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A life course perspective on crime indicates that incarceration can disrupt key life
transitions. Life course analysis of occupations finds that earnings mobility depends
on stable employment in career jobs. These two lines of research thus suggest that
incarceration reduces ex-inmates’ access to the steady jobs that usually produce
earnings growth among young men. Consistent with this argument, evidence for slow
wage growth among ex-inmates is provided by analysis of the National Longitudinal
Survey of Youth. Because incarceration is so prevalent—one-quarter of black non-
college males in the survey were interviewed between 1979 and 1998 while in prison
or jail—the effect of imprisonment on individual wages also increases aggregate

race and ethnic wage inequality.

PENAL POPULATION growth during
the 1980s and 1990s made incarcera-
tion a common life event for disadvantaged
and minority men. In the 13 years from 1985
to 1998, the prison and jail population grew
by 7.3 percent, numbering 1.8 million by
1998 (Gilliard 1999). Penal expansion sig-
nificantly affected unskilled African Ameri-
can youth. On an average day in 1996, more
black male high school dropouts aged 20 to
35 were in custody than in paid employment
(Western and Pettit 2000). By 1999, over
one-fifth of black noncollege men in their
early thirties had prison records (Pettit and
Western 2001). Although historically a rare
event reserved for violent or incorrigible of-
fenders, during recent years incarceration
has become pervasive among socially mar-
ginal men.

The prison boom of the 1980s and 1990s
coincided with growing polarization of the
American labor market. Wage inequality in-
creased during these decades, and wage de-
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clines were particularly large among men
with little education (Bernhardt et al. 2001).
Wage decline or stagnation was especially
marked among black and Hispanic men
(Morris, Bernhardt, and Handcock 1994,
Wright and Dwyer 2000).

The relationship between prison growth
and falling wages among low-skill and mi-
nority men might be interpreted in several
ways. Men with felony records have diffi-
culty finding good jobs. A small research lit-
erature thus finds that incarceration reduces
earnings (see the review by Western, Kling,
and Weiman 2000). Given increases in wage
inequality through the 1980s and 1990s,
however, the low earnings of ex-convicts
may be an artifact of widespread wage stag-
nation among men with little schooling.

A strong causal inference about the nega-
tive effect of imprisonment on wages is also
threatened by the fact that men with few eco-
nomic opportunities may turn to crime. This
link between crime and economic disadvan-
tage has been shown in many ways. At the
aggregate level, unemployment rates are
found to drive variation in crime rates (Land,
Cantor, and Russell 1995; also see the re-
view by Chiricos 1987). At the individual
level, unemployed men are more likely to
engage in crime (Rossi, Berk, and Lenihan
1980). Conversely, desistance from crime is
associated with the social attachments and
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the normative bonds of regular employment
(Crutchfield and Pitchford 1997; Hagan
1993; Sampson and Laub 1990; Uggen
2000).

Although high crime rates among disad-
vantaged men partly explains their high risk
of incarceration, increasing imprisonment
rates in the 1980s and 1990s is not closely
associated with crime trends (Boggess and
Bound 1997). Instead, shifts in criminal jus-
tice policy fueled penal system growth by
intensifying the punishment of drug and vio-
lent offenders, and recidivists (Blumstein
and Beck 1999; Mauer 1999; Tonry 1996).
The policy-driven rise in incarceration moti-
vates a reexamination of the economic ef-
fects of imprisonment.

I examine the effect of incarceration on
wages in the context of growing inequality
in the U.S. labor market. My analysis de-
parts from earlier research by treating incar-
ceration as a key life event that triggers a
cumulative spiral of disadvantage (Sampson
and Laub 1993). In this approach, incarcera-
tion reduces not just the level of wages but
also the rate of wage growth over the life
course. The life path of ex-inmates diverges
from the usual employment trajectory in
which earnings mobility for young men is
generated by steady jobs with regular career
ladders (Spilerman 1977). Combining life
course perspectives on crime and employ-
ment, I use data from the National Longitu-
dinal Survey of Youth (NLSY), 1983-1999,
to estimate the wage trajectory of ex-con-
victs. Unlike earlier research studying this
time period, my analysis also controls for
declining wages among men with little
schooling.

If incarceration slows wage growth at the
individual level, the prison boom may have
increased wage inequality in the aggregate.
Was the growth in wage inequality in the
1980s and 1990s due to the poor labor mar-
ket performance of low-skill and minority
ex-convicts? Although some claim that—
“mass imprisonment” has significant aggre-
gate effects (Garland 2001; Wacquant 2000),
the size of these effects has not been system-
atically studied. Pervasive incarceration
among low-skill minority men may increase
wage inequality within and across racial and
ethnic groups. I investigate this question by
calculating the effects of incarceration on
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wage inequality using estimates of the im-
pact of incarceration on individual earnings.
By focusing on the life course and aggregate
effects of imprisonment on wages, I aim to
draw the penal system into an institutional
account of economic inequality.

INCARCERATION AND
EARNINGS

Most research relating the criminal justice
system to wages focuses on estimating a
main effect—a constant decrement in wages
attributed to, say, criminal conviction or in-
carceration. A common design links arrest
records to earnings data from unemployment
insurance reports (Grogger 1995; Kling
1999; Lott 1990; Waldfogel 1994a). Re-
search with this design finds transitory ef-
fects of arrest or conviction, but persistent
effects for prison time: The earnings loss as-
sociated with imprisonment is found to
range between 10 and 30 percent. A few
analyses of survey data find that youth de-
tained in correctional facilities before age 20
have higher unemployment rates and receive
lower wages a decade or more after incar-
ceration (Freeman 1992; Western and
Beckett 1999; also see Sampson and Laub
1993:162-68).

INCARCERATION AND
DISRUPTED CAREERS

Previous research on incarceration neglects
the tendency of earnings to grow over the
life course. Longitudinal studies of careers
find that internal labor markets in large
firms, public sector pay schedules, on-the-
job training, and union seniority provisions
all contribute to job continuity and earnings
growth among young men (DiPrete 1989;
Spilerman 1977; also see the review by
Rosenfeld 1992:45-50). If ex-convicts ulti-
mately recover their pre-incarceration wage
level, the life course perspective suggests
they may still be worse off because wages
would have grown even higher without in-
carceration.

While life course research on occupations
ties earnings growth to employment in ca-
reer jobs, a life course perspective on crime
treats incarceration as a turning point that
disrupts key transitions, restricting access to
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such jobs (Sampson and Laub 1993). If im-
prisonment redirects the usual employment
trajectory, the main effect of incarceration
will be supplemented by an interaction ef-
fect in which wages grow more slowly with
age for ex-convicts.

Three mechanisms explain why prison or
jail time is linked to slow wage growth. In-
carceration is stigmatizing, and it erodes hu-
man and social capital. The negative rela-
tionship between crime and earnings is usu-
ally attributed to the stigma of criminal con-
viction. A criminal record signals to employ-
ers that a potential employee might be un-
trustworthy. Thus, employers are less likely
to hire ex-offenders than comparable job ap-
plicants without criminal records (Holzer
1996:59; Schwartz and Skolnick 1962). The
stigma of conviction is especially prohibi-
tive of entry into high-status or career jobs.
Men in trusted or high-income occupations
before conviction experience especially
large earnings losses after release from
prison (Lott 1990; Waldfogel 1994a). Simi-
lar observations are reported for white-col-
lar offenders (Kling 1999). The stigma of
conviction also has legal consequences that
mostly affect career jobs. A felony record
can temporarily disqualify an individual
from employment in licensed or professional
occupations, skilled trades, or in the public
sector (Office of the Pardon Attorney 1996).
The stigma of conviction thus reduces ex-
convicts’ access to jobs characterized by
trust and continuity of employment.

Incarceration also erodes job skills. Time
out of employment prevents the acquisition
of skills gained through work experience. As
a result, for some categories of federal
prison inmates, earnings decrease as sen-
tence length increases (Kling 1999). Besides
limiting work experience, incarceration may
exacerbate pre-existing mental or physical
illnesses. Furthermore, behaviors that are
adaptive for survival in prison are likely to
be inconsistent with work routines on the
outside (Irwin and Austin 1997:121). For
these reasons, ex-inmates are likely to be
less productive than are similar workers who
have not served time in prison or jail. The
effects of incarceration on skills also has im-
plications for wage mobility: Most employ-
ers will be unwilling to invest in the firm-
specific skills of workers with criminal
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records, and thus ex-offenders are relegated
to spot markets with little prospect for earn-
ings growth (Nagin and Waldfogel 1998).

Finally, the social contacts that provide in-
formation about job opportunities may be
eroded by incarceration. Hagan (1993) ar-
gues that juvenile delinquency weakens so-
cial connections to stable employment op-
portunities. If prisons are criminogenic,
adult incarceration may have a similar nega-
tive effect on job referral networks.
Sadnchez-Jankowski (1991:272-76) finds
ethnographic evidence for this effect, report-
ing that incarceration can deepen ex-inmates
attachments to gangs (Venkatesh 2000:133).
The disruptive impact of imprisonment on
social capital is also found in family rela-
tionships where ex-inmates share a low like-
lihood of marriage or cohabitation (see the
review by Hagan and Dinovitzer 1999:131-
40). Entry to trades and public sector em-
ployment also depends strongly on referral
networks (Granovetter 1995:173-74). To the
extent that incarceration undermines social
networks, ex-inmates will have limited ac-
cess to apprenticeships and careers in crafts
and the public sector.

Although most research focuses on the av-
erage earnings loss associated with incar-
ceration, a few studies observe that the pe-
nal system channels ex-inmates into un-
steady jobs with little wage growth. Thus
Sampson and Laub (1993:153-68) found
that time served in prison by youths aged 17
to 25 was negatively related to continuity of
employment and work commitment at ages
25 to 32. Urban ethnographers similarly re-
port that the prison system provides a path-
way to secondary labor markets and infor-
mal economies (Duneier 1999; Sanchez-
Jankowski 1991:281; Sullivan 1989; Hagan
1993). For Sullivan’s (1989) subjects in a
New York City neighborhood,

... participation in income-producing crime
and the resulting involvement in the crimi-
nal justice system in turn kept them out of
school and forced them to abandon their oc-
cupational goals. ... By the end of their
teens most of these youths had found and
lost several jobs. . . . Wages, though irregu-
lar, replaced theft as their major source of
income. . .. They were still frequently un-
employed and generally made low wages
when they did work. (Pp. 64, 72)



