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The call for greater cpmmunity i'nvolvement in crime" contr~l and 
" () 

~ D 

crime preventionnas come at atil1}ewhEm alternatives to traditional 
" 

criminal justice sy~tem strategies" havefai1ed~Evaluations of in-prison 

training programs, vocational programs, educational programs, work 
, " ,", ," )0 

rele,ase programs. job assistan<=:e programs, ;support,~~ work prof/'rams, 
'. i) 1"--

and even outrigH'i: cash subsidy programs seem to support the view that 
, 0 t • 

(a) nothing works or;' at hest. (b) that nothing works as well as the 

good old medicine of "locK"em up, keep 'em there~,11 
,~ , 

a 

Many of the alternativ~s to the traditional use of the police, 
- Q ' , 

courts and prtsons in fi'ghting crime have sought to deal with the 

economic problems that offenders orexoffenders face. In o,rder for 
" 0 

,';\ community-based,grass ... rootsand self-help strategies" for crime' 
~ , 

prevention or crinie control to worR,J though,. it is important that. 
. 

their pl~nnersunderstandhow economic institutions and the criminal 
" , '" justice system interact .. 

Toward the goal of.developing sugh an understanding, this 
(, 

paper relates a few facts and a theory about how employment 

opportunitie.s--spec; fical1y how~ mi nority employment oppor"tuni ti es-

are intertwined with crime: The interaction ijs5omplex.:~We will 

see' that f~r one segment of SOCie~}~--bl acks--faci n9 prabl ems in 

one economic .i nstitution--thelabor market .. -thereare all sorts of 

complicated linkages which "ultimately lead manY'b1acks into and 

through the. criminal, justice system. 

The Overrepres~ntationnof Bl'acks with Criminal Recor,ds, 

A black man named Green, who ha.d gone to prisor(because he 

failed to report for military tndllctio.n, applied for a job as a clerk with 
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. t.he Mis'souri P(lcific Rail road. He was deni"ed the job because of the - . 
'" i< 

rai1road"s long-standing 'poHcy of refusing employment to persons with 

a criminal record. ,Green ch~rged tf\art the r~nroad·semploYment polity , 

was racially discrimlna~o~y ;"n that, statistical)y, the policy resulted 

in grea'ter fracti'ons of b1 a~f<s be,'ingexcll.id~d from jobs than of whites. l 
, . 

There was sufficient merit to Green's charge for the U.S. Court of Appeals , . 
to agree. 

The statistics certainly support the view that blacks are over

represented 1n the criminal justice system. In 1975, for example,. of 
~ . ~".' . . 

the 1.8 minion arrests for serIous crimes reported in the United States , 

nearly one-third were arrests of black men and women. More than half of 
! 1.:1" 

those under eighteen arrested foY' violent'crimes were>black youths. 2 

Because blacks are more'li'kely toce convicted and then receive longe;

pri sqn terms, they are even more overrepresented in' the pri sons. Wh 11 e 

they account for eleven p'erc~nt of the total U.S. population, b1a~ks 

representforty~seven percent of the total prison population. 3 Some 

contend that these facts arise .because of the greater propensity of 

blacks to engage in cri'me .. Others, assert that there is a greater 

propensity of blacks to be· labeled criminaL while in fact ~hey are not. 

These facts have fueled an Ong01ng deba~e about the crime rate 

differentials for blacks and whites. 4 'More importantly , though,i) these 

facts correlate a.lmost amazingly with racial dispariUes in employment. 

Repeatedly, labor market studies reveal that relative to white 
'::::! • 

workers blacks ·receivelowerwages. are disproportionately represented 

in menial occupations, have higher turnov!=!r rates,and consistently 

have higher unemp}oymentrates .~, 

.. 
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!t is useful to sketch an economic model that describes the process 

by which racial imbalances in labor markets can be tran~mitted to higher 

crime rates among blacRs. 

A Theoretical Model <;;, 

Th'e.model, as models go, abstracts significantly from reality. An ap~ 

peal to th,e model i's made for now. however, to demonstrate how even °in 

a simple, abstract. world, employment opportunities may interact with 

crime. 5 

Assume that there are exactly two income-earning prospects facing 

potential crimtnals--'Work and crime--and that total income is the sum of 

legal and illegal earnings. Illegal and legal earnings, of course, 

depend upop the rates of return, or wages; to crime and legitimate 

activitie.s. 

. Now, suppose that a person chooses the amount of time to spend in 

crime and work so as to rnaximi~e expected income. Then, it can b.e shown 
. , . 

that the optimal allocation of time to crime depends upon the re1ative 

attractiveness of crime and work. 

This simple, abstract model yields an intuitive result that could 
/.~ 

. have been obtained through a more r:ealistic vehicle: v Implicit is t~{ is} 
assumption that weare all rqtional; self-interested, lndivi"dual isti~~/ 
calculating beings. Despite this obvious lack of real,ism, the model 

o 

goe'$furth~r . 

Suppose that blacks and whites are identical in every flespect 

save that blac~s are less likely to be hired" receive lower wages, and 

thereforeexp~ct lower. wages than whites hecause·they are discriminated 

against in the labOr market. Given these assumptions. relative return 

.-
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to crime fo!;' blacks tsgreater,~ than that for whttes. Hence.r~ttonal. 

. ~f' ., 

self-interested, tndivtdualtsttc. calc:ulat;ng blacks shou)d spend more 

time in crime. bec~use'it 'pays! 

Now it fs easy to see how a cOlpr-blind criminal justice system 

interact-ing with~ a rad a l1y imbalanced 1 abor market canl ead to very 
, Q 

unequal outcomes for blaCKS- and whites. Withtn .the cODtext .of this 
". 

same model, however, it is possible to visualize unequal outcomes for 

"blacks and whites when the labor market is perfectly balanced and the 

crimi~al justtce system tsfair and unbiase.d •. ,) 

Suppose, ,onceincarcerated,bl acksare less likely to be released, 

not because they are blacR. but because they have dn abundance character-
. " 
'istics, like being young and living in urban° areas, that thestatistjcians 

have di'scovered are inti'mately linRedto crime: Thus blacks will serve 

longer pri'son sentences, and all other things being equal, prisons will 

be dtsproportionately black. 

When they are released, blacks. and whites with the same. job ex

periences and employment histories will be paid' the.sa{l1e wages?tnd be 

offered equltlalent jobs.. This is fair and just; it derives from the 
Q -

.. assumRti'on that the labor mp.rket is perfect7-th~t there ~re no dist.ortions; 

imbalances or ugly irnperfectiotis such as "racial discrimination. 1I Yet for 
" 

the very reason that blacks serve longer sentencesthal1 whites, they will 

receive lower average wages upon release from prison than whiteSt beca~se 

they have accumulated lessworf<. experiepce and are less valu~ble to 
l/. . 

rational employers. Since the retUrn$ to work will be lower for'blacks t 
" • ~'o 

thei.r relative ret~rns to crime \'Ijll be higher and thus they Should 

," 

.. , 

. . -5-

~ationallyal,locate more time to crime, ·because c.rime paysl 

Theoretical Ilnpl icattons .., .. ' "" 

Ifc~h~re;,~~ any (~~~~h~O i~~;model j~)st sketched,;-~ wi,J+'obe in 
;:'/ ~:-;"/ "-'y,,", 

those ,5f.1plitatinns orhypoth1~ses tt.atcan be empiri.cal1y tested. Two 

)\ importa~t hYPO~heS~Sg~'~:rat~d are (1) that.l onger prison sentences 

~>shouldbe asseciated with higher crime rates and (2) that better wages 
R . ~ 

. ~ 

'k·shoul d be inver;selyrel atedto\:~£rime,. 

D ",.f USing a sample .of al~ pH~;o'rl~~sreleased on parole in the United 

States in 1972, ·the fi rsehypothesi'~I'~was tested by exam; nlng the effects 

bOf time served on rectdivism •. It" was found tnat although longer time served 

. tended to. lower' re.ctdtvtsm for white parel ees, if was associated with. 

higher parole failure ~mong Blad.s. This of course is what one would 

expect, if legtti~ate opportuntties diminish for longer absences from 

the labor market. 
c 

From a sample of p~isonreleases in a Baltimore experiment. 

to provide transitional financial aid to exoffenders, it was found that 

higher wages were strongly associated ,with lower rearrest rates. 7 

•. Because~f the sm~11 stze' of the sampl e ,~the effect" of wages '01'\) 

black and white exoffenders was not examined separately. However, 

the separate effect of race on participation in crime was found to 

be::'weak once differences in postrelease Wilges and other variables 
.. . a 

'are accounted for .. 

Whether one believes the abstract model or not, the conlcusion 

emerges that employment ou'tcdmes which are--intentionally or not-

racially differentiatecl are intimately linked to racial 'differences 

in crime. Ii 
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. Publ ic Pol icy Imp]'i'ca~j'9n~ 
"~I" 

One should not jump to the 'conclusion that the crime problem will 

be solved by reducing r,aci'al employment disparH:ies. ~ Nor should one 
" 

blindly believe that better, jobs or. lower unemployment and hi gher wages 

will wipe out all the theft, murder' and rape 'in society. Regretably, 

the many novel attempts to solve the crime problem thrqugn employment 

strategies have"met with at most mixed results. For example, although, 

unemployment insurance worked to reduce recidivism in the Baltimor.e 

experiment, 'this result was not replicated i.n the followupex)periments 

in Texas and Georgia.S Jon tralni'ng" programs, employment',assistance 

.'and other lanor market. atds have appeared to fall short of the goal of 

" 
stgnificantly lowertng crtme rates. 

The-ce is a reasonwfly this is so, and the evidence has been 

aro'und for some time. In a 1976 conference held ,to discuss the 

employment prOD] ems of ~onlen .offe~ders, three persistent cl aims were 
\'11"\ 

",made~ First, that the deprived economic condition of the majority of 

womenexoffenders-.,.who, by the way, areeveh more disproportionately 
+ 

black than male offenders--.is the single most important cause for 

reentry into crime. Second, few of the 'employmentcprograms cavailable 

to disadvantaged workers areacc~ssible t~"women offenders. In 

addition, i.t ,was argued, most of these programs provide skill sthat, 
o 

are either useless in the real world or are in licensed or restri.cted 
o ~ 

occupations posing barriers to exoffendersvThird, and mostimportantll' ' 
" (I .~ 

the frustration WaS voi ced that exi sti. ng programs aremo~tlya imed 
G 

toward incarcerated offenders, not;toward those who have been paroled" 

are on prob~:tion or are 011 

,0 

o 

7
' '0 --

C .. '? .or 

: pretrial release. 9, 

These three criticisms are as relevant for male exoffenders as fe

rna 1 e.s. El sewhere i't 'has(] been argued fhateffecti ve 

strategies for integratipg ,exoffenders into the community can orily 

be successfully implemented outside of' prison \,lal1S~O It is clear 

that employment training needs to be related to existing, desirable 

jobs for which the training w111.actually' ql!alify the applicant •. ( 

Moreover, if we wait until the person has gone all the way through the 
, . . 

. .-A' 

syste'!'" from the poli'ce line-up to the prison cell, we may hav~~r~aited 
too long for any tnterventton. employment or otherwise, to be effective . 

A Spectftc Proposal 

Much recent research has focussed extensively upon the effects 
',ILl 

of unElmployment -tnsuranceoncrime; leavtnga.nalysts bewildered 

about why this reasonable al ternattve does' not work. 

In a nutsh.ell, the. theory goes: exoffenders have low economic 
. 

reSources upon releq~e from prison and a)~e generally ineligible for 
<,. .. .... 

un~mployment compensation. So they return to crime, unable to find 

work or legitimate earnings. dur~ng the normal period of transition af~er 

prison. By providing cash subsi.dy to individuals upon release from 

, pri.son, one wou1d hope to reduce recidivism because the financj'al 

incentivewoul d be there to se'arcl:\ for a better job, and as we hav~ 
, . ',;- "i • .. 
qrgued b.efo.rebetter".jobs and higher relatNereturns to work mean 

lower. cri'me •. But it has not turne~ out th~t way in actual experiments. 
r. 

The subs~dy cau?es longer periods' of unemployment and thereby resul'ts 

in higher recidiVism r~e$'. u 
~.. • I 

.. 
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The "key ti,ereis whether the sUbsidy i's' for ,employment or ,unemployment. 
. . 

In light ofJl1.Y' own fi'ndtrigs that higher wages 1 ea~ tp lower rearres.t 
(j 

rates, it appears that wage subsidies wi'll' be succes-sfulin reducing 

crime. The 'economic rationaleiscl~a~. On average exoffenders', either 

because' they are disproportionately bll;Clck or be<:ause of their long absence 

from the 1 ~D~.r market , receive 1 ower wages than comparable. 'nonoffenders. 
D 

Hence thei'r relative rewards to crime are high and they return toer·ime. 

By making work more attractivetnroagh wage subsidy,weeould reduce 

crime. 

ButwnQ should recetve the subsidy; From the·theoretica1'~poiut of _,' • ,7 

: ~lew it doeS nQt matter." Paying th.e employer an extra dollar for every' 

do 11 ar r earni's i'ndisti nguish.ao~~e from paying me directly. Howeyer, 
- jf,,!:-·f. 

theory assumes that there is jus·t onejob"rnarket. o'ln reality, there-
.," , ,f" " ,', " 

are good jobs ,C\.~d bad jobs. Andemp'i~oyers are unwilling to hire exoffenders 

, " ~ " ,II~', t' h t h . ' ff d r " w for good jobs even atl ow wag.es. Tot~l!courageem 0 1 re exo ,en e s e 

need to make it advantageous for them.to do so. 
,) 

This proposal may seem political(y unacceptable on a number of 
'~ , 

grounds. ,Why Shoul~ ,Dusinesses that '5'egin fto do wila.t they should have 

been doing al1?lon~ be rewarded1Why should criminals be rew?rd~~ wjt~ 
better j oDs7Wo\Jl dn It' ,every ~ne w~n~tQ' bec6me a crook so, as to be able 

to qual tfyfor the ',,special,,treatment exoffenders wDuldreceive? .. , 

In 'dollarsandcents~ though,itappears that any serious inter

vention strategy' for" the;labQr market will have to deal with the "fact 

that nobody really~wants to hire a crilTlinal.Since other employmen~ 

strategies appear ineffectivec.wemay be approac~ing an era when no· 
a 

.ow /) 

.. I 

>: 

() 

" 
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attempts will bemad~'to <~~tegrate the realities o~ t.he labor market 
,0 

with traditIonal criminal justi'ce practices~ 

CONCLUSION 

It was argliedby' us tng" theexampl eof 1 abor markets for 

b1 aek exoffend~r/'that therei's an i'ntimate 1 i'nk between our economi c 

instituti'ons and the official criminal justice system~ There are other 

'''''examples of course. Drug prices depend em prices of other goods in the 

m~rket. The prtce determi'nes i~ part j,ow much flows into our communi,ties •. 

.: And, toe supply of illegal drugs is somehow, re]ated to th~Jumber of'" 

crimes eOI11)1li'tted. 

Unfortunately~ thespeciffc policy proposal flowing from this example 

ma.ybe unworkable. That is because talking about markets or institutions 
"', 

, s'ays nothi'ng aBout the powers' or forces that mak,e them ti ck • Here local 
c 

communities can play M .important role. 

For examp 1 e, ·Wi'th. r~spect "to the ~mp 1 oyment of exofferiders, it seems 

that theQ~1y real hope is for cOl1lmuniti.es,.communtty;.,based organizations, 
- , 

"and self~helpgroups to startpressuriog, local el1lployers~-qnd th.e giant 
. . c 

, nati'ona1 torporations~.,.to open thetr doors. Although incentives like . 
wag~) sUbsidies wi.l1 ma~ehrring exoffenders more palatable, pressure from Q 

the communitywillma~e it possiole
o
' Yet too often we read.in the news

papers how coml1lwHttes even reject tf\e es'talU ishment of ha1f-:way houses 0 

.... .). ~'9 

and treatment centers in thetr midst. So whowll1 be, accountable for 

,- r 
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the economic survNa,l of f~nl1eroffenders:; es,tctallYllttnodty, oneS? . ~. 
Npmatter how manY' job tralntng, unemployment. lnsut';!ance,or wage SUbS'~o(jl, 

pro9ram~ tI~ mayprapose. unl ess" the commllt] it is l'tlHng to "pUSh Jor 

"0 "the labor, marl<.et·success ofe exoffend~tS, th~seempl oyment~ides wfll" 
~ ,f) , .., ,', , " " l~. ' , . "1 .' 

conti'nue to just nalmost work." . 
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FOOTNOTES 

'~ 
The United States Court of Appeals, 8th CirCUit, held'thatthe 
railroad t s ru1eaqainst hiring exoffenders was racially 
discriminatory and could not be justified by business 
'necessity. See "ConViction Records in Barriers to Employment: \';0 

Racial Discrirninat'lQn under Title vn - Green v: Missouri 
Pacific Railroad, 523 F.2nd 1290 (8th Circ. 1975)" ' 
Washington University Law Quarterly, v. 1976 N.l (1976) 
pP. 122-134 • ,,' 

National Crimhial Justice InfQrmationand Statistic Service, 
Source Book,ofCriminal Ju~t;ce Statistics, 191:8, Table 4.7. 

<1> 

1'~rofi'le of State Prison Inmates, II National Pr~son Statistics 
Spechl Reports, No. SC-NPS-SY-4 ,August, .1979. ' 

See S. LMyers, uBlack-WhiteDifferentials in Crime Rates," 
ReviewofBl ack Pol nical Economy, (1980) ,13,3-153. 

Thts sectfonisoased on M,yers, "Black-White ,Differentials. II 
0 

6. liThe Rehabilitation Effect of Punishment, II Economic Inguiry, 
v. 2~, N.3:(~U1Y;1980)~5~,-366.~,:) 

7. ttEstlmattng the EconoIfltcMod,elof Cr~e: The Baltimore Case~1I 
ynpuol'ishedmanuscript;; Institute foroResearch on Poverty, 
'Madison ,~Itscon~in ,<) May, 1980. .) 

". ." . ~ 

8. See P. H. Rossi. etal. Money, Work and Crime (Academh:Press, 
1980}. '. 

o 

9., . The .proceedings Of the conference, are detailed in the U.S • 
. . Department of Labor', Women I~S Bureau, II Empl oyment Needs of 

0, Women Offe.nders:; A ProgramQes i grit II 1977. ) " 

10. "Work E~peri~nce, Crimina' History, and Post-Prison Perfonnance," , 
University o'fi"Wisconsin'~ Madison, Institute for Research on 
Pbv,erj:yOiscussionPaper #595-80, January, 19S0. 
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