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experimental group, those reclassified as medium security, would have a lower number of disciplinary infractions 
compared with the control group, the inmates who retained their maximum-security classification. A diagram depict-
ing the experiment is provided in Exhibit 6.6. Results indicated that inmates reclassified to medium security did not 
receive a lower number of infractions; both groups received about the same number of disciplinary infractions, regard-
less of security classification.

Field Experiments in Action: Determining the  
Effect of Incarceration on Employment

As you have seen, social experiments are not always conducted in a laboratory or controlled environment. In fact, 
many experiments are conducted out in the real world. Whenever studies utilize the conditions of an experimental 
method in a real-world setting, they are termed field experiments. All of the studies examining the effects of arrest 
on future intimate partner assaults discussed in Chapter 2 were field experiments.

One innovative field experiment was conducted by Pager (2007) to determine the effects of incarceration on the like-
lihood of obtaining employment. This is an extremely important research question because the prison population in the 
United States has vastly increased over the past 30 years. In addition to the laws barring ex-offenders in some states from 
obtaining employment in certain sectors, reentering offenders also face other obstacles in finding a job, particularly from 
the stigma attached to having a record. How could we determine the effects of a formal criminal record on the likelihood of 
getting a job? Well, we could examine employer attitudes about hiring ex-offenders through a survey, but as you now know, 
this would not help us isolate a causal relationship between having a record and getting a job. We could interview offenders 
reentering the community to find out their own experiences, but this would tell us only about a few individuals’ experiences. 
The best way to determine the effects of a criminal record on employment chances would be to conduct a field experiment, 
which is what Pager did. Her study is diagrammed in Exhibit 6.7.

Pager (2007) designed a field experiment in which pairs of applicants, one who had a criminal record and one who 
did not, applied for real jobs. Her study used two male teams of applicants, one composed of two African Americans 
and one composed of two whites. These individuals were actually college students in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, whom  
Pager refers to as “testers.” The testers were matched on the basis of age, physical appearance, and general style of 
self-presentation, and all were assigned fictitious résumés that reflected equivalent levels of education (all had a high 
school education) and equivalent levels of steady work experience. However, one tester within each team was randomly 
assigned to have a criminal record and the other was not. The fictitious criminal record consisted of a felony drug 
conviction and 18 months of served prison time. This assignment rotated each week of the study (e.g., one individual 
played the job applicant with a record one week, and the other did so the next week) as a check against unobserved 

differences between team members. Same-race testers (one with a criminal record 
and one without) applied for the same job, one day apart. The African American 
team applied for a total of 200 jobs, and the white team applied for a total of 150 
jobs.

Exhibit 6.6
Experiment Examining the Effect of Prison Classification on Inmate 
Behavior (Bench & Allen, 2003)
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Field experiment  An experimental study 
conducted in a real-world setting


