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Abstract This briefing examines the law, policy, and practice of prison work in
the United States, focusing on Arizona, California, and Texas. It provides a compre-
hensive analysis of work and employment training opportunities for prisoners in
these states, contextualised within recent trends in their prison populations and in
the legal framework governing prison labour. The briefing explores how different
levels of custodial security affect access to work opportunities and examines relevant
case law and state-specific approaches. Recent policy developments are linked to
penal cultures and prison population trends. The briefing suggests that prison work
in these states primarily subsidises state institutions rather than enabling exploita-
tion for private profit, with most work involving prison maintenance or producing
goods for public sector use. Despite low labour costs, many prison industries strug-
gle for economic viability. The analysis highlights a lack of reliable, comprehensive
data on prison work, hindering thorough analysis and informed policymaking. Ar-
eas requiring further research include the specifics of ‘prison housework’, long-term
outcomes of prison work, and implications of penal policy shifts. The briefing aims
to contribute to evidence-based policy reforms that can improve outcomes for pris-
oners while addressing broader societal concerns about justice and rehabilitation.
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