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People who were previously incarcerated are unemployed at five times the national average. A 

new training program backed by Google and a group of city nonprofits hopes to improve that 

rate. 

 The technology giant said Thursday that it would help teach digital job skills by the end of the 

year to 10,000 people who have served prison sentences. Google has partnered on that national 

effort with four New York-based nonprofits that are focused on helping imprisoned people 

reenter society: the Ladies of Hope Ministries, the Center for Employment Opportunities, Defy 

Ventures and the Fortune Society.  

 Topeka Sam, founder and executive director of the Ladies of Hope Ministries, said people in 

prison do not have access to the digital tools that are required for seeking employment. That 

makes it difficult to apply for jobs once they re-enter the workforce, Sam explained. 

"Especially now, in a pandemic, people are working virtually," Sam said. "If you have been 

incarcerated, whether one or 20 years, that affects the specific skill set you need to be 

competitive in this job market."   

Sam, who spent three and a half years incarcerated, is a leading criminal justice activist who 

founded Ladies of Hope Ministries to help women exiting prison reenter society. The Ladies of 

Hope Ministries operates the Hope House, which provides housing and job training in the Bronx 

for people recently released from prison.  

The training program, the Grow with Google Career Readiness for Reentry Program, focuses on 

how to apply and secure jobs in middle-skills positions, which require education or training 

beyond a high school diploma but not a four-year college degree.   

While official data is limited, a 2018 study of 5 million recently incarcerated men and women 

found an unemployment rate of 27%. That rate exceeds the estimated national rate during the 

Great Depression, according to the Prison Policy Initiative, which published the report.  

The number has likely only gotten worse in response to Covid-19.  



"If you think about the overall national numbers of people who have lost employment and 

income, for people with convictions things are just magnified from that," Sam said.   

Google is funding the program as part of a $15 million pledge toward up-skilling Black job 

seekers. CEO Sundar Pichai made the pledge after the murder of George Floyd during the spring 

of 2020. The unemployment rate for Black men and women who were formerly incarcerated is 

significantly higher than for white men and women released from prison, the Prison Policy 

Institute found.   

Between 70 million and 100 million U.S. residents—1-in-3—have a criminal record, according 

to estimates by the Sentencing Project.  

Major corporations are increasingly pledging to help those Americans enter the workforce. 

JPMorgan Chase CEO Jamie Dimon is co-chairing an initiative launched this week called the 

Second Chance Business Coalition, which has pledged to promote hiring and career 

advancement for people with criminal records.   

"Second-chance employment takes a commitment to remove historic barriers to employment and 

a recognition of the benefits these employees offer,"  

Dimon wrote in an op-ed Tuesday with Eaton CEO Craig Arnold. 

"For companies that take this step, inclusive hiring practices create both positive change and give 

them a competitive edge."  

Pepsico, AT&T, Bank of America and Microsoft are among the corporations that have joined 

that initiative.   

Google will offer its virtual training job resources free to any nonprofit offering job training. 

Sam said she hoped to expand the program to people serving sentences to prepare them for 

applying to jobs when they are released. She said the program can instill confidence to pursue 

new types of work.   

"Now that I know how to do this, I can feel empowered so If I lose my job, I can start a business 

or shift into a new field," Sam said. "Because I have the skills, I feel more confident to do so. 

 


