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Abstract

This paper presents the results of two experimental evaluations of transitional jobs
programs for recently released former prisoners: the Evaluation of the Center for
Employment Opportunities (CEO) and the Transitional Jobs Reentry Demonstration
(TJRD). The analysis assesses the effects of these programs on employment and
recidivism. We find that the programs in both studies led to a large increase in
employment driven by the transitional jobs themselves. However, the programs
did not increase employment in non-program jobs. In addition, the CEO transitional
jobs program reduced recidivism, but the TJRD programs did not. These results
have implications for policy and research.
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1 Introduction
Beginning in the 1970s, the number of people incarcerated in the United States in-

creased dramatically, reaching historically unprecedented levels (Western 2006).

Today, more than 2 million people are incarcerated in federal and state prisons and

local jails (Glaze and Kaeble 2014), and more than 600,000 people are released from

state and federal prisons each year (Carson and Golinelli 2014).

People who are released from prison often face daunting obstacles, such as problems

finding housing, reconnecting with family, and avoiding substance abuse, as they move

back to their communities. On top of the other obstacles they face, many former pris-

oners have great difficulty finding steady work. Many are hampered by low levels of

education, poor work experience, or health problems that make it difficult for them to

find work (Western 2006). They also face employer discrimination based on their

criminal record (Pager 2007).

In addition to experiencing poor labor market outcomes, former prisoners are very

likely to recidivate, or return to crime (Durose et al. 2014). Many experts believe that

one cause of high recidivism rates is the poor labor market outcomes experienced by

former prisoners; employment is therefore considered an especially important out-

come, key to helping former prisoners make a successful transition back to society

without returning to crime.
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The prisoner reentry issue has attracted increasing attention in recent years, and a

number of states have launched multifaceted prisoner reentry initiatives. The federal

government has provided special funding to support these efforts through the Serious

and Violent Offender Reentry Initiative, the Prisoner Reentry Initiative, and, most re-

cently, the Second Chance Act of 2008. However, there is very little reliable evidence

about which types of employment services, if any, are effective for former prisoners.

Despite a long history of research in the criminal justice field, including many experi-

mental evaluations, there have been few rigorous studies of employment focused reen-

try models.

One program model that is seen as promising is one that provides transitional jobs,

or temporary paid work, coupled with job search assistance, case management, or other

wraparound services. Transitional jobs programs are expected to lead to better long-

term employment outcomes for former prisoners by improving soft skills and building

work history. In turn, improved employment outcomes are expected to lead to reduc-

tions in recidivism.

Between 2004 and 2012, MDRC led two large-scale evaluations of transitional jobs

programs targeting individuals returning from prison. In this paper, we present the re-

sults of these two evaluations: the Evaluation of the Center for Employment Opportun-

ities (CEO) and the Transitional Jobs Reentry Demonstration (TJRD). Both evaluations

employ an experimental design in which individuals were randomly assigned to a pro-

gram group, which was offered a transitional jobs program, or to a control group,

which was offered a basic job search assistance program. The analysis assesses the ef-

fects of these programs on employment and recidivism outcomes.

Not surprisingly, we find that the transitional jobs programs in both studies led to a

large increase in employment, driven by the transitional jobs, during the program

period. The CEO program also generated small increases in non-program jobs in some

post program quarters. However, overall, neither the CEO nor the TJRD transitional

jobs programs led to consistent increases in employment in non-program jobs. With

regard to recidivism, the results from the two studies differ. While the CEO transitional

jobs program reduced recidivism, the TJRD programs did not. Differences between the

CEO and TJRD program models may help to explain these results, which have import-

ant implications for policy and future research.

1.1 Labor market outcomes and recidivism of former prisoners

Former prisoners occupy an especially disadvantaged position in the labor market,

partly because of characteristics they had prior to being incarcerated and partly because

their contact with the criminal justice system has further damaged their job prospects.

Compared with the general population, individuals who go to prison average low levels

of educational attainment (Harlow 2003), low cognitive skills (Petersilia 2005; Western

2006), and poor work histories (Petersilia 2005; Travis 2005). These human capital defi-

cits make it difficult to obtain employment, especially given increasing demands for

highly educated and skilled workers and a shrinking pool of well-paying jobs for low-

skilled workers (Bernhardt et al. 2001; Morris and Western 1999). Former prisoners are

also comprised disproportionately of non-white men, whom employers are especially

reluctant to hire, particularly for the service sector jobs that form the majority of work

available to low-skilled workers (Holzer 2009; Pager 2003).
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A criminal record and time spent in prison further damages the employment pros-

pects of individuals leaving prison. Both employer surveys and audit studies have con-

sistently shown that employers discriminate against those with a criminal record

(Holzer et al. 2004; Pager 2003; 2007). This problem has worsened as the use of criminal

background checks has become more widespread (Stoll and Bushway 2008). Furthermore,

time spent in prison can hinder an individual’s ability to find work by making it difficult to

build additional work experience and by eroding job skills and social ties that may connect

individuals to employment (Western 2006; Western et al. 2001). Moreover, in many

states, convicted felons are legally barred from specific occupations. Not surprisingly,

employment rates among former prisoners are very low following release (Visher and

Kachnowski 2007).

In addition to experiencing poor labor market outcomes, former prisoners recidivate

at high rates. According to the latest national estimates, two-thirds of individuals re-

leased from prison are re-arrested within three years of release, while about half return

to prison, either because of a new crime or because they have violated conditions of

parole (Durose et al. 2014). Crime rates among former prisoners are far higher than

those among the general population (Raphael and Stoll 2004).

Many scholars speculate that poor labor market outcomes are one of the primary fac-

tors driving the high rates of recidivism among former prisoners, as employment is

often theorized to be important to successfully reintegrating into the community after

release (see, for example, Weiman et al. 2007; Western 2008; Uggen et al. 2005). There

are several mechanisms through which employment can be expected to reduce partici-

pation in crime. For example, social bonds that develop with coworkers and employers

may provide informal social controls that reduce an individual’s likelihood of participat-

ing in crime (Sampson and Laub 1993). Employment may also exert an effect on crim-

inal activity by simply reducing the amount of time an individual can spend associating

with others who are involved in crime (Warr 1998). In addition, former prisoners who

receive income through employment may have less incentive to obtain money or goods

through crime, reducing their likelihood of recidivating (Ehrlich 1973; Grogger 1998).

Despite theoretical support, strong evidence backing this conjecture is lacking. While

employment and crime are generally found to be negatively correlated (Laub and

Sampson 2001; National Research Council 2008), the evidence that employment is

causally related to recidivism is far from conclusive. Most of the empirical work in this

area cannot rule out the possibility that the relationship between employment and

crime is spurious (Bushway and Reuter 2002; Laub and Sampson 2001) or that these

studies are in fact measuring the effect of crime on employment (Hagan 1993).

1.2 Transitional jobs programs for former prisoners

Transitional jobs programs provide temporary paid jobs, support services such as case

management, and job placement help to hard-to-employ individuals. The transitional

jobs model emerged in the 1990s in the welfare system, but its roots stretch back to a

number of different subsidized employment models that have been implemented or

tested in the past (Bloom 2010).

The transitional jobs model is designed to teach participants soft skills in a hands-on

work environment. The model assumes that many people would have better labor mar-

ket outcomes if they had the soft skills required to obtain a job or to function well in a
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work environment and that people are best able to learn to work by working. By pla-

cing participants into temporary jobs in a program environment, program staff are able

to identify and address workplace problems such as tardiness or difficulty taking direc-

tion that would likely lead to dismissal in a regular job. Thus, the model is designed to

teach the vital soft skills that many employers say they value most. It is also assumed

that employers will be more likely to hire someone who has performed well in a job en-

vironment for several weeks or months.

In recent years, transitional jobs programs have increasingly targeted former pris-

oners. In the reentry context, the transitional jobs are designed to serve three purposes:

(1) the jobs provide stability and income, which may reduce the incentive to turn back

to crime in the critical period just after release; (2) the experience of working in a tran-

sitional job may teach participants how to work; and (3) time spent working in the

transitional job may be a positive signal to employers. The soft skills learned in the

transitional jobs may make participants more appealing to employers by demonstrating

that the individuals were able to show up to work on time and could perform satisfac-

torily in the program jobs. Employers might then be more willing to overlook a crim-

inal background and hire the program participants. Participants might also be better

equipped for the regular labor market, which, in turn, could make them more likely to

hold a job. The model assumes that better employment outcomes will help deter future

recidivism.

The first rigorous test of a transitional, subsidized employment model for former

prisoners was the National Supported Work Demonstration, which ran from 1975 to

1980 (MDRC 1980). The Supported Work programs offered 12 to 18 months of highly

structured paid work experience. Participants worked in crews to promote peer group

support, and the model emphasized “graduated stress,” that is, expectations at the work

site were supposed to increase over time until they approximated the expectations in a

regular, non-program job. Almost all the programs helped participants find regular

jobs, though the intensity and quality of this assistance varied. Some of the Supported

Work programs were “social enterprises” that sold products or services to partly offset

the costs of running the program.

Supported Work was tested for four hard-to-employ groups, including individuals

who had been incarcerated in the prior six months. The sample included about 2,300

former prisoners (94% male) across seven sites. The program initially generated large

increases in employment and earnings during the program period (the initial period,

when many participants were working in transitional jobs), but there was little evidence

of longer-term effects on employment or earnings. Overall, there were no effects on re-

cidivism except for some reductions among participants who were older than 26 years

of age, perhaps because they had reached a point in their lives when they were deter-

mined to avoid further incarceration and the jobs program helped them further this

goal (Uggen 2000).

1.3 Interventions

This paper reports on the findings from two experimental evaluations of transitional

jobs programs for former prisoners conducted by MDRC between 2004 and 2012. The

first, the Evaluation of the Center for Employment Opportunities (CEO),1 tested the ef-

fects of CEO’s transitional jobs reentry program in New York City (Redcross et al. 2009;



Valentine and Redcross IZA Journal of Labor Policy  (2015) 4:16 Page 5 of 17
2012). The second evaluation, the Transitional Jobs Reentry Demonstration (TJRD),2 tested

the effects of transitional jobs reentry programs in four cities in the Midwest: Chicago,

Detroit, Milwaukee, and Minneapolis-St. Paul (Redcross et al. 2010; Jacobs 2012). As we ex-

plain in more detail below, both the CEO and TJRD evaluations used a random assignment

research design to determine whether a transitional jobs program, offering transitional jobs

and other services, is more effective than a basic job search assistance program.

The CEO transitional jobs program provided temporary paid jobs and other services in

an effort to improve participants’ labor market prospects and reduce the odds that they

would return to prison. CEO’s model began with a short pre-employment class lasting five

days. Once participants completed the class, they were placed immediately into a transi-

tional job in one of CEO’s work crews. Crews of about six participants worked in city and

state agencies throughout New York City and were supervised by a CEO staff person.

During the study period, participants worked seven hours a day, four days per week, and

were paid each day for the work performed that day. The type of work performed on the

work crews was not designed to teach skills for a specific occupation but, instead, was

geared toward teaching the soft skills that employers value, such as how to show up to

work on time and how to behave on the job. On the fifth day of each week, participants

reported to CEO’s office and met with their job coaches (case managers) and job devel-

opers. They could also participate in other services, such as a fatherhood program and

parenting classes. Once deemed job-ready, participants got help finding a permanent job.

The TJRD transitional jobs programs in the four Midwestern sites were all structured

somewhat differently, but there were some basic elements that all programs adopted.

All provided participants with temporary, minimum wage jobs that offered 30 to 40

hours of paid work each week. As in the CEO study, the transitional jobs provided to

participants were not focused on building skills in any particular occupation, but all

aimed to identify and address behavior or performance issues that emerged at the work

sites. All provided a range of ancillary services and supports to participants, and all

helped participants look for non-program jobs to follow the transitional jobs, often with

the help of job developers who approached employers to identify job openings for

participants. The Milwaukee program and, during part of the study period, the

Minneapolis-St. Paul program also offered participants retention bonus payments for

getting and holding non-program jobs. The payments could total up to $1500 or so over

six to nine months.

The Detroit and Minneapolis-St. Paul transitional jobs programs were operated by

Goodwill Industries affiliates, and participants worked in jobs in existing Goodwill enter-

prises such as retail stores or a light manufacturing plant.3 In Chicago, transitional jobs

workers were employed by a staffing agency established by the Safer Foundation. The

staffing agency contracted with a major waste management firm that in turn had contracts

with the City of Chicago to operate garbage recycling plants; almost all program partici-

pants worked in those plants. Finally, the New Hope program in Milwaukee used a scat-

tered site model; participants were placed in positions with local nonprofit organizations

or small businesses but were employed by New Hope, which paid their wages.

1.4 Research design, data, and methods

Both the CEO and TJRD evaluations aim to determine whether a transitional jobs pro-

gram, offering transitional jobs and other services, is more effective than a basic job
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search assistance program. The evaluations were designed as rigorous, experimental

studies whereby former prisoners were assigned, at random, to one of two research

groups:

Program group. Individuals who were assigned to the program group were offered

a transitional jobs program in their city. This program included a transitional job

and other support services, such as pre-employment classes, job coaching, job

search assistance, job development, and post-placement services.

Control group. Individuals who were randomly assigned to this group were referred to

the job search program in their city and were offered basic job search and placement

assistance but were not offered a transitional job.

The control group in the CEO study was offered very basic services, which were also

provided by CEO. Members of this group were offered a shorter version of CEO’s pre-

employment class and were given access to a resource room with basic job search

equipment, such as computers and fax machines. A staff person was available to assist

them with aspects of the job search if needed. The control group in the TJRD study

was offered more robust services. These varied across sites, but at a minimum, all of

the TJRD job search programs helped participants prepare a résumé, learn how to fill

out job applications and interview for jobs (including how to answer questions about

their convictions), and identify job leads. Most of these programs offered group job

readiness classes and case managers, who were available to meet with participants. In

the TJRD study, the job search programs were run by the Safer Foundation in Chicago,

JVS and the Detroit Hispanic Development Corporation in Detroit, Project RETURN

in Milwaukee, and the Amherst H. Wilder Foundation in Minneapolis-St. Paul.

Sample members in the TJRD study included former prisoners who had been released

from prison recently—that is, within the three months before study enrollment—while

the full CEO sample included both recently released former prisoners and those who

had been out of prison longer. In order to make the results as comparable as possible,

this paper only presents information for the recently released subgroup of CEO sample

members.

For CEO, study enrollment was conducted between January 2004 and October 2005

and resulted in a sample of 977 former prisoners, but as mentioned above, the analysis

presented in this paper is focused on the 385 recently released sample members: 225 in

the program group and 160 in the control group. For TJRD, study enrollment was con-

ducted between January 2007 and September 2008 and resulted in a sample of 1,813 re-

cently released former prisoners: 912 in the program group and 901 in the control group.

Because the studies’ sample members were assigned at random to one research group

or the other, the two groups, on average, were similar on all personal characteristics at

the start of the study. Therefore, one can be confident that any statistically significant

differences in outcomes that emerge between the groups over time can be attributed to

the effects of the transitional jobs programs over and above the basic job search assist-

ance programs. That is, if assignment to the program group significantly predicts em-

ployment or recidivism outcomes during the follow-up period, we can conclude with a

high level of confidence that the transitional jobs programs affected those outcomes.
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All analyses use an “intent-to-treat” framework that compares the outcomes for all pro-

gram group members with the outcomes for all control group members, regardless of

whether they participated in the program that they were offered.

To measure the effect of the transitional jobs programs on each outcome, we esti-

mate a multivariate regression model to measure the size and significance level of the

coefficient on experimental group status, controlling for pre-random assignment char-

acteristics. The use of regression adjustment neutralizes chance differences in charac-

teristics between the program and control groups and also increases the power of the

statistical tests for effects. We estimate regression models of the following form, using

ordinary least squares:

Y i ¼ αþ βPi þ δXi þ εi;

where Yi = the outcome measure for sample member i, Pi = one for program group

members and zero for control group members, Xi = a set of background characteristics

for sample member i, εi = a random error term for sample member i, β = the estimate

of the average effect of the program on the outcome, α = the intercept of the regression,

and δ = the set of regression coefficients for the background characteristics.

Data for the TJRD and CEO samples were collected from a number of sources. First,

at baseline, sample members were asked to fill out a short survey just before they were

randomly assigned. The baseline surveys for the two studies differed somewhat but

collected much of the same information, including race and ethnicity, marital status,

housing situation, children of the respondent, child support orders, educational attain-

ment, and employment history. All sample members completed a baseline survey. In

the CEO study, a follow-up survey was administered to a portion of sample members

an average of 20 months after they entered the study. The survey asked questions about

service receipt, employment, housing, drug treatment, family relationships, and other

issues. The response rate for the survey was about 68%.

We measure employment and recidivism outcomes using administrative data

collected from the labor department and criminal justice agencies in each state. The

employment data consist of quarterly unemployment insurance (UI) earnings records.

For both studies, two types of criminal justice data were collected. First, either the

state police or the criminal information repository in each state provided arrest and

conviction history data.4 Second, state prison incarceration data were collected from

either the department of corrections or the criminal information repository in each

state.5 Finally, for the CEO sample only, local jail incarceration data were collected

from the New York City Department of Correction.6 For CEO, the follow-up data

cover three years after random assignment for each sample member, while for TJRD,

two years of follow-up data are available.

1.5 Sample characteristics

Both studies targeted former prisoners. All individuals in the CEO sample were on par-

ole, and nearly all individuals in the TJRD sample were on parole or another type of

community supervision. Because of the way individuals were recruited for these studies,

the TJRD and CEO samples are not random samples of individuals returning from

prison to the five study cities. All sample members chose to participate in the studies

in order to gain access to a transitional jobs program or a job search program (in CEO,
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all individuals were referred to CEO by their parole officers, but study participation

was still voluntary). This suggests that the sample may include a disproportionate num-

ber of releasees who were actively pursuing legal work and who had a relatively high

motivation to work. At the same time, the fact that all sample members were un-

employed at baseline indicates that the sample is not likely to include those who

already had work lined up when they were released or who found employment right

away. This suggests that this sample may be both relatively motivated to work and rela-

tively disadvantaged compared to all parolees in these cities. Selection into the study

may also have occurred based on other factors, such as the preferences of particular

parole officers. Because these studies do not use random samples, the extent to which

the results can be generalized to other former prisoners is not clear. However, these

samples are similar on measurable characteristics to prisoners released to urban areas

generally.

Table 1 presents selected background characteristics of the CEO and TJRD research

samples. These characteristics are based on information collected from sample mem-

bers just before random assignment, as well as on criminal justice administrative re-

cords. Most of the sample members are African-American or Hispanic. All TJRD

sample members were men, while a small percentage of CEO sample members were

women. Both samples were about 34 years old, on average, when they enrolled in the

study. Both sets of sample members had low levels of educational attainment, though

the CEO sample was somewhat more disadvantaged in that respect. About 55% of

CEO sample members had at least a GED or high school diploma, while this was true

for about 69% of TJRD sample members. Many sample members also had weak

employment histories. About 80% or more had worked in the past, but only between

50 and 60% had worked six consecutive months for a single employer. Sample mem-

bers for both studies also had extensive histories with the criminal justice system,

averaging more than seven arrests, three felony convictions, and five to six years in

state prison.

2 Results
2.1 Effects on employment and earnings

The analyses show that the effects of the transitional jobs programs on employment

and earnings were similar for the two studies.7 Figure 1 illustrates the effects of the

transitional jobs programs on overall employment, which includes both the transitional

jobs and all other UI-covered employment in study states. Results for CEO appear in

the top graph, while results for TJRD appear in the bottom graph. Each of these two

graphs shows the employment rates for the program and control groups in each quar-

ter following random assignment—that is, the adjusted proportion of each research

group who worked for at least one day in a given quarter. In both cases, being offered a

transitional jobs program substantially increased employment early in the follow-up

period, but the effect faded as program group members left the transitional jobs. As

discussed in more detail below, there were some small effects of the CEO transitional

jobs program on overall employment in some quarters late in the follow-up period.

Figure 2 shows quarterly rates of employment in non-program jobs only. Again, re-

sults for the CEO study are shown in the top graph, while results for the TJRD study

are shown in the bottom graph. A comparison between the graphs in Fig. 1 and the



Table 1 Selected baseline characteristics of CEO and TJRD sample members

Characteristic CEO Sample TJRD Sample

Average age (years) 33.6 34.6

Race/ethnicity (%)

White, non-Hispanic 1.8 10.2

Black, non-Hispanic 64.2 80.7

Hispanic 31.3 4.7

Other 2.6 4.3

Male (%) 94.5 100.0

Education (%)

High school diploma 10.9 22.8

General Educational Development (GED) certificate 44.1 46.2

Beyond high school 5.9 5.8

None of the above 39.1 25.2

Employment History

Ever any employment (%) 79.1 86.5

Employed 6 consecutive months for one employer (%) 58.4 52.6

Criminal History

Average number of arrestsa 7.9 9.2

Number of prior felony arrests 4.8 3.9

Number of prior misdemeanor arrests 3.0 2.7

Average number of prior convictionsb 7.0 4.1

Number of prior felony convictions 2.7 2.6

Number of prior misdemeanor convictions 4.0 1.0

Lifetime number of months in state prisonc 62.7 71.4

Sample size 385 1,813

In the CEO evaluation, MDRC calculations were based on data from the CEO Baseline Information Form and the New York
State Division of Criminal Justice Services (DCJS). In the TJRD evaluation, MDRC calculations were based on the Baseline
Information Form and data from Michigan State Police, Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension, State of Wisconsin
Department of Justice, Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority, and the Department of Corrections in each state
Data in this table are unweighted
aEach arrest date is counted only as a single event. If there are multiple crimes or charges on the same date, only the
most serious charge is recorded in the analysis
bEach conviction date is counted only as a single event. If there are multiple convictions on the same date, only the
most serious charge is recorded in the analysis. The total includes convictions for felony, misdemeanor, and other
crime classes
c“Lifetime” includes historical data as early as 1970 for the CEO sample and as early as 1980 for the TJRD sample
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graphs in Fig. 2 indicates that the early, positive effects on overall employment were

driven entirely by the transitional jobs, as there were few significant, positive effects on

non-program employment. Early in the follow-up period, especially for the TJRD sam-

ple, program group members were less likely to be employed in non-program jobs than

control group members. This occurred because some program group members who

would otherwise have been able to find regular employment instead worked in a transi-

tional job. In other words, they temporarily substituted the transitional job for regular

employment. This pattern was expected, given the ready availability of transitional jobs

for program group members. We find a similar pattern of results, though to a smaller

degree, among the CEO sample.

Ultimately, the transitional jobs programs aimed to affect longer-term employment

after the program period when program group members were no longer working in



Fig. 1 Quarterly Impacts on Overall Employment. Legend: ▬ Program Group, — Control Group. SOURCES:
In the CEO evaluation, MDRC calculations were based on unemployment insurance (UI) wage records from
New York State. In the TJRD evaluation, MDRC calculations were based on payroll data from each site and
unemployment insurance (UI) wage records from each of the states in the demonstration (Illinois, Michigan,
Minnesota, and Wisconsin). NOTES: Results in this figure are weighted by week of random assignment and
adjusted for pre-random assignment characteristics. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1%;
** = 5%; * = 10%. Results in this table are regression-adjusted for pre-random assignment characteristics.
For the TJRD sample, the pre-RA quarter includes only data for Illinois and Wisconsin because complete UI
wage records were not available for Michigan and Minnesota. Random assignment took place in Quarter 1.
The follow-up period for CEO sample members was three years post-random assignment. The follow-up
period for TJRD was two years post-random assignment
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transitional jobs. While participants worked in the transitional jobs, the programs

worked to address workplace behaviors and performance issues that might affect later

employment. They also provided job search and job placement assistance to move par-

ticipants into non-program employment after the transitional job. Through these ser-

vices, the programs hoped to affect long-term, non-program employment.

As the results in Fig. 2 show, the transitional jobs programs generally did not have

this effect. There were no significant effects on non-program employment for the TJRD

sample throughout the follow-up period. However, late in the second year and into the

third year, statistically significant effects on non-program employment emerged among

the CEO sample in some of the quarters. Given the timing of these effects, it is unlikely

that they are direct effects of the CEO program, as program group members were no

longer receiving employment services. A more plausible hypothesis is that the pro-

gram’s effects on incarceration (discussed below) led, by definition, to more control



Fig. 2 Quarterly Impacts on Non-Program Employment. Legend: ▬ Program Group, — Control Group.
SOURCES: MDRC calculations using payroll data from each site and unemployment insurance (UI) wage
records from each of the states in the demonstration (Illinois, Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin).
NOTES: Statistical significance levels are indicated as follows: *** = 1%; ** = 5%; * = 10%. Results in this
table are regression-adjusted for pre-random assignment characteristics. For the TJRD sample, the pre-RA
quarter includes only data for Illinois and Wisconsin because complete UI wage records were not available for
Michigan and Minnesota. Random assignment took place in Quarter 1. The follow-up period for CEO
sample members was three years post-random assignment. The follow-up period for TJRD was two years
post-random assignment
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group members being incapacitated during this time and therefore unable to work. In

other words, program group members were more likely to be out in the community

and to have the opportunity to work. In the end, these effects are small and inconsist-

ent across quarters.

2.2 Effects on recidivism

While the results for the CEO and TJRD studies are similar with regard to effects on

employment and earnings, the results for the two studies differ with regard to effects

on recidivism. Table 2 presents the effects of the CEO and TJRD transitional jobs pro-

grams on measures of recidivism. As the right half of the table shows, the TJRD pro-

grams had no significant effects on key outcomes during the study follow-up period of

two years.8 About 55% of the program group and 52% of the control group were

arrested, and about 29% of the program group and 27% of the control group were

ever convicted of a crime during the two-year follow-up period. Neither of these differ-

ences is statistically significant. Finally, about half of the sample members were admit-

ted to prison. Most of the prison admissions were for technical parole violations, which



Table 2 CEO and TJRD impacts on recidivism

CEO TJRD

Outcome Program
Group

Control
Group

Difference
(Impact)

P-Value Program
Group

Control
Group

Difference
(Impact)

P-Value

Ever arresteda (%) 49.1 59.1 −10.0 *0.056 55.2 51.8 3.4 0.131

Ever convicted of a
crimeb (%)

44.0 56.7 −12.7 **0.014 29.0 26.5 2.4 0.243

Convicted of a felony 15.6 14.6 1.0 0.789 – – – –

Convicted of a
misdemeanor

31.9 46.1 −14.3 ***0.005 – – – –

Ever incarceratedc (%) 60.2 71.3 −11.2 **0.027 – – – –

Prison 38.9 43.4 −4.5 0.387 49.9 49.9 0.0 0.995

Jail 56.7 71.4 −14.7 ***0.004 – – – –

Ever incarcerated for a
new crime (%)

26.5 35.4 −8.9 *0.061 – – – –

Prison 11.2 12.5 −1.4 0.685 13.7 12.0 1.7 0.265

Jail 16.4 25.6 −9.1 **0.030 – – –

Ever incarcerated for a
technical parole/probation
violation (%)

38.5 39.8 −1.3 0.801 – – – –

Prison 23.8 25.5 −1.7 0.717 31.0 31.1 −0.1 0.980

Jail 34.2 35.1 −0.9 0.856 – – – –

Total days incarcerated 213 247 −34 0.234 – – – –

Prison 118 138 −20 0.345 116 123 −7 0.403

Jail 95 109 −14 0.334 – – – –

Ever arrested, convicted,
or incarceratedd (%)

66.8 75.8 −9.0 *0.063 69.9 70.5 −0.6 0.768

Incarcerated at end of the
follow-up periode (%)

30.1 36.1 −6.0 0.221 – – – –

Sample size (CEO total =
385; TJRD total = 1,809)

225 160 910 899

In the CEO evaluation, MDRC calculations were based on data from the New York State Division of Criminal Justice
Services (DCJS) and the New York City Department of Correction (DOC). In the TJRD evaluation, MDRC calculations were
based on data from Michigan State Police, Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension, State of Wisconsin Department
of Justice, Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority, and the Department of Corrections in each state
Results in this table are weighted by week of random assignment and regression-adjusted for pre-random
assignment characteristics
The follow-up period for CEO sample members was three years post-random assignment. The follow-up period for TJRD
was two years post-random assignment
Data on incarceration in jail were not collected for the TJRD evaluation
In CEO, this measure includes all reasons for incarceration, such as sentences for new crimes, technical violations of
parole, detainee (jail), and other admission reasons
Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1%; ** = 5%; * = 10%
aEach arrest date is counted only as a single event. If there are multiple crimes or charges on the same date, only the
most serious charge is recorded in the analysis
bSome convictions may have been associated with an arrest that occurred prior to random assignment. These
convictions are counted in the analysis as occurring after random assignment
cSubcategories may sum to more than the total due to multiple admissions per person during the follow-up period
dThis composite measure was created by combining three measures that are not mutually exclusive: arrest, conviction,
and incarceration. Participants who were arrested and/or convicted, for example, were also incarcerated. The composite
measure represents people who experienced one or more of these recidivism measures
eIncarceration status in the CEO evaluation based on Quarter 12 after random assignment; includes both prison and jail
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occur when a parolee violates a condition of his release, such as abstaining from drugs,

reporting to a parole officer, or being home by a specified curfew. About 31% of the

sample were admitted for a technical parole violation, while about 14% of the program

group and 12% of the control group were admitted for a new crime (not significantly

different).
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As the left half of the table shows, the results for the CEO study are quite different

for recidivism outcomes. The CEO program significantly reduced arrests, convictions,

and incarceration. Program group members were 10 percentage points less likely than

control group members to be arrested (49%, compared with 59%). Program group

members were also significantly less likely to be convicted of a crime and were less

likely to be re-incarcerated, with reductions of 13 and 11 percentage points, respect-

ively (60% of program group members were incarcerated, compared with 71% of con-

trol group members). Overall, the CEO transitional jobs program led to a 9 percentage

point reduction in any type of recidivism (arrest, conviction, or incarceration) over the

three year follow-up period. In summation, while the TJRD transitional jobs programs

did not lead to reductions in recidivism among recently released former prisoners, the

CEO transitional jobs program did so across a number of recidivism measures.

3 Discussion
The evaluations of the Center for Employment Opportunities (CEO) and Transitional

Jobs Reentry Demonstration (TJRD) transitional jobs programs are two of the most

rigorous tests of employment programs for former prisoners in recent years. Both

evaluations provide good tests of the transitional jobs model for former prisoners.

Both the CEO and TJRD transitional jobs programs greatly increased employment

during the program period, but this effect resulted almost entirely from the transitional

jobs themselves. For the full samples, neither the CEO nor the TJRD transitional jobs

programs consistently improved non-program employment or earnings during the pro-

gram period or the post-program period. In other words, the results from the two studies

provide little evidence that the transitional jobs programs led to substantial improvements

in longer-term employment outcomes.

However, the results of the CEO study are promising in some key respects. The CEO

transitional jobs program reduced recidivism, an effect that is difficult to achieve and has

rarely been seen in rigorous evaluations like this one. In addition, although the program

did not increase the percentage of program group members who were ever employed in a

non-program job (not shown), there is some evidence that CEO increased the number of

quarters with non-program employment during the post-program period. However, these

effects were likely a byproduct of the program’s effects on incarceration, which incapaci-

tated fewer program group members, rather than a direct result of program services.

In contrast to the CEO results, the TJRD programs, for the most part, did not have

effects on recidivism. It is unclear exactly why these results are different. If there were

a straightforward causal relationship between employment and recidivism, one would

expect to see corresponding effects on arrests and other forms of recidivism, at least

during the program period when most program group members were working, for both

transitional jobs programs. Given that this was not the case, these findings show that

simply providing temporary jobs to parolees will not necessarily result in lower recidiv-

ism. The pattern of effects suggests that other aspects of the CEO transitional jobs pro-

gram model, not just the employment itself, are contributing to the effects on

recidivism.

There are many possible reasons why CEO may have lowered recidivism when other

transitional jobs programs did not. One potential explanation relates to the structure of

CEO’s transitional jobs component, in which participants are placed in small crews that
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are closely supervised by a CEO staff person. The other transitional jobs programs that

were tested did not use this model. It may be that something about the inter-personal

dynamic within the crew, or in the relationship between the supervisor and the partici-

pants, led to the kind of attitudinal changes that criminologists believe are necessary to

lower recidivism. The study did not explicitly test for these effects, but a survey showed

that program group members were more likely to report that there was a person in

their lives that they could turn to for advice and support.

Criminal justice researchers have argued that employment programs are unlikely to

be successful at reducing recidivism unless they address the core criminogenic needs of

individuals involved in the criminal justice system. The term “criminogenic needs” is

used to describe dynamic (i.e., changeable) risk factors. Most researchers agree that the

most important dynamic risk factors are impulsivity, lack of self-control, anti-social

cognitions and anti-social peers. These findings have led to a focus on cognitive behav-

ioral therapy (CBT) as a key treatment approach in corrections programing (Lester

and Van Voorhis 1997; Hubbard and Latessa 2004). There are many different kinds of

CBT interventions, but all share the assumption that the “cognitive distortions” that

lead people toward criminal behaviors are learned rather than innate, and thus can be

changed. CBT approaches are used to teach offenders new, prosocial skills to replace

the antisocial ones they often possess through modeling, practice, and reinforcement

(Latessa 2012). Research has further shown that CBT approaches are most effective at

reducing recidivism for those at the highest risk of recidivism initially–similar to the

earlier findings from the evaluation of the CEO program (Zweig et al. 2011).

As an employment-focused program, CEO did not directly seek to target cognitive

behavioral skills in the way that CBT programs do. Nonetheless, it is plausible that the

structure of CEO’s program, as it sought to improve individual’s job readiness through

on the job coaching, inadvertently applied similar techniques as those commonly used

in CBT programing: pro-social modeling, problem solving skills, and positive

reinforcement. This possibility led to the hypothesis described above that CEO’s work

crew model promoted improvements in attitudes and behaviors and is the mechanism

behind CEO’s success in reducing recidivism.

In contrast to CEO, none of the TJRD transitional jobs programs operated the work

crew model of transitional employment that CEO uses. One site used a scattered-site

model, whereby participants were placed individually in jobs with a private (usually

nonprofit) employer. Two of the sites were Goodwill Industries affiliates, and partici-

pants worked at the program site or in retail locations. The fourth site—the Safer

Foundation in Chicago—operated transitional jobs through a contract with a waste

management company, and participants all worked at a garbage recycling plant.

Another difference between TJRD and CEO is that the control groups in some of the

TJRD sites were offered more intensive job search services, including case manage-

ment, by programs that specialized in employment services for former prisoners. CEO’s

control group members were offered only limited assistance with job search, though

they could access help in the community. It is possible that the TJRD transitional jobs

programs did lead to some reductions in recidivism, but that the relatively substantial

programing received by the TJRD control group members also led to such reductions,

such that no significant differences were found between program and control group

members. In addition, CEO was the only one of the five programs evaluated that
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had extensive experience with both transitional jobs and providing services to former pris-

oners. In fact, some of the TJRD programs had only recently begun serving the popula-

tion, and staff were new to the nuances of working with corrections and parole agencies

and coping with the special needs of those returning home from prison. Further, some of

the TJRD programs had little experience with operating transitional jobs. These sites had

the added burden of developing work sites that were suitable for former prisoners.

One thing is clear and consistent across the findings from these and other studies:

rates of employment are very low among those returning from prison; less than 30 % of

control group members were employed in an average quarter. In both studies, results

show that transitional jobs were successful in generating higher rates of employment

than would otherwise be found for returning prisoners, demonstrating that when

former prisoners are offered an immediate paid job, they are willing to work.

However, since the goal of transitional jobs programs usually moves beyond short-term

employment, enhancements to existing transitional job models should be considered.

Although the evaluation evidence provides little guidance on what works to increase

longer-term employment, it may help to learn from and build on the strategies that

were less successful in these programs.

One hypothesis for the lack of consistent employment effects in these studies is that

the transitional jobs generally did not train the participants for specific occupations.

Another hypothesis is that the transitional jobs were too short and should be extended

to allow more time to build a participant’s employability before a transition to the regu-

lar labor market is considered. However, the evidence from these current studies does

not suggest that many participants were terminated from the program because they

had hit a time limit. All the programs experienced difficulties in identifying job oppor-

tunities in the private sector and in helping participants make the transition to regular

employment. Therefore, programs may consider boosting job development and place-

ment services, perhaps by offering incentives to employers or by putting more em-

phasis on identifying employment opportunities, cultivating partnerships with private

employers, and helping participants stay employed once they obtain non-program jobs.

Endnotes
1CEO is one of four sites in the Enhanced Services for the Hard-to-Employ Demon-

stration and Evaluation Project, sponsored by the Administration for Children and

Families and the Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation in the

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), with additional funding from

the U.S. Department of Labor.
2The Transitional Jobs Reentry Demonstration (TJRD) was funded by the Joyce

Foundation, with additional financial support from the JEHT Foundation and the U.S.

Department of Labor. The JEHT Foundation ceased operating in January 2009.
3In the Detroit site, the transitional jobs program was run by Goodwill Industries of

Greater Detroit. In the Minneapolis-St. Paul site, the transitional jobs program was run

by Goodwill/Easter Seals Minnesota.
4The arrest and conviction data were collected from the following sources: Illinois

Criminal Justice Information Authority, Michigan State Police, Minnesota Bureau of

Criminal Apprehension, State of Wisconsin Department of Justice, and New York State

Division of Criminal Justice Services.
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5The state prison data were collected from the following sources: Illinois Department

of Corrections, Michigan Department of Corrections, Minnesota Department of

Corrections, Wisconsin Department of Corrections, and New York State Division of

Criminal Justice Services.
6The distinction between prison and jail data is based on agency jurisdiction, admis-

sion reason, and level of crime. Specifically, in the states in which these data were col-

lected, those sentenced to more than 12 months are generally sentenced to

incarceration in state prison, while those sentenced to 12 months or less are generally

sentenced to incarceration in local jails, such as Rikers Island in New York City. Prison

sentences usually result from felony convictions while jail sentences usually result from

misdemeanor convictions, but individuals can also be sent to either prison or jail be-

cause they have violated the terms of their parole or probation conditions. In addition,

individuals may be incarcerated in jails without sentences, while they await trial, sen-

tencing, arraignment, or transfer.
7The results did not differ substantially across the different sites in the TJRD study.

Therefore, for the sake of brevity, we present the full sample results only. See Redcross

et al. (2010) for more detailed information about differences across sites.
8Data on incarceration in jail were not collected for the TJRD evaluation.
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