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Abstract 

 This thesis evaluates the effect of skilled labor on recidivism in comparison to unskilled 

labor. This is accomplished by examining post-prison outcomes for a cohort of 250,803 inmates 

released from Florida prisons from 2004-2011. After controlling for various correlates of 

recidivism, skilled labor was found to reduce the likelihood of returning to prison for any reason 

within three years by 9.2%.  
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Analyzing the Effect of Inmate Labor on Recidivism in Florida:    

A Skills-Based Approach 

On December 6, 1865, the United States of America ratified the 13th Amendment to the 

Constitution. Section I reads as follows:  

Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the 

party shall have been duly convicted [emphasis added], shall exist within the United 

States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction (U.S. Const. amend. XIII).  

It is this one exception, a simple phrase between two commas, that endows prisons and jails 

across the country with the power to force labor upon another human being. However, prison 

labor is anything but new. In modernity, inmate labor1 dates back to 1576 in English workhouses 

(Dwyer & McNally, 1993). Blomberg and Lucken (as cited in Richardson, 2005) detail how 

English workhouses were viewed as a way to create moral and productive members of society. 

This form of rehabilitation would later be adapted into the Auburn and Pennsylvania prison 

model.  

 Currently, the country with the largest prison population is the United States. With over 

2.1 million prisoners, the United States outranks China, Brazil, Russia, and India (Bureau of 

Justice Statistics, 2015). Florida, with nearly 100,000 prisoners, had the third largest state prison 

population in 2016 (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2016). In a recidivism2 report published by the 

Florida Department of Corrections (2017), it was found that 25.4% of inmates released in 2013 

recidivated within three-years of release. Considering Florida’s vast prison population, and in 

                                                 
1 “Inmate labor” and “prison labor” will be used interchangeably throughout this paper. Both 
phrases refer to any work performed by an inmate.  
2 In this report, recidivism was defined as a return to prison due to a new conviction or a 
technical violation.  
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general that of the U.S., it is critical that rehabilitative methods are continuously evaluated, and if 

necessary, modified. While the U.S. “mass incarceration” problem may be influenced by 

political factors outside of prison administrators’ control, it is still under their purview to 

rehabilitate offenders.  

In the State of Florida, the legislature wrote in Statutes section 20.315(1), “The purpose 

of the Department of Corrections is to…rehabilitate offenders through the application of work, 

programs, and services.” The legislature gives the Department of Corrections the ability to 

independently adopt rules to carry out this stated purpose. In other words, the Florida 

Department of Corrections (FDC) has great latitude to implement what it believes to be the best 

methods of rehabilitation, work being one of them. Barring any special circumstance, the statute 

requires that all inmates must work while incarcerated in a Florida prison. This type of work may 

range from general maintenance of the facility (e.g., serving food, sweeping, gardening, etc.) to 

skilled work (e.g., carpentry, construction, law clerk, etc.). The stated purpose of this 

requirement that all prisoners work is that it contributes to offender rehabilitation, with a goal of 

reducing future offending. 

 The purpose of this paper is to investigate whether inmate labor in the Florida 

Department of Corrections does, indeed, reduce repeat offending after release from prison. Given 

that all inmates are required to work while in prison, this study will examine whether the 

likelihood of repeat offending is associated with variation in the type of work assignment a 

prisoner has while in prison. Specifically, if there is a difference in recidivism rates for inmates 

who participate in unskilled labor compared with skilled labor?  

 This questions are particularly interesting because of their extensive policy implications, 

which could result in relatively straightforward changes in prison administration practice. 
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Currently, in adherence with Florida Statutes section 601.201 (8), prison staff must “consider 

factors including the type of work assignment and level of skill required…and the needs of the 

institution”. However, if the results show that participation in high skilled labor is associated 

with lower recidivism rates, prison administrators might consider reducing the amount of time 

inmates spend working on unskilled work assignments, or provide more opportunities for skilled 

labor while in prison. Additionally, this research is important because, while there is a fair 

amount of research regarding the effectiveness of prison industries in reducing recidivism, there 

is little to no research differentiating work based on skill level. In a report published in 2009 by 

the FDC’s Office of Re-Entry, it was stated:  

Absent education programs and meaningful work opportunities [emphasis added], 

inmates returning to the community will receive few self-improvement benefits from 

their incarceration, other than time spent reflecting on past criminal behavior.  

This statement validates the point, as seen through the eyes of the state, that work is an essential 

component to an inmate’s rehabilitation. It also suggests that not just any type of work is 

beneficial, but that meaningful work is necessary for self-improvement.  

Historical Approaches to Inmate Labor  

One of the earliest examples of inmate labor in the U.S. was Philadelphia’s wheelbarrow 

men in the 1780’s. Partly for the purpose of rehabilitation through industry, but also with a goal 

of public shaming, this group of offenders was tasked with completing physical labor in the 

streets of Philadelphia. However, issues of security and public safety eventually rendered it 

impractical (Colvin, 1997). Since this early example, the practice of requiring work from prison 

inmates has undergone numerous developmental stages, as have the stated purposes for requiring 
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work. Chronologically, those stages include developmental, expansionism, demise and 

restriction, medical, and a resurgence of the work ethic (Dwyer & McNally, 1993). 

Developmental  

In 1787, a group of Philadelphia’s elites petitioned the State to do away with corporal 

punishment and implement a penitentiary, where inmates could live a life of solitude and hard 

labor. The Philadelphia Prison Society, as they would come to call themselves, drew from the 

work of a British prison reformer, John Howard. Howard sought to combine the key components 

of life in a monastery and workhouse into a new form of prison. Additionally, the Philadelphia 

Prison Society was made up several devout Quakers, whose deeply held religious beliefs lent to 

the concept of hard labor as “virtuous.” As Colvin (1997) put it:  

The Pennsylvania model adhered more to the idea of reclaiming the soul of the offender, 

who through silent and solitary meditation, it was believed, would recognize the need for 

reform and pursue it through labor. 

Aside from its rehabilitative goal, a common selling point of this prison model was that prison 

industry would offset the cost for jailers. (Colvin, 1997; Dwyer & McNally, 1993).  

The two earliest prisons that followed this model were the Walnut Street Jail 

(Pennsylvania) and Newgate Prison (New York). These prisons used the “public account 

system,” to manage the prison labor industry. This was essentially a business model, in which the 

State took on the full risk of operations. In other words, when the economy was doing well, the 

prison profited from its sales. Conversely, when the economy was doing poorly, the prison 

would lose money. In part, prison labor was not profitable because the prison industry program 

was not allowed to sell at competitive prices, in fear that it would hurt private businesses. In 
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terms of the type of labor performed, much of it was unskilled. However, some opportunities for 

skilled labor (e.g., shoemaking) were available (Colvin, 1997).   

In contrast, the Prison Discipline Society developed the Auburn system in 1826. The 

Auburn model sought to create an inmate that was “a silent and insulated working machine” 

(Colvin, 1997). Labor was used as a means to break the spirits of an inmate and produce a self-

sustained prison; rehabilitation was not an intended goal (Colvin, 1997).  

Expansionism  

 In the antebellum years, the South did not find use for penitentiaries as much as northern 

states did, and consequently the traditional concept of “prison labor” was not in practice. This 

was because many states viewed crime as perpetuated by exclusively African-Americans, and 

therefore something that should be dealt with using “plantation justice3.” However, in southern 

States with larger populations of Whites, penitentiaries did exist (Colvin, 1997).   

The use of inmate labor would come to be very different in the North than the South, 

after the Civil War. In the North, a “progressive penological change” was in motion (Richardson, 

2005). As previously believed by many Protestants, inmate labor was viewed as a means to 

reform offenders. This “progressive change” led to less focus on the idea of inmate labor as a 

means of economic practicality, and more as a method of rehabilitation (Richardson, 2005).  

 In stark contrast, the South had a malicious and selfish intent in exploiting the Thirteenth 

Amendment’s exception to slavery. Recall the one exception in the Thirteenth Amendment that 

allows the government to force labor upon another person— “except as a punishment for crime 

whereof the party shall have been duly convicted.” Though not immediate, nor in concert, the 

                                                 
3 Plantation Justice was an informal, private criminal justice system that existed in the South, 
applied to only African Americans. The plantation owner would serve as the judge, jury, and 
executioner; i.e., the plantation owner had full discretion (Alexander, 2012).  
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South began to implement draconian laws that would once again subjugate African-Americans 

(Colvin, 1997; Alexander, 2012). As so eloquently put by W.E.B. Du Bois (as cited in 

Alexander, 2012): “The Slave went free; stood a brief moment in the sun; then moved back again 

toward slavery.”  

Southern plantation owners had a difficult time maintaining a consistent labor force after 

the Civil War. It was because of this lack of labor that the South would begin to find ways in 

which they could manipulate laws for their own benefit. The Black Codes, as they would come 

to be known, were laws created in the South that used the criminal justice system’s legitimacy to 

institute an evolved version of slavery. For example, vagrancy was considered a crime, 

punishable by plantation labor. Additionally, it was a crime for a black man not to be employed, 

also punishable by plantation labor. The only recourse for a black man not trying to break the 

law was to sign a one-year contract with a plantation owner (Colvin, 1997).  

The Black Codes allowed the South to create an abundance of road gangs, chain gangs, 

and convict leasing programs (Colvin, 1997). These laws served a dual purpose; a method of 

controlling labor and a broader social control of the African-American population. It would take 

a major economic shift to disrupt the full control of Black labor in the South.  

Demise and Restriction  

At the turn of the 20th century, prison industries began to face fierce pushback from labor 

unions. If businesses could outsource free or extremely cheap inmate labor, what incentive 

would they have for hiring Americans outside of prison? This political pushback led President 

Roosevelt to sign Executive Order 325A, stating that no Federal contract shall be given to prison 

industries. With the Great Depression looming, the prominence of prison labor was quickly 

disappearing (Dwyer & McNally, 1993).  
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During this same period, convict-leasing was in a downward spiral in the South. States 

began to ask for highly competitive fees, which nulled the focal benefit of the whole system. 

There was also a movement towards progressive prison reform that began to take hold, though 

only after the economic consequences became heavily burdensome (Colvin, 1997).  

Medical Model and Subsequent Resurgence of Prison Work 

 By the 1940’s, the prison medical model developed in the field of penology. This is the 

idea that criminal tendencies can be effectively diagnosed and treated accordingly, which led to a 

much stronger focus on rehabilitative efforts such as group therapy and education, and a decline 

in prison labor (Dwyer & McNally, 1993). At the height of this phase, most states employed only 

a small fraction of inmates in prison shops, with most equipment going unused and falling into 

disrepair (Maguire, 1996).  

 In 1968, Robert Martinson was a statistician working on the New York State Special 

Governor Commission on Criminal Offenders. The goal of this commission was to review all the 

research completed up to that point in time on criminal rehabilitation, and figure out “what 

works.” In 1974, Martinson published his widely circulated study, “What Works,” on 

rehabilitative methods in prisons. Fittingly, experts in the field informally renamed the article 

“Nothing Works,” as his main conclusion was that no rehabilitative method truly worked. The 

research spanned rehabilitative methods from psychotherapy to probation. In other words, no 

matter what a prison does to “rehabilitate” an inmate, nothing will work (Martinson, 1974). This 

mindset led to a ‘get tough approach,’ leading to an increase in the use of prison labor. Shortly 

after this, and in spite of Martinson’s conclusion that nothing works, Chief Justice Warren 

Burger gave a speech espousing the use of prison labor as a rehabilitative method in 1981:  
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Are we going to build more expensive human "ware-houses," or should we change our 

thinking and move toward factories with fences around them, where inmates can acquire 

education and vocational training and then produce marketable goods? 

Martinson’s study, Burger’s statement, and a rapid increase in the U.S. prison population, 

worked in tandem to boost the old “work ethic” model implemented by the Philadelphia Prison 

Society in the 1700’s (Burger, 1981; Dwyer & McNally, 1993).  

Inmate Labor in Contemporary Florida   

 The idea that labor can be a form of rehabilitation is now deeply engrained in the U.S. 

criminal justice system, and especially in the State of Florida. This is evident in Florida Statutes 

section 20.315 (1), where inmate labor is one of the three core tenants of rehabilitation that the 

Department of Corrections is charged with implementing. In addition, the Florida Department of 

Correction’s Office of Re-Entry published a “Recidivism Reduction Strategic Plan” in 2009, 

where it stated that without “educational programs and meaningful work opportunities” inmates 

would have little to benefit from their incarceration. Clearly, inmate labor holds an important 

place in the stated mission of Florida’s correctional system.  

 As previously mentioned, inmate labor is mandatory for all prisoners according to Florida 

Statutes section 20.315 (1).  There are hundreds of different types of work assignments ranging 

from custodial to vocational to clerical. In addition to the standard work assignments that most 

prisoners hold, a small subset of prisoners participate in Florida’s main prison industry program, 

Prison Rehabilitative Industries and Diversified Enterprises (PRIDE). PRIDE is a non-profit 

manufacturing and service corporation that is meant to provide inmates with competitive 

vocational skills for life, after prison. Those inmates that participate in PRIDE do so voluntarily 

(Richardson, 2005). Today, prison industries must maneuver around organized labor unions, 
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while simultaneously allying with private industries. Many prison industries accomplish this by 

selling exclusively to the government, and not manufacturing in highly competitive markets. The 

key word in PRIDE is ‘diversified,’ as most prison industries protect themselves by over-

diversifying their manufacturing, thus ensuring that they never become too competitive in any 

one industry (Dwyer & McNally, 1993). 

Existing Empirical Research 

 Recall that the purpose of this paper is not solely to examine the impact of work 

in prison on the likelihood of repeat offending, but rather to specifically examine whether 

assignment to a skilled versus unskilled job in prison has a differential impact. Several 

researchers have examined the relationship between recidivism and prison industry participation 

in general. However, there is no published research that examines whether variation in the skill 

level of prisoners’ work assignments have an impact on their likelihood of recidivism after 

release. Moreover, the findings from prior studies of prison labor, in general, have been largely 

mixed, with some finding a beneficial impact of prison work, while others find no effect.   

Among the studies that found a beneficial effect of prison labor, Smith (2006) examined 

data from five states, with a follow-up period of up to 7.5 years, while using the three common 

metrics to measure recidivism; i.e., arrest, conviction, and incarceration. Smith analyzed 

recidivism rates in participants of Prison Industries Enhancement Certificate (PIECP), 

traditional industries, and those not working at all. The results showed that participants of PIECP 

had a 17.5% recidivism rate, while non-participants had a rate of 23.8%. The difference between 

participants in traditional industry and not working was a negligible 0.6% (Smith, 2006). 

 In Drake’s (2003) study of recidivism and post-release employment, it was found that 

male participants from a Washington state prison industry program had a 17% recidivism rate, 
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compared with a recidivism rate of 24% among those who did not participate in prison 

industries. These results are strikingly similar to those of Smith’s (2006) study. Drake (2003) 

analyzed any inmate that participated in prison industry between 1992 and 1995, and was 

subsequently released between 1992 and 1996. Those participants who were employed after 

release had an even lower recidivism rate of 15% (Drake, 2003). A similar study by Saylor & 

Gaes (1997) found that 6.6% of participants in a prison industry program had recidivated within 

a year of release, while inmates in the control group had a 10.1% recidivism rate. A likely reason 

for the overall low recidivism rates could be the shorter follow up period.  

A third major study examining prison labor and recidivism was also conducted by Saylor 

& Gaes (2001), and it focused particularly on racial and ethnic differences. The study found that 

former UNICOR participants who were Hispanic had a recidivism rate of 13.12% in a five year 

follow-up, while a comparison group of non-participants had a 16.94% recidivism rate . The 

percent difference for non-Hispanic whites and their respective comparison group4 was 

considerably lower at 1.67%. This difference in recidivism rates was interpreted as evidence that 

ethnic-racial minority populations benefit more from prison industry participation that non-

minorities (Saylor & Gaes, 2001).  

The largest discrepancy amongst inmates’ recidivism rates is not along racial or ethnic 

lines, but between males and females. In light of this, Richmond (2005) examined whether there 

were gender differences in the impact of prison labor on repeat offending.  This study found that 

females do not experience any significant changes in recidivism compared to their non-

participant counterparts. Participants in UNICOR were re-arrested at a 14.4% rate during a three 

                                                 
4 The comparison group would be non-Hispanic whites that did not participate in prison 
industries.  
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year follow up, compared with a rate of 15.8% among non-participants. With regard to re-

incarceration, the rate was 7.8% for participants and 8.5% for non-participants. None of these 

results were statistically significant. This is in contrast to the mixed results of male prison 

industry participants in other studies (Richmond, 2006).   

Finally, a study of Florida prison inmates by Zurburg (2017) is perhaps closest to the 

proposed research questions. She examined whether there is a relationship between recidivism 

and the occupational prestige of jobs held by prisoners before prison. Using a classification 

scheme developed by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, it was shown that recidivism—measured as 

re-arrest, re-conviction, and re-incarceration—was not associated with occupational prestige. 

While Zurburg’s (2017) study extended research on prison work by examining the quality of 

employment that prisoners had prior to prison, the question remains whether the quality of work 

assignments that inmates have during their incarceration has an impact on their likelihood of re-

offending.  

Contributions of the Current Study 

The current study will expand on this body of prior research using data on inmates in the 

Florida prison system. As noted above, the existing body of research provides evidence that 

participation in prison industries could reduce recidivism by as much as 35% when compared 

with inmates who do not work while in prison (Saylor & Gaes, 1997). This general question of 

the effect of prison employment on recidivism is not relevant in the state of Florida since all 

prisoners are required to work during their stay. Instead, the current study will examine whether 

variation in the nature of that work may be predictive of recidivism. 

The main question to be addressed in this study will be whether the skill level needed to 

perform a particular work assignment affects recidivism rates. Prior studies on the general effect 
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of prison work on recidivism are informative, but there are no existing studies of whether the 

type of work matters. There are at least two reasons to expect that participation in higher skilled 

labor in prison will be associated with lower recidivism rates after release. First, the more 

advanced, specialized work skills that are developed in such high-skill assignments are likely to 

make inmates more attractive to employers outside of prison. Second, it is possible that these 

higher skilled work assignments help instill additional qualities and characteristics in prisoners, 

such as patience, independence, and attention to detail, that may contribute to their post-prison 

success, and are less likely to be present among those in lower skilled prison jobs. Therefore, the 

expectation is that prisoners who participated in high-skilled work assignments during their 

incarceration will have lower recidivism rates than those who had low-skill work assignments.  

The second question to be addressed, though not directly tested, will be if there is a 

statistically significant difference in recidivism rates for PRIDE participants and non-

participants. As noted above, PRIDE has an explicit goal of providing high quality vocational 

training for inmates, with a goal of improving their post-prison outcomes and easing the 

transition into their lives after incarceration. Therefore, it is expected that inmates who 

participated in the PRIDE program will be in mostly skilled work assignment and have 

significantly lower rates of recidivism than those who had non-PRIDE work assignments.   

Methods  

Data Source 

This study will be based on several sources of data made available through a research-

practitioner partnership between the Florida Department of Corrections (FDC) and Florida State 

University’s College of Criminology and Criminal Justice. Three specific sources of data, each 
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described below, were combined to provide a final data set for a cohort of 250,803 inmates 

released from Florida prisons between the years 2004 and 2011.  

First, FDC’s Bureau of Research and Data Analysis compiled its administrative 

correctional data from the Offender-Based Information System (OBIS). The OBIS contains 

information on an inmate’s movements, disciplinary infractions, supervision status, types of 

offenses, general demographics, level of education, and job assignments. This system is used by 

prison administrators to monitor the movement of inmates in the FDC, so it is highly maintained. 

Inmates are given a unique identifying number from the FDC and Florida Department of Law 

Enforcement (FDLE) at their first contact with the criminal justice system. This unique identifier 

is used to identify individuals across datasets. However, the FDC removed all identifying 

information, such as an inmate’s social security number and name, thus ensuring anonymity 

among all inmates included in the dataset.  

Second, the FDLE contributed data on pre- and post-prison arrest measures. Specifically, 

the data source was derived from FDLE’s Computerized Criminal History dataset. FDLE 

maintains data on all individuals arrested in the State of Florida and processed in a county jail. 

FDC and FDLE work closely to maintain accurate data on those individuals that are transferred 

from county jails to State correctional facilities. 

Third, the Florida Department of Revenue contributed data on pre- and post-prison 

employment. The Department of Revenue collects employment information in the State of 

Florida every quarter, which allows accurate tracking of an inmate’s employment status prior to 

incarceration.   

Dependent Variable  
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 The key outcome of interest to this study, recidivism, will be measured as return to 

prison. This will be measured as a binary outcome with a follow-up period of three years after 

the release date from FDC. These methodological choices are consistent with prior literature on 

recidivism (Zurburg, 2017; Saylor & Gaes, 1997; Smith 2006; Richmond 2006; Drake 2003). 

Due to the nature of the data, any federal convictions and prison sentences will not be captured. 

Persons incarcerated in another state would also be excluded from this data set. Lastly, in cases 

where an inmate is released from prison more than once during the period under study (i.e., they 

return to prison and are subsequently released again within the same study period), only the first 

instance of incarceration and release will be included in the study.  

Independent Variables  

 The research question will be addressed using a binary indicator identifying whether a 

work assignment is skilled or unskilled. The level of skill for a work assignment was classified 

by the FDC’s Bureau of Classification and Central Records. Though the FDC does not provide 

information about how this classification system was developed, close examination reveals that it 

has strong face validity. For example, a job assignment called “air conditioning” was classified 

as skilled, and the job description details an inmate that is highly knowledgeable in anything 

having to do with air conditioning including, but not limited to, maintenance, installation, 

mechanics, duct work, and calculations. Additionally, the job description states that the inmate 

should have an HVAC certification. One example of a non-skilled job assignment is 

“Houseman,” which essentially describes the tasks of a general custodian (FDC Bureau of 

Classification and Central Records, 2010). In cases that inmates may have more than one work 

assignment throughout their incarceration, only the work assignment that they spent the most 

time at will be included in the study.   
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 PRIDE will not be used as an independent variable due to such a small number of 

inmates participating in the program (454 for primary and secondary work assignment). There 

are also serious selection bias issues with any observed relationship between PRIDE and 

recidivism. First, people must volunteer for the program, which is problematic because there may 

be systematic differences between those inmates who volunteer and those who do not, such as 

intrinsic motivation to gain employment and to stay out of prison after release. Second, only 

inmates with sufficient skills and disciplinary record are eligible to participate in PRIDE.  Since 

all of these characteristics are also likely to be associated with recidivism, any observed effect of 

PRIDE on recidivism may be at least partly spurious. 

 Control Variables  

This study will include a number of control variables, described below, that have been 

identified as common correlates of recidivism in prior literature (Zurburg, 2017; Saylor & Gaes, 

1997; Smith 2006; Richmond 2006; Drake 2003; FDC Bureau of Classification and Central 

Records, 2010).  If these variables are also associated with variation in work assignments, failure 

to control for them would yield spurious results. 

Demographic 

Characteristics such as age, gender, and race are consistently used as control variables in 

recidivism studies (Zurburg, 2017; Saylor & Gaes, 1997; Smith 2006). Gender is important to 

control for due to the high level of offending present in male populations when compared to 

females. It would also be essential to consider an inmate’s age at release due to the well-known 

differences in offending for younger populations. Lastly, race is used to account for any 

differences in likelihood of recidivism across racial groups, including potential differences due to 

discrimination that minorities may face in the labor market.  
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Institutional and criminal history 

This subset of control variables will include an inmate’s number of disciplinary reports, 

time served, prior Florida prison commitments, visits received per month served, and custody 

level at release. An inmate’s number of disciplinary reports may contribute to a pattern of poor 

decision making capabilities, which could translate to a higher rate of recidivism. The amount of 

time served could affect an inmate’s ability to adjust to life outside of the institution. The amount 

of prior Florida prison commitments would control for the “career criminal.” Visits received per 

month is a common proxy used to measure the strength of an inmate’s support system. A strong 

support system has been identified as a key contributing factor to successful re-entry (FDC 

Bureau of Classification and Central Records, 2010). Finally, custody level at release controls for 

inmates that were intent on breaking facility rules.  

Whether an inmate was assigned to receive post-release supervision will also be 

controlled for, under the assumption that a person under supervision might behave differently 

than a person who is not under supervision. An person under supervision also has more chances 

to recidivate due to any technical violations of supervision that result in re-incarceration.  

Education  

Level of education is operationalized through the Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE) 

results. This is an exam that inmates have the option of taking while incarcerated. The results 

translate into an equivalent grade level of education. Inmates may retake the exam an unlimited 

amount of times, so their most recent TABE score will be used (Zurburg, 2017).  It is important 

to control for level of education due to its association with the ability to acquire skilled jobs. For 

instance, in comparison to someone with no college education, a person with some college 

education will most likely find it easier to secure a skilled job. This also serves as a partial 
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control for prior ability, which may be associated with both recidivism and assignment to a high-

skill job in prison.  

Labor 

The amount of time spent at each work assignment will also be controlled for. As noted 

above, in the case that an inmate has several work assignments over the course of their 

incarceration, the one they spent the most time at will be chosen. Logically, the longer an inmate 

spends on a single work assignment the more likely that an advantage or disadvantage will 

influence post-release outcomes.  

Analytic Strategy  

The statistical analysis will begin with descriptive statistics including frequencies, means, 

standard deviations, minimums, and maximums. The descriptive section will be followed by a 

bivariate analysis of the focal independent variable and the dependent variable. Baseline 

percentages will be presented showing how many inmates recidivated according to each of the 

three outcomes. Since all independent and dependent variables are binary, this will entail cross-

tabular analyses showing the percentages of inmates who recidivate broken down by skilled 

versus unskilled jobs. Chi-squared statistics will be generated to determine whether any observed 

differences are statistically significant.  

Finally, multivariate logistic regression will be used to fully address the research question 

by identifying differences in recidivism while controlling for all the correlates described above. 

This statistical method will be used due to the binary nature of the dependent variable. 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics  

 
 Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for all variables used in the analysis. Starting with 

the demographic characteristics, we can see that the sample is 95% male, which is not surprising 
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given that males are much more likely to engage in crime, and are known to be over-represented 

in prisons. The sample is also comprised of nearly 50% black inmates, 44% white, and 7% 

Hispanic. Drug offending is the most common primary offense at 33%, second only to burglary 

at 15%. Sex offenses and murder are quite rare, comprising only three percent and one percent of 

the sample, respectively.   

Turning to the prison-related variables, we see that the average months served by the 

inmates was 23.5, with an average of 6 felonies prior to their most recent commitment. A 

minority of the inmates were under close supervision at release. The most common custody level 

was medium at 34%, though minimum and community custody were also common. The key 

independent variable in this paper is whether the inmate’s longest work assignment involved 

skilled labor.  Table 1 shows that eight percent held a skilled job as both their primary and 

secondary work assignment, indicating that skilled work assignments are quite rare in Florida 

prisons. Finally, the mean for the dependent variable shows that 22% of inmates were re-

imprisoned within three years for any reason.  

Bivariate Statistics  

 Table 2 shows mean differences in the recidivism outcome across categories of each of 

the independent variables. For example, the sample of repeat offenders is slightly more male 

(97%) than those who did not repeat offend (94%). Likewise, the repeat offenders are more 

likely to be non-Hispanic black (58%) compared to non-offenders (47%). Repeat offenders also 

tend to be younger and have less education.  

Regarding primary offense type, repeat offenders were more likely than non-repeat 

offenders to be incarcerated for an offense type of weapons, other property, burglary, robbery, 

and other. In contrast, those who did not repeat-offend were more likely than repeat offenders to 
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have an offense type of other violent, sex offense, and murder. This is, of course, contrary to 

conventional wisdom which would likely expect that violent offenders have less self-control or 

social stability leading them to be more likely to re-offend. A possible explanation for this 

contradiction is that violent offenders are probably receiving longer sentences and more post-

prison supervision, both of which are likely to reduce recidivism. It could be that a combination 

of time served, a proxy for age, and post-prison supervision is decreasing the number of repeat 

offenders. It is also possible that local law enforcement is more vigilant of people in the 

community convicted of violent offenses such as murder, reducing their ability to re-offend. As 

expected, repeat offenders had more prior felonies and prison commitments on average than non-

repeat offenders.  

 In analyzing prison-related variables, we can see that repeat offenders had about two 

more disciplinary reports and fewer visits per month served than non-repeat offenders. Repeat 

offenders were also much more likely to be classified as suspected gang members. As for the 

custody level, non-repeat offenders were more likely to be under community custody than repeat 

offenders, who were more likely to be under close, medium, and minimum level of custody. The 

key independent variable—skilled work assignment—was more likely to be present in non-

repeat offenders (9%), compared to repeat offenders (7%). This supports the primary hypothesis. 

All of these variables are statistically significant at the 0.01 level, except for drugs as a primary 

offense.  

Logistic Regression Predicting Return to Prison  

Table 3 shows results from the logistic regression predicting likelihood of returning to 

prison for any reason within three years. As expected, males were 74% more likely to recidivate 

than females. Interestingly, Hispanics were 33% less likely to recidivate than non-Hispanic 
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whites, while non-Hispanic blacks were 12% more likely to recidivate than non-Hispanic whites. 

For every year of additional education and year of age, the likelihood of recidivating reduced by 

3.3% and 3.5%, respectively.  

 Looking at the effects of characteristics before imprisonment, we see that the largest 

determinant for recidivating was prior prison commitments, with each additional commitment 

associated with a 52% greater chance of returning to prison. Among the categories of primary 

offense, drug offenses served as the reference category. Five of the eight primary offenses were 

associated with a lower likelihood of returning to prison compared with drug offenses, including 

weapons, other violent, robbery, sex offense, and murder. The other three primary offenses were 

associated with a greater likelihood of returning to prison.  

Of the characteristics of inmates during prison, the largest impact on returning to prison 

was the inmate being classified as a suspected gang member.  These inmates were 83% more 

likely to recidivate. Second in order of impact was visits per month served. For every additional 

visit the likelihood of recidivating reduced by about 23%. All custody levels were associated 

with a higher level of returning to prison relative to community custody, and the likelihood 

increased as closeness of custody increased. Post-prison supervision slightly lowered the chances 

of recidivating, but this effect was not statistically significant.  

 Finally, the key finding of this analysis is that having a skilled work assignment reduced 

the likelihood of recidivating by 9.2%. This is the most important effect to consider as it attempts 

to answer the core question of the study—is there a difference in the recidivism rate for inmates 

who participate in unskilled labor compared with skilled labor? The effect was relatively small, 

but statistically significant, and the direction of the effect supports the primary hypothesis of this 

study. It appears that quality of work during prison has a direct and significant effect on the 
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likelihood of returning to prison. Skilled labor had a larger positive impact on recidivism than an 

additional year of education, an additional year in age, an additional month served, or whether an 

inmate received post-prison supervision. A skilled job assignment is one of the few variables a 

prison administrator has the ability to change, giving it even greater importance. The variables 

highly associated with return to prison (e.g., race, gender, and crime committed) are clearly not 

under the control of a prison administrator. 

Conclusion  

Discussion  

 The original intent of this study was to identify the utility of prison labor for the inmate. 

Prison labor is often discussed in the context of modern slavery or corporate exploitation and it is 

increasingly discussed in the media (Loomis, 2018; Johnson 2018). In Michelle Alexander’s 

(2010) book, The New Jim Crow, the central argument is that the criminal justice system 

functions as an institution of racial control. Alexander (2010) identifies mass incarceration, 

fueled by the War on Drugs, as the mechanism that places a disproportionate number of African 

Americans in prison only to exploit them for free or cheap labor. Alexander (2010) argues that, 

in effect, mass incarceration creates a racial caste system.  

The exploitation of prisoners for free or cheap labor was also a fundamental issue for 

prisoners in the well-known Folsom and Attica prison riots of 1971 (Blomberg, 2010). The 31-

point manifesto from the prisoners at Folsom (1971) had three points on fair wages and increased 

protection for workers (“Folsom prison strike,” 2012). The 27-point manifesto from the prisoners 

at Attica (1971) had five points on fair wages, increased protections for workers, and voluntary 

labor (“Attica Prison Liberation,” 2012). Furthermore, the nationally coordinated prison protests 
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of 2016 were based entirely on the idea of prison labor constituting modern slavery. In a 

statement regarding prison labor, the leaders of the 2016 protests said the following:   

Overseers watch over our every move, and if we do not perform our appointed tasks to 

their liking, we are punished. They may have replaced the whip with pepper spray, but 

many of the other torments remained: isolation, restraint positions, stripping off our 

clothes and investigating our bodies as though we are animals (“Announcement of 

Nationally,” 2016). 

As noted in the literature review, the 13th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution is what 

allows the state to force labor upon persons convicted of a crime. Even before the 13th 

Amendment passed in 1865, prison labor was a function of incarceration for various reasons 

ranging from practicality to overt racial and economic control. Much of the contention lies in 

these often overlapping reasons for using prison labor. Although much of the focus is put on 

whether inmates should be forced to work for the state or their rights as workers, the potential 

benefits of prison labor are seldom considered outside of the context of prison industries or 

vocational programs.  

There are often arguments made in the media that almost any form of prison labor is 

beneficial for the inmate, mainly due to a sense of discipline and reduced idleness (Fathi, 2018). 

As mentioned earlier, this was the same reasoning used by the Quakers in the Philadelphia Prison 

Society in 1787 (Colvin, 1997). Evidently, the idea of labor as a function of inmate reform is one 

that has withstood hundreds of years of penal practice. However, the very specific question about 

whether different types of labor matter more than others has not been addressed. That particular 

question is what I sought to explore in this study. While I make no attempt to address the 
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fundamental argument posed by Alexander (2010), the question of the effect of skilled labor on 

recidivism emanates from that debate.  

Skilled labor was in fact found to reduce recidivism in this study by 9.2%. This is an 

important finding for two reasons. First, it contributes to the debate about prison labor in modern 

society by adding another dimension to judge its utility. It is now not enough to suggest that 

prison labor is beneficial to the inmate, because not all labor has the same effect on recidivism. 

Even after controlling for a broad range of relevant characteristics of offenders before, during, 

and after incarceration, the prisoners who worked at skilled jobs during their incarceration were 

significantly less likely to return to prison after their release.  

The second reason why it is an important finding is that no other study has assessed this 

specific relationship between skilled labor and recidivism. The closest area of study is prison 

industries’ effectiveness in reducing recidivism, with one study putting it as high as 35% less 

likely to recidivate than those who did not work at all (Saylor & Gaes, 1997). Although 

proponents of prison industries have almost always touted its ability to reduce recidivism, the 

overwhelming majority of prisoners do not participate in prison industries. In this study only 454 

inmates had a work assignment in PRIDE as their primary and secondary, while 4,518 inmates 

had a skilled work assignment as their primary and secondary. In other words, there were 50,430 

inmates that had an unskilled work assignment as their primary and secondary work assignment. 

This disparity between skilled and unskilled labor matters for the future of inmates, and that of 

society in general due to the fact that it affects inmates’ likelihood of recidivating.  

Limitations  

The most important limitation is the operationalization of skilled and unskilled labor. As 

mentioned in the methods section, this study used a document published by the FDC Bureau of 
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Classification and Central Records that labeled work assignments as skilled or unskilled. This 

document also provided a brief description of the work assignment, allowing me to confirm 

strong face validity. However, it is unknown what classification rubric was used by the FDC.  

 A more reliable method would have been to classify the work assignments using the U.S. 

Department of Labor O*NET Job Zone Assignment procedure which provides specific criteria 

for what is skilled and unskilled labor (U.S. Department of Labor, 2008). However, it was not 

possible to use this classification scheme because the Department of Corrections provides so 

little information about each work assignment. Many work assignments from the data set were 

not listed on the FDC document, so I had to make an assumption as to what skill level “Forestry” 

should be, for example. As for those listed in the FDC document, the description was usually not 

enough to use the detailed classification system from the Department of Labor.  

 There were other methodological issues that arose from an imprecise operationalization 

of skilled and unskilled. For example, some inmates participated in programs throughout the day 

and it was difficult to decide whether to label this skilled or unskilled labor. I ultimately chose 

unskilled. However, there was logic for labeling programs as skilled. It could be that skilled 

work assignments lower recidivism due to higher post-prison employability, something that a 

vocational program may also increase.  

 Finally, the conclusions from this study are limited in their generalizability. The study 

only examined inmates released from the Florida Department of Corrections and whether they 

returned to prison within three years for any reason. This is important because other states may 

have varying degrees of support available for inmates released from prison, such as transition 

homes and work-support programs. These results are also limited in their generalizability to 

other operationalizations of recidivism, such as technical violations. Moreover, it is likely that 
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working at a skilled job in prison means that the inmate will have better work opportunities after 

prison. However, some states have more or less restrictive licensing laws, which may limit the 

positive effects of a skilled job assignment.  

Policy Implications  

 The Florida Department of Corrections highlights the importance of labor while in 

prison, and also makes mention of “meaningful work opportunities” as one of the few 

opportunities inmates receive to self-improve (FDC Office of Re-Entry, 2009). In considering 

the findings of this study, FDC administrators could provide more skilled job assignments to 

inmates. This would mean assigning inmates less to custodial duties, and more to work 

assignments that require a skill. The FDC would probably have to implement training programs 

to equip inmates with the skills necessary to work in a skilled job assignment. There might also 

have to be a focus on skilled work assignments that are in demand in the community, though this 

is not a direct conclusion from the study. Furthermore, FDC administrators could give preference 

to PRIDE contracts that provide inmates with skilled-labor opportunities. It is likely that prison-

maintenance jobs are limited and usually not skilled, so finding opportunities such as PRIDE 

contracts could fill this gap.  

There are, of course, various questions that come with an increase in skilled labor that I 

do not provide an answer for. For example, what happens to the money made or saved from an 

increase in skilled labor? Will a free or cheap skilled labor force close to the size of the Florida 

prison population compete with private industry, and would that be acceptable to the public? 

These are complex questions that would need to be answered prior to shifting the FDC’s efforts 

to creating as many skilled labor opportunities as possible.   

Future Research 
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Future research should try using the O*NET Job Zone Assignment procedure from the 

U.S. Department of Labor to classify labor in varying degrees of skill. This would require a more 

detailed description of the job assignments and their necessary qualifications. A state that has 

this information detailed and updated could suffice, otherwise interviewing prison administrators 

or inmates about work assignments would be necessary.   

Attention should also be given to skilled labor in the federal prison system and other state 

prison systems to increase generalizability. Studying prison populations in states where some 

inmates do not work would also add to the research. One would be able to compare no work, 

unskilled work, and skilled work. This comparison would prove to be useful in assessing the true 

effect of skilled labor. In comparing the three categories, the effect of skilled labor may be 

relatively maximized or minimized. Studying the effect of skilled labor on employment 

outcomes post-prison is also an important addition. Post-prison employment is a control variable 

that was not present in this study.  

Lastly, applying theory to this research area may create a more systematic research 

approach. Harris (2005) writes an in-depth explanation on how theory, specifically related to 

corrections, can influence how we interpret results and develop policy recommendations. Put 

another way, a theory is a lens through which one critically examines criminal justice practices. 

A theory that incorporates relevance of work, and especially skilled word, would allow us to test 

the strength of this causal relationship in varying circumstances. In contrast, a lack of theory has 

the potential to create a disorientated research process, ultimately making us less effective at 

exploring the questions we are interested in (Harris, 2005).  
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Table 1.  Descriptive statistics 

  

 

  

Variable Mean 
Std. 

Dev. 
Minimum Maximum 

Demographics      

Male  0.95 0.22 0 1 
Race/Ethnicity   

 
  

Non-Hispanic white  0.44 0.50 0 1 
Hispanic  0.07 0.25 0 1 
Non-Hispanic black  0.49 0.50 0 1 

Age at release  34.00 10.50 16 86 
Education 7.31 3.25 1 12.9 

Primary offense   
 

  
Weapons 0.04 0.19 0 1 
Drugs 0.33 0.47 0 1 
Other Property 0.14 0.35 0 1 
Burglary  0.15 0.35 0 1 
Other Violent  0.13 0.34 0 1 
Robbery  0.06 0.23 0 1 
Sex offense  0.03 0.18 0 1 
Murder 0.01 0.10 0 1 
Other 0.11 0.31 0 1 

Before Prison   
 

  
# of prior felonies  5.80 7.81 0 384 
# of prior prison commitments 0.44 0.78 0 7 

During prison   
 

  
Skiled job (am and pm)  0.08 0.27 0 1 
# of disciplinary reports   2.67 5.59 0 221 
Visits per month served  0.33 0.76 0 8 
Months served  23.53 17.08 1 113 
Suspected gang member 0.06 0.23 0 1 
Custody Level  
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Close  0.12 0.33 0 1 
Medium  0.34 0.47 0 1 
Minimum 0.29 0.45 0 1 
Community  0.26 0.44 0 1 

After prison   
 

  
Re-imprisonment any reason w/in 

3yrs 0.22 
0.42 

0 1 

Post-prison supervision  0.27 0.44 0 1 

          
 

 

 

Table 2. Bivariate Statistics        
        

Variable  

Repeat 

Offender  

Non-Repeat 

Offender Significance  

Demographics     
Male  0.97 0.94 ** 
Race/ethnicity     

Non-Hispanic white  0.37 0.46 ** 
Hispanic  0.05 0.07 ** 
Non-Hispanic black  0.58 0.47 ** 

Age at release  32.3 34.9 ** 
Education 6.8 7.4 ** 

Primary offense     
 Weapons  0.04 0.03 ** 
 Drugs 0.331 0.336  
 Other Property  0.16 0.14 ** 
 Burglary  0.18 0.14 ** 
 OtherViolent  0.09 0.14 ** 
 Robbery  0.062 0.057 * 
 Sex offense  0.02 0.04 ** 
Murder 0.004 0.013 ** 
 Other  0.113 0.11 ** 

Before prison     
# of prior felonies  7.01 5.45 ** 
# of prior prison 

commitments 0.67 0.38 ** 
During prison     

Skiled job (am and pm)  0.07 0.09 ** 
# of disciplinary reports   3.91 2.31 ** 
Visits per month served  0.23 0.39 ** 
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Months served  23.19 23.63 ** 
Suspected gang member 0.1 0.04 ** 
Custody Level    

Close  0.17 0.11 ** 
Medium  0.35 0.33 ** 
Minimum 0.3 0.28 ** 
Community  0.17 0.28 ** 

After prison     
Post-prison supervision  0.24 0.28 ** 

* p ≤.05     
** p ≤.01     

    

    

    
 

Table 3. Logistic Regression Predicted Return to Prison   
        

Re-imprisonment any reason w/in 3yrs 

Odds 

Ratio   

Std. 

Err. 

Demographics     
Male  1.738 ** 0.106 
Race/Ethnicity     

Non-Hispanic White  ---  --- 
Hispanic  0.670 ** 0.034 
Non-Hispanic black 1.117 ** 0.029 

Age at release 0.965 ** 0.001 
Education 0.967 ** 0.004 

Primary offense     
Drug  ---  --- 
Weapons 0.781 ** 0.047 
Other Property 1.300 ** 0.044 
Burglary 1.172 ** 0.039 
Other Violent 0.691 ** 0.028 
Robbery 0.868 ** 0.043 
Sex offense 0.734 ** 0.055 
Murder 0.471 ** 0.071 
Other 1.127 ** 0.043 

Before prison     
# of prior prison commitments  1.515 ** 0.023 
# of prior felonies  1.013 ** 0.002 

During prison     
Skilled job (am and pm)  0.908 * 0.038 
# of disciplinary reports  1.025 ** 0.002 
Visits per month served  0.773 ** 0.015 
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Months served  0.997 ** 0.001 
Suspected gang member  1.825 ** 0.076 
Custody Level    

Community  ---  --- 
Close  1.652 ** 0.069 
Medium  1.438 ** 0.046 
Minimum  1.351 * 0.043 

After prison     
Post-prison supervision  0.972 ** 0.025 

Intercept 0.410 ** 0.036 

* p ≤ .05     
** p ≤ .01     

 

 


