-335.

35/43


https://researchrepository.ilo.org/esploro/outputs/encyclopediaEntry/995379787402676
https://researchrepository.ilo.org/esploro/outputs/encyclopediaEntry/995379787402676
https://www2.census.gov/ces/tp/tp-2003-08.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/ces/tp/tp-2003-08.pdf
https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/web/DSDR/studies/39431
https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/web/DSDR/studies/39431
https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20210633
https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20210633
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/flexing-the-factory-the-role-of-temporary-help-workers-in-manufacturing-20241121.html
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/flexing-the-factory-the-role-of-temporary-help-workers-in-manufacturing-20241121.html
https://calmatters.org/justice/2025/05/inmate-firefighters/
https://calmatters.org/justice/2025/05/inmate-firefighters/
https://www.bls.gov/oes/2019/may/naics5_561320.htm
https://www.bls.gov/oes/2019/may/naics5_561320.htm
https://www.bls.gov/oes/2019/may/naics5_561320.htm
https://www.bls.gov/oes/2019/may/naics5_561320.htm
https://doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR37692.v5
https://www.bls.gov/cew/downloadable-data-files.htm
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/TEMPHELPS
https://muse-jhu-edu.libproxy.berkeley.edu/book/10685
https://muse-jhu-edu.libproxy.berkeley.edu/book/10685
https://muse-jhu-edu.libproxy.berkeley.edu/book/10685
https://muse-jhu-edu.libproxy.berkeley.edu/book/10685
https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9133.12681
https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9133.12681
https://www.cdcr.ca.gov/facility-locator/conservation-camps/
https://www.cdcr.ca.gov/insidecdcr/2025/06/05/pine-grove-ycc-80-years-of-rehabilitation/
https://doi-org.libproxy.berkeley.edu/10.1007/s12103-014-9244-8
https://doi-org.libproxy.berkeley.edu/10.1007/s12103-014-9244-8

Collins, Brett, Andrew Garin, Emilie Jackson, Dmitri Koustas, and Mark Payne. 2019. Is Gig Work Replacing
Traditional Employment? Evidence From Two Decades of Tax Returns. Russell Sage Foundation.

CSG (Council of State Governments) Justice Center. 2021. California Snapshot of Employment-Related Collateral
Consequences. Fact Sheet.

Cuellar Mejia, Marisol, and Sarah Bohn. 2026. “Self-Employment in California.” Fact Sheet. Public Policy Institute

of California.

Darolia, Rajeev, Peter Mueser, and Jacob Cronin. 2021. “Labor market returns to a prison GED.” Economics of

Education Review 82.

Denver, Megan, Justin T. Pickett, & Shawn D. Bushway. 2017. “The Language of Stigmatization and the Mark of
Violence: Experimental Evidence on the Social Construction and Use of Criminal Record Stigma.” Criminology 55
(3): 664—-690.

Dey, Matthew, Susan H. Houseman, and Anne E. Polivka. 2017. “Manufacturers’ Outsourcing to Temporary Help
Services: A Research Update.” Economic Working Papers 493, Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Dietz, Miranda. 2012. Temporary Workers in California are Twice as Likely as Non-Temps to Live in Poverty:

Problems with Temporary and Subcontracted Work in California. UC Berkeley Labor Center.

Doleac, Jennifer L. 2019. “Wrap-Around Services Don’t Improve Prisoner Reentry Outcomes.” Journal of Policy
Analysis and Management 38 (2): 508-514.

Dunbar, Walter, Richard A. McGee, Edmund G. Brown. 1962. “California Correctional Conservation Program.”
Review, State of California Department of Corrections and Youth and Adult Corrections Agency.

Dunbar, Walter, and Raymond, F. H. 1963. “California Conservation Camp Program.” Review, State of California
Department of Corrections and Department of Conservation, Division of Forestry.

Duwe, Grant, and Valerie A. Clark. 2017. “Nothing Will Work Unless You Did: The Predictors of Postprison
Employment.” Criminal Justice and Behavior 44 (5): 657-677.

Duwe, Grant G., Valerie Clark, and Susan McNeely. 2025. “When Prison Becomes the Devil’'s Workshop: The
Association Between Idleness and Post-Release Employment, Recidivism, and Mortality.” Crime & Delinquency 71
(5): 1359-1387.

Filomena, Mattia, and Matteo Picchio. 2022. “Are Temporary Jobs Stepping Stones or Dead Ends? A Systematic
Review of the Literature.” International Journal of Manpower 43 (9): 60-74.

Finlay, Keith, Michael Mueller-Smith, and Brittany Street. 2023. “Criminal Justice Involvement, Self-Employment,
and Barriers in Recent Public Policy.” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 42(1): 11-34.

Grattet, Ryken, Jeffrey Lin, and Joan Petersilia. 2011. “Supervision Regimes, Risk, and Official Reactions to Parolee

Deviance.” Criminology 49(2): 371-399.

Goetz, Christopher, Henry Hyatt, Zachary Kroff, Kristin Sandusky, and Martha Stinson. 2025. “Business Owners
and the Self-Employed: 33 Million (and Counting!).” Working Paper CES-25-60, United States Census Bureau.

36/43


https://www.russellsage.org/research/outputs/gig-work-replacing-traditional-employment-evidence-two-decades-tax-returns
https://www.russellsage.org/research/outputs/gig-work-replacing-traditional-employment-evidence-two-decades-tax-returns
https://www.russellsage.org/research/outputs/gig-work-replacing-traditional-employment-evidence-two-decades-tax-returns
https://www.russellsage.org/research/outputs/gig-work-replacing-traditional-employment-evidence-two-decades-tax-returns
https://csgjusticecenter.org/publications/after-the-sentence-more-consequences/state-reports/state/?usState=california
https://csgjusticecenter.org/publications/after-the-sentence-more-consequences/state-reports/state/?usState=california
https://csgjusticecenter.org/publications/after-the-sentence-more-consequences/state-reports/state/?usState=california
https://csgjusticecenter.org/publications/after-the-sentence-more-consequences/state-reports/state/?usState=california
https://www.ppic.org/publication/self-employment-in-california/?utm_source=ppic&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=epub
https://doi-org.libproxy.berkeley.edu/10.1016/j.econedurev.2021.102093
https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9125.12145
https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9125.12145
https://ideas.repec.org/p/bls/wpaper/493.html
https://ideas.repec.org/p/bls/wpaper/493.html
https://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/temporary-workers-in-california-are-twice-as-likely-as-non-temps-to-live-in-poverty-problems-with-temporary-and-subcontracted-work-in-california/
https://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/temporary-workers-in-california-are-twice-as-likely-as-non-temps-to-live-in-poverty-problems-with-temporary-and-subcontracted-work-in-california/
https://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/temporary-workers-in-california-are-twice-as-likely-as-non-temps-to-live-in-poverty-problems-with-temporary-and-subcontracted-work-in-california/
https://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/temporary-workers-in-california-are-twice-as-likely-as-non-temps-to-live-in-poverty-problems-with-temporary-and-subcontracted-work-in-california/
https://www-jstor-org.libproxy.berkeley.edu/stable/48555483?seq=1
https://doi-org.libproxy.berkeley.edu/10.1177/0093854816689104
https://doi-org.libproxy.berkeley.edu/10.1177/0093854816689104
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/00111287231210836
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/00111287231210836
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJM-02-2022-0064
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJM-02-2022-0064
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22438
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22438
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1111/j.1745-9125.2011.00229.x
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1111/j.1745-9125.2011.00229.x
https://www2.census.gov/library/working-papers/2025/adrm/ces/CES-WP-25-60.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/library/working-papers/2025/adrm/ces/CES-WP-25-60.pdf

Harding, David J., Jeffrey D. Morenoff, Anh P. Nguyen, and Shawn D. Bushway. 2018. “Imprisonment and Labor
Market Outcomes: Evidence from a Natural Experiment.” American Journal of Sociology 124 (1): 49-110.

Harding, David J., and Heather M. Harris. 2020. After Prison: Navigating Adulthood in the Shadow of the Justice
System. Russell Sage Foundation.

Harris, Heather M., and David J. Harding. 2019. “Racial Inequality in the Transition to Adulthood After Prison.” RSF:
The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 5 (1): 223-254.

Harris, Heather M. 2023. Pandemic Policymaking and Changed Outcomes in Criminal Courts. Public Policy
Institute of California.

Harris, Heather, Brandon Martin, and Sean Cremin. 2024. California Prison Programs and Reentry Pathways.
Public Policy Institute of California.

Harris, Heather, and Sean Cremin. 2024. “California’s Prison Population.” Fact Sheet. Public Policy Institute of
California.

Harris, Heather, and Sean Cremin. 2025. “How Does the California Prison Population Compare to Other States?”
PPIC Blog, February 6.

Hawkinshire, Frank Bobby William. 1959. A History of the California State Department of Corrections, 1944—1959.
University of California.

Heim, Richard B. 1960. “A Sociometric Study of a Prison Forestry Camp.” Exploratory study, State of California
Department of Corrections.

Heinrich, Carolyn J., Peter R. Mueser, and Kenneth R. Troske. 2007. “The Role of Temporary Help Employment in
Low-Wage Worker Advancement.” NBER Working Paper 13520, National Bureau of Economic Research.

Hess, James, and Susan F. Turner. 2021. The Effect of Prison Industry on Recidivism: An Evaluation of California

Prison Industry Authority (CALPIA). UC Irvine Center for Evidence-Based Corrections.

Higuera, Kimberley, Garrett Jensen, and Emily Morton. 2021. Effects of the Male Community Reentry Program
(MCRP) on Recidivism in the State of California (June). Stanford Digital Repository.

Hipple, Steven F.,, and Laurel A. Hammond. 2016. Self-Employment in the United States. Spotlight on Statistics.
Bureau of Labor Statistics. March.

Holzer, Harry J., Steven Raphael, and Michael A. Stoll. 2003. “Employer Demand for Ex-Offenders: Recent
Evidence from Los Angeles.” Urban Institute.

Holzer, Harry J. 2007. “Collateral Costs: The Effects of Incarceration on the Employment and Earnings of Young
Workers.” IZA Discussion Papers No. 3118, Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA).

Housing and Urban Development. 2025. “HUD-USPS ZIP Code Crosswalk Files.” Housing and Urban
Development. Accessed August 18, 2025.

37/43


https://doi.org/10.1086/697507
https://doi.org/10.1086/697507
https://doi.org/10.7758/9781610448918
https://doi.org/10.7758/9781610448918
https://doi.org/10.7758/9781610448918
https://doi.org/10.7758/9781610448918
https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/5/1/223
https://www.ppic.org/publication/pandemic-policymaking-and-changed-outcomes-in-criminal-courts/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/pandemic-policymaking-and-changed-outcomes-in-criminal-courts/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/california-prison-programs-and-reentry-pathways/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/california-prison-programs-and-reentry-pathways/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/californias-prison-population/
https://www.ppic.org/blog/how-does-the-california-prison-population-compare-to-other-states/
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w13520/w13520.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w13520/w13520.pdf
https://www.calctra.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/calpia/news/Reports_and_Publications/CALPIARecidivism.pdf
https://www.calctra.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/calpia/news/Reports_and_Publications/CALPIARecidivism.pdf
https://www.calctra.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/calpia/news/Reports_and_Publications/CALPIARecidivism.pdf
https://www.calctra.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/calpia/news/Reports_and_Publications/CALPIARecidivism.pdf
https://purl.stanford.edu/bs374hx3899
https://purl.stanford.edu/bs374hx3899
https://www.bls.gov/spotlight/2016/self-employment-in-the-united-states/home.htm
https://www.bls.gov/spotlight/2016/self-employment-in-the-united-states/home.htm
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/59286/410779-Employer-Demand-for-Ex-Offenders.PDF
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/59286/410779-Employer-Demand-for-Ex-Offenders.PDF
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/34750/1/548722005.pdf
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/34750/1/548722005.pdf
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/usps_crosswalk.html

Hunt, Priscillia E., Rosanna Smart, Lisa Jonsson, and Flavia Tsang. 2018. Breaking Down Barriers Experiments into

Policies That Might Incentivize Employers to Hire Ex-Offenders. RAND Corporation.

Kilcoyne, Patrick. 2004. “Occupations in the Temporary Help Services Industry.” Bulletin. Bureau of Labor
Statistics: Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics.

Kolbeck, Simon, Steven Lopez, and Paul Bellair. 2024. “Does Stable Employment after Prison Reduce Recidivism
Irrespective of Prior Employment and Offending?” Justice Quarterly 41 (1): 38—61.

Koran, Mario. 2025. “A Prison Hospice Program for the Living and the Dying.” The New York Times, November 6.

LaBriola, Joe. 2020. “Post-Prison Employment Quality and Future Criminal Justice Contact.” RSF: The Russell
Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 6 (1): 154-172.

Latessa, Edward J. 2018. “Does Treatment Quality Matter? Of Course it Does, and There Is Growing Evidence to
Support It.” Criminology & Public Policy 17 (1): 181-188.

Latessa, Edward J., Christopher T. Lowenkamp, and Kristen Bechtel. 2009. Community Corrections Centers,
Parolees, and Recidivism: An Investigation Into the Characteristics of Effective Reentry Programs in
Pennsylvania, Final Report. Pennsylvania Commission on Crime and Delinquency.

Lattimore, Pamela K., Danielle M. Steffey, and Christy A. Visher. 2010. “Prisoner Reentry in the First Decade of the
Twenty-first Century.” Victims & Offenders 5 (3): 253-267.

Lofstrom, Magnus, and Brandon Martin. 2015. “Proposition 47 Brought Decreases to Both Prison and Jail
Populations.” PPIC Blog, September 8.

Lofstrom, Magnus, Brandon Martin, and Luciana Susanto. 2026. Have Racial Disparities in Law Enforcement
Stops Narrowed? Public Policy Institute of California.

Loeffler, Charles E. 2013. “Does Imprisonment Alter the Life Course? Evidence on Crime and Employment from a
Natural Experiment.” Criminology 51 (1): 137-166.

Loeffler, Charles E. 2018. “Pre-Imprisonment Employment Drops: Another Instance of the Ashenfelter Dip?”
Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology 108 (4): 815—-838.

Lowenkamp, Christopher T. and Edward J. Latessa. 2002. Evaluation of Ohio’s Community Based Correctional
Facilities and Halfway House Programs (September). University of Cincinnati Center for Criminal Justice

Research.

McGee, Richard A. 1953. “The Role of Labor and Management in the Rehabilitation of Prisoners.” Conference
Paper, State of California Department of Corrections.

Mihalovich, Cayla. 2025. “California’s Incarcerated Firefighters to See ‘Historic’ Pay Increase in Laws Newsom
Signed.” CalMatters, October 13.

Nagin, Daniel S., Francis T. Cullen, and Cheryl Lero Jonson. 2009. “Imprisonment and Reoffending.” Crime and
Justice 38.

38/43


https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2100/RR2142/RAND_RR2142.pdf
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2100/RR2142/RAND_RR2142.pdf
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2100/RR2142/RAND_RR2142.pdf
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2100/RR2142/RAND_RR2142.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/oes/temp.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07418825.2023.2201330
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07418825.2023.2201330
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/11/06/us/california-medical-facility-hospice-prison.html
https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/6/1/154.abstract
https://heinonline.org/hol-cgi-bin/get_pdf.cgi?handle=hein.journals/crpp17&section=16
https://heinonline.org/hol-cgi-bin/get_pdf.cgi?handle=hein.journals/crpp17&section=16
https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/community-corrections-centers-parolees-and-recidivism-0
https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/community-corrections-centers-parolees-and-recidivism-0
https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/community-corrections-centers-parolees-and-recidivism-0
https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/community-corrections-centers-parolees-and-recidivism-0
https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/community-corrections-centers-parolees-and-recidivism-0
https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/community-corrections-centers-parolees-and-recidivism-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/15564886.2010.485907
https://doi.org/10.1080/15564886.2010.485907
https://www.ppic.org/blog/proposition-47-brought-decreases-to-both-prison-and-jail-populations/
https://www.ppic.org/blog/proposition-47-brought-decreases-to-both-prison-and-jail-populations/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/have-racial-disparities-in-law-enforcement-stops-narrowed/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/have-racial-disparities-in-law-enforcement-stops-narrowed/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/have-racial-disparities-in-law-enforcement-stops-narrowed/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/have-racial-disparities-in-law-enforcement-stops-narrowed/
https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9125.12000
https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9125.12000
https://scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu/jclc/vol108/iss4/5
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Edward-Latessa/publication/237720823_Evaluation_of_Ohio's_Community-Based_Correctional_Facilities_and_Halfway_House_Programs/links/53df99ea0cf2a768e49bb5ab/Evaluation-of-Ohios-Community-Based-Correctional-Facilities-and-Halfway-House-Programs.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Edward-Latessa/publication/237720823_Evaluation_of_Ohio's_Community-Based_Correctional_Facilities_and_Halfway_House_Programs/links/53df99ea0cf2a768e49bb5ab/Evaluation-of-Ohios-Community-Based-Correctional-Facilities-and-Halfway-House-Programs.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Edward-Latessa/publication/237720823_Evaluation_of_Ohio's_Community-Based_Correctional_Facilities_and_Halfway_House_Programs/links/53df99ea0cf2a768e49bb5ab/Evaluation-of-Ohios-Community-Based-Correctional-Facilities-and-Halfway-House-Programs.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Edward-Latessa/publication/237720823_Evaluation_of_Ohio's_Community-Based_Correctional_Facilities_and_Halfway_House_Programs/links/53df99ea0cf2a768e49bb5ab/Evaluation-of-Ohios-Community-Based-Correctional-Facilities-and-Halfway-House-Programs.pdf
https://calmatters.org/justice/2025/10/prison-firefighter-new-laws/
https://calmatters.org/justice/2025/10/prison-firefighter-new-laws/
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/599202

Nahra, Alia, David Knight, and Bruce Western. 2025. “The Transition from Prison to Community.” RSF: The Russell
Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 11(3): 230-81.

NCSALL (National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy). 2005. “What Are the Economic Effects of
Earning a GED in Prison?” Focus on Basics: Connecting Research and Practice 7 (D).

Pager, Devah. 2003. “The Mark of a Criminal Record.” American Journal of Sociology 108(5): 937-975.

Petersen, L. T. 1963. Division of Forestry in the California Conservation Camp Program — 1963. Department of
Conservation.

Petersilia, Joan R. and Susan Turner. 1990. Intensive Supervision for High-Risk Probationers: Findings from Three

California Experiments. RAND Corporation.

Pettit, Becky, and Christopher J. Lyons. 2009. “Incarceration and the Legitimate Labor Market: Examining Age-
Graded Effects on Employment and Wages.” Law & Society Review 43 (4). 725-756.

Premkumar, Deepak, Thomas Sloan, Magnus Lofstrom, and Joseph Hayes. 2023. Assessing the Impact of
COVID-19 on Arrests in California. Public Policy Institute of California.

Prison Law Office. 2024. “Time Credits For Good Conduct and Programming.” Informational Resource, Prison Law
Office.

Raphael, Steven. 2011. “Incarceration and Prisoner Reentry in the United States.” The ANNALS of the American
Academy of Political and Social Science 635 (1): 192-215.

Riggins, Alex. 2020. “California bill gives hope of employment to formerly incarcerated firefighters — but will it
work?” The San Diego Union-Tribune, September 20.

Rucks-Ahidiana, Zawadi, David J. Harding, and Heather M. Harris. 2020. “Race and the Geography of
Opportunity in the Post-Prison Labor Market.” Social Problems 68 (2): 438—489.

Ruggles, Steven, Sarah Flood, Matthew Sobek, Daniel Backman, Grace Cooper, Julia A. Rivera Drew, Stephanie
Richards, Renae Rodgers, Jonathan Schroeder, and Kari C.W. Williams. 2025. [PUMS USA: Version 16.0 [dataset].
University of Minnesota. Accessed November 25, 2025.

Ruppel, Emily H. 2024. “How Work Becomes Invisible: The Erosion of the Wage Floor for Workers with
Disabilities.” American Sociological Review 89(5): 90-936.

Sabol, William J. 2007. “Local Labor-Market Conditions and Post-Prison Employment Experiences of Offenders
Released from Ohio State Prisons.” In Barriers to Reentry?: The Labor Market for Released Prisoners in Post-
Industrial America, edited by Shawn Bushway, Michael A. Stoll, and David F. Weiman. Russell Sage Foundation.

San Diego County Grand Jury. 2013. Impact of Public Safety Realignment on Rural Firefighting. May 2.

Sawo, Marokey, Dana Ferrante, and Alexis Weaver. 2025. “It’s Legal for Some Employers to Pay Disabled
Workers Less Than the Minimum Wage. Ending This Practice Is Just a First Step Toward Supporting Their
Economic Stability.” Urban Wire Article, January 14.

39/43


https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/11/3/230
https://www.ncsall.net/index.php@id=822.html
https://www.ncsall.net/index.php@id=822.html
https://doi.org/10.1086/374403
https://www.rand.org/pubs/reports/R3936.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/reports/R3936.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/reports/R3936.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/reports/R3936.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40538733
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40538733
https://www.ppic.org/publication/assessing-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-arrests-in-california/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/assessing-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-arrests-in-california/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/assessing-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-arrests-in-california/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/assessing-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-arrests-in-california/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/658e00fdc5430956416678f7/t/67bb4117d94706229c8c7d9c/1740325143451/time-credits-in-cdcr-july-2024.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716210393321
https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/2020/09/20/california-bill-gives-hope-of-employment-to-formerly-incarcerated-firefighters-but-will-it-work/
https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/2020/09/20/california-bill-gives-hope-of-employment-to-formerly-incarcerated-firefighters-but-will-it-work/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33897304/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33897304/
https://doi.org/10.18128/D010.V16.0
https://doi-org.libproxy.berkeley.edu/10.1177/00031224241268201
https://doi-org.libproxy.berkeley.edu/10.1177/00031224241268201
https://muse-jhu-edu.libproxy.berkeley.edu/book/10685
https://muse-jhu-edu.libproxy.berkeley.edu/book/10685
https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/grandjury/reports/2012-2013/Impact_Public_Safety_Realignment_Rural_Firefighting.pdf
https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/grandjury/reports/2012-2013/Impact_Public_Safety_Realignment_Rural_Firefighting.pdf
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/its-legal-some-employers-pay-disabled-workers-less-minimum-wage-ending-practice-just
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/its-legal-some-employers-pay-disabled-workers-less-minimum-wage-ending-practice-just
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/its-legal-some-employers-pay-disabled-workers-less-minimum-wage-ending-practice-just

Sawyer, Wendy. 2017. “How much do incarcerated people earn in each state?” Prison Policy Initiative, April 10.

State of California Department of Corrections. 1959. “Characteristics of Camp Population of California State
Prisons.” Statistical Report, State of California Department of Corrections, Research Division.

Tafoya, Sonya. 2013. Assessing the Impact of Bail on California’s Jail Population. Public Policy Institute of

California.

Tafoya, Sonya, Mia Bird, Ryken Grattet, and Viet Nguyen. 2017. Pretrial Release in California. Public Policy

Institute of California.

Thorman, Tess, and Sean Cremin. 2025. “Who Are California’s Workers?” Fact Sheet. Public Policy Institute of
California.

Umez, Chidi, and Joshua Gaines. 2021. “After the Sentence, More Consequences: A National Report of Barriers

to Work.” The Council of State Governments Justice Center.

University of California, Berkeley. 2024. “Low-Wage Work in California Data Explorer 2024.” Labor Center,
University of California, Berkeley.

Visher, Christy, Sarah Debus, and Jennifer Yahner. 2008. “Employment After Prison: A Longitudinal Study of
Releases in Three States.” Research Brief. Urban Institute: Justice Policy Center.

Vives, Ruben. 2024. “California’s inmate firefighter crews are dwindling just as the state starts to burn.” Los

Angeles Times, July 9.

Voigt, Lloyd L. 1949. History of California State Correctional Administration From 1930 to 1948. San Francisco.

Yang, Crystal S. 2017. “Local labor markets and criminal recidivism.” Journal of Public Economics 147: 16—29.

Western, Bruce, and David Harding. 2022. “Careers in Criminalization: Reentry, Recidivism, and Repeated

Incarceration.” Crime and Justice 51: 435-469.

40/43


https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2017/04/10/wages/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/assessing-the-impact-of-bail-on-californias-jail-population/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/assessing-the-impact-of-bail-on-californias-jail-population/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/pretrial-release-in-california/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/pretrial-release-in-california/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/who-are-californias-workers/
https://csgjusticecenter.org/publications/after-the-sentence-more-consequences/national-report/
https://csgjusticecenter.org/publications/after-the-sentence-more-consequences/national-report/
https://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/low-wage-work-in-california-data-explorer-2024/
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/32106/411778-Employment-after-Prison-A-Longitudinal-Study-of-Releasees-in-Three-States.PDF
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/32106/411778-Employment-after-Prison-A-Longitudinal-Study-of-Releasees-in-Three-States.PDF
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2024-07-09/california-inmate-firefighter-crew-size
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2016.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1086/721742
https://doi.org/10.1086/721742

About the Authors

Heather Harris is a research fellow at the Public Policy Institute of California, where she examines criminal justice
programs, practices, and policies. She has published research on the impact of cellmate relationships on
reoffending and on the effects of domestic violence arrests on mortality in Criminology and the Journal of
Experimental Criminology, respectively. Prior to joining PPIC, she was a postdoctoral researcher at the University
of California, Berkeley, where her work focused on young men undergoing the transition to adulthood after
prison. She and David J. Harding coauthored a book, After Prison: Navigating Adulthood in the Shadow of the
Justice System (2020), based on that work. She received her PhD in criminology and criminal justice from the
University of Maryland, College Park, and an MPP from the University of Chicago Harris School.

Acknowledgments

This work would not be possible without the support of the California Department of Corrections and
Rehabilitation, and we are grateful for the support. We meet regularly with team members from the Division of
Rehabilitative Programs and the Office of Research, who help us understand the policy environment and the data
that has been shared with us, including by connecting us with representatives from other administrative units
within the department, including the Division of Adult Institutions who have also assisted us in this endeavor.
Other state agencies have also contributed to our efforts, including the Employment Development Department
and the California Department of Justice. We are similarly grateful to the careful attention they bring to data
provision and to their generosity in helping us answering the many questions that arise about those data We are
likewise indebted to two libraries that have hunted down hundreds of archival records and reports for us,
including Paul and Kris at the IGS Library at UC Berkeley and the archivists at the Secretary of State’s office. We
also acknowledge the special effort of Patty Malagon, who generated information related to the California
Poverty Measure for us. Finally, we appreciate the excellent editorial work of Mary Severance.

41/43



PPIC Board of Directors

Ophelia Basgal, Chair

Affiliate

Terner Center for Housing Innovation
University of California, Berkeley

Rusty Areias
Partner
California Strategies

Tani Cantil-Sakauye

President and CEO

Public Policy Institute of California
(Chief Justice of California, retired)

John Chiang

Board Member

Astrana Health

(Former California State Controller and Treasurer)

Caroline Choi

Senior Vice President,
Corporate Affairs & Public Policy
Edison International and
Southern California Edison

Carolyn Coleman
Executive Director and CEO
League of California Cities

Chet Hewitt
President and CEO
Sierra Health Foundation

Jerrilyn Malana
Chief Deputy District Attorney
San Diego County District Attorney’s Office

Ana J. Matosantos
Managing Director and Partner
Boston Consulting Group

(Former Cabinet Secretary, Office of Governor Gavin

Newsom)

Michael Méndez
Associate Professor and Chancellor’s Fellow
University of California, Irvine

Steven J. Olson
Partner
O’Melveny & Myers LLP

Leon E. Panetta
Chairman
The Panetta Institute for Public Policy

Dave Puglia
President and CEQO
Western Growers

Cassandra Walker Pye
President
Lucas Public Affairs

Helen Iris Torres
CEO
Hispanas Organized for Political Equality

David Traversi
CEO
Traversi & Company, LLC

Gaddi H. Vasquez

Retired Senior Vice President, Government Affairs
Edison International

Southern California Edison

Ann M. Veneman
Former U.S. Secretary of Agriculture and
Former California Secretary of Agriculture

42/43



© 2026 Public Policy Institute of California

PPIC is a public charity. It does not take or support positions on any ballot measures or on any local, state, or
federal legislation, nor does it endorse, support, or oppose any political parties or candidates for public office.

Short sections of text, not to exceed three paragraphs, may be quoted without written permission provided that
full attribution is given to the source.

Research publications reflect the views of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of our funders or
of the staff, officers, advisory councils, or board of directors of the Public Policy Institute of California.

43/43



	Employment Before, During, and After Prison in California
	Table of Contents
	Key Takeaways
	Introduction
	Description of the data

	Employment Was Low among California’s Released Prisoners
	Defining employment rates and estimating incarceration
	Employment among Released Prisoners Varied across the State
	Post-Prison Employment Gains Eliminated Some Pre-Prison Disparities
	The Pandemic Temporarily Depressed Post-Prison Employment Rates
	Why Was Employment Lower in California than Elsewhere?
	Incarceration before and after sentencing explains why some people do not work
	Other factors can also contribute to low employment


	What Kind of Work Did California’s Released Prisoners Do?
	People Worked Inconsistently
	Outside prison, working for more than a year at a time was uncommon
	In prison, most people worked multiple short-tenure and part-time jobs

	Most Prisoners Worked Jobs That Support Prison Operations
	California’s camp firefighter program
	Most prison jobs are low skill

	People with Prison Histories Did Temporary, Low-Wage Work
	Reliance on temporary jobs deepened after prison
	Men and women had different employment opportunities
	Compared to California’s population, released prisoners worked lower-wage jobs


	How Much Did Released Prisoners Earn?
	Prisoner Wages Were Low, But They Were Compensated in Other Ways
	Nearly one-third of prison jobs were unpaid
	Prisoners who worked earned time off their sentences

	Wage Levels Outside Prison Varied Considerably
	Earnings varied across the state
	Less than half of working people earned enough to exceed poverty thresholds
	Earnings increased for everyone after prison—but most disparities widened


	Who Succeeds and Who Struggles after Prison?
	Work Begets Work—So Does Working More Consistently
	Participants in Some Prison Programs Were More Likely to Hold Jobs after Release
	Some Demographic Characteristics Mattered More than Others

	Policy Discussion and Conclusion
	References
	About the Authors
	Acknowledgments
	PPIC Board of Directors


