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Overview

This report is a summary of some of the major findings of the Post
Release Employment Project (PREP) conducted by the Office of Research,
Federal Bureau of Prisons. PREP was designed to answer fundamental
guestions about the effect of prison vocational training and work experience on
the offender’s behavior when he is released to the community. PREP is
primarily an analysis of the potential differences between Federal offenders who
received training and work experience (the Study Group) and those who did not
participate in these activities (the Comparison Group).

Preliminary Findings:

° Study group participants (those who received training and work
experience) demonstrated better institutional adjustment than did the
participants in a comparison group. Study group members were less likely to
have a misconduct reports within the last year of their confinement, and when
they did, it was less likely to have been serious misconduct. Study group
participants were also rated by their unit teams to have a higher level of
responsibility than their comparison counterparts. An inmate’s level of
responsibility refers to his level of dependability, financial responsibility, and the
nature of his interaction with staff and other inmates.

° At the point of halfway house release, both study and comparison
offenders were equally likely to successfully complete their halfway house stay,
although study inmates were employed on average a greater proportion of each
workweek.

® inmates who participated in work and vocational programming during
their imprisonment showed better adjustment, were less likely to recidivate by
the end of their first’year back in the community, were more likely to be
employed in the halfway house and community, and earned slightly more
money in the community than inmates who had similar background
characteristics, but who did not participate in work and vocational training
programs.




Background and Methodology

Throughout this report, we refer to the work/training group as the study
group, and the untrained group as the matched-comparison or simply
comparison group. Previous papers describe the statistical and analytical
procedures for selecting comparison subjects. Conceptually, the comparison
offenders were chosen to be as similar to the study group as could reliably be
measured based on criminal, education, and employment history and
characteristics of the current offense. This was.the only feasible, and in this
office’s opinion, the only ethical way to compare trained and untrained
offenders and still control for the self-selection process that determines who
participates in these programs.

Seleciion bias is a term used by methodologists and statisticians to
describe the potential inaccuracies that can arise when subjects or other units
are not randomly assigned to the treatments being studied. Selection bias can
be due to differences in some preexisting characteristics of the individuals being
observed (resulting in what is referred to as self selection bias) or to the
situations that determine why some individuals participate in a program or
itreatment and others do not. The problem of bias arises when the selection
process is related to the treatment effects, and the research design doesn’t
allow the researcher to disentangle the two effects. ldeally, an evaluator wants
to draw inferences about a treatment, training, or some other intervention
uncontaminated by selection biases. Self-selection bias has been implicated in
such diverse areas of study as manpower training, Scholastic Aptitude Testing
(SAT), delinquency research, and almost any evaluation study that is used to
draw conclusions about an intervention.

In many applied settings it is not only impractical, but also unethical to
randomly assign subjects to interventions. Experimental designs cannot
eliminate selection biases since randomly assigned subjects can withdraw,
resign, or be removed from a particular program. Furthermore, because
vocational training and industrial work is voluntary in the Bureau of Prisons, it
made more sense to conduct an evaluation in its "natural” setting, rather than
force some participants into work or vocational training programs against their
will. Observational studies such as PREP also have their costs. To tease out
potential differences, larger sample sizes than those used in experiments are
usually required.



Preparation for this study began in 1983. Data collection on post-release
outcomes continued into early 1987, with some data coming in as late as
October, 1987. Data were collected on more than 7,000 inmates.
Understanding and modelling self-selection is not only important for drawing
valid conclusions about outcome. It is also important in describing the process
by which inmates are given the opportunity and seize the occasion to
participate in vocational training and meaningful work. The opportunity to
participate in industrial work is obviously limited by the number of jobs the
Bureau of Prisons can offer through the expansion or contraction of its
industries.

Throughout the duration of this project, in which study and comparison
inmates were released from the Bureau (1984 through 1986), about 35 percent
of inmates were employed by UNICOR, ininstitutions where there were Federal
Prison Industries operations. Currently, the proportion of inmates employed by
UNICOR is 32 percent. The conclusions of this study are probably dependent
on the proportion of inmates employed by UNICOR. The impact of industrial
work experience offered to a larger segment of the corrections population may
or may not increase the salutary effects of employment; however, we do not
know what the optimal level of UNICOR employment might be.

Unlike most studies of prison vocational training or work experience,
PREP is a prospective, longitudinal study. Study inmates were identified by
case management staff at the institution over a period of several years. inmates
were selected for the study group prior to their release, if they had participated
in industrial work for at least 6 months or had received vocational instruction.
The study group is composed primarily of inmates with UNICOR work
experience -- 57 percent had exclusively UNICOR work experience, while 19
percent had a combination of UNICOR work experience, vocational training, or
apprenticeship training. The remaining 24 percent were involved in some
combination of vocational or apprenticeship training. Based on a set of
matching variables, comparison inmates were selected who were released in
the same time frame, but who had not participated in either work or training.
The results of the matching analysis are demonstrated in Table 1 on the
following page. The table depicts information for the comparison group, study
group, and a baseline group that represents all other inmates released in the
same time frame as the study and comparison offenders.



This table represents three items selected from the Bureau’s security designation
scoring sheet. The first item reflects the relative seriousness of the commitment
offense. The seriousness measure shows that study and comparison group offenders
generally have a more serious commitment offense than the baseline offenders. The
variable also shows that study group participants are more likely to have a "greatest”
severity offense than either the comparison or baseline offenders. "Greatest” severity
offenses include homicide, rape, and manslaughter. The second variable depicted is
whether the offender had a serious prior commitment. Comparison group offenders
were more likely to have had a prior serious commitment. The most dramatic difference



in Table 1 is represented in the last variable, projected length of stay. The study and
comparison groups were similar to each other in their distribution of expected iength
of stay. However, there was a dramatic difference between both study and comparison
group offenders relative to the baseline group. Baseline group offenders were much
more likely to have shorter expected lengths of stay than either the study or
comparison group inmates.’

These three variables were selected to indicate the substantive differences
between the study and comparison groups relative to other offenders released during
the sarne time frame of the PREP project. Study and comparison subjects had longer
lengths of stay and more serious commitment offenses. In a previous paper, we
demonstrated how the matching procedure was used to choose comparison subjects
who were selected from the larger "reservoir” of released offenders, and how this
procedure eliminated other statistically significant differences between study and
baseline group offenders.

The primary focus of PREP was a determination of the differences exhibited by
study and comparison group inmates once they were released to community
supervision. Post-release follow-up information was obtained on all inmates. The
follow-up included information on employment, wages, and revocation. Most study and
some comparison inmates were released through a halfway house prior to their
eventual release to the community. In the following sections, we will summarize
findings related to institutional adjustment and halfway house and community outcome
information.?

1 Actual time served was computed for the study and comparison groups and, as one would
expect, based on the projected length of incarceration, the study group served more time than did the
comparison group. On average, study group inmates served about 6 months longer than comparison
group inmates.

2 All of the results in Tables 1,2,3, and 4 are statistically significant. In Table 5, significant
contrasts are indicated with an "*", otherwise, "n.s."” is noted for "not significant.” Statistical tests
in Tables 1 through 4 and the employment data for Table 5 are chi-square tests for differences in
proportions. The statistical test for employment wages in Table 5 were based on t-tests of differences
in group means. We have also noted in each table the different number of observations. Not all
information was collected or available on all observations in this study. Furthermore, as the study
progressed through the post-release outcome stages, inmates would be revoked, or otherwise "drop
out" of the study (e.g. successfully complete their period of supervision).
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Study Results

Institutional Adjustment

One of the arguments for the continuation or even expansion of industrial work
in prisons is that it is necessary to effectively cope with inmate idleness and therefore
directly and indirectiy helps to ensure the orderly running of correctional institutions.
This is not a question directly addressed by the PREP study. To answer such a
question, a research desigrn would have to evaluate changes in institutional misconduct
patterns related to the expansion or contraction of prison industries. Comparisons
between prison systems that have varying degrees of industrial work programs is very
difficult, since prison systems are often different on many other dimensions as well.

In this section, we address a more limited question. Do inmates working in prison
industries or participating in vocational training evidence better institutional adjustment
than their matched comparison counterparts? Table 2 shows the results of three
measures that suggest study group participants did show better institutional
adjustment. Study group members were less likely to have a misconduct report within
the last year, and when they did, it was less likely to have been serious misconduct.
Study group participants were also rated by their unit teams to have a higher level of
responsibility than their comparison counterparts. An inmate’s level of responsibility
refers to his level of dependability, financial responsibility, and the nature of his
interaction with staff and other inmates.




3 DOffenses are classified into 4 categories: Low Moderate, Moderate, High, and Greatest severity.
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Halfway House Outcomes

The Bureau of Prisons contracts with halfway houses in order to provide
qualifying inmates an opportunity prior to the end of their imprisonment to work in the
community. This is also the first opportunity to recidivate. Table 3 depicts some of
the important halfway house outcome information collected in the PREP study. The
variable disposition shows that almost the same proportion of study (83.9 percent) and
comparison (83.3 percent) inmates successfully completed their halfway house stay.
On average, study inmates spent 98.01 days in the halfway house environment prior
to their release to community supervision, while comparison inmates spent 93.5 days.
Table 3 also shows that study inmates held a job for a greater proportion of days (.498
days of the week) versus comparison offenders (.452 days of the week). This
proportion was computed by taking the ratio of the number of days an offender was
employed in a week relative to a 7-day week. Thus, if the offender was employed 5
days a week, his proportion would have been .71. The study proportion indicates that
on average, these offenders were working 3.49 days a week, while the comparison
group was working 3.16 days a week. Table 3 also shows that study inmates were
working more at day labor jobs as well.

One of the responsibilities of staff at halfway houses is to provide employment
counselling. As can be seen from table 3, most offenders get jobs through their own
resources. Study inmates, however were more likely to get employment help from their
friends or from an employment agency than comparison inmates. This was true for the
longest and most recently held job. Finally, for inmates who left their longest held job
.at the halfway house, most study offenders quit in order to get a better job, although
7.81 percent were fired and 23.83 percent were laid off. Comparison subjects were
more likely to quit their jobs for reasons other than to get a better job.




In summary, at the point of halfway house release, both study and comparison
offenders were equally likely to successfully complete their halfway house stay,
although study inmates were, on average, employed a greater proportion of each
workweek. Although most study offenders were released through a halfway house,
many of the comparison inmates were released directly to community supervision.



Post-Release Qutcome

Once released to community supervision, offenders in the PREP study were
followed by making phone calls to their supervising probation officers. Follow-up
occurred at 6- and 12-month intervals. However, monthly information was collected
over the entire interval. Table 4 shows the 6- and 12-month dispositions for study
and comparison subjects.* At both the 6- and 12-month follow-up points, study group
offenders were less likely to be revoked from supervision. Although not depicted in
Table 4, the study and comparison groups were indistinguishable in their reason (parole
violation vs. new offense) for being revoked. WNevertheless, the predominant reason
for revocation (60 - 70 percent) for both groups was a parole violation rather than a
new offense. Furthermore, inmates who participated exclusively in UNICOR were also
less likely to have their supervision revoked than comparison group offenders -- these
results were also statistically significant. Although the magnitude of difference seems
small, the differences are not only statistically significant, they are substantively
meaningful. Atthe 12-month time period, 10.12 percent of comparison offenders had
been revoked, while only 6.59 percent of study offenders had been revoked. In other
recidivism studies conducted by the Bureau, about 20 percent of released inmates
were revoked or rearrested within a year of their release. In 1980, the percentage was
19.4 percent, in 1982, 23.9 percent, and in 1987, 19.2 percent. What is most
striking is the fact that both study and comparison offenders were more likely to be
successful than other inmates released to the community.

* The data in Table 4 show that about 600 - 700 fewer inmates were represented in the 12-month
follow-up than in the 6-month follow-up. The reason for this is that when the PREP study was
terminated, there were about that number of offenders still in the "pipeline” for whom no 12-month
outcome data was collected.
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The differences among study, comparison, and these baseline groups indicate
several important conclusions: (1) Due to the research design and the matching
methodology, there are characteristics of both study and comparison offenders that
decrease their likelihood of recidivating; (2) UNICOR work experience and vocational
training further increases the likelihood of post-release success; (3) had we compared
the study group to a normal baseline group, even with statistical controls, it is likely
we would have exaggerated the differences between offenders who participated in
work and vocational training, and those that did not.

Table 5 shows the proportion of study and comparison group cffenders who
were employed during the follow-up period in any given month. The second half of the
table shows the average wages earned in each month, as well as the 6- and 12-month
totals. Although not indicated in Table 5, there is a tremendous amount of variability
in post-release wages, which is probably why most comparisons did not reach
statistical significance. The table shows that study group offenders were more likely
to be employed in any of the 12 months following their release to the community. This
difference varies between about 8 and 9 percent from month to month. At the end of
12 months, study group inmates had averaged about $200 more in wages than
comparison group offenders, although this result was not statistically significant.
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In summary, inmates who participated in UNICOR work and other vocational
programming during their imprisonmerit showed better adjustment, were less likely to
be revoked at the end of their first year back in the community, were more likely to be
employed in the halfway house and community, and earned slightly more money in the
community than inmates who had similar background characteristics, but who did not
participate in work and vocational training programs.
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Futura Analyses and Reports

The analyses depicted in this report represent only the most fundamental
differences between study and comparison offenders. Future analyses will address
mobility issues -- the impact of prison work and vocational training on changes in
occupations before, during, and after release from prison. We will also analyze specific
occupational work and training effects to the extent the data allow. Every inmate’s job
or vocational training was classified according to the Department of Labor’s Dictionary
of Occupational Titles. These DOT codes will allow us to look at broad, as well as more
refined classes of occupations and their impact on post-release outcome. We have also
collected economic climate data. Data such as unemployment statistics, industrial
sector information, and information on the demographic characteristics of the areas to
which inmates were released will allow us to examine the relative impact of these areal
economic climate data in relation to work and vocational training. As part of the data
collected on study inmates while they were in prison, work evaluations conducted by
the inmates’ supervisors were gathered, as well as ratings of the inmate’s performance
in the vocational training courses. This performance information will allow us to
examine whether the intensity of the inmate’s work performance affects post-release
success.

Although the marginal impact of work and vocational training in prison has
produced small but statistically significant effects, it is possible that further analysis
will show us how to optimize our training through specific skills acquisition. It is also
likely that the economic climate of an area is an important determinant of an offender’s
community employment. We are well aware that many of our ex-offenders not only
must overcome low skill levels, they must also overcome the stigma associated with
imprisonment.
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