£} Routledge

-1 Taylor &Francis Group

Journal of Offender Rehabilitation

ISSN: 1050-9674 (Print) 1540-8558 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/wjor20

Predictors of Stable Employment Among Female
Inmates in New Jersey

Implications for Successful Reintegration

Cynthia L.BlitzPhD

To cite this article: Cynthia L.BlitzPhD (2006) Predictors of Stable Employment Among
Female Inmates in New Jersey, Journal of Offender Rehabilitation, 43:1, 1-22, DOI: 10.1300/

|076v43n01_01
To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1300/]J076v43n01 01

% Published online: 25 Sep 2008.

\]
C;/ Submit your article to this journal

||I| Article views: 520

A
& View related articles &'

@ Citing articles: 1 View citing articles &

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=wjor21


https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/wjor20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1300/J076v43n01_01
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1300/J076v43n01_01
https://doi.org/10.1300/J076v43n01_01
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=wjor21&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=wjor21&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1300/J076v43n01_01?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1300/J076v43n01_01?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1300/J076v43n01_01?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1300/J076v43n01_01?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=wjor21

Journal of Offender Rehabilitation, Vol. 43 (1), 2006. Pp. 1-22.
Available online at http:/www.haworthpress.com/web/JOR

© 2006 by The Haworth Press, Inc. Al rights reserved.
doi:10.1300/J076v43n01_01

Predictors of Stable Employment
Among Female Inmates in New Jersey:
Implications for Successful Reintegration

CYNTHIA L. BLITZ

ABSTRACT The ability of inmates to secure stable, legal employment for
themselves upon release from prison has been shown to be a crucial ele-
ment for successful community reintegration. These individuals, however,
often fail to find employment due to a multitude of personal, relational,
structural, and institutional barriers. Formerly incarcerated women are par-
ticularly disadvantaged in this respect, given their high rates of psychiatric
and substance abuse disorders, and history of domestic violence in con-
junction with low educational attainment and limited employment skills.
The main goal of the current study was to delineate the relative importance
of a variety of personal factors as determinants of stable employment for fe-
male inmates. Data were collected as part of a population survey of female
inmates in New Jersey (N = 908). Female inmates who volunteered to par-
ticipate in this study were asked to complete a short survey that included
questions about their educational and work histories, their work skills, as
well as their history of need in and treatment for behavioral health services.
Findings from this study underscore the importance of both education and
treatment for behavioral health problems as key determinants of stable em-

ployment. Recommendations for possible interventions are addressed. [Ar-
ticle copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery Service:
1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail address: <docdelivery@haworthpress.com> Website:
<http://www.HaworthPress.com> © 2006 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights
reserved. |

KEYWORDS Women, prison, employment, reintegration
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The successful reintegration of inmates into their communities upon
release from the correctional system continues to be an important objec-
tive of ongoing social and institutional efforts to reduce the level of
recidivism within the inmate population in the United States (Harrison &
Schehr, 2004). While many factors contribute to the success or failure of
inmate reintegration (see Graffam, Shinkfield, Lavelle, & McPherson,
2004), inmates’ ability to secure legitimate employment with sustainable
wages has proved to be a crucial element in this regard (Finn, 1998; Flet-
cher, Shaver, & Moon, 1993a; Harer, 1994; Harrison & Schehr, 2004;
Kerley & Copes, 2004; Needles, 1996; Sampson & Laub, 1993, 1996;
Uggen, 1999). In addition, stable employment, characterized as having a
full-time position over a period of time or the ability to remain employed
regardless of job change (Kachnowski, 2005; Kerley & Copes, 2004) is
crucial not only because it relates to positive economic and health out-
comes, but also because it increases an individual’s level of social func-
tioning and self-efficacy to achieve personal reintegration objectives
(Parsons & Warner-Robbins, 2002; Richie, 2001).

Achieving stable employment, however, is a significant challenge
for people leaving prison. Many individuals leaving prison fail to find
and retain legal employment due to factors such as low educational at-
tainment, drug addiction, social stigma, and parole restrictions (Legal
Action Center, 2004; Petersilia, 2000; Pogorzelski, Wolff, Pan, & Blitz,
2005). This is particularly true for formerly incarcerated women. The
ability of these women to achieve positive employment outcomes is di-
minished by low educational attainment, limited employment skills,
and poor work history, all of which are quite characteristic of this po-
pulation (O’Brien, 2001; Tonkin, Dickie, Alemagno, & Grove, 2004).
These barriers are likely to be further compounded by more traditional
barriers to employment experienced by women in the general popula-
tion such as gender discrimination and difficulties balancing work and
child rearing responsibilities (Amott, 1992; Danziger et al., 1999; Fitz-
gerald, Fassinger, & Betz, 1995; Johnston-Anumonwo, McLafferty, &
Preston, 1994; McLafferty & Preston, 1992), which explains why so
many female inmates express concern about their prospects of finding
employment upon release (Severance, 2004).

Formerly incarcerated women’s prospects of finding and retaining
stable employment are further diminished by the fact that, relative to
their male counterparts, women incarcerated in state prisons are more
likely to have psychiatric disorders and a history of physical and sexual
abuse (Blitz, Wolff, Pan, & Pogorzelski, 2005; Mueser, Drake, & Miles,
1997; Robins & Regier, 1991; Teplin, 1990), which compromises their
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readiness for work, as do substance abuse problems. Roughly half of the
women in state prisons were under the influence of alcohol or drugs
when they committed their offense (Ditton, 1999). Evidence, although
limited, suggests that most of these women receive very little, if any,
medical or mental health treatment in the community (Blitz, Wolff, &
Paap, 2006; Peters, Greenbaum, Edens, Carter, & Ortiz, 1998).

Given the importance of employment to successful reintegration of
formerly incarcerated women and the multiple barriers to employment
they face, it is surprising that only a handful of studies have addressed
this issue (Tonkin et al., 2004). These studies provide important insight
into the type and nature of barriers to employment experienced by for-
merly incarcerated women returning to the community by identifying
a host of personal, relational, structural, and institutional barriers to
employment, as well as examine such barriers from the perspective of
different stakeholders (e.g., policymakers, correctional officers, and in-
mates themselves). Nonetheless, because the majority of these studies
relied on small and non-representative samples of incarcerated women
(Visher & Travis, 2003), they cannot fully delineate the relative impor-
tance of factors related to formerly incarcerated women’s ability to find
and retain stable employment. More precise research is necessary to fa-
cilitate the formulation of recommendations regarding the kinds of pol-
icy and institutional initiatives needed to improve the prospects of
achieving positive employment outcomes for women leaving prison.
For this reason, the current study uses a more comprehensive sample of
female inmates to examine, retrospectively, their employment history
with the goal of delineating factors that are associated with positive
employment outcomes prior to incarceration and, thus, may increase the
likelihood of employment upon release from prison.

FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH DIFFERENTIAL
EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES
AMONG FEMALE OFFENDERS

Female inmates generally have difficult economic circumstances prior
to entering prison (Greenfeld & Snell, 2000). National estimates suggest
that at time of arrest approximately half of female inmates at state correc-
tional facilities were employed (36% full-time and 11% part-time) and
half were unemployed (19% looking for a job and 34% not actively look-
ing for a job) (Snell, 1994). In addition, approximately 37% of female in-
mates had incomes of less than $600 per month and nearly 30% were
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receiving welfare assistance at the time just before the arrest, which
brought them to prison (Greenfeld & Snell, 2000).

In general, the available literature highlights four classes of factors—
personal, relational, structural, and institutional (see Visher & Travis,
2003)-that seem to be associated with differential employment out-
comes among formerly incarcerated women. Personal characteristics
of these women that have been shown to place barriers on their ability
to find and retain legitimate employment include low level of educa-
tion, poor employment skills and work history, and the presence of
drug addiction or a mental health disorder (O’Brien, 2001; Tonkin et al.,
2004). Education is among the most important variables impacting a
woman’s prospect of finding and retaining legitimate employment
(Harrison & Schehr, 2004). Education is needed to acquire skills that
are valued by the labor market and many women in prison are poorly
educated with over half not completing high school. Prisoners are
twice as likely as low-wage workers of similar age to be high school
dropouts (Bernstein & Houston, 2000). Research suggests that women
in prison may also lack self-management and social skills, as well as posi-
tive attitudes toward legitimate work, that are essential for successful em-
ployment (Fletcher, Rolinson, & Moon, 1993b; Hardesty, Hardwick, &
Thompson, 1993). Finally, drug addiction and mental illness are quite
prevalent within this population, most frequently due to victimization
and abuse (Browne, Miller, & Maguin, 1999). Women with an active
drug addiction or a mental health disorder may find it difficult to reach
the level of physiological, psychological, emotional, and social function-
ing needed to achieve stable employment (Blitz & Mechanic, 2006;
Danziger et al., 1999; Heflin, 2003; Mechanic, Bilder, & McAlpine,
2002; Moffitt & Pavetti, 2000; Montoya, Atkinson, & Struse, 2001; Nam,
2005; Olson & Pavetti, 1996; Romero, Chavkin, Wise, Smith, & Wood,
2002; Rosen, Tolman, & Warner, 2004; White, 2004). There is also some
evidence that employment opportunities for formerly incarcerated women
are further constrained by race (i.e., being African American), ethnicity
(i.e., being Hispanic), and age (with younger formerly incarcerated
women having more difficulty finding employment), though the un-
derlying reasons for these tendencies are not clear (Harrison & Schehr,
2004; Myers, 1983).

Relational factors that are frequently cited as impediments to emp-
loyment among formerly incarcerated women include family status and
dysfunctional personal relationships with spouses, romantic partners,
and family members. In addition, these women have a more difficult
time finding and retaining employment when minor children depend on
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them for both economic and emotional support (Fletcher et al., 1993a;
Morash, Haarr, & Rucker, 1994). Having to care for their children and hold
ajob are often perceived as competing demands and many individuals have
difficulty handling both, unless they get some help from relatives and other
members of the community. In addition, because many women are forced
to reenter the communities in which they resided prior to their incarceration
(Lynch & Sabol, 2001; Travis, Keegan, & Cadora, 2003; Travis & Peter-
sillia, 2001), a number of them are forced to face once again relationships
with family members and significant others, which are dysfunctional in
nature and which are often characterized by victimization and abuse. Such
relationships often have a serious psychological and emotional toll on
women, which focuses their attention away from the issue of employment
(Graffam et al., 2004), or compromises employment stability because of
absenteeism or poor performance, leading to termination.

Structural and institutional factors that limit a woman’s likelihood of
finding and retaining stable employment include the state of the econ-
omy and the labor market, legal restriction on employment, and the so-
cial stigma surrounding individuals with a criminal record, which leads
to discrimination against them in the job market. A depressed economy
and a poor job market tend to impact negatively formerly incarcerated
individuals’ prospects of finding a sustainable job as unemployment
levels are on the increase, competition for jobs is fierce, and pay tends to
be lower as employers downsize (Harrison & Schehr, 2004). These un-
favorable economic conditions are likely to be worse in the impover-
ished communities in which offenders are arrested and to which most of
them return upon release (Burt, Aron, Lee, & Valente, 2001; Dennis,
Buckner, & Lipton, 1991; Durham, 1989; Lynch & Sabol, 2001; Rose
& Clear, 1998; Travis & Petersillia, 2001; Travis, Solomon, & Waul,
2001). In addition, there are typically legal restrictions on employment
for formerly incarcerated individuals. Such restrictions regulate the oc-
cupations that are off limits to these individuals (e.g., health care, child
care, and law enforcement) and prompt employers to use background
checks to exclude formerly incarcerated individuals from employment
opportunities (Legal Action Center, 2004; Petersilia, 2000). One of the
greatest barriers for individuals is the reluctance of employers to hire
individuals with a criminal record because of the strong social stigma
that is attached to individuals convicted of crimes (Albright & Denq,
1996). Some employers may further discriminate against individuals
due to their race or other minority status. The presence of a criminal his-
tory further compounds racial bias (Pager, 2003).
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Discussions of different ways to help women overcome these multiple
and complex barriers to employment post prison are common in the liter-
ature. Of these, interventions targeted at women leaving prison seem to
be the most promising at present, mainly because interventions targeted
at relational, structural, and/or institutional barriers are far more complex
to implement or are less feasible, given current economic and/or political
climate (for a review, see Harrison & Schehr, 2004). Therefore, the main
goal of the current study was to delineate the relative importance of key
personal factors as determinants of stable employment for women leav-
ing prison as a way of focusing inmate-targeted interventions on the most
crucial personal factors. To achieve this goal, we chose to study retro-
spectively the relationship between personal factors and female inmates’
employment history prior to incarceration controlling for some relational
factors including marital status and number of children under 18 years of
age. As many of these women are likely to return to the impoverished
communities from which they came, we believe that learning about their
past successful and unsuccessful employment experiences within the
very same communities can help us project their future success or failure
in achieving stable employment when they leave prison. Our belief is
based on research indicating that inmates’ pre-incarceration work history
is a strong predictor of inmates’ post-release employment outcomes (Bates,
2004; La Vigne, Visher, & Castro, 2004; Visher & Travis, 2003) as well
as the patterns of findings emerging from our data (see Discussion). By
identifying the personal factors most important in the prediction of past
(pre-incarceration) employment outcomes we hope to draw clear recom-
mendations regarding the kinds of female-targeted interventions in prison
and post-incarceration that seem most promising in improving female in-
mate’s likelihood of finding and retaining stable employment upon re-
lease from prison.

METHOD
Participants

Data were collected as part of a population survey of female inmates
(N =1,165) located at the only state correctional facility for women in
New Jersey. The sole objective of this survey was to provide current
data on the work history and behavioral health of the New Jersey female
inmate population. Subject recruitment and protections were approved
by the University Institutional Review Board. The survey, available in
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English and Spanish, was administered over a three-day period in August
2004.

Approximately six individuals (team members) accompanied the
researchers to the facility on each of the three days. All female inmates
who were available to complete the survey were asked to do so includ-
ing those in medical and administrative segregation. In the majority of
cases, inmates were approached in a central meeting location and in-
vited to participate in the study by completing the survey. In all cases,
female inmates were provided with details about the survey; its objec-
tives, that participation was voluntary and anonymous, and that non-
participation would not, in any way, jeopardize their current standing
within prison or affect their parole status. The surveys were completed
by women in a centralized meeting location, in their individual cells or
on their units. In most cases, privacy was afforded to individuals by the
location where they completed the survey and by their ability to sit
separately from others.

Female inmates who volunteered to participate in this study were
asked to complete a two-page survey that included questions about their
education and work histories, their work skills, and their prospects of
returning to the workforce after completing their sentences. The survey
also asked for demographic information as well as any behavioral
health needs and/or treatment they had or received prior to their incar-
ceration and in prison (see Blitz, Wolff, & Paap, 2006). In all cases, team
members were present and available to answer questions, assist with
writing answers, and generally provide assistance where needed. All
team members were trained to answer questions about the instrument
and discussed any issues or questions that came up after each unit was
visited. A small number of women (less than 25) were not given the op-
portunity to complete the survey because they were either off the pre-
mises or otherwise unavailable. Overall, 908 surveys were completed,
representing a response rate of approximately 78%. No information was
collected on the characteristics of non-respondents.

Variables and Measures

The primary dependent variables in this study are those concerning
employment stability before incarceration. Two independent indicat-
ors of stable employment were used in this study: level and length of
employment. Women were first asked a host of general questions about
their employment history: (1) whether or not they were employed at the
time of arrest, (2) whether or not they had kept the same job for a year,
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(3) whether or not they had ever been fired from a job, and (4) the type
of jobs they had held. They were also asked to describe their work his-
tory (never employed, employed on and off, employed most of the time)
and level of employment (never employed, employed mostly part-time,
employed mostly full-time) prior to incarceration. Next, they were
asked more specifically about the two most recent jobs they held prior to
incarceration. They were asked to report about the nature of the job
(specific tasks completed), the length of time for which they held this
job, and the level of employment (part- or full-time).

Other variables measured were age, race, marital status, number of
children under 18 years of age, highest level of education, conviction
status, victimization, and need and receipt of behavioral health treat-
ment. Victimization was addressed in the survey by asking women if
they had experienced any physical abuse or violence, emotional or ver-
bal abuse, or sexual abuse prior to incarceration. Need and receipt of be-
havioral health treatment prior to imprisonment were assessed through
a series of four questions to which the response options were either
“yes” or “no.” Respondents were asked to indicate whether or not they
had (1) needed treatment for a substance abuse problem, (2) received
treatment for a substance abuse problem, (3) needed treatment for a
mental health problem, and (4) received treatment for a mental health
problem in the two years preceding their incarceration. Conviction sta-
tus was measured by the use of three questions asking whether this was
a first conviction, the length of sentence and whether or not the individ-
ual was in prison on a drug-related charge. Finally, women were asked
whether or not they had received welfare benefits or income support
prior to incarceration.

RESULTS
Study Participants’ Characteristics

Female inmates participating in this study (N = 908) were mostly
African American (54%, with 30% of women being White and 14%
Hispanic). Most (70%) were young (between 21 and 30 years of age),
and about half (53%) were high school graduates (30% with some col-
lege or college education). Almost three-quarters were single, and 43%
reported having no children under the age of 18. About 40% of women
admitted being a victim of sexual abuse, half indicated being a victim of
physical abuse, and 60% reported that they were abused verbally or
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emotionally. More than half of the women had experienced two types
of abuse and 32% had experienced all three types of victimization.
About half of all respondents were first-time inmates serving a sentence
of less than five years for a drug-related conviction. About 55% of the
women reported needing behavioral health treatment prior to incarcera-
tion (N = 504). The majority of these women (55%) reported receiving
behavioral health treatment some time during the two-year period prior
to incarceration. Among those who reportedly received treatment, 35%
were treated for a mental health disorder, 58% were treated for a sub-
stance abuse problem, and the remaining 8% were treated for both men-
tal health and substance abuse problems. Finally, 9.5% of the women
reported receiving welfare support under the SSI/SSDI program and
22.5% under the AFDC/TANF program, with 22.5% of all respondents
reporting being insured under the Medicaid program.

Study Participants’ Employment History

Half of all the women participating in this study (N = 908) reported
being regularly employed prior to incarceration, 40% reported sporadic
employment, and 9% were never employed. When further asked to
describe their level of employment prior to incarceration, 63% indicated
that they mostly worked full-time and 28% were mostly employed part-
time. A comparison of these findings to national and state statistics
about women’s employment within the general population may be
worthwhile here. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2004),
56% of all adult non-institutionalized women nationally were employed
in 2003, the majority of them (82%) full-time. According to the same
source, a similar percentage (56%) of women in the State of New Jersey
were employed in 2003, and 75% of them were employed full-time. In
comparison with national and state statistics, then, a greater percentage
(almost 90%) of women in prison in New Jersey were ever employed
but a smaller percentage of them (about 50%) were employed full-time
prior to incarceration.

In terms of number of jobs held and length of employment, 70% of
the women in our study had at least two jobs prior to incarceration,
which they were able to hold for a period greater than one year.
Sixty-two percent of respondents had never been fired from the job, and
many (42%) indicated that incarceration was the reason for losing their
most recent job. Thirty percent of the women received some form
of public support (namely, SSI or AFDC/TANF) prior to their incarcer-
ation. These were mostly women who were never employed or who
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were employed part-time. While these findings suggest that most
women in our study were able to achieve some level of employment sta-
bility prior to their incarceration, the types of jobs they held were gener-
ally low in terms of occupational prestige and, thus, less stable forms of
employment. For example, 40% of the women who were employed
prior to incarceration held jobs in service occupations such as child
care, house cleaning, waitresses, and food handlers (compared with
about 20% of women nationally and in New Jersey who work in similar
occupations) and 30% held temporary jobs such as cashiers, security
guards, and landscaping (compared with 11% of women nationally and
in New Jersey). For additional comparison, fewer women in our sample
(11%) held jobs under management, professional, and related occupa-
tions than compared with women nationally (36.2%) and in New Jersey
(39.5%).(U.S. Census, 2000).

Study Participant Characteristics Associated
with Stable Employment

Table 1 examines possible associations between characteristics of
women in prison and stable employment prior to incarceration. As
noted above, a history of mostly full-time employment and ability to
hold a job for a period of one or more years is taken to represent employ-
ment stability. In contrast, sporadic, part-time employment and length
of employment that is shorter than 12 months are treated as evidence of
unstable employment prior to incarceration. The characteristics whose
association to stable employment are examined here represent many of
the personal and relational factors that are consistently mentioned in the
literature as potential barriers to or facilitators of positive employment
outcomes. Our findings generally support previous claims about the im-
portance of these factors to inmates’ ability to find and retain legitimate
employment. As expected, full-time employment was more common
among older females and those with higher levels of education. It was
less common among African Americans and single women. It is also
clear from the findings in Table 1 that the need for behavioral health
services to treat drug addiction or a mental health disorder is negatively
associated with level of employment, while receiving treatment is posi-
tively associated with the prospects of experiencing full-time employ-
ment. On the other hand, having one or more children under 18 does not
seem to have any association with level of employment, despite the fact
that it is frequently presented in the literature as an important barrier to
employment. Similarly, having a history of any type of victimization
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does not seem to discriminate women with a history of full-time em-
ployment from other employed and unemployed women. Finally, there
were no statistically significant differences in level of employment by
conviction status. With three exceptions, the same pattern of findings
emerges for length of employment, as an additional indicator of stable
employment prior to incarceration. The first exception is that there were
no differences in length of employment prior to imprisonment among
African Americans but that Hispanics were slightly more likely to expe-
rience employment shorter than 1 year. Second, inmates for whom this
was a first conviction were more likely to experience employment last-
ing a period of 1 year or greater. On the other hand, those convicted for a
drug-related offense were less likely to experience an employment spell
lasting 1 year or more.

Predictors of Employment Stability

Two logistic regression models were estimated to further delineate
the relative importance of each of the factors examined above to stable
employment among women in prison. The first model predicted a
woman’s retrospective likelihood of having mostly full-time employ-
ment prior to incarceration. The second model predicted this woman’s
retrospective likelihood of holding at least one job for a period equal or
greater than one year. The same set of predictors was used in the estima-
tion of each model that includes all the variables, whose association
with stable employment was examined in the previous analysis (see Ta-
ble 1), with the exception of whether or not a woman had children under
age 18. That was not associated with any of the dependent variables.
The results of logistic regression analyses are summarized in Table 2.

The findings in Table 2 demonstrate unequivocally that the strongest
predictor of a woman’s ability to secure stable employment prior to
incarceration was her level of education. Women who had high school
education had almost twice the odds of experiencing full employment
than women with less-than-high school level of education and women
with college education had an even greater likelihood (OR =4.7) of be-
ing fully employed. More educated women also had exactly the same
odds ratio of being in the same job for a longer period of time. Other
than education, the likelihood of experiencing stable patterns of employ-
ment (i.e., a full-time employment and a greater length of employment)
also increases when a woman received treatment for drug addiction
and/or a mental health disorder and it decreases when women were not
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(] Table 2: Logistic regression models predicting full-time
employment and length of employment pre-incarceration
among female inmates in New Jersey, 2004 (N = 908).

Full-Time Length of
Employment Employment > 1 yr
OR 95% ClI OR 95% ClI
Demographics
Age 1.5 1.3-1.9 1.8** 1.4-2.2
African American .55** .38-.81 .34* .25-.61
Hispanic .94 .56-1.6 42 .24-73
High school education 1.95* 1.3-2.9 1.8 1.2-2.7
College education 4.7* 2.9-7.7 4.7* 2.8-8.1
Personal circumstances
Single 1.02 .68-1.5 .78 .50-1.2
History of victimization 1.01 71-1.4 .80 .55-1.2
Behavioral health
Need substance abuse .59** .43-.80 57 41-79
treatment
Receive substance abuse 1.4* 1.0-2.0 1.2* 1.0-1.9
treatment
Need mental health .56** 40-.79 .53 .38-.82
treatment
Receive mental health 1.8 1.2-2.5 1.7 1.3-2.6
treatment
Conviction status
First conviction 1.1 .81-1.6 1.1 .79-1.5
Drug-related conviction .99 .70-1.4 .87 .61-1.2
Length of sentence < 5 years 1.2 91-1.7 .82 .53-1.6
Pseudo-R? .37 26

Note: OR = Odds Ratio, Cl = Confidence Interval.
**p < .05; **p<.01.

able to receive treatment despite needing it. These two sets of variables
(education and treatment) account for a significant proportion of the
variance in the odds of experiencing full employment (about 32%) and
length of employment (about 21%). The fact that the likelihood of stable
employment increases with age and decreases with minority status is
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also consistent with previous evidence. As suggested above, while this
finding is certainly important in terms of drawing attention to the neces-
sity of targeting disadvantaged populations with appropriate interven-
tions, it may be less relevant to the design of effective interventions that
are aimed to help inmates improve their prospects of finding and retain-
ing stable employment by enhancing their human capital or helping
them to eliminate their drug dependency.

The regression models shown above can be used to predict the proba-
bility that a woman with particular characteristics would have experi-
enced full employment prior to incarceration. Specifically, using the
estimates of the regression coefficients for the effect of race, education,
and treatment receipt (see Table 2), a score representing her cumulative
probability of experiencing full employment prior to incarceration ba-
sed on these three characteristics was calculated for each woman in our
sample. The women were then divided into groups with mutually exclu-
sive characteristics (e.g., white females, with high school level of edu-
cation, who needed but did not receive treatment for behavioral health
problems prior to incarceration) and the average cumulative probability
score was calculated for each group. The results of this analysis show
that, on average, white females with high school or college education
who needed but did not receive treatment for behavioral health prob-
lems had a cumulative probability of 56% and 80%, respectively, of
experiencing full employment prior to incarceration. The same cumula-
tive probabilities for white females who did receive the treatment they
needed were noticeably higher (75% and 90%). Similarly, black fe-
males with high school or college education who needed but did not
receive treatment for behavioral health problems had a cumulative
probability of 39% and 70%, respectively, of experiencing full employ-
ment prior to incarnation. These average cumulative probabilities are
lower than those observed for comparable white females. Similar to the
pattern observed for white females, the cumulative probabilities of ex-
periencing full employment were higher for black females who re-
ceived the treatment they needed prior to incarceration compared with
black women who did not receive treatment (60% and 80%), but were
lower than the cumulative probabilities observed for comparable white
females. These comparisons illustrate how higher levels of education
and treatment receipt greatly improve a woman’s probability of experi-
encing full employment, but that race is also a factor strongly related to
employment.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Our findings clearly underscore the importance of education and
treatment for behavioral health problems as key determinants of stable
employment among women in prison. Women with a high school level
of education or greater are significantly more likely than their less edu-
cated counterparts to be fully employed and hold jobs for longer periods
of time prior to their incarceration. Similarly, women who received
treatment for drug addiction and/or a mental health disorder in the com-
munity are more likely to experience stable employment than women
who needed but had not received behavioral health services. It is worth
noting that the rate in which treatment was engaged within the study’s
population prior to incarceration ranged from 44% of women needing
treatment for comorbid mental health and substance abuse problems to
58% of women needing treatment for a mental health problem, with be-
tween 30 and 45% of the women not receiving any form of treatment
prior to their incarceration. It is, therefore, reasonable to expect that the
percentage of women in our study who experienced employment stabil-
ity prior to their incarceration would have been significantly higher if
more women received the treatment they needed. Taken as a whole,
these findings reaffirm claims made in the current literature on offender
rehabilitation regarding the importance of both factors to employment
and recidivism among women leaving prison. Such claims are rarely
based on findings drawn from large representative samples of offenders
and from the use of multiple measures (both general and specific) of
employment outcomes, as was the case in this study. In addition, be-
cause many key personal barriers to employment (e.g., race, ethnicity,
victimization history, and having children under age 18) were compared
simultaneously in this study, we are able to establish that low level of
education and lack of treatment for substance abuse and/or mental
health problem are the most important personal barriers to employment
among women prior to incarceration, and most likely, post-incarceration.

While our findings both reaffirm and add to the current knowledge of
factors influencing employment for women in prison, it is important to
consider some of the study’s limitations. First, all the data analyzed in this
study, including information concerning employment history, were based
on self-reports. Although we were unable to corroborate these self-re-
ports, we have confidence in their accuracy, given the significant degree
of internal consistency that exists between women’s answers to questions
concerning general employment (e.g., Have you ever kept the same job
for a year?) and their answers to more specific inquiries about their
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employment history (e.g., How long did you have the job before incarcer-
ation?). Second, our conclusions and recommendations below are based
on our projection from women’s past employment experiences to their
future, post-incarceration employment experiences. While this projection
from the past to the future may be seen as problematic, it is consistent
with evidence demonstrating a striking similarity between patterns of in-
mates’ employment before and after prison (Bates, 2004; La Vigne et al.,
2004; Travis, 2005; Visher & Travis, 2003). In addition, because we
asked women to report whether or not this was their first conviction, we
are able to compare the work history of first-time offenders (about half of
the women in our study) with that of women who have been incarcerated
previously. These women can be reasonably considered ex-offenders who
are reporting on their work experience after being released from prison.
With the exception that women for whom this was a first conviction were
more likely to be Caucasians and high school or college graduates, there
were no statistically significant differences between the two groups of in-
mates. Consistent with the literature cited above, we found no statistically
significant differences in the level of employment and the duration of em-
ployment between the two groups. For these reasons, we believe that pro-
jecting from these women’s past work experience to their future work
experience is plausible, assuming that the structural characteristics of em-
ployment for women leaving prison has not changed before and after
their imprisonment.

From our findings, we can highlight several areas that future inter-
ventions might address to improve the chances that women who were
once incarcerated find stable and rewarding employment. It is not coin-
cidental that addressing the very same problem areas is also important
in terms of trying to prevent incarceration of women from occurring in
the first place. The most obvious recommendation based on our results
is to better educate women with low levels of education, and to focus
these efforts in particular on minority women. In many respects, prison
is the ideal place to deliver such interventions. Women are a captive au-
dience in this respect and can be easily motivated to make productive
use of their time in prison by enhancing their education. While virtually
every prison in the United States offers programs designed to help in-
mates improve their ability to have a better life outside (Travis, 2005),
not all inmates have access to such programs and not all prisons dedi-
cate the same amount of resources needed to meet the demand. In this
respect, what is urgently needed is the development of a consensus
about the objectives of such programs and the established standards of
delivery and implementation that can inform policymaking processes
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that will ultimately lead to the standardization and institutionalization of
programs designed to enhance inmate education.

In addition, it is important to focus prison-based efforts on enhancing
the skills of educated women so that they are prepared for the 21st century
job market (Judy & D’ Amico, 1997). In recent decades, the labor market
has experienced transition from traditional blue collar and manufacturing
jobs, the kinds of jobs inmates are most likely to be hired for, to technol-
ogy-based jobs. To be able to obtain and retain competitive employment,
inmates and particularly female inmates must acquire the knowledge and
skills needed to perform these jobs. Recent evidence showing favorable
results of prison-based training programs (Gates, Flanagan, Motiuk, &
Stewart, 1999; Gerber & Fritsch, 1994; Wilson, Gallagher, & Mackenzie,
2000), should stimulate a system-wide development of training programs
appropriate for prison populations. Finally, our findings also help to es-
tablish the importance of providing treatment opportunities for women
with substance abuse and/or mental health problems before, during, and
after release from prison. There is evidence that access to behavioral
health services among inmates improves with the transition from the
community to prison (Blitz, Wolff, & Paap, 2006), but there is still much
room for improvement. More rigorous procedures for diagnosing and
treating behavioral health problems in prison are urgently needed to im-
prove the current state of affairs.

Educating and treating women in their communities as a way of im-
proving their well-being and avoiding incarceration is clearly a matter
of a broader social policy and, thus, a more complex issue to address
through highly targeted interventions. It requires the type of public sup-
port, commitment, and resources that many communities would be hard
pressed to generate. Still, given the overwhelming evidence about the
positive effects of education and the delivery of treatment on disadvan-
taged populations, missing opportunities to support community-wide
education and treatment initiatives is a luxury no community can afford.
Through the current study we hope to achieve the same goal many other
researchers have identified as the first step in this process: Increase pub-
lic and policy awareness of the problems inmates face as they try to
achieve positive employment outcomes, the key factors contributing to
these problems, and their possible solutions. Without such awareness,
there is little hope of making progress in helping inmates, especially
women, reintegrate into their families, communities, and the uninstitut-
ionalized population.



18 JOURNAL OF OFFENDER REHABILITATION

REFERENCES

Albright, S., & Deng, F. (1996). Employer attitudes towards hiring ex-offenders. The
Prison Journal, 76, 118-137.

Amott, T. (1992). Women and the US economy today. New York: Basic Books.

Bates, R.E. (2004). Women prisoners and recidivism: Factors associated with re-arrest
one year post-release. Chicago: University of Illinois at Chicago. http://www.Uic.
edu/jaddams/college/recidbriefSpringO4edited.pdf (Accessed February 13, 2006).

Bernstein, J., & Houston, E. (2000). Crime and work: What we can learn from the
low-wage labor market. Washington DC: Economic Policy Institute.

Blitz, C.L., & Mechanic, D. (in press). Facilitators and barriers to employment among
individuals with psychiatric disabilities: A job coach perspective. Work: A Journal
of Prevention, Assessment and Rehabilitation.

Blitz, C.L., Wolff, N., & Paap, K. (2006). Women and prison: Does prison improve
their access to behavioral health treatment. Psychiatric Services.

Blitz, C.L., Wolff, N., Pan, K., & Pogorzelski, W. (2005). Gender-specific behavioral
health and community release patterns among New Jersey prison inmates: Implica-
tions for treatment and community reentry. American Journal of Public Health, 95,
1741-1746.

Brown, A., Miller, A., & Maguin, E. (1999). Prevalence and severity of lifetime physi-
cal and sexual victimization among incarcerated women. International Journal of
Law and Psychiatry, 22, 301-322.

Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2004). The current employment statistics survey: Household
data annual averages. Washington DC: US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor
Statistics. http://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsa2003.pdf (Accessed September 7, 2005).

Burt, M.R., Aron, L.Y., Lee, E., & Valente, J. (2001). Helping America’s homeless:
Emergency shelter or affordable housing? Washington, DC: The Urban Institute
Press.

Danziger, S., Corcoran, M., Danziger, S., Heflin, C., Kalil, A., Levine, J., et al. (1999).
Barriers to work among welfare recipients. Focus, 20, 31-35.

Dennis, D., Buckner, J.C., & Lipton, 1. (1991). A decade of research and services for
homeless mentally ill: Where do we stand. American Psychologist, 46, 1129-1138.

Ditton, P.M. (1999). Mental health and treatment of inmates and probationers. US De-
partment of Justice Special Report (NCJ-174463). Washington DC: United States
Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics.

Durham, M. (1989). The impact of deinstitutionalization on the current treatment of the
mentally ill. International Journal of Law and Psychiatry, 12, 117-131.

Finn, P. (1998). Successful job placement for ex-offenders: The center for employment
opportunities. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Justice, National Institute of
Justice.

Fitzgerald, L.F., Fassinger, R.E., & Betz, N.E. (1995). Theoretical advances in the
study of women’s career development. In W.B. Walsh & S.H. Osipow (Eds.),
Handbook of vocational psychology: Theory, research, and practice (2nd ed.;
pp- 67-109). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Fletcher, B.R., Shaver, L.D., & Moon, D.G. (1993a). Women prisoners: A forgotten
population. Westport, NC: Praeger.



Cynthia L. Blitz 19

Fletcher, B.R., Rolinson, G. L., & Moon, D. G. (1993b). The woman prisoner. In B.R.
Fletcher, L.D. Shaver, & D.G. Moon (Eds.), Women prisoners: A forgotten popula-
tion (pp. 15-26). Westport, NC: Praeger.

Gates, G.G., Flanagan, T.J., Motiuk, L., & Stewart, L. (1999). Adult correctional treat-
ment. In M. Tonry & J. Petersilia (Eds.), Prisons: Vol. 26. Crime and justice
(pp- 361-426). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Gerber, J., & Fritsch, EJ. (1994). The effects of academic and vocational programs
participation on inmate misconduct and reincarceration. In Prison education re-
search project: Final report. Huntsville, TX: Sam Houston State University.

Graffam, J., Shinkfield, A., Lavelle, B., & McPherson, W. (2004). Variables affecting
successful reintegration as perceived by offenders and professionals. Journal of Of-
fender Rehabilitation, 40, 147-171.

Greenfeld, L., & Snell, T.L. (2000). Women offenders. US Department of Justice spe-
cial report (NCJ-175688). Washington DC: United States Department of Justice,
Bureau of Justice Statistics.

Hardesty, C. Hardwick, P.G., & Thompson, R.J. (1993). Self-esteem and the woman
prisoner. In B.R. Fletcher, L.D. Shaver, & D.G. Moon (Eds.), Women prisoners: A
forgotten population (pp. 27-44). Westport, NC: Praeger.

Harer, M.D. (1994). Recidivism among Federal prisoners released in 1987. Journal of
Correctional Education, 46, 98-127.

Harrison, B., & Schehr, R.C. (2004). Offenders and post-release jobs: Variables influ-
encing success and failure. Journal of Offender Rehabilitation, 39, 35-68.

Heflin, C. (2003). Exit routes from welfare: Examining psycho-social, demographic,
and human capital factors. Unpublished manuscript, University of Michigan, Ger-
ald R. Ford School of Public Policy, Ann Arbor.

Johnston-Anumonwo, 1., McLafferty, S., & Preston, V. (1994). Gender, race and the
spatial context of women’s employment. In J. Garber & R. Turner (Eds.), Gender in
urban research (pp. 236-55). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Judy, R., & D’ Amico, C. (1997). Workforce 2020: Work and workers in the 21st cen-
tury. Washington, DC: The Hudson Institute.

Kachnowski, V. (2005). Returning home Illinois policy brief: Employment and pris-
oner reentry. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute. http://www.urban.org/url.
cfm?ID=311215 (Accessed November 1, 2005).

Kerley, K.R., & Copes, H. (2004). The effects of criminal justice contact on employ-
ment stability for white-collar and street-level offenders. International Journal of
Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 48, 65-84.

La Vigne, N.G., Visher, C., Castro, J. (2004). Chicago prisoner’s experiences re-
turning home. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute.

Legal Action Center. (2004). After prison: Roadblocks to reentry: A report on state le-
gal barriers facing people with criminal records. New York: The Legal Action
Center.

Lynch, J.P., & Sabol, W.J. (2001). Prisoner reentry in perspective. Crime policy report
(vol. 3). Washington, DC: Urban Institute Justice Policy Center.

McLafferty, S., & Preston, V. (1992). Spatial mismatch and labor market segmenta-
tion for African American and Latina women. Economic Geography, 68, 406-31.



20 JOURNAL OF OFFENDER REHABILITATION

Mechanic, D., Bilder, S., & McAlpine, D.D. (2002). Employing persons with serious
mental illness. Health Affairs, 21(5), 242-253.

Moffitt, R.A. & Pavetti, L.A. (2000). Time limits. In D.E. Card, & R.M. Blank (Eds.),
Finding jobs: Work and welfare reform (pp. 507-39). New York: Russell Sage.
Montoya, L.S., Atkinson, J.S., & Struse, H.M. (2001). A comparison of psychosocial bar-
riers among welfare recipients: Implications for drug treatment. Substance Use &

Misuse, 36, 771-788.

Morash, M., Haarr, R.N., & Rucker, L. (1994). A comparison of programming for
women and men in U.S. prisons in the 1980’s. Crime and Delinquency, 40,
197-221.

Mueser, K.T., Drake, R.E., & Miles, K.M. (1997). The course and treatment of sub-
stance use disorder in persons with severe mental illness (Monograph Series No.
172). Washington, DC: National Institute on Drug Abuse Research.

Myers, S.L. (1983). Racial differences in postprison employment. Social Science
Quarterly, 64, 655-669.

Nam, Y. (2005). The roles of employment barriers in welfare exits and reentries after
welfare reform: Event history analyses. Social Service Review, 79, 268-293.

Needles, K.E. (1996). Go directly to jail and do not collect? A long-term study of recid-
ivism, employment, and earning patterns among prison releases. The Journal of Re-
search in Crime & Delinquency, 33, 471-496.

O’Brien, P. (2001). Making it in the “free world”: Women in transition from prison.
Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.

Olson, K., & Pavetti, L. (1996). Personal and family challenges to the successful tran-
sition from welfare to work. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute.

Pager, D. (2003). The mark of a criminal record. American Journal of Sociology, 108,
937-975.

Parsons, M.L. & Warner-Robbins, C. (2002). Factors that support women’s successful
transition to the community following jail/prison. Healthcare for Women Interna-
tional, 23, 6-18.

Peters, R.H., Greenbaum, P.E., Edens J.F., Carter, C.R., & Ortiz, M.M. (1998). Preva-
lence of DSM-IV substance abuse and dependence disorders among prison inmates.
American Journal of Drug and Alcohol Abuse, 24, 573-587.

Petersilia, J. (2000). Sentencing and corrections: Issues for the 21st century: When
prisoners return to the community: Political, economic and social consequences.
Washington, DC: Government Printing Office. Office of Justice Programs. Na-
tional Institute of Justice.

Pogorzelski, W., Wolff, N., Pan, K., & Blitz, C.L. (2005). Behavioral health problems,
ex-offender reentry policies, and the “Second Chance Act”. American Journal of
Public Health, 95(10), 23-29.

Richie, B.E. (2001). Challenges incarcerated women face as they return to their com-
munities: Findings from life history interviews. Crime & Delinquency, 47,368-389.

Robins, L.N., & Regier, D.A. (1991). Psychiatric Disorders in America. The
epidemiologic catchment area study. New York, NY: Free Press.

Romero, D., Chavkin, W., Wise, P.H., Smith, L.A., & Wood, P.R. (2002). Welfare to
work? Impact of maternal health on employment. American Journal of Public
Health, 92, 1462-1468.



Cynthia L. Blitz 21

Rose, D.R., & Clear, T.R. (1998). Incarceration, social capital, and crime: Implications
for social disorganization theory. Criminology, 36, 441-479.

Rosen, D., Tolman, R.M., & Warner, L.A. (2004). Low-income women’s use of sub-
stance abuse and mental health services. Journal of Health Care for the Poor and
Underserved, 15, 206-219.

Sampson, R., & Laub, J.H. (1993). Crime in the making: Pathways and turning points
through life. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Sampson, R., & Laub, J. (1996). A life-course theory of cumulative disadvantage and
the stability of delinquency. Advances in Criminological Theory, 7, 133-161.

Severance, T.A. (2004). Concerns and coping strategies of women inmates concerning
release: “It’s going to take somebody in my corner”. Journal of Offender Rehabili-
tation, 38, 73-97.

Snell, T.L. (1994). Women in prison. US Department of Justice Special Report
(NCJ-145321). Washington DC: United States Department of Justice, Bureau of
Justice Statistics.

Teplin, L.A. (1990). The prevalence of severe mental disorders among male urban jail
detainees: Comparison with the epidemiologic catchment area program. American
Journal of Public Health, 80, 390-409.

Tonkin, P., Dickie, J., Alemagno, S., & Grove, W. (2004). Women in Jail: “Soft skills”
and barriers to employment. Journal of Offender Rehabilitation, 38, 51-71.

Travis, J. (2005). But they all come back. Facing the challenges of prison reentry.
Washington DC: The Urban Institute Press.

Travis, J., Keegan, S., & Cadora, E. (2003). A portrait of prisoner reentry in New Jersey.
Washington DC: The Urban Institute.

Travis, J., & Petersillia, J. (2001) Reentry reconsidered: A new look at an old question.
Crime & Delinquency, 47,291-313.

Travis, J., Solomon, A., & Waul, M. (2001). From prison to home: The dimensions and
consequences of prisoner reentry. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute.

Uggen, C. (1999). Ex-offenders and the conformist alternative: A job quality model of
work and crime. Social Problems, 46, 127-151.

US Census Bureau. (2000). Occupation by sex: 2000. Census 2000 Summary File 3
(SF 3)-Sample Data. Washington, DC: US Census Bureau, American FactFinder.
http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/QTTable?_bm=y&-geo_id=01000US &-qr_
name=DEC_2000_SF3_U_QTP27&-ds_name=DEC_2000_SF3_U&-_lang=en&-_
caller=geoselect&-state=qt&-format (Accessed September 7, 2005).

Visher, C.A., & Travis, J. (2003). Transitions from prison to community: Understand-
ing individual pathways. Annual Review of Sociology, 29, §9-113.

White, L.A. (2004). Effects of psychological distress on employment among low-in-
come women. Dissertation Abstract International, 65(6-B).

Wilson, D.B., Gallagher, C.A., & Mackenzie, D.L. (2000). A meta-analysis of correc-
tions-based education, vocation, and work programs for adult offenders. Journal of
Research in Crime and Delinquency, 37, 347-398.

Received: 11/04/2005
Revised: 02/02/2006
Accepted: 02/14/2006



22 JOURNAL OF OFFENDER REHABILITATION

AUTHOR’S NOTES

Cynthia L. Blitz, PhD, is affiliated with the Center for Mental Health Services &
Criminal Justice Research, Rutgers University, New Brunswick, NJ.

The author would like to thank Katya Giovannetti for her research and editorial
assistance. Support for this project was provided by the Center for Mental Health Ser-
vices & Criminal Justice Research through a Center grant from the National Institute of
Mental Health (Grant #P20 MH66170).

Address correspondence to Cynthia Blitz, Center for Mental Health Services &
Criminal Justice Research, Rutgers University, 30 College Avenue, New Brunswick,
NJ 08901 (E-mail: clblitz@rci.rutgers.edu).

For FACULTY/PROFESSIONALS with journal subscription
recommendation authority for their institutional library . . .

If you have read a reprint or photocopy of this article, would you like to
make sure that your library also subscribes to this journal? If you have
the authority to recommend subscriptions to your library, we will send you
a free complete (print edition) sample copy for review with your librarian.

1. Fill out the form below and make sure that you type or write out clearly both the name
of the journal and your own name and address. Or send your request via e-mail to
docdelivery @ haworthpress.com including in the subject line “Sample Copy Request”
and the title of this journal.

2. Make sure to include your name and complete postal mailing address as well as your
institutional/agency library name in the text of your e-mail.

[Please note: we cannot mail specific journal samples, such as the issue in which a specific article appears.

Sample issues are provided with the hope that you might review a possible subscription/e-subscription with

your institution's librarian. There is no charge for an institution/campus-wide electronic subscription
concurrent with the archival print edition subscription.]

[ YES! Please send me a complimentary sample of this journal:

(please write complete journal title here—do not leave blank)

I will show this journal to our institutional or agency library for a possible subscription.
Institution/Agency Library:

Name:

Institution:
Address:
City: State: Zip:

Return to: Sample Copy Department, The Haworth Press, Inc.,
10 Alice Street, Binghamton, NY 13904-1580






