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Paper Introduction

- The paper: Incarceration, Recidivism, and Employment by Bhuller, Dahl, Loken
and Mogstad, JPE (2020)

- Question: what is the effect of incarceration on recidivism and employment
outcomes?

- The authors use administrative data from Norway and the random assignment of
judges to estimate the effect of incarceration on future outcomes.

- They find that imprisonment reduced future criminal behavior and improved
employment outcomes for those who were unemployed at the time of
incarceration.
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Background

- The effect of incarceration on future criminal and economic behavior is hugely
important for designing social policies.

- Those who have experienced imprisonment in the past have higher rates of
criminal activity and lower rates of employment.

- This relationship is plagued with selection on unobservables. What is the true
effect?
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The Norwegian Court System

- Procedure:

- Norwegian law requires that judges be randomly assigned to cases (a few
exceptions which are dropped)



Research Design

- Model:
Yi,t = βtIi,0 + X′

iθt + ηi,t

where Ii,0 indicates incarceration of person i in period 0.

- Xi is a full set of court by year dummy variables.
- First stage:

Ii,0 = γZj(i) + X′
iδ + νi,0

where Zj(i) is the stringency of judge j assigned to person i:

Zj(i) =

∑
n̸=i In,01{j(n) = j}∑

n ̸=i 1{j(n) = j}
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An Aside on Instrument Monotonicity

- If you read the paper you will find a lot of discussion on instrument monotonicity,
which the paper tests for.

- Monotonicity is only relevant if the treatment has heterogeneous effects (likely).
- An instrument is monotonic if different values of the instrument either uniformly

increase or decrease the probability of treatment for everyone.
- Here this means that more strict judges would incarcerate all of the defendents

that more lenient judges do.
- With a monotonic instrument, the TSLS estimand has a Local Average Treatment

Effect interpretation, which you’ve seen before.
- You’ll see more of this in recitation.
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Incarceration and Employment



Other Exercises

The paper also:
- Tests for violations of instrument monotonicity

- Tests for effects coming through other dimensions of judge decisions (fines,
community service, etc). These would violate instrument exclusion.

- Conducts a cost-benefit analysis (positive)
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Conclusion

- The paper finds that incarceration reduces further criminal behavior and improves
future employment outcomes.

- The effects are concentrated among those who were not working prior to
incarceration.

- Some evidenc that the effect comes through the provision of job training programs
in prison.

- Prison in Norway is very different from prison in the US.


