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Practically all prisoners eventually return to free society. Considering their high 
rates of subsequent recidivism, more insight into various post-prison circum-
stances is vital, as well as effective strategies to improve the reintegration of ex-
prisoners. Such knowledge is scarce, and it also remained unclear thus far to what 
extent imprisonment caused these individuals to lose their integration with the 
community. 
Labor market participation might work as an effective crime reduction strategy 
among ex-prisoners. Scholars and professionals as well as prisoners themselves 
note that the path to a successful reentry critically depends on the transition to 
employment. Yet, imprisonment bars offenders from employment during their 
time in prison and might also limit their post-prison employment prospects.
Using data of the Prison Project – a longitudinal study of almost 2,000 prisoners – 
this thesis examines men’s labor market experiences before and after imprisonment 
and examines whether recidivism risks are lower among employed versus 
unemployed ex-prisoners.
By addressing ex-prisoners’ labor market experiences and recidivism risks, this 
thesis connects to two punishment goals, rehabilitation and specific deterrence. 
The findings could inform and help stimulate debates about (effective) punishment 
policies, and equip policy makers better to weigh the advantages and disadvantages 
of changes regarding imprisonment and reentry programs. 
The results show first of all that most prisoners face a severe human capital deficit 
even long before they enter prison. Furthermore, among prisoners facing spells of 
less than six months, longer confinement is largely uncorrelated with 
employment. In contrast, spells exceeding six months seem to worsen 
employment prospects. Those who find employment often find it soon and many 
seem able to hold on to this low-level job within the first crucial six months 
following release. While not all post-prison jobs seem to affect recidivism risks, 
stable employment seems to reduce this risk.

This is a volume in the series of the Meijers Research Institute and Graduate 
School of the Leiden Law School of Leiden University. This study is part of 
the Law School’s research program Criminal Justice: Legitimacy, Accounta-
bility and Effectivity
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