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Preface

The recidivism rate is a statistical institution in the criminal legal
system. It is widely used by policymakers, practitioners, and researchers
to refer to the crimes, convictions, and reincarceration of people released
from prison. It is the default benchmark for determining the effectiveness of
policies and programs to prevent post-release criminal behavior. From the
beginning, however, the recidivism rate has had its critics, who argue that it
is based on defective data and is commonly misinterpreted and misapplied.!
Arnold Ventures asked the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,
and Medicine to convene an expert committee to conduct a critical analysis
of recidivism and, as needed, propose alternative measures of success for
the more than 600,000 persons who reenter society each year after leaving
prison. This report is the culmination of the committee’s deliberations.

The use of the term “success” in the committee’s charge is telling. It
reverses the focus on failure that defines the recidivism rate. The committee
was asked to consider the multiple meanings and measures of success after
prison in addition to the cessation of criminal behavior. We took this charge
literally and have devoted extensive attention in our report to measures of
post-release progress and improvement across multiple life domains, includ-
ing physical and mental health, employment, housing, family attachment and
community involvement. Our research and presentations by subject matter
experts—particularly those by persons with lived experience of incarceration
and the practitioners who work with them—convinced us that a sense of hope,
efficacy, and overall well-being is of fundamental importance for successful
reentry after prison. The challenge is to develop and validate measures of

1See, for example, Michael Maltz’s ([1984] 2001) groundbreaking study.
x
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personal well-being that are both reliable and sufficiently flexible to encompass
the diverse experiences, backgrounds, and identities of those leaving prison.

Our analysis of recidivism also poses the same kind of challenge. The re-
cidivism critics, we concluded, are essentially correct: We must move beyond
the recidivism rate to adequately measure post-release criminal behavior,
which will require reversing the polarity of recidivism from failure to success.
In this regard, the committee undertook an extensive review of the research
literature on desistance from crime. We were struck by the difference between
recidivism and desistance. Recidivism is often operationalized as a binary,
either-or, measure of post-release outcomes: You were either rearrested, recon-
victed, or reincarcerated after leaving prison, or you were not. By contrast, de-
sistance indicates a gradual process that, like recovery from addiction, illness
or disease, can involve relapses. From the vantage point of recidivism, com-
mitting a new crime is a mark of failure. From a desistance perspective, com-
mitting fewer or less serious crimes is a sign of movement toward desistance.
Our review led us to conclude that the concept of desistance more accurately
depicts the realities of criminal behavior and its cessation and that measures of
desistance should augment the recidivism rate. Measures of recidivism, when
used, need to be applied with greater precision. Policymakers, practitioners,
researchers, and other users should specify whether recidivism reflects rear-
rest, conviction, or incarceration and clarify the limitations of such measures.

Little in our analysis of the limitations the recidivism rate is new. Part of
our task was to review and draw conclusions from the quite extensive literature
on recidivism. We were also charged, however, with formulating recommenda-
tions based on our conclusions. In this respect, we broke some new ground.
We do not propose that our conclusions about measuring recidivism or the
correlates of successful reentry be taken as the last word on these demanding
topics. On the contrary, we recommend that foundations and federal agencies
use them as points of departure for extensive evaluation of the kinds and qual-
ity of the data underlying current recidivism measures and the development of
uniform standards for measuring desistance from crime and successful reentry
in life domains including but not limited to the criminal legal system.

We recognize that this is a tall order and that, even if our recommenda-
tions are taken up by private and government stakeholders, it may be years
before they issue their own findings and recommendations. Therefore, the
question arises: What is to be done in the meantime? We urge that everyone
who cares about what happens to the people who pass through the nation’s
prisons and reads this report ask themselves the same questions we did as
we were writing it: Do current measures of recidivism tell us what we need
to know about success after prison? How can we do better?

Richard Rosenfeld, Chair

Committee on Evaluating Success
Among People Released from Prison

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

Acknowledgments

This report was made possible by the contributions of many people.
First, we thank the study’s sponsor Arnold Ventures, for requesting and
supporting this endeavor. We particularly thank Jeremy Travis (Executive
Vice President of Criminal Justice) and Jocelyn Fontaine (Vice President of
Criminal Justice Research).

Special thanks go to the members of the study committee, who dedicated
extensive time, thought, energy, and good humor to the project on such a
compressed timeline. In addition to its own research and deliberations, the
committee received input from several outside sources, whose willingness
to share their perspectives and expertise was essential to the committee’s
work. We thank Susan Burton (A New Way of Life Reentry Center), George
Braucht (Brauchtworks), Kenneth Cooper (Game Changers Reentry Pro-
gram), Jai Diamond (New York Criminal City Justice Agency), Jennifer
Doleac (Texas A&M University), Jerry Flores (University of Toronto),
Adam Gelb (Council on Criminal Justice), Peggy Giordano (Bowling Green
State University), Diana Good Collins (Metropolitan Community College),
Nneka Jones Tapia (Chicago Beyond), Lila Kazemian (City University
of New York), Pamela Lattimore (RTI International), Andrea Leverentz
(University of Massachusetts, Boston), Sam Lewis (Anti-Recidivism
Coalition), Charles Loeffler (University of Pennsylvania), Shadd Maruna
(Queen’s University, Belfast), Reuben Miller (University of Chicago), Merry
Morash (Michigan State University), Daniel Nagin (Carnegie Mellon Uni-
versity), Kara Nelson (True North Recovery), Lisa Puglisi (Yale School
of Medicine), William Rhodes, Walter Strauss (New York City Housing
Court-retired), Dana Rice (University of North Carolina), John Valverde

xi

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

xii ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

(Youthbuild USA), Venus Woods (Cook Inlet Tribal Council), Caryn York
(Job Opportunities Task Force).

The committee was also able to gather input from correctional of-
ficials and service providers for crime victims and survivors. We extend
our gratitude to David Edwards (Missouri Department of Corrections,
Department of Planning), Michelle Garcia (DC Office of Victims Services
and Justice Grants), Travis Gramble (Multnomah County DC] Gang
Unit and African American Program), Sarah Ohlsen (National Center for
Victims of Crime), Alejandro Palacio (National Organization for Victim
Assistance), Anne Precythe (Missouri Department of Corrections), Erika
Preuitt (Multnomah County Department of Community Justice), Katie Roller
(Multnomah County DCJ, Women and Family Services Unit), Bryan Smith
(Multnomah County DC]J, Alternative Incarceration Program and Short
Term Transitional Leave Program), Bridgette Stumpf (National Network for
Victim Recovery D.C.), Glenn Tapia (Colorado Probation Agency), Heather
Warnken (Center for Criminal Justice Reform), and Heidi Washington
(Michigan Department of Corrections).

The committee also gathered information through a commissioned pa-
per. We thank Lila Kazemian (John Jay College of Criminal Justice) for her
contributions to this report and for her willingness to work on an abbrevi-
ated timeline. Tyler Harvey (Yale University) contributed valuable research
support for Chapters 3 and 4. Finally, we thank John Laub (The University
of Maryland) for sharing his enthusiasm and expertise with the committee,
and for offering commentary on a report draft.

We also extend our gratitude to the staff of the National Academies
of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. Briana Smith provided key admin-
istrative and logistical support to ensure that the committee process ran
efficiently, as well as providing essential support in preparing the report
for publication. Ellie Grimes made critical substantive contributions to the
committee’s information gathering and literature review. Emily Backes pro-
vided guidance at every stage of the study process, along with contributing
to the writing and editing of the report. Throughout the project, Natacha
Blain, director of the Committee on Law and Justice, provided oversight.
From the Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education, we
thank Kirsten Sampson Snyder and Douglas Sprunger, who expertly shep-
herded the report through the review process and assisted with its com-
munication and dissemination. We thank librarian Anne Marie Houppert
in the National Academies Research Center for her crucial assistance with
fact-checking. We also thank Marc DeFrancis for his skillful editing.

This Consensus Study Report was reviewed in draft form by indi-
viduals chosen for their diverse perspectives and technical expertise. The
purpose of this independent review is to provide candid and critical com-
ments that will assist the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS xiii

and Medicine in making each published report as sound as possible and
to ensure that it meets the institutional standards for quality, objectivity,
evidence, and responsiveness to the study charge. The review comments
and draft manuscript remain confidential to protect the integrity of the
deliberative process.

We thank the following individuals for their review of this report:
Kristofer Bucklen (Planning, Research, and Statistics, Pennsylvania Depart-
ment of Corrections), Adam Gelb (Office of the President and CEO, Council
on Criminal Justice), Beth Huebner (Department of Criminology and Crimi-
nal Justice, University of Missouri-St. Louis), Michael Jacobson (Institute
for State and Local Governance and Sociology Department, CUNY Gradu-
ate Center), Pamela Lattimore (Research Development, Division for Applied
Justice Research, RTI International), Magnus Lofstrom (Criminal Justice,
Public Policy Institute of California), and Giovanni Mastrobuoni (Public
and Labor Economics, Collegio Carlo Alberto).

Although the reviewers listed above provided many constructive com-
ments and suggestions, they were not asked to endorse the conclusions
or recommendations of this report nor did they see the final draft before
its release. The review of this report was overseen by James Lynch, De-
partment of Criminology and Criminal Justice, University of Maryland
and Ellen Wright Clayton, Vanderbilt Law School. They were responsible
for making certain that an independent examination of this report was
carried out in accordance with the standards of the National Academies
and that all review comments were carefully considered. Responsibility
for the final content rests entirely with the authoring committee and the
National Academies.

Richard Rosenfeld, Chair

Amanda Grigg, Study Director
Committee on Evaluating Success
Among People Released from Prison

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

Contents

Summary

1

Introduction

Study Charge and Scope, 10
Study Approach, 12

Language, 13

Organization of the Report, 14
References, 15

Measuring Recidivism
Annual Prison Releases, 18
Commonly Used Measures of Recidivism, 22
Recidivism in Bureau of Justice Statistics Reports, 22
Recidivism in Academic Literature, 27
Recidivism in Departments of Corrections Reports, 30
Elements of Recidivism Measures, 30
Purposes and Uses, 31
Samples and Populations of Interest: Event-Based and
Person-Based Methods, 31
Recidivism Events, 34
Frequency and Duration, 35
Data Sources for Measuring Recidivism, 36
Self-Report Data, 36
Administrative Data, 41

Xv

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

17


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

xvi CONTENTS

Measurement Error, 48

Efforts to Improve Administrative Data, 50
Recidivism as Binary: Limitations, 52
Conclusion, 54
References, 57

3 Beyond Recidivism: Toward a More Comprehensive
Understanding of Reentry Challenges and Successes 69
Theoretical Frameworks for Recidivism and Criminal Offending, 70
Personal Risk Factors, 71
Confinement Experiences, 73
Social Attachments and Reentry Stressors, 75
Ecological Influences, 76
Supervision Regimes, 78
Models of Reentry Success, 79
Desistance from Crime, 79
Societal Reintegration and Well-Being, 81
Key Domains of Successful Reintegration, 83
Housing, 84
Employment, 86
Familial and Social Relationships and Support, 87
Physical Health, Mental Health, and Substance Use, 89
Participation in Peer Support and Help-Giving Roles, 91
Voting and Civic Engagement, 92
Education, 94
Community and Macro-Level Impacts on Reentry Success, 95
Structural Inequality, 97
Structural Reentry Barriers and the Measurement of Success, 114
Conclusion, 114
References, 116

4 Measuring Success Beyond Recidivism 139
The State of the Science: Evidence-Based Rehabilitation
and Reentry, 143
New Approaches to Measurement: Contextual Conditions and
Data Collection, 146
Methods for Measuring Community and Structural
Conditions, 149
New Approaches to Data Collection: Self-Report Data, 150
Alternative Indicators of Success, 151
Overall Well-Being, 159
Criminal Desistance, 161
Overall Health, 164

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

CONTENTS xvii

Mental Health and Substance Use Disorder, 165
Engagement in Health Care, 166
Housing and Homelessness, 166
Employment and Job Retention, 168
Educational Attainment, 170
Social Relationships: Children, Families, Peer Support, 172
Civic Engagement, 173
Research Needs, 174
Conclusion, 178
References, 180

5 The Path Forward 193
From Recidivism to Desistance, 193
Measuring Success, 195
Barriers to Success, 196
National Standards for Measuring Post-Release Success, 197
Conclusion, 199

Appendix
Committee Member Biographies 201

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

1-1

2-1
2-2
3-1
3-2
3-3
3-4
3-5
3-6
3-7
4-1
4-2
4-3

4-4

Boxes, Figures, and Tables

BOXES

Evaluating Success Among People Released from Prison:
Statement of Task, 11

Listening Session: The Expertise of Individuals with
Lived Experience of Incarceration, 41
Administrative Data, 42

Collateral Sanctions of Incarceration, 82

Correctional Perspectives on Measures of Success, 85

The Role of Social and Community Support, 88

The Value of Lived Experience in Reentry Programming, 92
Slavery and the Origins of the Criminal Legal System, 98
Perspectives on Reentry: Service Providers for Victims, 106
Trauma and Barriers to Success, 110

Listening Session: Partnering with Individuals with Lived Experience
in Reentry Research and Programming, 140

Listening Session: Social Context, Structural Conditions, and
Post-Release Success, 142

Listening Session: Defining Reentry Success, and the

Need for Resources, 147

Listening Session: Education and Post-Release Success, 171

Xix

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

XX BOXES, FIGURES, AND TABLES

FIGURES

2-1  Annual admissions to, and releases from, state and
federal prisons, 19

2-2  Annual percentage of new parole admissions,
by type of admission, 20

TABLES

2-1  Recidivism Estimates for 2012 Prison Release Cohort in
34-State Study, 24

2-2  Five-Year Rearrest Estimates for 2012 Prison Release Cohort in
34-State Study, by Post-Release Offense Type and Commitment
Offense, 26

2-3  Tllustrating Impact of Type of Sample on Recidivism Rates in
17 States, 33

2-4  Measures Derived from Sources and Strengths and Weaknesses, 37

4-1  Subjective and Objective Measures of Post-Release Success, 152

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

Summary!

The criminal legal system in the United States has vast reach.? Over
75 million American adults have an arrest or criminal record of some kind
and 4.3 million remain under community supervision. Over 600,000 people
were released from state and federal prisons each year between 2000
and 2019 with the hope that they will successfully reintegrate into their
communities.?> Their success or failure is used as an indicator of our crimi-
nal legal system’s effectiveness. Tracking the success of those released from
prison can tell us whether the criminal legal system is fulfilling its mission
and whether public investments are being put to effective use. The suc-
cessful reintegration of those released from prison is also often used as an
indicator of public safety. In fact, the National Institute of Corrections de-
scribes successful reintegration as a “critical aspect of correctional missions
to improve public safety.” Nevertheless, while evaluations of success among
individuals released from prison affect perceptions of the performance of
our institutions and the safety of our communities, our attempts to evaluate
success face serious limitations.

ICitations to support the text and conclusions of this summary are provided in the body
of the report.

2In the service of accuracy, the committee uses the term “criminal legal system” to describe
the various institutions, agencies, and official actors who enact and enforce criminal law in
the United States. See Chapter 1 for further discussion of terminology used in this report.

3The number of individuals released from prison in the United States dropped to 549,600
in 2020.
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2 THE LIMITS OF RECIDIVISM

In this context, Arnold Ventures asked the Committee on Law and
Justice of the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine
to form an ad hoc committee to examine:

1. The strengths and limitations of current measures of recidivism,
including variation according to different individual needs and
characteristics, and identification of key factors and outcomes that
are not adequately captured by this measure alone.

2. The correlates of positive outcomes for individuals who do not re-
turn to incarceration and corresponding measures of reentry from
prison that go beyond the avoidance of negative outcomes, such
as crime, and consider broader measures of success (e.g., health,
victimization, family attachment, educational attainment, employ-
ment, income, and civic engagement).

The committee members applied expertise from a range of disciplines
to their charge, including criminology, law, medicine, political science,
sociology, economics, and statistics. Committee members also brought
expertise in criminal legal policy and reentry programming, and personal
experience of incarceration and reentry. To respond to their charge, the
committee examined the existing literature and relevant data sources on
recidivism, desistance, and broader post-release outcomes. A public session
with researchers, practitioners, and experts with previous experience of
incarceration was held and a commissioned paper was secured to fill gaps
in evidence and information. The committee also met with and drew on the
expertise of correctional officials and crime victims and survivors’ service
providers in the course of its deliberations.

The committee’s conclusions fall broadly into two categories. The first
and second conclusions speak to the limitations of current measures of
recidivism. The final three conclusions reflect the many broader, positive
outcomes of success relevant to those returning from incarceration. Draw-
ing on these conclusions, the committee offers four recommendations for
the evaluation of success among those released from prison. The committee
offers a range of recommendations for changes in practice, policy, and re-
search, including recommendations whose adoption will require significant
time, commitment, and financial investment. Some of the committee’s rec-
ommendations will require collaboration across organizations and sectors
that may be challenging to implement; however, the possible existence of
barriers to implementation of a recommendation should not determine the
value of pursuing it. Where possible, the committee highlights ways to le-
verage existing research or programs that offer models from which to build.

From its review of the evidence, the committee concluded that efforts
to evaluate success should shift away from exclusive reliance on recidivism,
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an imprecise proxy at best for measuring return to criminal behavior; clarify the
limitations of certain measures of recidivism; draw more heavily on desistance
as a measure of post-release outcomes in the criminal legal system; and expand
the measurement of post-release success to include well-being in a broad range
of life domains. The committee arrived at five key conclusions—supported
by evidence presented in chapters 2 through 4—that serve as the basis for the
recommendations listed below and discussed in more detail in Chapter 5.

Taken together, the committee’s recommendations address two goals:
(1) to improve measures of post-release outcomes in the domain of the
criminal legal system and (2) to improve the evaluation of post-release suc-
cess by expanding current concepts and measures to encompass positive
outcomes in domains outside of the criminal legal system.

Of particular importance, the committee recognizes that individuals
with personal experience of incarceration and practitioners who work
with formerly incarcerated individuals have unique insights regarding the
conceptualization and measurement of post-release success. Formerly incar-
cerated individuals and reentry practitioners have made essential contribu-
tions to each chapter of this report. The committee strongly recommends
that their expertise inform the design and implementation of each of this
report’s recommendations.

EVALUATING POST-RELEASE SUCCESS: CORE CONCEPTS

The reoccurrence of criminal behavior after release from prison is a key
piece of evidence used in evaluating post-release success. Much criminal
behavior results in harm to individuals, communities, and society-at-large,
and as such is of critical interest to policy makers and the public. To date,
the bulk of evaluation of the outcomes of criminal legal system involve-
ment, particularly for people released from prison, has typically relied
on measures of recidivism, which purport to measure the likelihood that
previously incarcerated individuals will commit new crimes and eventually
return to prison. However, existing recidivism measures offer a narrow
understanding of reentry and can be misleading if researchers and policy
makers are not aware of the varying sampling strategies used to assess how
the prison experience affects the life outcomes of individuals after release.

For example, pronounced differences exist between the relatively low
recidivism rates of individuals released from prison for the first time and
the significantly higher rates among those who have been in prison multiple
times. In addition, the administrative data used to measure returns to prison
typically include arrests as well as technical violations, which may not
always reflect the commission of a new crime. Administrative records are
also subject to a number of limitations, the most important of which is that
they reflect the recorded actions of legal officials. As a result, administrative
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records do not count criminal behavior that goes undetected by criminal
legal system officials and can include wrongful assignment of criminal be-
havior to innocent parties. In short, recidivism measures are a limited and
imprecise proxy for an individual’s return to criminal behavior.

While return to crime is a key piece of understanding post-release
success, scientific evidence shows that the cessation of criminal activity is
complex and best understood as a slow process that may involve setbacks.
Recidivism rates are typically binary (yes/no) measures. Even when they are
accurate, they reveal only whether or not a new arrest, conviction, or incar-
ceration has occurred, ignoring factors that would provide a more complete
picture of movement toward desistance such as the time elapsed between
recidivism episodes, the relative severity of the offense compared to past
offenses, and the community and societal factors that influence recidivism.

Research has also documented the persistent and varied barriers facing
those attempting to reintegrate in domains beyond criminal legal system
involvement. Individuals released from prison today face numerous col-
lateral consequences (impediments beyond conviction and incarceration
themselves) with respect to employment, education, housing, health, and
community and civic life. Many of these collateral consequences amplify
precisely the characteristics that are thought to be associated with contin-
ued criminal activity, including weakened social bonds, inadequate and
unstable employment, and a diminished sense of well-being. As they are
currently applied, recidivism measures encourage a sole focus on negative
outcomes in the criminal legal domain when evaluating reentry process.
This limits the ability to measure, let alone support, post-release success. It
also limits society’s collective ability to make informed policy and budget-
ary decisions regarding the criminal legal system.

MEASURING THE CESSATION OF CRIMINAL ACTIVITY

Broadly speaking, recidivism refers to a return to criminal activity. In
practice, recidivism measures rely on administrative records of criminal
legal system activity, drawing on rearrest, reconviction, or reincarceration
data or some combination of the three. These measures thus reflect the
interaction between individuals and the criminal legal system. They can be
both over-inclusive, by recording mistaken arrests and wrongful convic-
tions, and under-inclusive, by failing to capture undetected criminal activity.
While administrative records capture the most serious criminal behavior
reasonably well, victimization surveys indicate that a large fraction of
criminal behavior goes undetected.* Nor do these measures account for the

4For example, results from the National Crime Victimization Survey indicate that victims or
others reported just 40 percent of violent victimizations and 33 percent of property victimiza-
tions to the police in 2020 (Morgan and Thompson, 2021).
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disparities in likelihood of arrest, conviction, and reincarceration based on
an individual’s identity or community context.

Current conceptions of recidivism also tend to treat any return to crime
as a failure, without distinguishing between failure as an end state or as part
of a desistance process. A robust body of scientific evidence on desistance
demonstrates that the cessation of criminal activity occurs incrementally
and can involve setbacks. For example, an individual on the path toward
ceasing criminal activity may commit additional crimes but with declining
frequency or seriousness, indicating that they are on the path to desistance.
Common measures of recidivism do not capture this movement toward
desistance or other signs of progress highlighted by research on desistance,
including changes in self-view and feelings of hope.

In sum, recidivism rates based on administrative records are an im-
precise and incomplete proxy for measuring a return to criminal activity
(Conclusion 1). Measures of desistance from crime offer a more accurate
and realistic account of changes in criminal activity after release from
prison (Conclusion 2).

RECOMMENDATION 1: To ensure more precise and accurate use of
the construct of recidivism, researchers, policy makers, and practitio-
ners should (a) specify the exact actions taken by legal authorities (ar-
rest, revocation, conviction, incarceration) included in their measures,
(b) clarify the limitations of the data used to measure these actions, and
(c) supplement binary recidivism measures with measures of desistance
from crime such as the frequency and seriousness of offense and length
of time until a new offense.

MEASURING SUCCESS

One of the most significant limitations of current measures of recidivism
is their limited ability to measure the multiple dimensions of post-release
success. In concept and practice, the scope of recidivism is restricted to a
single realm—the criminal legal system. But individuals released from prison
return to lives and communities that are more complex than avoiding crimi-
nal legal system intervention. In addition, the criminal legal system’s core
aims go beyond punishment to include public safety and rehabilitation—
neither of which is captured in full by an exclusive focus on recidivism.
The Federal Bureau of Prisons lists successful reentry as a core element of
its vision, which will be realized when “through the provision of health
care, mental, spiritual, educational, vocational, and work programs, in-
mates are well-prepared for a productive and crime-free return to society.”’

SFederal Bureau of Prisons, “About Our Agency,” https://www.bop.gov/about/agency/
agency_pillars.jsp.
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A more meaningful conception of success views post-release outcomes
through the lens of overall healthy adult development across multiple life
domains in addition to crime control: education, employment, housing,
family and social support, mental and physical health, and civic and com-
munity engagement.

An individual’s success is also determined in part by their own personal
sense of well-being. For example, an individual may prioritize success in
certain domains and thus have a sense of well-being despite setbacks in
other domains. Neither recidivism nor desistance encompasses this broader
conception of success, and researchers and practitioners in the criminal
legal space lack adequate methods of measuring it, though promising mod-
els have been validated in other disciplines (see Chapter 4 for examples).
Meaningful measures of success traverse multiple life domains including a
heightened sense of personal well-being, which is best measured through
self-report surveys and validated assessment instruments (Conclusion 3).

RECOMMENDATION 2: Researchers should review existing mea-
sures and, as needed, develop and validate new measures to evaluate
post-release success in multiple domains, including personal well-being,
education, employment, housing, family and social supports, health,
civic and community engagement, and legal involvement.

Individuals released from prison face a number of significant barriers to
success across life domains, including ongoing penalties for their criminal
behavior. They may return to a community without adequate employment
opportunities or training programs. They may not have access to necessary
substance abuse treatment or mental health counseling. They may encoun-
ter local or state policies that exclude them from accessible housing or
social safety net programs. Further, systemic disparities exist along lines of
race, socioeconomic status, and geography in access to needed services and
supports. As such, post-release outcomes are the product of interactions
between individual behavior, institutional actions, and systemic inequalities
in exposure to barriers and access to resources. The choices an individual
makes, both in prison and after release, play a pivotal role in post-release
outcomes, as the listening session with previously incarcerated persons
made clear. But an individual’s range of choices is shaped by the environ-
ments into which they are released, and it can be expanded or constrained
by the opportunities or barriers to which they are exposed. The existence
of community and policy facilitators of and barriers to success can be
documented in studies that link data on post-release success to local socio-
economic conditions, policies that restrict access to employment, housing,
and public benefits, and structural inequalities that disproportionately af-
fect historically marginalized populations (Conclusion 4).
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RECOMMENDATION 3: Researchers should review existing mea-
sures and, as needed, develop new measures of facilitators of and
structural barriers to post-release success in multiple domains, includ-
ing personal well-being, education, employment, housing, family and
social supports, health, civic and community engagement, and legal
involvement. These measures should reflect the particular needs and
experiences of historically marginalized groups.

A persistent problem facing the evaluation of post-release success is the
lack of shared definitions and methodologies. In the case of recidivism, one
reentry program’s recidivism rate may refer to rearrests and technical viola-
tions of the rules of community supervision while another program’s rate
may measure only reincarceration. One state’s recidivism rate may measure
criminal activity in the five years following release, and another’s may track
recidivism over just three years. As a result, it is difficult to reliably compare
recidivism rates across programs or across jurisdictions. A lack of uniform
best practices and standards greatly complicates efforts to measure success
and limits opportunities to experiment, learn from one another, and scale
interventions. The wide variety of definitions and methodologies also in-
vites misinterpretation and misuse. These problems could persist even with
a move toward a more robust conception of post-release success.

Individual jurisdictions and agencies are free to retain their own stan-
dards and measures of post-release success in addition to uniform standards
that allow for reliable comparisons across jurisdictions. Uniform national
standards for measuring success among individuals released from prison
would augment the comparability of program evaluations and the utility of
administrative and other data across multiple policy domains. The develop-
ment of a website containing core measures and instruments would hasten
the eventual development of uniform measurement standards. These efforts
can be supported by federal agencies and private foundations committed to
improving success for persons released from prison (Conclusion 5).

RECOMMENDATION 4: The National Institute of Justice, Bureau
of Justice Statistics, Bureau of Justice Assistance, National Institutes of
Health, and other federal agencies and centers whose missions are cen-
tral to the success of persons released from prison should (a) convene
interdisciplinary research advisory panels to assess data, methods, and
recommendations for measuring post-release success; (b) request grant
proposals from researchers and practitioners, in collaboration with
formerly incarcerated persons, to review existing measures of success
and develop and validate new measures as needed; and (c) consider
questions relevant to the measurement of post-release success in exist-
ing survey protocols such as the American Community Survey and data
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collection efforts in other domains such as education, labor, and health.
Private foundations committed to improving success among persons
released from prison should support this evaluation independently or
in partnership with federal agencies. Governmental and private support
should be directed, at a minimum, to the following issues:

a) The quality of records from legal and other social institutions
used to monitor post-release success;

b) The utility and feasibility of linking records across multiple
administrative domains;

c) The utility and feasibility of linking existing administrative
data with instruments measuring personal well-being;

d) The development of a website containing core measures of
success across multiple administrative domains and the role of
qualitative as well as quantitative research in the development
of these measures; and

e) The eventual development of uniform national standards for
measuring post-release success.

CONCLUSION

The widespread use and misuse of current recidivism measures can gen-
erate inaccurate conclusions and ineffective policies and programs. None-
theless, the committee believes there is great promise for improving the
measurement of success among individuals released from prison. Executing
the committee’s recommended improvements will require the investment
of researchers, practitioners, administrators, policy makers, and private
funders. It will require advances in data collection, new lines of research,
sustained collaboration across disciplines and policy domains, and shifts
in shared terminology. These efforts are vitally important. Decisions about
what and how to measure can have enormous impact on program and
policy outcomes. Improving the measurement of success for those released
from prison has the potential to produce more effective policy, safer and
more stable communities, and better lives for those who reenter them.
Who is included in the process of decision-making is as important as the
measurement decisions themselves. Formerly incarcerated individuals and
reentry practitioners should be directly involved as partners in each stage of
the review, development, validation, and implementation of new measures
of success among persons released from prison.
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Introduction

As of 2019, more than 6.4 million people were on probation, in jail or
prison, or on parole in the United States (Minton, Beatty, and Zeng, 2021).
Over 600,000 individuals were released from state and federal prisons be-
tween 2000 and 2019, and one in three U.S. adults—more than 75 million
people—have an arrest or criminal record of some kind (Carson, 2021;
Manza and Uggen, 2008; Petersilia, 2003; Prescott and Starr, 2020)." The
annual budgetary cost of incarceration in the United States has been esti-
mated at $80 billion (Lockwood and Lewis, 2019), though some estimates
place it as high as $182 billion (Wagner and Rabuy, 2017). In a system
that is this costly and that touches this many lives, accurate and effective
measurement of success after release from prison is a high-stakes matter.
How do we know whether the system is working?

In the United States, the dominant measure of correctional failure or
success is recidivism. The National Institute of Justice (NIJ), the research
arm of the U.S. Department of Justice, defines recidivism as “a person’s
relapse into criminal behavior, often after the person receives sanctions or
undergoes intervention for previous crime” (National Institute of Justice,
2021). NIJ also states that recidivism is measured by acts that result in
arrest, conviction, or incarceration during a specified period (typically
three years) following an individual’s release from prison. Traditionally,
recidivism rates have been used as a near-universal measure to evalu-
ate the success of correctional policies, correctional agencies, and reentry

IThe number of individuals released from state and federal prisons fell to 549,000 in 2020.
Numbers for 2021 were not available as of report release.

9
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programs. As documented in this report, however, common recidivism
measures convey an incomplete and often inaccurate and misleading un-
derstanding of the success of individuals who enter and are subsequently
released from prison.

Among their other purposes, correctional interventions are intended
to reduce criminal behavior and increase public safety, achieve justice for
crime victims, and rehabilitate individuals who have committed crimes.
Recidivism rates are used to measure the success of these interventions. Yet
as this report details, recidivism conveys little about the social reintegration
or personal well-being of those returning from prison and nothing about
victim satisfaction with correctional interventions.

This report advances our understanding of post-release success in two
key ways. First, it discusses multiple limitations of recidivism as a measure
of correctional success, and it proposes significant changes in the way
post-release criminal behavior is measured. Second, it considers measures
of success that go beyond recidivism and provide indicators of post-release
success in multiple life domains, including health, family, employment,
housing, civic engagement, and personal well-being. In developing this
broader notion of success, the committee considered how the outcomes for
those released from prison are shaped by the social and policy environments
to which they return. We recognize that success depends on the interaction
among the attributes and choices of individuals, the decisions of legal au-
thorities, and access to services and supports that facilitate reentry.

STUDY CHARGE AND SCOPE

Criticisms of the concept and measurement of recidivism are not new.
Researchers in criminology, sociology, economics, psychology, public health,
medicine, social work, and other fields have enlarged our understanding of
what success in reentry looks like and what it requires. Nevertheless, widely
promulgated recidivism data and statistics have not changed in response to
these insights. It is against this backdrop that Arnold Ventures requested
that the Committee on Law and Justice of the National Academies of Sci-
ences, Engineering, and Medicine convene an expert committee to provide
guidance on the measurement and evaluation of success among people re-
leased from prison. The committee was charged with critically examining:
(1) the strengths and weaknesses of current measures of recidivism; and
(2) correlates of positive outcomes for individuals released from prison
(see the committee’s full Statement of Task in Box 1-1). Twelve prominent
scholars and practitioners were included on the committee, representing a
broad range of expertise including criminology, sociology, health and medi-
cine, law and policy, statistics, corrections, and reentry (see Appendix A for
biographical sketches of the committee members).
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BOX 1-1
Evaluating Success Among People Released from Prison:
Statement of Task

The National Academies, of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine will ap-
point an ad hoc multidisciplinary committee to examine the measurement and
evaluation of success among people released from prison to undertake a critical
analysis of the following:

1. The strengths and limitations of current measures of recidivism, including
variation according to different individual needs and characteristics, and iden-
tification of key factors and outcomes that are not adequately captured by this
measure alone.

2. The correlates of positive outcomes for individuals who do not return to incar-
ceration and corresponding measures of reentry from prison that go beyond
the avoidance of negative outcomes, such as crime, and consider broader
measures of success (e.g., health, victimization, family attachment, educa-
tional attainment, employment, income, and civic engagement).

Afinal report will draw conclusions and make recommendations as appropri-
ate and will be subject to institutional review standards.

One of the first tasks facing a National Academies committee is to de-
termine the scope of its statement of task. The committee accordingly made
judgments about the bounds of its work. The primary focus of this report is
on adults released from incarceration in prisons, which is the principal fo-
cus of research and source of data on recidivism. The committee recognizes
that measures of success for those under community supervision, in the jail
population, and in juvenile correctional settings are undeniably important,
and encourages relevant stakeholders—including state, local, and federal
agencies—to consider the applicability of the findings and recommenda-
tions from this report to those settings.

The measurement of success inevitably invokes normative questions of
justice, including the reasonable and proper purposes of punishment and
our rehabilitative obligations to those reentering society. Such questions
are essential and need to be considered carefully by decision makers, com-
munities, and scholars, but they are beyond the scope of this report. This
committee’s primary task is to review the relevant research literature on
the measurement of recidivism and reentry, call attention to areas needing
further research, and draw appropriate conclusions. The measurement of
success, however, does require consideration of systemic inequalities that
shape experiences of reentry for historically marginalized populations.
Such considerations are within the scope of the committee’s charge when
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applied to the measurement of post-release success. Accordingly, this report
considers evidence about the ways inequalities in the distribution of power,
access, and opportunities shape reentry outcomes, and it draws conclusions
about how this evidence can inform efforts to improve measures of success.

The issues at hand have broad reach. The measurement of success for
those returning from prison has implications for the responsibilities of cor-
rectional agencies toward the persons under their supervision, the design
of effective reentry policy, community-based programs and services across
multiple sectors, the well-being of marginalized communities, victim satis-
faction with correctional interventions, and crime control policy. Improving
metrics of post-release success is a vital first step in making informed policy
decisions and ensuring that taxpayer investments are spent wisely. It is also
important for ensuring that the criminal legal system is accountable to those
it affects directly, to their families and communities, to their victims and
survivors, and to the broader public.

The committee recognizes the pressing need for progress in each of
these spaces. It also recognizes that progress will require work beyond
that undertaken in this report. The committee’s charge focuses on the
measurement of success for those returning from prison. The charge does
not include evaluating reentry programs or making recommendations for
improvements to them, though these are both vital next steps in reimagining
reentry. The committee encourages those interested in improving reentry
to consider this report a necessary but not sufficient step in that direction.

STUDY APPROACH

Throughout its deliberations, the committee considered several ques-
tions relevant to its charge. The following are nine major questions that
guided the committee’s work:

1. How should “success” be defined for persons released from prison?
2. What are feasible standards for post-release success and how are
they related to standards of success for the general population?

3. Do current measures of recidivism adequately capture the multiple
dimensions of success and the multiple purposes of the criminal
legal system, including crime reduction, rehabilitation, and justice
for crime victims and survivors?

4. Do current measures of recidivism draw on the best available
knowledge about how desistance from criminal behavior occurs?

5. What are the results of current widely cited studies of recidivism,
and how have rates of recidivism based on these studies changed
over time?

6. What are the chief limitations of current recidivism measures?
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7. How do recidivism, desistance, reentry, and success differ by race,
gender, and other salient identities?

8. How do or should measures of post-release success differ across
these groups?

9. How should the needs of policy makers and service providers for
a feasible method of measuring success be balanced with the need
for more accurate and nuanced measures of success?

The committee met and deliberated over a ten-month period to address
these questions and reach the findings and recommendations presented in
this report. To augment its own expertise, the committee held several in-
formation-gathering sessions. The first public session included a moderated
conversation highlighting the lived experiences of formerly incarcerated
individuals, as well as research presentations focused on data and methods
for measuring recidivism and qualitative approaches to studying reentry.
The second public session included research presentations on theories of
identity change and desistance from crime, as well as moderated conversa-
tions highlighting practitioner expertise in reentry, health, employment,
education, and housing. Additional listening sessions engaged advocates for
crime victims and survivors and correctional leaders, with the aim of better
understanding their perspectives on the conceptualization and measurement
of post-release success. Insights from these sessions are highlighted in text
boxes throughout this report.

The committee conducted an extensive critical review of the literature per-
taining to the measurement of recidivism and correlates of positive outcomes
for those returning from prison. This review began with an English-language
search of online databases, including ProQuest and HeinOnline. Commit-
tee members and project staff used online searches to identify additional
literature and other resources. Attention was given to consensus and posi-
tion statements issued by relevant experts and professional organizations.
Research reports in peer-reviewed journals of the disciplines relevant to this
study received priority. This report also builds on recent publications of the
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, including The
Growth of Incarceration in the United States: Exploring Causes and Con-
sequences; and Decarcerating Correctional Facilities during COVID-19:
Advancing Health, Equity, and Safety (National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine, 2020; National Research Council, 2014).

LANGUAGE

In the service of accuracy, the committee uses the term “criminal legal
system” to describe the various institutions, agencies, and official actors
who enact and enforce criminal law in the United States. This terminology
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can be found in scholarly and popular publications across disciplines, in-
cluding the American Journal of Public Health, the New York University
Law Review, Drug and Alcobhol Dependence, the American Bar Associa-
tion’s Dispute Resolution Magazine, and the Encyclopedia of Criminology
and Criminal Justice (Mantha et al., 2021; McDonald and Belknap, 2014;
Pinard, 2020; Schneider and Alkon, 2020; Sundaresh et al., 2020).

This report also adopts “person-first” language to refer to people who
have experienced incarceration. The use of person-first terminology with
reference to people caught up in the criminal legal system recognizes their
humanity, their inherent dignity as human beings (Cox, 2020). It avoids
labels such as “offender,” which defines someone wholly in terms of their
criminal legal status and implies that law violation constitutes an immu-
table social status and personal identity (Solomon, 2021; Tran et al., 2018).

The movement for person-first language originated with people with
disabilities in the 1980s. It has since been adopted in other areas of health
and medicine and is now regularly applied to people with mental health
conditions and individuals diagnosed as obese. By 2016, the Justice De-
partment’s Office of Justice Programs had formally adopted person-first
language to describe formerly incarcerated people in an effort to “reduce
not only the physical but also the psychological barriers to reintegration”
(Mason, 2016). Recent commentary in Academic Medicine (Bedell et al.,
2019) and the American Journal of Epidemiology (Bedell et al., 2018)
has called for medical professionals to make a similar shift, arguing that
the language clinicians use to describe patients influences how they treat
patients and noting that histories of medical research abuse were tied to
stigmatizing views of the incarcerated population. Using person-centered
language also aligns with the current practice of the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) (Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion, 2020). The committee’s use of person-first language is not intended to
minimize the impact of crime on victims and survivors or on communities.
Our aim in using this language is to accurately describe the communities
of interest in this study and to recognize the humanity of people who have
been incarcerated.

ORGANIZATION OF THE REPORT

This report is organized into five chapters. Following this introduction,
Chapter 2 elucidates the concept of recidivism and provides context on its
uses, current methods of measurement, and links to criminological theory,
including life course, developmental, and macro perspectives. The chapter
also considers the limitations of current measures of recidivism, the quality
of the administrative data from which recidivism measures are derived, and
how the concept and measurement of post-release success in the criminal
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legal domain can be improved by taking into account changes in the timing
and duration of post-release criminal activity.

Chapter 3 reviews existing research on reentry. It focuses on what is
known about the characteristics and mechanisms of success, how success
differs by race, gender, and other identity categories, and gaps in research
on success. It culminates in an account of what we need to know in order
to effectively measure success that is not addressed by current measures of
recidivism. Chapter 4 builds on the findings from the previous chapters to
identify and analyze alternative measures of success. In addition to consid-
ering how best to measure desistance from crime, this chapter examines
correlates of positive outcomes beyond desistance and considers broader
measures of reentry success in health, education, family, employment, and
more.

Finally, Chapter 5 discusses future research needs and presents con-
clusions and the committee’s recommendations. Targets for these recom-
mendations include government agencies, federal, state, and local policy
makers, community institutions and organizations providing services to in-
dividuals who have been incarcerated, and the research community. Taken
together, the recommendations are intended to offer more effective and
robust ways of thinking about, evaluating, and measuring success among
those released from prison.
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Measuring Recidivism

By the late 1960s, recidivism had become a widely used metric of
correctional performance, appearing in authoritative government reports.
The 1967 report of the President’s Commission on Law Enforcement
and Administration of Justice, The Challenge of Crime in a Free Society,
emphasized recidivism reduction as a proper goal of corrections. The
compilation of recidivism data was identified as a necessary mechanism for
assessing the effectiveness of criminal legal system interventions, programs,
services, and initiatives (President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and
Administration of Justice, 1967). The desire for greater accountability for
public agencies and individuals in the criminal legal system, combined with
the emergence of new arrest and court administrative data, facilitated the
calculation of recidivism rates for people released from prison.

Measured as a person’s further involvement in criminal behavior after
having been sanctioned, recidivism has long been used as an indicator of
the success of corrections systems (e.g., Hunt and Dumville, 2016; King
and Elderbroom, 2014; Pew Center on the States, 2011). However, this is
not the only use of recidivism data. For example, recidivism measured as
paroled individuals’ readmission to prison has long been a component of
prison population forecast models (Austin and McVey, 1989). Both uses of
recidivism have important purposes, but problems arise when the purposes
of measures are not clearly specified or the limitations of the measures used
are not fully addressed.

These concerns are not new. More than 35 years ago, Michael Maltz
wrote a treatise that furthered interest in the proper calculation of recidi-
vism, which discussed the perils of faulty or inconsistent measurement and
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interpretations (Maltz, [1984] 2001). One of Maltz’s ([1984] 2001) con-
cerns was that recidivism has been defined in ad hoc ways that do not fully
consider the underlying meaning of what is being measured. More recent
commentary points out how distinctions in definitions affect conclusions
about the performance of corrections systems (Weisberg, 2014) suggests the
need for uniformity in measurement to allow for comparisons of outcomes
across jurisdictions (Chen and Meyer, 2020; Council of State Governments
Justice Center, 2014), and at the same time demonstrates the utility of dif-
ferent measures and definitions (Rhodes et al., 2014).

This chapter explores the ways recidivism is calculated and reported,
discusses the strengths and weaknesses of different approaches, and points
to conclusions that can—and those that cannot—be drawn from reported
recidivism estimates. Consistent with the scope of this study, the chapter
focuses primarily on recidivism following release from prison, although
recidivism following other criminal legal system contacts is mentioned.
Recommendations based on the chapter’s findings and conclusions are
presented in Chapter 5.

Careful review of the strengths and limitations of current measures of
recidivism is important, because ignorance about how data are captured
can lead to misuses in policy and practice. Different methodologies and
sampling techniques, as discussed below, are needed to answer different
kinds of questions related to offending behaviors and involvement with the
legal system, and reliance on inappropriate samples can lead to erroneous
conclusions. For example, recidivism rates that measure events (such as
counting each case of admission to prison, in a particular window of time
for which one individual could account for more than one event) provide
different information from rates that measure populations (such as tracking
post-release behavior of all those incarcerated during a particular window
of time). This distinction between populations and events of interest is often
lost, not only when reporting recidivism-related statistics but even when
generating such statistics. Too often, errors can be made by those inter-
preting and relying on recidivism data to make policy and programmatic
decisions within the criminal legal system.

ANNUAL PRISON RELEASES

We begin by exploring patterns of prison releases in the United States,
one population for whom recidivism rates are regularly calculated, and then
review Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) statistics on recidivism patterns
for release cohorts. In the most recent year (2020) for which data were
available from the BJS at the time this report was being written, just under
550,000 sentenced individuals were released from state or federal prisons.
As seen in Figure 2-1, although this number is down from its 2008 peak of
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FIGURE 2-1 Annual admissions to and releases from state and federal prisons.
NOTES: Total individuals admitted or released in the calendar year who were
sentenced to more than one year under the jurisdiction. Excludes AWOLs, escapes,
and transfers.

SOURCE: National Prisoner Statistics (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2021).

more than 735,000 individuals, it remains four times as high as when the
BJS began systematic recordkeeping in 1978, a year when 140,000 indi-
viduals returned to the community. The number of people incarcerated in
state or federal prison has declined over the last 10 years as annual releases
generally exceeded annual admissions. A notable exception to the dominant
pattern of alignment between releases and admissions is clearly visible in
2020. In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, the volume of releases de-
clined but kept pace with the prior trend, whereas the decline in the volume
of admissions was larger than expected by an order of magnitude.

Prison recidivism rates are often measured by the proportion of individ-
uals who left prison in a given year who are later rearrested or reincarcer-
ated (e.g., see “Recidivism in Bureau of Justice Statistics Reports” below).
The National Prisoner Statistics data used in Figure 2-1 provide measures
of readmission to prison of persons on parole. Such reincarcerations may
result from the commission of new crimes or from violation of supervised-
release conditions. Among individuals who were under some form of post-
custody community supervision (such as parole) and returned to prison
custody, the number of those recorded as readmitted for violations of parole
conditions has grown steadily over time relative to the number of those
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Figure 2-2 Annual percentage of new parole admissions, by type of admission.
NOTES: Only the percentages of new admissions while on parole or other conditional
release are shown. The balance of new admissions in this graph comprises new court
commitments of individuals who were not on parole.

SOURCE: Original estimates obtained from committee analysis of the National
Prisoner Statistics (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2021).

recorded as readmitted for new crime commission (Figure 2-2). Over the
period 1978-2020, growth in the share of prison admissions from parole is
accounted for almost entirely by events recorded as parole technical viola-
tions rather than new crimes while on parole.

These patterns of readmission illustrate a type of measurement error that
arises in using aggregate statistics from administrative data to characterize
recidivism. Prison admissions arising from technical violations of conditions
of supervision may result from failure to meet conditions imposed on
persons supervised in the community following release from prison (such
as drug test failures, failure to show up for meetings, or failure to pay fees),
or they may arise from new crimes that trigger technical violations. A new
crime may trigger a technical violation because conditions of community
supervision support an order returning a person to prison if a new crime
was committed or a person was arrested, with the execution of the order
constituting the technical violation.

The National Prisoner Statistics data are not sufficiently precise to dis-
tinguish pure technical violations from violations resulting from new crimes.
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Consequently, the extent to which pure technical violations are counted as
instances of recidivism or recommission of crime is unknown. Self-report
data from the BJS survey of prison inmates offer some insight on this. For
example, using data from BJS’s survey of individuals incarcerated in state
prisons in 2004, Pfaff (2015) showed that 68.3 percent of persons in prison
on a technical violation reported that they were later returned to prison on
a technical violation following an arrest for a new crime. Pfaff’s estimates
are for a prisoner stock, which may overstate the number of persons in
prison under those conditions relative to the flow from persons admitted
for violations. Grattet, Petersilia, and Lin’s (2008) analysis of technical
violations in California sheds light on the flow issue. Looking at more
than 265,000 technical violations occurring in 2003-04, they found that
35 percent consisted of noncriminal or technical violations. The remaining
65 percent consisted of behaviors alleged to have violated the California
Penal Code, with more serious violations (e.g., robbery, rape, first-degree
burglary) accounting for 10 percent of the code violations. Their work
indicates that the behaviors underlying events recorded as technical viola-
tions were primarily new offenses and arrests, rather than violations of
conditions of supervision (e.g., failure to report, positive drug tests, failure
to notify change of address, and so forth).

Violation of the conditions of community supervision, which may
include new criminal behavior as well as violations of conditions of
supervision, accounted for about a third of prison admissions during
the late 1990s through 2011; their share fell in 2011 following the U.S.
Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Plata that required California to reduce
its prison population.

Individuals who violate parole contribute less to the size of the prison
population than to the total number of prison admissions.! This is because
individuals who violate parole serve less time in prison (on average) than
persons admitted on a new court commitment. For example, 14 percent of
state or federal prison inmates in 2016 reported that they were on parole
at the time of the event leading to their current imprisonment (Beatty and
Snell, 2021). If pure technical violators serve less time than those admitted
on technical violations stemming from new crimes, their contribution to
the size of the prison population would be much smaller. Parole supervi-
sion issues and their impact on post-release outcomes are discussed in
Chapter 3.

IThis text was changed after release of the pre-publication version of the report to correct
an error regarding the relative contribution of individuals who violate parole to the total
prison population.
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COMMONLY USED MEASURES OF RECIDIVISM

In government reports and research papers, the term “recidivism” is
used to cover an array of events (e.g., offenses, arrests, convictions, incar-
ceration) and time periods (e.g., within three years of release, within nine
years of release). This is not unlike the use of the term “violent offenses”
to cover an array of behaviors that range from murder to misdemeanor
assault. In both cases, precision is warranted about what is being measured
and what portion of the broader concept a measure reflects.

Many current recidivism measures are calculated using administrative
data (see below for a discussion of data sources). While older studies of drug
courts included self-report offending behavior along with administrative data
on rearrest among their recidivism measures (e.g., Harrell, Cavanagh, and
Roman, 1998)? and surveys of incarcerated people (such as those conducted
by Rand and BJS) asked about their prior criminal histories (Peterson,
Braiker and Polich, 1980; Beatty and Snell, 2021), recent studies of post-
prison release recidivism generally do not rely on self-report behaviors.

In this section, we briefly describe commonly used measures of recidi-
vism in BJS reports, the academic literature, and by state departments of
corrections.

Recidivism in Bureau of Justice Statistics Reports

The BJS prisoner recidivism reports are widely cited for providing post-
prison recidivism statistics on large samples of persons released from state
prisons. Relying on criminal history records from state and federal reposito-
ries, BJS has prepared several recidivism measures for five cohorts released
from prison in 11 states in 1983 (Beck and Shipley, 1989), 15 states in 1994
(Langan and Levin, 2002), 30 states in 2005 (Alper, Durose, and Markman,
2018; Durose, Snyder, and Cooper, 2015), 24 states in 2008 (Antenangeli
and Durose, 2021), and 34 states in 2012 (Durose and Antenangeli, 2021).
BJS has devoted a great deal of attention to the standardization of criminal
offenses and technical violations from parole across states.

Across its several studies of release-cohort recidivism, BJS has presented
several different measures of recidivism, including:

e Rearrest for a new crime (as well as rearrest by charge type) both
in-state and out-of-state;

e Volume of arrests or the total number of arrest offenses among
members of a release cohort;

2Harrell and colleagues generally found that the results from the self-report and administra-
tive data were largely comparable.
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®  Readjudication or an arrest proceeding to sanctioning in a court;
Reconviction or a finding of guilt for a new crime;
Reincarceration or a jail or prison sentence following conviction
for a new crime; and

®  Return to prison or any prison confinement for either a new crime
or technical violation (see Durose, Cooper, and Snyder, 2014;
Durose and Antenagenli, 2021).

Individuals released from prison after serving a sentence of at least one
year are eligible to be included in a BJS release cohort and are identified
from reports by state departments of corrections to the National Corrections
Reporting Program (NCRP), another BJS product. After drawing a stratified
random sample from all eligible individuals, the person-level corrections
records are linked using fingerprint-based identification numbers to arrest
and prosecution data from state criminal history repositories—“rap sheets”
or records of arrest and prosecution—as well as from the Federal Bureau
of Investigation (to track out-of-state recidivism). The criminal history
data obtained by BJS comprises felonies and misdemeanors and includes
information on arrest charges, court dispositions, sentences to incarcera-
tion, and custody status. The criminal history data that BJS uses in its
studies are the same records that police officers use to determine a suspect’s
current criminal justice status (e.g., on probation, parole, or bail); that
judges use to make pretrial and sentencing decisions; and that correc-
tions officials use to make inmate classification decisions (Durose, Cooper,
and Snyder, 2014). Due to state-level differences in tracking modifications
to arrest charges or court dispositions, only the originating charges and
dispositions are recorded. Information on returns to prison obtained from
later rounds of the NCRP is used to supplement incomplete and inconsistent
record-keeping in state repositories. With appropriate weighting and sur-
vey adjustment, the BJS recidivism program yields generalizable (to the
included states) estimates of recidivism using multiple definitions, with
corresponding margins of error, for individuals released from state prison
and still living within the reference window under study.

In its most recent recidivism study, BJS collected information on a
stratified sample of 92,000 people, representing individuals released from
prison in 34 states in 2012 who had served a sentence of one year or more
(Durose and Antenangeli, 2021). The sample was representative of about
70 percent of individuals released from state prisons in 2012 but is not
nationally representative. Some of the findings from this cohort study are
summarized in Table 2-1 and described below.

Over one-third of individuals in the 2012 release cohort were arrested
for a new crime within one year of their release, three-fifths within three
years, and 71 percent within five years (Durose and Antenangeli, 2021).
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A very large share of these rearrests result in a conviction, as by the fifth
year after release, over half of released individuals are convicted of a new
crime, typically by plea bargains. Returns to prison are also common, with
nearly 46 percent of released individuals sent back to prison for either a
technical violation or a new crime within five years. Demographic subgroup
estimates indicate that males, members of certain minority groups (Black,
American Indian, and Alaska Native), and individuals who are younger at
the time of release tend to have a higher likelihood of recidivism, no matter
whether the measure reflects interactions with police (rearrest), prosecutors
and courts (reconviction), or return to prison.

Among those rearrested within five years of release, the most common
offense of rearrest was a public order offense. Over half (54%) of persons
released from prison in 2012 were rearrested for a public order offense and
49 percent were rearrested for an “other public order offense” (first column
of Table 2-2). The other public order offense category is an undifferenti-
ated category comprising conditional release violations (which include the
aforementioned technical violations and arrests for new crimes reported
as technical violations) along with lesser felonies and misdemeanors.? The
next most common arrest offense categories, each characterizing just over
20 percent of released individuals, are assault, larceny or motor vehicle
theft, and drug possession.

Table 2-2 shows rearrest offenses by the most serious offense of com-
mitment of those released from prison in 2012. The top row gives the total
percent rearrested within each commitment offense category, and the subse-
quent rows give the percent rearrested by offenses of rearrest. The overall
likelihood of rearrest is lowest for individuals who served a prison sentence
for violent offenses (65%) and highest for property offenses (78%) (first row
in Table 2-2). The single most common group of rearrest offenses is public or-
der offenses, overall and irrespective of the nature of the commitment offense.
Arrests for violent offenses accounted for 28.3 percent of all rearrest offenses.
Those released from prison with violent offense charges were rearrested for a
violent offense at slightly higher rates (32.4%) than those released on prop-
erty (29.6%) or public order changes (28.1%).

To the extent there is evidence of crime specialization (or rearrest for
an offense within the same class as their commitment offense), it is stron-
gest for persons released from prison for property, drug, and public order
offenses. This tendency is least pronounced for individuals released after
serving a prison sentence for a violent offense, of whom about one-third

3Durose and Antenangeli (2021, p. 25) define other public order offenses to include pro-
bation and parole violations, obstruction of justice, contempt of court, failure to appear,
commercialized vice, nonviolent sex offenses, liquor law violations, bribery, invasion of
privacy, disorderly conduct, contributing to the delinquency of a minor, and other miscel-
laneous or unspecified offenses.
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TABLE 2-2 Five-Year Rearrest Estimates for 2012 Prison Release
Cohort in 34-State Study, by Post-Release Offense Type and
Commitment Offense

Post-release Rearrest Offense by

Percent . .
Most Serious Commitment Offense

Arrested in
Post-Release Offense Type 5 Years Violent Property  Drug Public Order

Any offense 70.8 65.2 78.3 69.8 68.9

Any violent offense 28.3 32.4 29.6 22.6 28.1
Homicide 0.8 1.0 0.7 0.7 0.9
Rape/sexual assault 1.4 1.9 1.2 0.8 1.7
Robbery 4.8 6.2 5.4 3.2 3.7
Assault 21.6 24.6 22.5 17.4 21.5
Other violent 8.8 — — — —

Any property offense 35.7 28.9 51.9 29.7 29.0
Burglary 9.4 6.7 17.1 6.0 6.5
Larceny/motor vehicle theft 21.6 15.8 35.5 16.5 16.3
Fraud/forgery 8.9 6.3 14.3 7.5 6.5
Other property 18.5 — — — —

Any drug offense 32.6 24.1 34.7 43.0 27.7
Possession 21.9 — — — —
Trafficking 11.3 — — — —
Other drug 16.8 — — — —

Any public order offense 54.1 51.1 58.6 51.6 54.9
Weapons 9.4 — — — —
DWI/DUI 8.7 — — — —
Other public order 48.8 — — — —

Number of released 408,300 112,300 115,600 103,900 76,500

prisoners (weighted N)

Table number in source Table 10 Table 11

document

NOTES: Arrest refers to either in-state or out-of-state arrest for a new crime. Percentages for
any violent, any property, any drug, and any public order offense do not sum to 100 because
individuals may be rearrested on more than one occasion, or rearrested and charged for more
than one offense type.

SOURCE: Durose and Antenangeli (2021).
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are rearrested within five years for a new violent offense, followed by
drug commitments, of which 43 percent are rearrested for a new drug of-
fense. The BJS results on specialization are consistent with Pennsylvania
data, which show modest degrees of specialization that are highest among
property and drug offenses (Bell et al., 2013).

To summarize, while we do not have a national recidivism rate
for individuals returning from prison, due to both coverage issues (the
limited number of states providing data) and measurement issues (varying
definitions, varying measures), the BJS release cohort recidivism program
represents the best effort to provide that information. To date, BJS has
standardized data collection for 34 states, representing 79 percent of all
individuals released from state prisons in the United States (Durose and
Antenangeli, 2021). Notably, states differ widely in what constitutes a
punishable violation and how (or whether) that information is stored in
criminal history repositories in the states that participate in the BJS cohort
studies. Close inspection of rearrests indicates that while rearrests for
violent crimes exceed the proportion of individuals convicted of violent of-
fenses in the release cohort, many instances of recidivism result from other
public order charges that do not necessarily align with measures of serious
criminal behavior. These other charges include charges for violations of
conditions of supervision, reflecting the operations of the criminal legal
system and not necessarily having implications for public safety.

In all of its reports, BJS disaggregates rearrests by type of charge and
reports on various characteristics of members of its release cohorts. Draw-
ing on the criminal history records it obtains through the FBI’s Interstate
Identification Index, BJS also reports on rearrests occurring outside the
state in which an individual is released (Durose, Cooper, and Snyder, 2014;
Durose, Snyder, and Cooper, 2015). This expands the scope of events cov-
ered beyond those included in studies using state-specific criminal history
records. When BJS reports on reconviction and reincarceration rates, it gen-
erally reports on the cumulate rates of reconviction or imprisonment across
the years of its follow-up periods. BJS reconviction statistics are limited to
arrests resulting in reconviction.

Recidivism in Academic Literature

Many other studies also rely on official records of arrests, convictions,
and imprisonment but vary in the specific measures and periods. Rearrest
rates are commonly measured over one or two years and for up to eight years
(Bird et al., 2021; Ford and Rector, 2020; Hunt and Dumville, 2016; Seigle
et al., 2014). Rather than simply report an overall or summary recidivism
number, most of these studies disaggregate rearrests by class or emphasize a
particular class of events. For example, in their study of recidivism following
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the California realignment, Bird and colleagues (2022) focused on felony re-
arrests, thereby limiting their recidivism measure to arrests for more serious
offenses. Studies conducted by the U.S. Sentencing Commission on persons
released from federal prison report rearrest rates for up to eight years and,
like BJS, report the annual and cumulative rates, along with median times to
first event and recidivism offenses (Hunt and Dumville, 2016; Cotter, 2021).
Ford and Rector’s study (2020) of the Hawaii Opportunity Probation Evalu-
ation (HOPE) measured rearrests over a one-year period, as did Seigle and
colleagues (2014) in their study of recidivism following juvenile placement.

Reconviction measures may appear less frequently in recidivism stud-
ies, but generally when they appear, they accompany rearrest measures
(e.g., Bird et al., 2022; Durose, Cooper, and Snyder, 2014; Hunt and
Dumville, 2016). Recidivism rates that define recidivism as return to prison
are commonly used in evaluations of the performance of corrections sys-
tems, with a three-year return-to-prison rate appearing commonly (Durose,
Cooper, and Snyder, 2014; Gelb, 2018; Hunt and Dumville, 2016; King and
Elderbroom, 2014; and Pew Center on the States, 2011, who also report
prison return rates by year). A comprehensive recidivism study conducted
by the Pew Public Safety Performance group analyzed data for three release
cohorts (2005, 2010, and 2012) from 23 states and tracked returns to
prison within the state of release for up to five years (Gelb and Velazquez,
2018). The Pew group reported reductions in recidivism rates, as measured
by return to prison within three years of release, of nine and 13 percentage
points from the 2005 base of 48 percent.

The extent to which studies measuring return-to-prison rates explicitly
disaggregate by type of return varies—that is, whether they disaggregate
among court commitment, a technical violation, or a new crime covered
by a technical violation. State prison population forecaster measures of
recidivism typically include readmissions for a parole violation (Harrison,
2021; O’Neil and Koushmaro, 2020; TenNapel et al., 2021) that may
include both violations prompted by new crimes as well as technical viola-
tions (Hooks, nd). As Gaes and colleagues (2016) point out, distinguishing
between a technical violation of a condition of supervision and a technical
violation for reasons of a new crime is difficult with the data elements com-
monly found in corrections administrative databases. They accordingly rec-
ommend more extensive data. As noted earlier, evidence suggests that many
if not a majority of events recorded as technical violations are actually new
crimes or arrests of persons on parole, where the conditions of parole lead
to a technical violation for a new crime (Grattet, Petersilia, and Lin, 2008).

The use of different measures of recidivism can cause confusion if
one is looking to find out if recidivism rates have increased or decreased.
Different studies use different recidivism events, different measures of the
severity that constitutes recidivism, and different time periods over which
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recidivism is measured. They also differ according to whether events occur
during periods of correctional supervision or not. These inconsistencies
require users of the research literature to take care in interpreting results.
Additionally, each of the several measures of recidivism—rearrest, reconvic-
tion, or reincarceration for technical violations or new crimes—has limita-
tions. Arrests that do not result in convictions can mean that “the usual
suspects” were rounded up but none actually committed a crime. Misclas-
sifying as pure technical violations new crimes that led to a violation can
result in underestimates of the severity of behavior.

Although the varieties of definitions of recidivism present challenges
for comparing outcomes across places or over time, the use of multiple
measures of recidivism has utility. For example, Harding and colleagues
(2017) studied the effects of imprisonment on recidivism measured both by
reconviction and by reimprisonment. They found no impact of imprison-
ment on recidivism as measured by reconviction but found an impact on
recidivism when measured by reimprisonment. They were able to attribute
the difference to technical violations, such as failure to comply with parole
restrictions, rather than new criminal behaviors, illustrating a type of analy-
sis that can help illuminate the extent to which recidivism arises from the
decisions made by criminal legal system actors versus new offense behaviors.

Comparing outcomes across samples and locations can contribute to
an understanding of what may work to help reduce recidivism events. For
example, in their review of evidence on the impacts of post-conviction
imprisonment on recidivism Loeffler and Nagin (2022) include studies of
rearrest and reconviction covering different follow-up periods, including
rearrest for periods that include 18 months and 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 10 years;
reconviction over a 5-year period; and reincarceration within 2 or 3 years.
Their review examines differences in recidivism across correctional
settings, such as those that give greater emphasis to rehabilitative pro-
gramming, and they find that the settings that emphasize rehabilitative
programming generally lead to less recidivism. While their study does not
focus on the “recidivism rate,” it takes advantage of the fact that in the
studies they reviewed, the authors explicitly defined their recidivism mea-
sures. Other cross-jurisdictional comparisons of recidivism have sought to
measure the specific deterrent effect of incarceration on future offending
(e.g., Nagin, Cullen, and Johnson, 2009; Roodman, 2017; Villettaz et al.,
2006). All reached a similar conclusion, that incarceration has at best a
null or mildly criminogenic effect on future offending, while Loeffler and
Nagin’s (2022) review pointed to the importance of rehabilitative programs
in achieving recidivism reduction effects. Despite differences in measure-
ment, careful consideration of the definitions and measures used in cross-
jurisdiction studies can allow one to draw conclusions about factors that
affect recidivism.
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Recidivism in Departments of Corrections Reports

Recidivism rates are also often used to gauge the value and effective-
ness of criminal legal policies, sometimes alongside other indicators such
as “higher rates of employment, supportive family connections, improved
health outcomes, and the standing of the formerly incarcerated as citizens in
the community” (National Research Council, 2014; see, also, Gelb, 2018;
Sabol and Baumann, 2020).

State departments of corrections create and use multiple measures
rather than a single, statewide measure of recidivism. An Urban Institute
report entitled Improving Recidivism as a Performance Measure concludes
that a statewide recidivism rate is “too imprecise to draw meaningful con-
clusions and insufficient for assessing the impact of changes to policy and
practice” (King and Elderbroom, 2014). The Pennsylvania Department of
Corrections, for example, reports on rearrest and reincarceration rates and
breaks these out by many variables such as sentencing offense, geographic
location of releases, demographic attributes of released persons, prior crimi-
nal history, and type of release. Pennsylvania also studies recidivism-related
issues such as crime specialization and recidivism arrests as a fraction of all
arrests (Bell et al., 2013). Other state departments of corrections similarly
construct multiple measures of recidivism to measure performance. For
example, the Minnesota Department of Corrections measures felony recon-
victions, reincarcerations, and community supervision recidivism, among
other outcomes (Schnell, 2021). The North Carolina Department of Correc-
tions reports on several categories of recidivism admissions, distinguishing
between probation and post-release (parole) revocations, and it indicates
noncompliance with conditions of supervision including commitment of
a new crime as well as technical violations such as positive drug tests,
non-reporting, and failing to attend treatment (Hooks, 2021). Similarly,
in conversations with representatives of the committee, representatives
from the Missouri Department of Corrections noted that they are begin-
ning to capture additional measures such as employment, housing stability,
pro-social community activity, and treatment length of stay. In measuring
corrections performance, states recognize the value of moving away from
binary and unidimensional measurements of recidivism toward more nu-
anced and detailed indicators (Gelb, 2018).

ELEMENTS OF RECIDIVISM MEASURES

While several events can occur that are defined as recidivism—rearrest,
reconviction, reincarceration, technical violation, or graduated sanction—
studies vary in the criminal legal system decision point they use to mea-
sure recidivism. Each measure has strengths and weaknesses for studying
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post-release outcomes; here we address some measurement issues that re-
cidivism studies need to consider. Among the most salient limitations of
recidivism measures drawn from criminal legal system actions is that the
measures reflect the interaction between a person’s offending behavior and
the system actors’ responses to that behavior. We do not attempt to recon-
cile this discrepancy, but this aspect of measurement error is discussed in
detail below.

Purposes and Uses

Central to the measurement of recidivism are the purposes to which
measures are put. The purposes and uses determine the samples to be
studied, the events to be measured, the durations between them, and the
risk environment. Common purposes include program evaluation, program
monitoring, performance measurement, forecasting of prison bedspace
needs, and research about the correlates of recidivism. Different purposes
may impose different requirements on measures and their interpretation.
For example, in a drug court setting a treatment provider may want to
measure substance use behaviors longitudinally to identify relapse and take
appropriate responses. Or an evaluation of the effectiveness of in-prison
programs that address criminogenic needs may study persons released
from prison in different risk environments (e.g., measured by crime rates
or level of police surveillance) to estimate future contacts with criminal
legal system agencies. Studies that look at the performance of programs
need to be clear about the follow-up periods. For example, if persons are
released into parole, should the follow-up period be limited to the period
of supervision or extend beyond it? These different periods not only have
implications for measured recidivism rates, but they are linked to different
research questions about supervision.

Samples and Populations of Interest:
Event-Based and Person-Based Methods

The samples used to study recidivism need to be specified relative to the
study purposes and derived from the populations about which inferences
are to be made. If a study is interested in focusing on the outcomes of a
group of people involved in some treatment program, such as an in-prison
substance abuse program, the sample should represent the population
of persons involved in that program. If a study seeks to understand the
recidivism of persons who entered prison at any point in time, the sample
should represent the entering cohort for the period under consideration,
even if some members of the entering cohort might still be incarcerated at
the end of the study period.
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Defining the population, and therefore the sample, to be drawn for a
study can present challenges. If measures of corrections system performance
are desired, then the population of interest is all persons who were under a
system’s authority. This population may differ in important ways from the
persons released from a system in a given year. A sample of persons released
from a system during some period is event-based sampling, where the event
used to define the sample is release from prison and the population of inter-
est is members of the release cohort. Depending on a number of conditions
related to whether a population can be characterized as stationary or as
stable, an event-based sample may not represent the system’s population
(Patterson and Preston, 2008; Rhodes et al., 2014). By comparison, person-
based samples are drawn from the population of all persons who were in
prison during a particular period, regardless of a specific year of release or
other event.

The BJS prison recidivism studies of individuals released from prison
use event-based samples, and their reports refer to the samples as such by
explicitly citing the recidivism rates of persons released from prison during
a given year. However, the BJS statistics have also been misused to describe
populations other than the ones from which the samples are drawn. In
its “Social Determinants of Health” component of Healthy People 2020,
the Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion uses time-specific
prisoner-release recidivism rates to characterize recidivism of persons
released from prison or jail.* This use represents a misunderstanding of
the event-based sample because it generalizes to a population that is not
included in the study. More subtly, but still incorrectly, release-cohort event-
based sample results have been used to characterize all former prisoners.
For example, the Harvard Political Review has used the BJS event-based
sample to generalize to all former prisoners (Benecchi, 2021) and not just
to the persons in the specific release cohort of interest. These distinctions
are subtle, but as we show below, the difference in recidivism between an
event-based and person-based sample can be large.

The person-based and event-based samples may vyield different esti-
mates of recidivism. Rhodes and colleagues (2014) explain that event-based
samples of releases from prison (exit-cohort samples) may overrepresent
individuals identified as higher risk relative to all persons who entered
prison during a period. By comparison, samples of all persons incarcer-
ated during a period contain risk levels in the same proportion as in the

4See: https://www.healthypeople.gov/2020/topics-objectives/topic/social-determinants-
health/interventions-resources/incarceration#:~:text=The %20U.S.%20releases %200ver %207,
people%20from%20prison%20each%20year.& text=However %2C%?20recidivism %20is %
20common.&text=Within %203 %20years%200f%20their,than%2050%25 %20are %20
incarcerated %20again.
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population of all persons incarcerated during the period. Under these condi-
tions, a single exit-cohort-based estimate of recidivism will include a larger
proportion of higher-recidivism-risk persons than the population of all
persons incarcerated. This contributes to exit-cohort estimates of recidivism
that may be higher than those obtained from an entering cohort or from
the population of all persons incarcerated during a specific period (Rhodes
et al., 2014).

As shown in Table 2-3 below, recidivism rates for event-based release
cohorts are higher than those for person-based samples. The event-based
releasees have a 21 percent return to prison rate in year 1 with variations
across the 17 reporting states. The 2005 cohort has a slightly different
reincarceration rate, with 24 states reporting. In both the event-based and
person-based samples, most people released from prison do not return to
prison within the observation window. In the 17-state event-based sample,
about half did not return to prison. In the person-based sample, two-thirds
did not return.

TABLE 2-3 Illustrating Impact of Type of Sample on Recidivism Rates in

17 States
Event-Based Person-Based
Release Cohort Release Cohort
Event-Based by Years by Years
Release Cohort- at Risk— at Risk—
Reincarceration Reincarceration Reincarceration
(12-year trend for 2005 Release for 2005 Release
for 17 states, (24 states, Person-Based (24 states,
Years at Risk percent) percent) Sample (percent) percent)

Percent Returned to Prison by Follow-up Years

Average, Year 1 21 22 12 12
25th, 75th Quartile 11-28 n/a 6-16

Average, Year 3 39 40 23 27
25th, 75th Quartile 29-48 n/a 16-30

Average, Year 5 46 47 27 29
25th, 75th Quartile 39-54 n/a 22-31

Percent never 51 68

returned to prison

25th, 75th Quartile 44-53 66-70

Percent returned to 13 7

prison 2 times

25th, 75th Quartile 16-14 8-7

SOURCE: Data from Rhodes et al. (2014).
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Person-based and event-based samples may have similar recidivism
rates when a release cohort represents the population of persons who have
been in prison. In demographic parlance, this is when populations can be
characterized as stationary. For a prison population to be stationary, the
annual number of admissions and admissions by class have to be constant
for a long period of time and the number of admissions must equal the
number of releases.

Use of exiting event cohorts is most appropriate in answering ques-
tions that pertain to a population that experiences an event, such as all
persons in a treatment program, or the recidivism rate of a cohort, or
whether the recidivism rates of exiting cohorts have changed over time
(presuming appropriate adjustments for compositional differences in co-
horts). Person-based samples identify an individual as the unit of analysis
and follow the history of that person over time. An example is the research
on redemption undertaken by Blumstein and colleagues (e.g., Blumstein
and Nakamura, 2009; 2010), which follows the criminal careers tradi-
tion and identifies “recidivism trajectories” that may eventually lead to
desistance. Life-course criminology (Brame, Bushway, and Paternoster,
2003; Laub and Sampson, 2001) is also part of this tradition of following
persons over time.

The possible terminological confusion stemming from the use of two
types of events (the sampling event and the recidivism event) may be
unavoidable, but researchers should be clear so that readers of reports
understand the samples used in studies and the populations to which
these samples pertain. This understanding can be enhanced by focusing
on the purpose of the study, the population about which inferences are
to be made, and the sampling procedures. For example, if the purpose is
to understand the effects on recidivism of a sentencing regime at a point
in time, samples of persons entering prison would be more appropriate
than samples of those exiting prison, because the sample of persons exit-
ing prison could contain mixtures of persons sentenced under different
regimes. At the same time, entering-cohort samples present the challenge
of right-censoring, in that it may take many years for all persons who en-
tered prison at a point in time to exit, which requires appropriate statisti-
cal methods to address. Alternatively, a study of an in-prison program on
post-prison recidivism would sample from persons released from prison,
regardless of the year in which they were sentenced, so long as they par-
ticipated in the programming.

Recidivism Events

As previously discussed, recidivism measures that are based on contact
with criminal legal agencies, such as rearrest measures, consist of some
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combination of behavior and justice agencies’ responses. Although rear-
rest, reconviction, and reincarceration are commonly used measures of
recidivism events, each can be further subdivided by important attributes.
For example, rearrest measured by specific charges helps in determining the
severity of the arrested behavior. Theoretically, one could expand upon the
concept of rearrest to measure the crimes cleared by an arrest or arrests that
were not exceptionally cleared by prosecutors. Similarly, reincarceration
rates can be refined to distinguish those following from a new sentence from
those that did not and, if the data allow, the reasons for technical violations
that result in return to prison.

These distinctions among categories of events that measure recidivism
indicate that measures of events derived from criminal legal agency records
reflect both the actions of criminal legal system officials and the behavior
of individuals. Great care is required in making inferences from criminal
legal contacts to identify a person’s offending behavior. Measuring recidi-
vism in terms of new contacts with criminal legal system agencies is not
necessarily equivalent to measuring recidivism as re-offending. Self-report
data on offense behaviors may avoid this problem of criminal legal actors’
responses, but it can introduce measurement error and bias of its own in
estimating the incidence or prevalence of reoffending. Regardless of the
source of data, measurement error and potential bias in estimates are major
methodological challenges confronting recidivism studies.

Frequency and Duration

Recidivism rates attempt to measure whether a set of individuals has
engaged in further criminal behavior over a particular period of time.
Reporting on recidivism rates often includes statistics such as time to a
first event—the duration of time between release and an individual’s first
recorded criminal behavior (their first “recidivist event”). Recidivism can
also be tracked in terms of patterns or trajectories of recidivist events.
Recidivism trajectories that decrease over a duration imply desistance from
recidivism.

Connecting the length of a follow-up period to a program or policy
purpose may not be simple or obvious. For example, recording recidivism
events while a person is under supervision requires a different follow-up
period than doing so after they leave supervision. Expecting a program to
have long-run effects and therefore measuring recidivism over long periods
of time may not reasonable; rather, a shorter follow-up period or suffi-
ciently discrete periods to allow for an understanding of recidivism trends
may be more appropriate. In some circles, the three-year follow-up rate has
become an implicit standard, reflecting a trade-off between timeliness con-
cerns and allowing a sufficient amount of time to pass for the slope of the
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rate curve to flatten. For example, the Virginia Department of Corrections
routinely reports three-year reincarceration rates (Virginia Department of
Corrections Research—Evaluation Unit, 2021).

Ideally, the time frames for follow-up periods should be driven by the
theoretical constructs or substantive aims of each recidivism study, but
theory may not be sufficiently robust to suggest explicit lengths of follow-
up periods; rather, theory may simply indicate that longer or shorter periods
are appropriate. A reasonable approach might be for researchers to clearly
state their aims, give a rationale for the length of follow-up periods, and
maintain information on the timing of events so that the number of events
up to different durations can be reported.

DATA SOURCES FOR MEASURING RECIDIVISM

The variations in how recidivism is measured also depend on the
sources for the data. The two most common sources are self-report data
and official records in administrative data maintained by criminal legal
agencies. Table 2-4 summarizes the strengths and limitations of these mea-
sures. Private sources, such as consumer reporting agencies, may provide
criminal background check information, but we exclude them from this
review.” The following section reviews the data sources for measuring
recidivism and the adequacy of the measures.

Each source is generally associated with specific types of measures.
Both classes of data sources have strengths and weaknesses. Self-reports
may be a better measure of criminal behavior than administrative data but
are costly to obtain and may suffer from recall biases. All classes of admin-
istrative data reflect the intersection of individual behaviors and criminal
legal responses, and this source of measurement error may not be randomly
distributed (see below for a detailed discussion). On the other hand, with
administrative data larger samples are available, it is possible to identify
trajectories, and the data have utility in demonstrating outcomes such as
desistance (Blumstein and Nakamura, 2009) or periods of time when there
are no legal system events.

Self-Report Data

Self-report data may provide several measures of recidivism events, pri-
marily through self-reporting on criminal behavior. In addition, self-report
data can be used to measure contacts with criminal legal agencies, such as
arrests and convictions. Self-report measures of criminal behavior specific
to drug use can also be used to evaluate the effectiveness of drug courts

SFor information about Consumer Reporting Agencies, see Lageson, 2020.
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and treatment or aftercare programs to alleviate drug use and drug-related
problems (Harrell, Cavanagh, and Roman, 1998); and to gauge drug use
prior to incarceration in inmate surveys (e.g., Beatty and Snell, 2021).

Self-report data are typically derived from interviews with individuals
or the collection of ecological movement assessment data (e.g., from smart-
phones or emails). Persons are asked whether they engaged in certain
offense behaviors. Questions about offense behaviors are typically based
on descriptions of the events (e.g., types of crimes such as burglary, larceny,
robbery) rather than legal codes.

Self-report data suffer from known problems related to precision and
recall. Respondents’ reports of offending may be influenced by modes
of survey administration, characteristics of the interviewer, anonymity,
use of techniques to reduce response bias, and the length of the survey
instrument (Gomes et al., 2019). Descriptive terms may have different
meanings to different respondents. For example, one person may think
of or characterize a burglary as a robbery even though the event was
breaking and entering and did not involve use of force to take property.
Self-report surveys that allow respondents to self-define criminal events
or to affirm behaviors that fall into broad categories introduce measure-
ment error into the classification of events. Alternatively, attribute-based
interviewing uses cues to identify events, and the responses to cues result
in an event’s classification into an offense category. For example, rather
than ask a person if they committed a burglary, a respondent may be
asked if they “broke into or attempted to break into a home by forcing a
door or window, jimmying a lock, cutting a screen, or entering through
an open door or window” along with questions about items stolen fol-
lowing entry.

Respondent recall problems have been studied at length, especially in
national surveys such as the National Crime Victimization Survey (Bureau
of Justice Statistics, 1989; Cantor et al., 2021; Rand and Catalano,
2007) and surveys of incarcerated individuals (Marquis and Ebner, 1981;
Peterson et al., 1982). More prominent and rehearsed events are more
likely to be recalled than less prominent events. Consequently, more seri-
ous offending behaviors are more likely to be recalled than, say, a rash of
petty crimes such as shoplifting, larcenies, and simple assaults. If events
are to be dated, two forms of telescoping may affect the dating of events.
Forward telescoping includes events as having taken place during a speci-
fied time frame that was more recent than the event occurred. Backward
telescoping includes events reported as occurring at a less recent time than
specified.

The reliability of self-report data is improved by bounding interviews
(as in the National Crime Victimization Survey) or by calendaring, by
time line follow-back and anchoring procedures, and by the inclusion of
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redundant questions as a way to check the reliability of responses (Peterson
et al., 1982). If studies are designed to re-interview persons over time,
self-report data are subject to attrition (loss of sample) and panel bias or
respondent fatigue, which means that a respondent provides less informa-
tion as the number of interviews increases.

Self-report surveys also have recruitment and nonresponse chal-
lenges. Sampled participants may choose not to participate for many
reasons even if an honorarium is offered. Finding sampled participants
to conduct an interview is challenging, especially for studies of recidi-
vism, where sampled persons are generally known to be highly mobile.
For program evaluations, conducting interviews at a program site, such
as a drug court or probation office, may give an appearance of coercion
whereby the sampled person thinks that she or he must participate in the
survey as part of a program even if participation is voluntary. Despite
researchers’ pledges of confidentiality to respondents, persons under
supervision may be inclined to under-report criminal activity if they be-
lieve disclosing these activities could lead to violations. These challenges
affect inferences about self-report offense behavior. The inferences can
be improved if sources of nonresponse bias are accurately identified and
addressed.

Inaccurate reporting of events is another concern with self-report
data. Respondents may not report all criminal activity or may report some
of it as less serious than it was. Alternatively, they may be predisposed
to “boast” about behaviors and describe what they did as more serious
than it was in reality. In their analysis of participants in the Cambridge
Study in Delinquent Development, Auty, Farrington, and Coid (2015)
found that respondents who had several convictions or convictions for
more serious offenses were more likely to under-report them, while older
persons were less likely to over-report seriousness. Overall, the authors
found a high level of concurrent validity between the self-report and of-
ficial records.

A final concern about inaccurate reporting relates to concerns that
respondents may have in talking about ongoing criminal activities. This is
especially the case if respondents report activities that could be suspected
to be child abuse. Depending upon state law, researchers collecting these
data may be mandatory reporters.

Despite the challenges of obtaining reliable self-report data, self-
report data are of value, as this type of person-specific data can provide
details not otherwise available about post-release behaviors, including the
context or risk setting. But most recidivism studies do not use self-report
data because of their cost and the need for skilled staff to conduct the
interviews.
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BOX 2-1
Listening Session:
The Expertise of Individuals with Lived Experience of Incarceration

During a public information-gathering session held by the Committee on
Evaluating Success Among People Released from Prison, practitioners and those
with lived experience spoke about the importance of including the perspectives of
formerly incarcerated individuals in measures of post-release success.

Diane Good-Collins, Director of Metropolitan Community College’s 180
Re-entry Asssitance Program: “Qualitative interviews are very important
to those that are re-entering. Their input is critical to know whether these
programs are doing what they say they are doing. Are they providing the
correct services?” (Good-Collins, 2021)

Venus Woods, Director of HIV Prevention and Education with the Alaskan
AIDS Assistance Program: “Who should you get the information from?
Us! People with lived experience. That’'s something I've seen that has
changed over the years too. When | was first released 10 years ago we
weren't talking about our stories out loud. We weren't talking about the
criminal legal system the way we are today. We have to be at the table.
We aren't just redemption stories, we're leaders who have something to
say and something to offer and we will be the ones with the solutions to
make that change” (Woods, 2021).

Nneka Jones-Tapia, managing director of Justice Initiatives at Chicago
Beyond and former warden of the Cook County jail, discussed the importance of
having previously incarcerated people deeply involved in the research process.
She emphasized that people with lived experience not only need to be able to
participate in research, but should be able to review the research questions being
asked before a study begins. Likewise, researchers should make sure that this
community is made aware of the study.

SOURCE: See: https://www.nationalacademies.org/event/07-27-2021/evaluating-success-
among-people-released-from-prison-meeting-2-public-information-gathering-session-1.

Administrative Data

Most recidivism studies use data from official records of arrests, convic-
tions, and incarceration that are drawn from the operational databases of
criminal legal agencies. These are most often referred to as administrative
data. See Box 2-2 for a description of administrative data.

Measures using administrative data indicate arrested, charged, and con-
victed offending behaviors and not necessarily all actual offense behaviors.
Charged behaviors reflect the interactions of individuals with the legal system.
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BOX 2-2
Administrative Data

Administrative data are the manual or automated records maintained by
criminal legal agencies to document the activities of their agents and personnel.
The record of events occurring throughout the criminal legal process constitutes
criminal history record information (CHRI), also known as a “rap sheet” or record of
arrest and prosecution. A criminal history record describes offenses and persons,
including fingerprint identification, information about arrests and, depending upon
completeness, subsequent dispositions. CHRI is compiled using data provided
by local, county, state, and federal law enforcement agencies; local and regional
jails; pretrial services agencies; state and federal prosecutors’ offices, courts, and
prison departments; and state, federal, and local probation and parole agencies.
Agencies record events occurring under their jurisdiction or authority. Individual
agencies differ in their use of biometric (fingerprint-based) identification numbers,
which can facilitate linking records of unique persons across place and time. Law
enforcement and corrections agencies generally do better at obtaining fingerprints,
while prosecutors’ offices and courts tend not to obtain and record biometric data.

Aggregators of criminal history information recorded by the various agencies
exist. For example, in some but not all states, an administrative office obtains
records from individual courts. Every state has established a criminal history
repository that maintains CHRI and identification data; these repositories are
generally maintained by state departments of police or public safety. These reposi-
tories hold arrest and criminal case-processing information, such as information
about arrest dates, statutory offenses and charges, and court dispositions, for the
records reported to them. The criminal record is invoked by an arrest record that
law enforcement agencies submit to their state repositories.

Arrest records are supplemented by information provided by prosecutors’ of-
fices, courts, and correctional agencies, each of which contributes data to complete
the CHRI by submitting information about subsequent dispositions of charges.
A completed criminal history record contains information about arrest charges,
including their dispositions, sentences, and custody dates. The completeness of
the CHRI record varies among the states. According to the most recent survey of
criminal history repositories, in 2018, 49 states (that responded) reported having
final disposition data for 68 percent of all arrests in state databases (Goggins and
DeBacco, 2020). Accessing administrative data through a central repository is more
efficient than collecting the data from individual agencies in various jurisdictions.
Access to and use of CHRI by entities outside the criminal legal system, such as
researchers, requires use of strict data security protocols.

For example, if two individuals engage in the same criminal activity but the
second lives in an area with a larger police presence, that second individual
may be rearrested while the other’s crime goes undetected. Differences in the
rate at which victims report crimes to the police affect the likelihood of an
arrest. An individual may also be wrongfully rearrested or reconvicted of a
crime they did not commit and still appear in recidivism rates.
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Administrative data may underreport offending and reoffending based
on a number of factors, including victims’ willingness to report offenses
to the police, the rate at which crimes go unsolved, the extent of police
presence, and the scope of community supervision. Discretionary policing
activities and the intensity of supervision may lead to over-reporting of
criminal legal system outcomes relative to underlying offense behavior.
Failure to distinguish between a parole revocation that occurs because of
a new offense and a technical violation may lead to an overestimate of
criminal behavior if violations of supervision such as drug test failures are
included as criminal behaviors.

While criminal history records can provide researchers with the most
comprehensive and accessible source of data on recidivism as measured
by criminal legal agencies, a number of reliability concerns are associated
with administrative data. These include clerical issues, such as missing ar-
rest records, purged records, and duplicate records in jurisdictions with
centralized booking. Some records may be in paper format only and thus
not easily accessible (Myrent, 2019). Reform efforts underway in many
states to automate record expungement and sealing of records can affect
the information available for research on recidivism. At least 10 states
introduced record expungement bills during 2021 (Hernandez, 2021). The
scope of records that could be expunged varies considerably among states,
with arrests that did not result in a conviction or acquittal among a com-
mon focus of expungement and sealing.

In the next sections, we review some of the strengths and limitations of
specific measures derived from administrative data.

Rearrest

Rearrest is defined as an arrest that occurs after a criminal conviction
or post-conviction event such as release from prison. Summons and cita-
tions are not, by definition, arrests. Sources of arrest data are generally state
and local law enforcement agencies, federal law enforcement agencies, or
state criminal history repositories. The repositories work with the FBI to
identify unique persons arrested and contain either a state ID number (a
unique number assigned to each new arrestee in a state) or the FBI num-
ber (a unique number assigned to persons regardless of where they were
arrested). These allow for linking records of persons as their cases move
through the legal process.

Arrest records contain details of charges and generally contain
information about their dispositions. Recidivism studies typically aggregate
detailed charge information into standard offense categories (typically
violent, property, drug, and public order) and report rearrest rates by
category of offense type, even though details about the number and types
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of charges are usually available. The detailed charging information provides
for the capacity to measure some aspects of the severity of arrests, although
the analysis of charges within categories of crimes is often complicated.
Rearrest as a measure of recidivism is commonly used in national-level
recidivism studies (such as the BJS studies) and program evaluations.

The strength of rearrest measures lies in the official nature of the
records representing local law enforcement agencies’ records of events.
The records contain rich details about arrests, although such details are
often not used in recidivism studies. The weaknesses of arrest data derive
in part from the local-agency origination of the data. Jurisdictions vary in
statutory classifications of criminal events, including designations of felony
and misdemeanor statutes, which may present challenges in cross-site com-
parisons. State requirements on the non-felonious arrests to report to the
criminal history repositories differ, so the scope of what is included in non-
felonious arrest records also varies. Dispositions of arrests are incomplete.
At the local level, arrest records may be linked to clearances of offenses,
including exceptional clearances, but they do not include the disposition of
all arrests. In the state repositories, final dispositions of arrests are missing
in about 30 percent of all arrests; in the states with the highest disposition-
reporting rate, this drops to 20 percent (Goggins and DeBacco, 2020). This
means that arrest charges that are dropped either because a person did not
commit the crime or the evidence was insufficient to move forward with a
prosecution may be counted among rearrests.

State-level variation in what must be reported to repositories can add
difficulties to making cross-state comparisons. And like all criminal legal
system measures, arrests reflect a combination of a person’s behavior (e.g.,
criminal activity) and the response of law enforcement to that behavior.
This cuts both ways, as some offenses do not result in arrests and some
persons are arrested even though they have not committed a crime. Despite
these weaknesses, efforts to reconcile self-report and arrest records as
summarized by the National Research Council (2003) suggest that there
is a high level of agreement between self-reports on having been arrested
or having a police contact and having an official record. For more serious
offenses and events, such as conviction, there is an even higher concordance
between self-report and official records (Maxfield, Weller, and Widom,
2000; National Research Council, 2003).

Reconviction

Reconviction is a judicially determined event that occurs when an
individual is found guilty of a criminal offense either by trial or by plea.
Convictions are well measured in terms of the dates of event and the statu-
tory charges and their dispositions. An administrative office aggregates data
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from local courts in some states so that a single source can be accessed to
obtain statewide data. This varies by state, and some states do not aggre-
gate misdemeanor offenses. Court dispositions are reported to the states’
criminal history repositories, although complete disposition data may not
exist in the repositories. Court records include information about each
charge in a case when a defendant is charged with multiple offenses. This
charge-specific information can be used in measuring the severity of the
convicted offense. Some variations occur for how states handle misde-
meanor offenses.

Reconviction measures exclude arrests that were not prosecuted. A
conviction offense reflects the “bargained” or convicted offense behavior
and not necessarily the behaviors that an individual engaged in. This bar-
gained offense may be more or less serious than the underlying offense
behavior. The determination of the convicted offenses reflects decisions
of prosecutors, defense attorneys, and judges or juries, and the records
of offense behaviors are based on criminal statutes, not offense-specific
behaviors. Exceptions to this may exist under sentencing guidelines if the
guidelines are based upon “real offense” behaviors, but in this case the real
offense behaviors are applied at the sentencing and not the conviction stage.
The distinction between the statutory classification of convictions and
offense behaviors presents challenges in making inferences about offending
behavior(s) when using conviction records. Reviews of self-report and
official conviction records, however, have shown a high level of concurrent
validity (Auty, Farrington, and Coid, 2015).

There are trade-offs in using reconviction and rearrest data in measuring
recidivism. Using rearrests presents the risk of counting events in which a
crime did not occur or that did not result in a conviction. Maltz ([1984]
2001) pointed to this concern by distinguishing any arrest from arrests that
lead to conviction, and argued that when the latter is desired, it is incumbent
on a user of administrative records to ensure that there is a conviction
record for an arrest. Using arrests without disposition information presents
a problem of false positives, because the measures then include as recidivism
events acts that were not proven to be criminal.

Conversely, sole reliance on reconviction to measure recidivism pres-
ents the potential error of failing to capture data on an offense that did
occur but for which charges were dropped or a conviction could not be
obtained, for lack of evidence, witness cooperation, or prosecutor deci-
sions not to move forward with a charge. This false-negative problem may
understate the true level of criminal behavior. We do not know the extent to
which the false-positive or false-negative errors present larger problems for
recidivism estimates that are drawn from official records. Addressing this
issue requires high-quality criminal history data (improvements to criminal
history data are discussed below).
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Reincarceration

Reincarceration is the recommitment of a person to custody, which
generally includes either prison or jail but may also include halfway houses
or community correctional facilities. These data typically come from local
(mostly county) jails or state prison departments; supervising agencies may
maintain data on community corrections. Data may be accessed by agree-
ment with agencies that require evidence of a benefit to the agency, and
limits on the use and release of information are imposed. Dates of entry,
exit, and movements within a system are recorded, along with reasons for
entry and exit. Prison and jail records include person-level identifiers that
pertain to the jurisdiction (e.g., a unique ID that identifies persons incar-
cerated in a state or county), limiting their utility to within-jurisdiction
comparisons of persons over time. Prison system administrative data
record information about conduct while in custody, such as misconduct,
participation in programs or treatment, or work assignments.

Depending upon the data source used to measure reincarceration rates,
the events may be undercounted. For example, if prison systems provide
the data, their data may exclude persons who are reincarcerated to jail (as
may occur with parole violators awaiting hearings). Alternatively, if the
data from state criminal history repositories are used, the jail incarceration
information would be more likely to be included, but the reason for the
incarceration (e.g., a technical violation) may not be reported. Like all of
the measures derived from administrative record systems, a return-to-prison
measure captures a wide range of behaviors, some of them new criminal
offenses and others violations of conditions of supervision (Gaes et al.,
2016).

Technical Violations-Revocations

Technical violations resulting in revocations involve the commitment
of a person to custody for violating terms of probation, parole, or pretrial
diversion, and not necessarily for committing a new crime while under
supervision. The data on technical violations are maintained by supervising
agencies or courts, although prison departments may also record technical
violations as a reason for entry. Supervising agencies’ record systems include
information about contacts between officers and the persons they supervise.
The extent of what is recorded varies and may include information about
each interaction, outcomes of drug tests, and engagement in reintegration
activities such as employment. Theoretically, the records of interactions can
be reviewed to understand patterns leading to technical violations.

Pure technical violations do not involve a crime, but a new crime or
arrest may be the reason for a technical violation. The extent to which
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technical violations occur as a result of new crimes is not well understood,
but the evidence suggests that most events recorded as technical viola-
tions include new crimes as the cause of the technical violation. We previ-
ously cited the study by Grattet, Petersilia, and Lin (2008) who evaluated
technical violations in California and concluded that 65 percent involved
behaviors alleged to violate the California Penal Code, and that about
10 percent of these were serious penal code violations. The BJS Annual
Survey on Probation and Annual Survey on Parole reports that 6.5 percent
of individuals exiting probation are incarcerated without a new sentence
and 4.9 percent are incarcerated with a new sentence. The respective rates
for those exiting parole are 11.2 percent and 5.3 percent (Oudekerk and
Kaeble, 2021). The establishment surveys that BJS uses to obtain these data
do not ask respondents to distinguish between individuals returned without
a new sentence who committed a new crime versus those who committed
a technical violation such as a drug test failure. Lattimore and colleagues
(2016; 2018) report that technical violations are commonplace when indi-
viduals are being supervised, whereas arrests tend to be rarer.

As revocation for a technical violation requires either a judicial or
executive (e.g., paroling authority) decision, records of dates of events
and decisions are available. Information to link data on persons over time
within jurisdictions is generally available, but in states where probation is
organized at the county level, linkages of person-level records across places
may be more challenging.

Consistent with other sources of administrative data, data definitions
are not standard across supervising agencies, which increases difficulties
in making comparisons across jurisdictions. From a practice perspective,
supervising agencies and courts also differ with respect to their standards
for revocable behaviors. Within jurisdictions, judges differ in deciding out-
comes of probation revocation hearings. While variation across places and
within jurisdictions has value for research purposes, for statistical purposes
it presents challenges when the same event is treated differently by legal
actors, agencies, and jurisdictions.

Graduated Sanctions

Graduated sanctions are also used by supervision agencies to man-
age noncompliance with requirements of probation or parole. Graduated
sanctions involve increasing sanctions or requirements as a result of non-
compliance with the supervision conditions of release. The completeness
and accuracy of supervision agencies’ records of graduated sanctions are
unknown. Local jails and state prisons will record entries into custody
when ordered, but it is not clear that corrections departments’ data sys-
tems can distinguish between a commitment under a graduated sanctions
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regime or another regime such as the imposition of a suspended custody
sentence, technical violation, or new event. There is some question regard-
ing whether the imposition of a graduated sanction is in fact a recidivism
event, simply part of a sentencing package, or a management tool. Gradu-
ated sanctions policies are often not specified or uniformly applied (Rudes,
2012; Turner et al., 2012); consequently, their use reflects decisions by
criminal legal system officials that may not systematically reflect the be-
haviors of the individuals on whom graduated sanctions were imposed.
For example, Rudes (2012) found that parole officers resisted a rehabili-
tation-focused reform in California that discouraged the use of technical
violations except in the most egregious cases through collaboration with
police, the use of paperwork enhancement to encourage significant revo-
cations, and by “piling” charges. Turner and colleagues (2012) similarly
found that the implementation of a structured decisions-making tool for
responding to violations of parole did not increase consistency in parole
agent responses to violations.

Measurement Error

Earlier we described, in general terms, the sources of measurement
error in both administrative and self-report data that measure recidivism
events. All recidivism measures derived from administrative data reflect
decisions by criminal legal system actors to take action and to record the
actions taken in specific ways, as dictated by their roles in the criminal
legal system and administrative records systems. As noted, these sources
of measurement error present challenges for understanding the extent of
recidivism events and in making comparisons across jurisdictions or over
time. The issue is not whether administrative records will be used but how
well they are used.

When recidivism measures derived from administrative data appear as
dependent variables (e.g., what is the recidivism rate?), a general aim may
be to make inferences about the true or underlying offending behavior.
Measurement error can be additive or nonadditive. In the classic formula-
tion of measurement error in a dependent variable, the measurement error
is additive and is expressed as follows:

Y=$=Y+e,

where Y is the true, offense-based recidivism rate, Y is the observed arrest
rate used to measure recidivism, and e is the random error, which is as-
sumed to be normally distributed with zero mean and variance of one. Un-
der these conditions, the expected value of Y* equals the expected value of
Y, and the arrest rate yields an unbiased estimate of the true recidivism rate.
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Some sources of measurement error in administrative data may be
random when, for example, certain types of criminal behavior or certain
groups are both over- and under-arrested relative to the underlying of-
fense; or when the choice of reporting an event as a technical violation
(or not) depends on the discretion of an officer or judge, some of whom
may report some events as technical violations while others may not; or
when the other circumstances surrounding an event may (or may not)
result in the events being tabulated as technical violations. Under these
conditions, the arrest rate could result in an unbiased estimate of the
underlying offense rate. Of course, simply assuming that the error in
arrests is counterbalancing or random is not sufficient to warrant mak-
ing this inference.

If the dependent variable is a binary (0/1) indicator of an event, then
the misclassification of events arising from the use of administrative data
can result in inconsistent estimates of recidivism when the probability of
misclassification is very high (Hausman, 2001). Studies of more serious
offenses, such as felonies, using administrative and self-report data on
arrests and convictions tend to align with each other, suggesting that the
probability of misclassification for serious offenses may be comparatively
low (e.g., Auty, Farrington, and Coid, 2015). If so, then the binary estimates
of the probability of a recidivism event derived from administrative data
for felony offenses may not be biased. On the other hand, less is known
about misclassification of less serious offenses (e.g., misdemeanor arrests
for drug law violations and other public order offenses); these could be a
major source of measurement error.

The more challenging measurement error problem is systematic error
in the dependent variable, where the error is non-additive. Administrative
data measures that reflect the intersection between behavior and criminal
legal system responses are subject to systematic, non-additive error. This
may result in an offset effect that reflects constant level differences among
law enforcement departments in responding to different types of offenses,
or it may result in a scale effect where the measurement error is propor-
tionate to the true value (e.g., as recidivism rates increase the measured
recidivism rates increase by a constant proportion). As non-additive error
can lead to upward or downward bias in recidivism estimates, it is impor-
tant to understand how systematic measurement error affects the direction
of bias. Empirical solutions to these problems are available. Based on their
analysis of measurement error in investor-related ticker searches, deHaan
and colleagues (2019) recommend thoughtful consideration of the extent
and form of noise in dependent variables and how the noise may bias
inferences.

A more complete understanding of the nature of measurement error
can improve the use of administrative data for measuring recidivism events.
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We think it incumbent on the research community to examine the nature
and effects of measurement error in administrative data. This may entail:

¢ conducting investigations of the processes that lead to the recording
of events (such as arrests);

e designing studies that take into account differences among or
within agencies in responses to offenses and how this affects the
recording of recidivism events;

e further work on self-report and administrative data to better
understand, in particular, how relatively minor offenses find their
way into administrative data; and

e other research designs that improve our understanding of the
effects of measurement error on recidivism estimates.

The sources and types of measurement error in recidivism measures require
greater attention by researchers.

Efforts to Improve Administrative Data

We have shown that multiple and different measures of recidivism
present challenges and opportunities for understanding. Used uncritically,
multiple measures can cause confusion or misrepresent outcomes. Used
critically, multiple measures can be analyzed and compared to generate con-
clusions about the impacts of incarceration on future offending and about
the stages of the criminal legal system process responsible for outcomes.
However, a challenge associated with multiple measures arises when the
content of the data underlying a common term (e.g., percent rearrested)
differ. Several efforts to improve administrative data focus on establishing
common definitions of data elements.® The value of commonly defined data
elements across places and over time lies in facilitating making compari-
sons. We have argued that recidivism rates are commonly used to measure
the performance of state corrections systems, and this naturally leads to
questions of whether recidivism rates increase or decrease over time within
states. If a state changes how it measures recidivism because new data are
introduced, this presents problems for measuring change over time.

Analogously, states and other units of government are apt to compare
themselves with other states. One reason they compare themselves is to
learn if one entity is doing better and if so to find out why. While differences
in what states measure may occur, when states use common outcomes but
measure them differently, the comparison they desire will be unreliable. For
example, if one state can distinguish between types of technical violations

6See in this regard the Justice Counts initiative https://justicecounts.csgjusticecenter.org/.
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and another cannot, but both report returns to prison for technical viola-
tions, the comparison will not be reliable. Hence, our primary concern is
less with the measures and more with how the data elements used to create
the measures are defined across places. We review several efforts to improve
the measurement of violations of criminal law.

Efforts to develop national standards for criminal offenses as part of
law enforcement statistics through the Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR)
Program’s National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS) are a step
toward achieving some uniformity in the information local law enforcement
agencies capture about crimes and arrests. NIBRS provides an incident-
based data model for capturing detailed data on each crime incident and
multiple attributes of arrests, victimization, and individuals involved in
the criminal legal system. In 2019 (the latest year of data available at the
time of the writing of this report), nearly 8,500 law enforcement agencies
submitted NIBRS data to the FBI. The participating agencies were dispro-
portionately smaller agencies. Collectively they represent 51 percent of the
agencies that submitted data to the UCR program, but they covered less
than 45 percent of the U.S. resident population. The reliability of NIBRS
data across participating jurisdictions has yet to be fully assessed.

Efforts to develop standards for state courts include those promoted
by the National Center for State Courts through its National Open Court
Data Standards. Through the latter, the National Center for State Courts
aims to develop business and technical court data standards to support
the creation, sharing, and integration of court data by developing the
rules by which data are described and recorded.” Under this effort, states
may still define events differently, but at a minimum the differences would
be documented. The National Open Court Data Standards is not yet at
an implementation stage, and the variability in record keeping continues
to affect the use of court records in comparative studies of reconviction
rates. To the committee’s knowledge, no such efforts are underway to
document sentencing decisions.

Within states, the state criminal history record repositories collect and
integrate records of arrests and prosecutions. These repositories provide
informational services to the National Instant Criminal Background Check
System, respond to requests for background checks on persons applying
for jobs, and report data to sex offender registries, among other activi-
ties. While the repositories may provide a mechanism for achieving some
uniformity in reporting arrests and prosecutions within states, the national
criminal records exchange system faces well-documented shortcomings de-
spite substantial investments by the federal government. The repositories’

7See https://www.ncsc.org/services-and-experts/areas-of-expertise/court-statistics/national-
open-court-data-standards-nods.
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data integrate arrests with their prosecution and adjudication outcomes,
but wide variation exists among states in the completeness of records that
indicate the outcome of an arrest and in definitions of what records must
be submitted to a state’s repository.

For example, some repositories obtain data on misdemeanors that
others do not. The repositories have a program for enhancing data quality,
known as the State Repository Records and Reporting Quality Assurance
Program, which offers voluntary standards for information maintenance
and reporting requirements. Promising efforts are currently underway by
SEARCH and Rand to systematically assess data quality issues (Roberts,
2021), but they still have a long way to go.? In the interim, the absence of
uniform standards for criminal legal events results in measurement error,
the full extent of which is unknown, that hinders comparisons within and
across jurisdictions in the rearrest, reconviction, and reincarceration of
persons released from prison.

RECIDIVISM AS BINARY: LIMITATIONS

Reporting recidivism in a binary way—sorting people into those who
are and those who are not rearrested, reconvicted, or reincarcerated dur-
ing the period of time being measured—gives an incomplete picture of a
person’s post-release experiences. When a person’s re-engagement with
the criminal legal system in any of these ways occurs, recidivism measures
are interpreted to mean that person has failed, at least up to the point of
the measured event. When it does not occur, the person has succeeded,
as shown in studies of successful outcomes (Anderson, Schumacker, and
Anderson, 1991; Peters et al., 2015). The same is true for criminal legal
system programs: If the program reduces recidivism among its participants,
it is considered promising or successful; if not, a naive interpretation of the
data implies that the program failed, whereas more sophisticated interpre-
tations seek to find the reasons why a program that promised to reduce
recidivism did not achieve the promised reductions.

When return to crime is measured simply by whether a person had a
recidivism event or not, it limits efforts to understand post-release outcomes
in the criminal legal system. An enhanced understanding of post-release
outcomes occurs when recidivism studies address the seriousness, frequency,
and trajectory of events (Lattimore, 2021). Breaking down recidivism rates
by offense type (e.g., violent, property, public order) often represents an

8Personal communication between committee member William Sabol and David Roberts,
Executive Director of SEARCH, September 16, 2021. SEARCH is a national nonprofit or-
ganization of the States that provides resources for collecting, sharing, and analyzing justice
information.
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attempt to better capture seriousness, but there are also significant differ-
ences in seriousness even within offense categories. Reincarceration mea-
sures that do not distinguish between re-commitments for new convictions
and those for technical violations of conditions of supervision conflate
distinct behaviors. This conflation occurs even if technical violations are a
signal that persons under supervision are failing to adjust their behaviors
to community norms, portending a return to crime (Bushway and Apel,
2012), or if sanctioning technical violations is done to prevent more crime
through incapacitation, specific deterrence, and general deterrence (Piehl
and LoBuglio, 2005).

Dealing with the many events that are recorded in arrest and other re-
cords of criminal legal system actors is not easy. For example, NIBRS data
report on 52 offenses in 23 categories. Criminal history records contain
even more detailed offense information. Processing and reporting on this
level of detail is not straightforward, and any classification system intro-
duces heterogeneity within broader classes. Some guidance does exist for
classifying offenses by severity, such as the attribute-based classification
systems recommended by the Committee on National Statistics (Lauritsen
and Cork (eds.), 2016). A major challenge associated with using attribute-
based classification systems is that statutory charges do not capture all
the elements of offenses. Nonetheless, attribute-based systems can provide
guidance on thinking about measuring the severity of recidivism events.

Using official records to study recidivism trajectories has moved beyond
the simple “yes/no” question of whether a person has a recidivism event.
The redemption work of Blumstein and Nakamura (2009; 2010) illustrates
this. Using official data to measure the arrest trajectories of individuals,
Blumstein and Nakamura compared the trajectories of persons who had
arrest records to the risk of arrest for same-aged people in the general
population and to the risk of arrest for people who had never been arrested.
Depending on the type of offense and age of first arrest, they found that the
arrestee population had similar risks as the general population after 4.4 to
8.5 years. In other words, after a period of time the recidivism rates as mea-
sured by rearrest fell to the level of risk of arrest in the general population.

Similarly, the recent efforts by Bushway and colleagues (2022) on reset-
ting risk illustrate the use of conviction records to demonstrate that most
people with a conviction do not have a subsequent conviction. As the au-
thors point out, current methods of measuring recidivism risk are based on
the time of a person’s last conviction (or release from prison). Using this
baseline, the measures do not adjust recidivism risk for the time a person
has lived in the community without a new conviction. They find not only
that most people with a conviction do not have a subsequent conviction, but
that their risk of recidivism (measured by reconviction) declines consider-
ably over the period from the last interaction with the criminal legal system.
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Additional areas of recidivism research include those that focus on the
contexts of criminal behavior. One such feature is the risk environment
(community) into which a person is released. The risk environment includes
community crime rates, socioeconomic conditions, and the availability of
services and supports that facilitate access to affordable housing, health
care, and other basic necessities. Kubrin and Stewart (2006) and Mears and
colleagues (2008) find that neighborhood context and the social ecology
of places matter. Accounting for both individual-level characteristics and
characteristics of the ecological units in their studies, both find that the eco-
logical units account for significant variation in recidivism. Persons released
into disadvantaged, resource-deprived, and racially segregated places had
higher recidivism rates. Both of these studies were of single jurisdictions.

The supervision environment is another key research area. Persons
released from prison into community supervision face different risks of
detection of noncompliant or criminal behavior than those released without
supervision. Similarly, individuals face different recidivism risks depending
on local policing practices and the extent of cooperation between law en-
forcement and probation and parole officials. These multiple and overlap-
ping risk contexts play an important role in shaping post-release outcomes
and future criminal activity.

Absent from binary measurements of recidivism are important features
that contextualize involvement in criminal behavior, better define a trajec-
tory of behavior, and would permit more thorough assessment of effects of
various policy or programmatic interventions on the health, prosocial com-
mitments, and overall well-being, as well as criminal behavior, of persons
released from prison. (See Chapter 3 for additional discussion).

CONCLUSION

Measures of recidivism need to be tied to the intended purposes of a re-
search project, an annual report, and other assessments. If the general purpose
is to measure offending behavior(s) of individuals, then all sources of data and
measures fall short. Self-report data may over- or under-state criminal behav-
ior and are typically costly to collect. Administrative data and their associated
measures reflect some combination of individual behavior and criminal legal
system actors’ responses and decisions. This does not mean that the defini-
tions and data are not useful for some statistical and research purposes. For
example, the redemption work of Blumstein and Nakamura (2009; 2010)
illustrates the use of arrest records to measure the arrest trajectories of indi-
viduals compared to estimated probabilities of arrest for persons who do not
have an arrest record. Similarly, the recent efforts by Bushway and colleagues
(2022) on resetting risk illustrate the use of conviction records to demonstrate
that most people with a conviction do not have a subsequent conviction.
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Both examples show that future contact with the criminal legal system
is not inevitable for persons who have initial contact. These studies show the
need for more in-depth analyses of criminal legal administrative data than
typically appear in many recidivism studies. They also suggest that lapses in
time between events need to be acknowledged and considered, as is common
in the medical literature, which refers to such events as relapses. Blumstein
and Nakamura (2009) also emphasize that remission periods may vary de-
pending on the nature of the offense (e.g., violent, drug, property), which is a
major advancement in defining recidivism as specific to a certain type of be-
havior instead of being generic. These are examples of studies that are starting
to reshape the concept of recidivism to mirror event outcomes such as remis-
sion, reoccurrence, and relapse in the substance abuse and medical literature.

Given these limitations and the potential for misuse of recidivism data,
we highlight the following opportunities for improving measurement:

1. Broad generalizations about “the recidivism rate” need to be avoided.
Rather, recidivism rates should be connected to their study popula-
tions and to the purpose of each inquiry. Because there are many
recidivism events that can be measured, the general term “recidi-
vism” needs to be accompanied by explicit reference to the recidivism
events under study (recidivism as rearrest, as reconviction, etc.).

2. Cross-jurisdictional comparisons of recidivism rates are subject to
misinterpretation if inadequate attention is given to the purposes
of studies, definitions and measures used, and analyses conducted
to generate the results. When done with care, cross-jurisdiction
comparisons can inform an understanding of what contributes to
post-prison recidivism.

3. When measuring the overall performance of corrections systems,
event-based samples may be misinterpreted as applying to samples
of all persons who have been to prison over time and are likely to
overstate recidivism rates for this population.

4. Analogously, longitudinal studies of persons over time yield valu-
able information about how post-release outcomes change and
generally show that individuals’ recidivism rates fall over time.

5. Binary measures of recidivism that lump distinct behaviors into
the same categories do not account for the seriousness and fre-
quency of post-release criminal behavior, nor for the length of
time between release and criminal behavior. Multiple measures
of recidivism provide opportunities for learning about the events
contributing to recidivism rates.

6. Explanations of recidivism rates that do not take into account the
risk environments into which persons released from prison return
may lead to misleading inferences about what affects the rates.
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Recidivism measures yield information on the presence or absence
of negative outcomes and by themselves do not reflect the multiva-
lent nature of post-release success, including employment, housing,
health, family and community attachment, and personal well-being,
which may be either associated with or independent of recidivism.

The existing literature on recidivism is a stepping stone to improve

our measures of outcomes for persons released from prison. Our review
signals precautions for future efforts to improve the data used to measure
post-release outcomes and clearly and accurately communicate research
findings. We offer the following guiding principles for future research and
policy analysis:

The goals of the inquiry need to be clearly articulated, including
how post-release success is linked to the research aims and how it
is measured.

The samples used in studies need to be tied to the purpose of the
studies. Studies of interventions or impacts of incarceration are
good candidates for event-based samples. Studies that examine
sentencing policy are good candidates for person-based samples.
Studies of correctional performance that use event-based samples
should consider how well the sample reflects the population of
persons incarcerated who do not appear in an event sample taken
in a given period.

Limiting analyses to simple, binary outcomes (whether someone
did or did not engage in criminal behavior following release) with-
out disaggregating by measures of severity or other salient cor-
relates is an approach that should be avoided. Where data allow,
time-dependent measures that track experiences of persons over
time and allow for analyses of trajectories of behavior are pre-
ferred. Analyses of within-person outcomes over time place greater
demands on the data, and efforts to create or facilitate access to
these data are warranted.

The use of multiple measures of recidivism has utility for understand-
ing how different recidivism events occur, both in studies conducted
within a jurisdiction and in studies conducted between jurisdictions.
The use of multiple carefully constructed and documented measures
is warranted to help improve understanding of recidivism.
Improvements are warranted in administrative data and criminal
history records to enable them to focus on distinguishing events,
such as pure technical violations vs. new crimes or arrests that are
reported as violations.
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6. Generic recidivism measures that treat dissimilar behaviors or crim-
inal legal system actions (e.g., felonies, misdemeanors, technical
violations) the same way are best avoided. Researchers are best
served by drawing on recent reports on modernizing crime statistics
for ideas about taxonomies and classification of the many types
of criminal legal system actions so that greater emphasis can be
placed on offense-specific measures to assess the impact of a policy
or program on criminal behavior.

As this chapter has demonstrated, there is a great deal of work to be
done to improve the measurement of post-release criminal behavior. Ad-
dressing the limitations identified in this chapter will require coordinated
effort between funders, researchers, and policy makers. Chapter 5 offers
specific recommendations in this area, including for the development of
more uniform standards for the measurement of success.
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Beyond Recidivism: Toward a
More Comprehensive Understanding
of Reentry Challenges and Successes

As Chapter 2 details, current measurements of post-release success
largely focus on recidivism—whether an individual ceases criminal activ-
ity upon release. However, current measurements often have tenuous links
to theories of criminal behavior. In addition to understanding the extent
to which criminal behavior persists after release from incarceration, it is
important to understand why changes do or do not occur. These explana-
tions are most robust when they are grounded in theory and supported with
empirical evidence. Further, the focus on recidivism as the key post-release
measure of success tells us little about outcomes in other key domains of
well-being.

The first section of this chapter reviews theoretical frameworks that
attempt to explain why people reoffend and to understand the reinte-
gration process more broadly. Next, the chapter considers the reentry
experience itself and the systemic barriers and obstacles people face after
release from prison. This discussion directs attention toward interpersonal
relationships and the community and macro-level processes and social
environments that foster or inhibit successful reentry. The final section
highlights how often-intersecting factors, such as race and ethnicity, gen-
der, sexual orientation, economic status, and geographic location, shape
individual reentry experiences, often layering additional needs and chal-
lenges onto those associated with prior imprisonment. In outlining alter-
native visions of success and the barriers to realizing them, this chapter
sets the stage for the discussion of specific measurement strategies, which
follows in Chapter 4.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS FOR
RECIDIVISM AND CRIMINAL OFFENDING

Much of the existing scholarly work on criminal offending among re-
leased individuals adopts a risk paradigm (see Andrews et al., 1986; 1990;
Farrington, 2000). This approach has a pragmatic focus on prediction and
prevention of criminal offending rather than explanation per se, although
risk factors and protective factors frequently have theoretical resonance.’
An explicitly theoretical framework for the explanation of post-release
offending would be informed by common theories of criminal offending,
with those theories adapted to understanding repeat offending follow-
ing legal sanction (acknowledging that most administrative measures of
recidivism are indicators of system responses that may not reflect repeat
offending). Theoretical explanations for why individuals return to crime
after release from incarceration are broad and often overlapping. How-
ever, they tend to differ in the core mechanism they identify to explain
post-release offending. Below, we review theories that explain post-release
offending in terms of:

Personal risk factors
Confinement experiences
Societal attachments
Reentry stressors
Ecological influences, and
Supervision regimes.

The discussion below weaves together empirical findings with theoretical
interpretation for each of these domains. The intent is to be expansive but
not necessarily exhaustive.

The following section first focuses on research findings and theories
related to post-release criminal offending, before proceeding to measures of
desistance from crime and alternative conceptions of reentry success. We do
not distinguish between different methods of measuring post-release offend-
ing, although readers are encouraged to bear in mind that studies are highly
variable with respect to whether post-release offending is measured from
self-report instruments or criminal history repositories; whether it is defined

1The risk paradigm is prominent among scholars and practitioners in the correctional field,
where risk instruments are commonly used to match returning individuals to particular su-
pervision conditions or to particular treatment services, based on their predicted likelihood of
recidivism. This classification process is known as risk assessment (or risk/needs assessment).
One popular and well-validated risk assessment tool is the trademarked Level of Service
Inventory-Revised and Ohio Risk Assessment System.
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as reoffending, rearrest, reconviction, or return to prison; and whether it
includes revocations due to violation of technical conditions.

The focus in this chapter is also heavily tilted toward research on
return to the community following prison incarceration, which may or
may not coincide with a period of parole supervision, although research
on criminal offending while on probation is included when it is rele-
vant to the discussion. Finally, much of the extant research cited below
combines study designs that are correlational as well as experimental or
quasi-experimental, which limits our ability to make strong empirical
generalizations about the causal status of the theories and the reported
findings. More generally, the evidence for the correlates of recidivism and
many “evidence-based” reentry/rehabilitation interventions is based on
correlational or quasi-experimental research. To more firmly establish the
causal linkages specified by theories linking human well-being and criminal
behavior, stronger designs, including randomized controlled trials (RCTs),
are needed. And even where experimental evidence is available, as in the
case of prison work and vocational programs, such generalizations often
depend on the choice of outcomes, treatment heterogeneity and treatment
effect heterogeneity, program “stacking” or participation in multiple pro-
grams, and ambiguity in defining programs of different types (Nur and
Nguyen, 2022).

Personal Risk Factors

Among the so-called “static” risk factors—static because they are either
not subject to change or are not amenable to intervention—age and crimi-
nal history are among the most salient correlates of post-release criminal
behavior (Andrews et al., 1990; Gendreau et al., 1996). Age has a robust
correlation with criminal offending in general, so much so that some schol-
ars claim it cannot (and should not) be explained theoretically because it
is due merely to the “inexorable aging of the organism” (Gottfredson and
Hirschi, 1990, p. 141; see also Hirschi and Gottfredson, 1983). Although
many theories challenge this claim and offer their own explanation of the
fact that crime declines with age (following late adolescence), there is no
dispute about the existence of the age-crime correlation, and post-release
offending is no exception.

Past behavior is also a reliable predictor of future behavior, and this
continuity has been the subject of research seeking to untangle the de-
gree to which it represents “population heterogeneity,” which emphasizes
relatively stable differences across people, “state dependence,” which em-
phasizes change in response to life events and experiences, or some combi-
nation of the two (Nagin and Paternoster, 1991; 2000). Irrespective of the
mechanism, this implies that individuals with more extensive prior criminal
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records have higher risk of post-release offending.>? However, there are two
dimensions to criminal history that are not easily distinguished: the number
and type of prior offenses at the time of sentencing, and the nature of the
commitment offense.

Most studies of returning individuals include both age and criminal
history as predictors of post-release criminal offending, and they confirm
that these static risk factors reliably predict outcomes. Namely, post-release
offending declines monotonically (always decreasing or remaining constant,
and never increasing) with age at release, and lengthier criminal history is
positively correlated with repeat offending.*

There are also important “dynamic” risk factors—so-called because
they are mutable and frequently the target of intervention efforts—or what
are sometimes described as “criminogenic needs” (Andrews et al., 1990;
Gendreau et al., 1996). Two examples of dynamic risk factors include sub-
stance use or abuse and serious mental illness, both of which have been the
subject of studies of post-release criminal offending.® Substance use is a major
correlate of criminal offending in general (see Tonry and Wilson, 1990, and

2A complication is that criminal history is also correlated with sentencing—individuals with
more extensive or more serious prior records are sentenced to longer lengths of confinement,
other things equal. As a result, it is a persistent challenge to untangle the nature of the relation-
ship between criminal history and post-release criminal behavior (see Hester, 2019). There is
an additional challenge presented by the length of time that has elapsed within a risk window,
as the predictive ability of criminal history appears to degrade with time at risk (Kurlychek,
Brame, and Bushway, 2006; 2007).

3Studies that find no correlation of age with post-release crime tend to measure the former
from age at arrest or age at commitment, or else include measures of in-prison behavior
(e.g., misconduct) or post-prison statuses (e.g., supervision level) which arguably mediate the
relationship between age and repeat offending (Benedict and Huff-Corzine, 1997; Huebner
Varano, and Bynum, 2007). On the other hand, studies that measure age of onset (e.g., age
at first contact with the criminal legal system) find that age is inversely correlated with post-
release criminal offending (Bellair and Kowalski, 2011). However, many of these same studies
indicate that when criminal history is measured by the commitment offense, it is frequently
uncorrelated with post-release criminal offending, and in fact, some studies find that com-
mitments for violent crime correspond with lower rates of post-release offending than com-
mitments for other types of offenses (see Bales and Mears, 2008). Despite these complicating
factors, age and criminal history remain reliable predictors of repeat offending behavior.

“*For references see Bales and Mears, 2008; Bellair and Kowalski, 2011; Berg and Huebner,
2011; Berk and Rauma, 1983; Boman and Mowen, 2017; Chamberlain and Wallace, 2016;
Cobbina, Huebner, and Berg, 2012; Hester, 2019; Hoffman and Beck, 1984; Huebner and
Berg, 2011; Huebner and Cobbina, 2007; Huebner, DeJong, and Cobbina, 2010; Huebner and
Pleggenkuhle, 2015; Kubrin and Stewart, 2006; Listwan et al., 2013; Liu and Visher, 2021;
Liu et al., 2020; MacKenzie and Li, 2002; Miller, Caplan, and Ostermann, 2016; Mowen and
Visher, 2015; Olson and Lurigio, 2000; Zweig et al., 2015.

5Other dynamic factors in the criminogenic needs model relate to peer and family relation-
ships, employment, leisure and recreational activities, and antisocial cognition (Andrews and
Bonta, 2010).
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the authors therein).® A large share of individuals in prison and jail report be-
ing under the influence at the time they committed the offense for which they
were incarcerated (Maruschak, Bronson, and Alper, 2021a; Mumola, 1999;
Wilson, 2000), and roughly 60 percent of individuals sentenced to prison and
jail meet the diagnostic criteria for drug dependence or abuse (Bronson et al.,
2017). Studies of released individuals confirm those with a drug use or drug
abuse history have a higher likelihood of post-release offending (Benedict
and Huff-Corzine, 1997; Boman and Mowen, 2017; Huebner and Cobbina,
2007; Olson and Lurigio, 2000; Zweig et al., 2015), and those identified as
drug dependent at the time of release from prison are more likely to be in-
volved in post-release offending (Berk and Rauma, 1983; Huebner and Berg,
2011; Huebner, DeJong, and Cobbina, 2010; Huebner and Pleggenkuhle,
2013; for evidence of a null relationship, see Berg and Huebner, 2011). When
investigators are able to measure it, post-release drug use is also positively
correlated with post-release offending (Griffin and Armstrong, 2003; Li et al.,
2000; Link and Hamilton, 2017; MacKenzie and Li, 2002).

Serious mental illness is another commonly studied dynamic risk factor.”
A substantial share of confined individuals meet the criteria for serious
mental illness, defined as a mental, behavioral, or emotional disorder that
impairs functioning and fits established diagnostic criteria (Bronson et al.,
2017; James and Glaze, 2006; Steadman et al., 2009).8 This has been linked
with a higher risk of post-release criminal behavior (Berg and Huebner,
2011; Cloyes et al., 2010; Listwan et al., 2013; Wallace and Wang, 2020).

In summary, existing research finds that both static and dynamic risk
factors are reliable correlates of post-release criminal behavior.

Confinement Experiences

The experience of incarceration itself provides the basis for another set
of theories explaining the continuation of criminal offending post-release.
Theories of deterrence speak directly to incarceration, emphasizing how

6Goldstein (1985) describes the drugs-crime relationship as stemming from psychopharma-
cological effects (e.g., intoxication or withdrawal), economic-compulsive effects (e.g., crime
to support a drug habit), and systemic effects (e.g., drug market violence).

“Mental illness has been viewed as both a dynamic risk factor and a “responsivity factor”
(a response to) incarceration (Andrews and Bonta, 2010).

8Bronson and colleagues (2017) estimate that 58 percent of people in state prisons and
63 percent of those serving sentences in local jails meet the diagnostic criteria for drug depen-
dence or abuse. Earlier, James and Glaze (2006) estimated that 56 percent of people in state
prisons, 45 percent of those in federal prisons, and 64 percent of those in local jails have had
a mental health problem (the corresponding figures for those with a recent history of such
problems are 24 percent in state prisons, 14 percent in federal prisons, and 21 percent in
local jails). With regard to jail populations, Steadman et al. (2009) estimate the prevalence of
current serious mental illness at 14.5 percent for males and 31.0 percent for females.
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being sentenced to prison affects the likelihood of post-release criminal
behavior (Beccaria, 1764; Bentham, 1789). Known as specific deterrence, a
longer length of stay is predicted to lower the expected utility of continued
offending (Becker, 1968). This arises because the direct experience of prison
contributes to experiential learning about the unpleasant consequences of
crime, or to updating of the perceived risk of sanction in the event of a
return to crime (Stafford and Warr, 1993).

The assumption that longer prison stays discourage future criminal
offending is the basis for a great deal of carceral policy. Yet research on
this relationship has produced highly variable findings for reasons that are
not yet well understood. There is evidence that longer length of stay is not
correlated with recidivism (Walker and Bishop, 2016), is weakly correlated
with less recidivism (Cotter, 2020; Estelle and Phillips, 2018; Loughran et
al., 2009; Meade et al., 2013; Rhodes et al., 2018), or is weakly correlated
with more recidivism (Aizer and Doyle, 2015; Eren and Mocan, 2021;
Green and Winik, 2010; Tiedt and Sabol, 2015). In still other studies lon-
ger sentences are correlated with both more and less recidivism at different
points in the distribution of length of stay or for individuals with different
commitment offenses (Mears et al., 2016; Rydberg and Clark, 2016).

It is thus not possible to say with confidence that longer length of stay
has a deterrent effect, as longer sentences might actually worsen post-release
criminal offending. These findings run contrary to expectations from the spe-
cific deterrence doctrine (for reviews of research on length of stay, see Loeffler
and Nagin, 2021; Nagin, Cullen, and Jonson, 2009).” A quasi-experimental
study found that when Georgia eliminated parole for some incarcerated peo-
ple, they accumulated more disciplinary infractions, completed fewer prison
rehabilitative programs, and returned to prison at higher rates than those
whose sentences were unaffected by the reform (Kuziemko, 2013). These re-
sults suggest some degree of responsiveness to the incentives of early release.

An opposing theoretical narrative drawn from the labelling tradition
suggests that confinement experiences can result in increased likelihood
of post-release criminal offending. Theories of secondary deviance seek in
part to explain why people who experience prison or longer length of stay
might be more rather than less likely to continue offending. According to
this view, some post-release criminal offending results from societal reac-
tions to the incarcerated individual. The act of the criminal legal system

Evidence related to the confinement experience is also available from studies comparing the
use of custodial sanctions versus probation or some other form of diversion on post-release
criminal offending (for informative reviews, see Nagin, Cullen, and Jonson, 2009; Petrich
etal., 2021). These studies differ from those described in this paragraph because they consider
the impact of incarceration on repeat offending along the “extensive” margin (incarceration
vs. diversion) as opposed to the “intensive” margin (i.e., longer length of stay among those
who are incarcerated).
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officially labeling someone as an “offender” and the formal exclusionary
processes and stigmas associated with this label can amplify criminal of-
fending (Becker, 1963; Garfinkel, 1956; Goffman, 1963; Lemert, 1951,
1972; Schur, 1971). These labeling processes can contribute to institutional
exclusion, identity transformation, subculture formation, or outright defi-
ance by labeled individuals (Braithwaite, 1989; Paternoster and Iovanni,
1989; Sampson and Laub, 1997; Sherman, 1993).

Studies of confinement experiences are also informed by social learn-
ing principles (see Bandura, 1977), which often emphasize some degree
of prison enculturation that can harden criminal offending after release.
Hagan (1993) refers to this as the development of “criminal capital” that
might not be easily shed by returning individuals.'® Research on the prison
environment supports the possibility that prisons can be “schools of crime.”
For example, there is some suggestion that individuals who have committed
the same type of criminal offense experience reinforcing peer effects, thus
increasing the chance of post-release criminal offending with that offense
type after release (Bayer, Hjalmarsson, and Pozen, 2009; for null peer ef-
fects, see Harris et al., 2018). Research on security level also finds that
assignment to a more secure prison environment is correlated with more
post-release offending (Chen and Shapiro, 2007; Gaes and Camp, 2009),
with some indication the effect is at least partly due to peer influences.!!
Scholars have only recently begun to probe the network structure of in-
carcerated individuals, both inside and outside of prison, and to explore
the consequences of these networks for in-prison behavior as well as post-
release behavior (see Kreager et al., 2016; 2017; Schaefer et al., 2017).

Societal Attachments and Reentry Stressors

Social institutions such as the family, school, and workplace attract a
great deal of criminological interest, and studies of post-release criminal
offending are no exception. Theories tend to view social ties as sources of
informal social control, because they constitute an enduring social bond
(Hirschi, 1969), a fount of social capital (Sampson and Laub, 1993), a
source of social support (Cullen, 1994), or a set of “local life circum-
stances” (Horney, Osgood, and Marshall, 1995) that would be jeopardized

10Such explanatory mechanisms include differential associations with patterns and defini-
tions favorable to criminal behavior (Sutherland, 1947), coupled with imitation and differen-
tial reinforcements (Akers, 1985; 1998; Burgess and Akers, 1966).

MThere is a positive correlation between gang affiliation and post-release offending (Dooley,
Seals, and Skarbek, 2014; Huebner, Varano, and Bynum, 2007; McShane et al., 2003; Pyrooz
et al., 2021), although it has been difficult in this literature to isolate the unique influence of
prison gang exposure from community gang exposure.
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by a return to criminal behavior. Conversely, returning individuals for
whom social ties have eroded face a higher likelihood of returning to crime.
Individuals who have been released from prison are uniquely vulner-
able to strained relationships, financial hardship, homelessness, and even
victimization, particularly during the early period of their return to the
community (Binswanger et al., 2007; Comfort et al., 2018; Miller, 2021).
The period following release can be thought of as having the potential for
crisis (e.g., Western, 2018), especially if individuals return with little more
than what they brought with them to prison. Some strain is more or less
chronic and a byproduct of the disproportionately lower-class status of
incarcerated individuals that reduces access to legitimate opportunities for
upward mobility (Cohen, 1955; Cloward and Ohlin, 1960; Merton, 1938).
The more acute features of strain can motivate post-release criminal offend-
ing by inducing negative emotional states, including anger, frustration, and
feelings of injustice, consistent with expectations from general strain theory
(Agnew, 1992; 2001; 2006). Individuals who experience these strains are
theorized to be vulnerable to using crime as a coping mechanism, especially
when they lack the resources and supports for more conventional coping.

Ecological Influences

Ecological frameworks for explaining post-release criminal behavior fo-
cus attention on characteristics of communities to which individuals return.
Individuals reentering the community from prison concentrate in neighbor-
hoods characterized by higher-than-average levels of economic disadvantage,
residential instability, and racial heterogeneity.!? And just as crime rates are
correlated with these indicators of local ecology, criminal offending of for-
merly incarcerated individuals tends to correlate with neighborhood context.
In particular, with exceptions, prior studies document a positive correlation
between concentrated disadvantage and post-release offending in a variety
of states (Hipp, Petersilia, and Turner, 2010; Huebner and Pleggenkuhle,
20135; Kirk, 2015; Kubrin and Stewart, 2006; McNeeley, 2018; Mears et al.,
2008; for exceptions, see Chamberlain and Wallace, 2016; Miller, Caplan,
and Ostermann, 2016; Tillyer and Vose, 2011; Wehrman, 2010).13

12This pattern has been described as concentrated reentry or mass reentry (Chamberlain and
Wallace, 2016), the latter of which unites it with scholarship on mass incarceration (Garland,
2001) and mass probation (Phelps, 2017). Concentrated reentry has a more explicit geographi-
cal emphasis, similar to concentrated disadvantage.

13Some evidence suggests the correlation between concentrated disadvantage and post-
release offending is strongest for formerly incarcerated African Americans (Mears et al., 2008).
There are also unexpected findings from some jurisdictions that concentrated disadvantage is
inversely correlated with post-release offending for at least certain groups of returning indi-
viduals (Huebner and Berg, 2011; Huebner, DeJong, and Cobbina, 2010; Reisig et al., 2007).
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Many ecological perspectives have interpreted the relationship between
post-release criminal behavior and concentrated disadvantage through the
theoretical lens of social disorganization and its variants (see Bursik and
Grasmick, 1993; Kornhauser, 1978; Peterson and Krivo, 2010; Sampson,
Raudenbush, and Earls, 1997; Shaw and McKay, 1942; Shaw et al., 1929).
Briefly, structural disadvantages erode interpersonal and institutional ties
among residents and thus weaken the capacity of neighborhoods to act
collectively and to regulate behavior in public spaces. If some returning
individuals settle in neighborhoods with high rates of concentrated disad-
vantage, then their repeat offending is partly a consequence of a setting that
lacks the capacity to exert informal social control over unwanted behavior.
A less obvious facet of social disorganization is rooted in coercive mobility,
the idea that the regular removal of residents from a community results in
instability. Coercive mobility thus implicates the criminal legal system itself
in the perpetuation of structural disadvantages facing individuals returning
from prison (Clear, 2007; Rose and Clear, 1998; Sampson and Loeffler,
2010). For example, studies document the complex way in which the con-
centration of a large number of formerly incarcerated individuals can con-
tribute to erosion in neighborhood structure and culture, both through the
housing market (Chamberlain, 2018; Drakulich et al., 2012) and through
collective legal cynicism (Kirk, 2016) and legal estrangement (Bell, 2017).

Explanations inspired by ecological perspectives also assign high theo-
retical priority to the density of opportunities available for returning in-
dividuals. Consider employment opportunities. A unifying theme of this
research is spatial mismatch between the demand for jobs that do not
require advanced training or degrees and their supply (for general perspec-
tives on spatial mismatch, see Massey and Denton, 1993; Wilson, 1987).
Sugie and Lens (2017), for example, find that individuals on parole exposed
to a higher density of accessible, low-wage job openings in proximity to
their residence have higher employment likelihood. This suggests facilitat-
ing access to low-skill jobs, such as through commuting subsidies, can be a
meaningful form of support during reentry (see Bohmert, 2016). Research
on so-called “willing industries” also provides evidence for the importance
of access to jobs, for which formerly incarcerated individuals are likely to
be eligible given their educational level and work experience. These indus-
tries tend to be in construction and manufacturing, and occasionally the
retail and service sector. Individuals released on parole to areas with more
abundant jobs in willing industries have a lower likelihood of post-release
criminal offending.!*

14Bellair and Kowalski (2011) found individuals released on parole to areas with more abun-
dant jobs in willing industries have lower likelihood of post-release criminal offending in Ohio.
Similar results were found in California (Schnepel, 2018) and a multistate study (Yang, 2017).
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Research on concentrated reentry also points to the salience of residents’
attitudes toward crime and reentry (Leverentz, 2011) and organizational
capacity and resource availability for returning individuals. For example,
neighborhoods that absorb large concentrations of returning individuals
benefit from close proximity to service providers (Hipp, Petersilia, and
Turner, 2010; Mellow et al., 2008; Rose, Clear, and Ryder, 2001). But high
numbers of returning individuals often impose costs on these neighborhoods
(Miller, 2014). Service concentration need not be limited to parole services,
however; the density of other community organizations is also linked with
lower post-release offending (Hipp and Yates, 2009; Wallace, 2015; Wallace
and Papachristos, 2014; for complexity in these findings, see Wo and Park,
2019). Organizational density is also correlated with lower crime rates
(Rosenfeld, Messner, and Baumer, 2001; Sharkey, Torrats-Espinosa, and
Takyar, 2017; Slocum et al., 2013; Wo, Hipp, and Boessen, 2016).

Broadly, the communities and local “activity spaces” (Leverentz, 2020)
to which individuals return play an important role in shaping their lives,
including their likelihood of engaging in further criminal behavior.

Supervision Regimes

The theoretical discussion to this point emphasizes forces that act on
returning individuals in ways that affect their risk of engaging in criminal
behavior, with different theoretical traditions pointing to different facets
of the reentry experience. It is important to bear in mind that measures of
post-release offending partially and imperfectly measure actual behavior.
As described in Chapter 2, existing measures of post-release offending typi-
cally use official criminal records as a proxy for all criminal activity. These
administrative records reflect the interaction between individual behavior
and the criminal legal system—including what different jurisdictions label
as criminal and which communities are exposed to greater police presence.
Thus any theoretical account of post-release offending that overlooks the
actions of the criminal legal system itself is fundamentally incomplete.

Policies and practices at the local and state levels are implicated in
explanations of post-release criminal offending (see Visher and Travis,
2003). For example, some variation in recorded levels of repeat offending
is an artifact of the degree of surveillance; more intensive and punitive su-
pervision in the community by probation and parole agencies will expose
more disallowed behaviors. At the extreme, wraparound support services
can beget “wraparound incarceration” (Flores, 2016). Indeed, supervi-
sion regimes that merely emphasize intensive surveillance through frequent
contacts and drug tests have no impact on new arrests, but do increase the
likelihood of technical violations and thus reincarceration due to revocation
(Petersilia and Turner, 1993; Schiraldi and Arzu, 2018). This is generally
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true of the enhancement of technical conditions of probation or parole
supervision through the use of control- and sanction-oriented technologies
(e.g., house arrest, electronic monitoring, curfews) (see MacKenzie, 2006;
Sherman et al., 1998; Taxman, 2002; Taxman, Smith, and Rudes, 2020).

The training of community supervision officers also seems to be corre-
lated with post-release reoffending (Andrews and Bonta, 2010; Chadwick,
Dewolf, and Serin, 2015; Dowden and Andrews, 2004). The use of incen-
tives to reward positive post-release behavior, as opposed to the use of sanc-
tions to punish negative post-release behavior, also has a growing evidence
base in its favor (Mowen et al., 2018; Sloas, Murphy, and Taxman, 2019;
Wodahl et al., 2011). Moreover, when individuals on supervision feel they
can trust their officer and that the officer is fair, their outcomes include less
post-release offending and fewer technical violations (Skeem et al., 2007;
Taxman and Ainsworth, 2009; Taxman and Thanner, 2004).

MODELS OF REENTRY SUCCESS

The historical emphasis on recidivism among policy analysts, practitio-
ners, and scholars reflects, in part, a desire by researchers and institutions to
establish a common “success rate” indicator. But it is quickly apparent that
success and failure are relative concepts—and that crude dichotomies fail
to capture the real changes that people returning from incarceration experi-
ence. Recidivism is therefore limited as a performance measure or metric for
success (King and Elderbroom, 2014). Today, many analysts are calling for
“a paradigmatic shift” in criminal justice practices that would better align
with contemporary theories of desistance from crime (Bersani and Doherty,
2018; Bushway and Uggen, 2021). For our purposes, we can think of these
models in terms of two broad conceptions of “success”: (1) desistance from
crime and (2) social integration and well-being.

Desistance from Crime

Desistance refers to why and how people stop committing crime. The
key distinction between recidivism and desistance approaches is that the
former focuses on a negative outcome (i.e., crime at a discrete point in
time), whereas the latter seeks to track positive outcomes that may result
in reduced involvement in offending over time, ultimately leading to the
complete cessation of criminal behavior. Early models of desistance focused
on the relationship between age and crime and the natural process of ag-
ing or maturation (Glueck and Glueck, 1940). In recent decades, theories
have emerged that explain desistance as the product of social and devel-
opmental processes (Bersani and Doherty, 2018; Maruna, 2001; Sampson
and Laub, 1993; Uggen and Piliavin, 1998; Weaver, 2019). These models
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conceptualize desistance as a process marked by a decline in the rate or se-
verity of offending that is closely linked to other life-course processes, such
as work and family transitions (Bushway et al., 2001; Laub and Sampson,
2001). The study of desistance represents an important refinement, as it
explicitly recognizes that changes in criminal behavior rarely map neatly
onto a recidivist versus non-recidivist dichotomy.

Some desistance researchers explain these shifts in crime over time as a
consequence of the development of adult social bonds and informal social
controls (e.g., Sampson and Laub, 1993). A long line of research establishes
associations between adult employment and recidivism, although the evi-
dence is mixed regarding causality (Uggen, 2000; Visher, Winterfield, and
Coggeshall, 2005). Similarly, strong family ties are consistently associated
with both employment and reduced recidivism (Berg and Huebner, 2011),
although some studies suggest that such effects may depend on the criminal
history of the partner (Andersen, Andersen, and Skov, 2015).

In contrast to social control-based models, identity-based models of
desistance emphasize the social-psychological processes that link these adult
role behaviors to changes in self-concept, identity, and behavior (Giordano,
Cernkovich, and Rudolph, 2002; Maruna, 2001; Matsueda and Heimer,
1997; Paternoster and Bushway, 2009). By this logic, desistance is partly a
process of “de-labeling” (Maruna, 2001) or nullifying the effects of a crimi-
nal label. For Giordano, Cernkovich, and Rudolph (2002), employment
and marriage are less predictive of desistance than an individual’s cognitive
shifts and development of a “replacement self” (e.g., as the good wife or in-
volved mother). Qualitative research suggests that the process of desistance
from crime is a “fragile project,” frequently subject to derailment, setbacks,
and recovery (Halsey, Armstrong, and Wright, 2017).

In both control-based and identity-based models, however, desistance
theory and research typically link particular roles and statuses of life course
development—such as education, employment, housing, family transitions,
and civic participation—to subsequent criminal behavior. Shifts in activ-
ity patterns, social networks, and underlying identities appear to be key
mechanisms in both desistance from crime and recovery from substance
dependence (Best and Savic, 2014). Incarceration represents another im-
portant life experience that likely shapes desistance patterns (Maruna and
Toch, 2005). A recent review of the effects of incarceration on subsequent
conviction and reincarceration observed reductions in settings with reha-
bilitative programming and criminogenic effects in settings without such
programming (Loeffler and Nagin, 2021).

In addition to concrete success markers such as employment and hous-
ing, formerly incarcerated people who participated in the committee’s
information-gathering sessions emphasized social-psychological processes.
These include the importance of self-efficacy, feelings of worthiness, healing
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from trauma, self-compassion, confidence, and a sense of personal re-
sponsibility in the process of successful reintegration into society. Several
participants discussed identity transformations that took place in prison or
afterwards, often facilitated by participation in therapeutic, educational,
and vocational programs. At the same time, they shared accounts of ob-
stacles they encountered during reentry, such as the denial of jobs and
housing because they had to “check the box” and other experiences of
discrimination related to their criminal record, gender or racial identity,
social class, or other characteristics. Regardless of their intrinsic feelings of
self-worth, formerly incarcerated persons are burdened by stigma attached
to them by society. These experiences are consistent with the conclusions of
some scholars that feelings of self-efficacy and the acceptance of a prosocial
identity are necessary precursors to successful desistance; however, they
may not be sufficient (LeBel et al., 2008).

Social Reintegration and Well-Being

Although facilitating desistance from crime is a key goal of prison reentry
programs, people with criminal records are, of course, human beings who are
more than the sum of their recidivism risks. It is the view of this committee,
particularly informed by those committee members who have been incarcer-
ated, that a myopic focus on recidivism or desistance as the sole indicator
of post-release success is problematic. Social integration and reintegration
constitute success markers in their own right, irrespective of their effect on
crime and desistance (Harding, Morenoff, and Wyse, 2019; Western, 2018).

This conception of success emphasizes flourishing and well-being, of-
ten in work, family, and civic roles that benefit families and communities
as well as the reentering individual. By this logic, programs that improve
post-release education and employability, family functioning, or civic par-
ticipation may be considered successful and socially beneficial. Research
in this tradition often emphasizes economic costs and benefits, as well as
reintegration across varied social domains, such as socioeconomic reinte-
gration, familial reintegration, and civic reintegration (Drake et al., 2009;
Uggen, Manza, and Behrens, 2004).

In contrast to a recidivism framework organized around a risk para-
digm, the committee views post-release success through the lens of flourish-
ing and well-being. Such an approach is consonant with recent scholarship
on the social determinants of health, which emphasizes “the environments
in which people are born, grow, work, live, learn, play, worship, and age”
that affect health and quality of life (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 2021). Hastening desistance from crime is an important aspect of
post-release success, but social reintegration is a success marker in its own
right. This conception of success emphasizes flourishing and healthy adult
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development, often in work, family, and civic roles that directly benefit
families and communities as well as the reentering individual.

Of course, the experience of criminal punishment and resulting “carceral
citizenship” (Lerman and Weaver, 2014; Miller and Stuart, 2017) can di-
rectly undermine social reintegration (Brayne, 2014) and well-being. That
is, incarceration, monetary sanctions, and other civil disabilities actually
impede successful reintegration. Formerly incarcerated people and those
with felony-level criminal records face severe restrictions on their work,
family, and civic participation due in part to the “invisible punishment”
(Travis, 2002) of collateral sanctions. Imposing sanctions such as welfare
restrictions or disenfranchisement does little to support victims or improve
public safety (see Box 3-1 for further discussion of collateral sanctions).

BOX 3-1
Collateral Sanctions of Incarceration

Collateral sanctions are typically set outside of the penal code, implemented
by non-criminal legal institutions, and interpreted by courts as civil regulations
rather than criminal penalties. Among other limitations, these include restrictions
on occupational licensure (Aukerman, 2005), parental rights, housing, education,
public benefits, and voting rights (Manza and Uggen, 2006). Today, approxi-
mately 5.2 million U.S. adults remain disenfranchised due to a felony conviction,
representing about 2.3 percent of the total U.S. voting eligible population and
6.2 percent of the Black voting eligible population (Uggen et al., 2020). Although
these legal and informal restrictions are separable for analytic purposes, people
experience them in combination, as compounding challenges (Uggen and Stewart,
2014).

People who have been released from prison are also required to navigate
the stigma and negative reactions of those in their community. This arises in both
immediate face-to-face interaction and in what sociologist Sarah Lageson calls
“digital punishment,” a product of the widespread public availability of criminal
records in the information age, which can further restrict opportunities and en-
hance the stigma of a criminal record (Lageson, 2016; Lageson, 2020). Efforts
to remove such barriers and reduce stigma, however, pose their own challenges.
For example, some research finds that “ban the box” laws that inhibit employers’
access to criminal record information may result in greater discrimination against
Black men without criminal records (Agan and Starr, 2018). Nevertheless, other
collateral consequences may be reduced or eliminated with little to no threat to
public safety or negative consequences for other groups. For example, more
U.S. states are now paring back restrictions on voting (Uggen et al., 2020), an
important gesture of civic inclusion.

Ineligibility for certain welfare benefits also adds to the financial insecurity
of formerly incarcerated individuals. Some states restrict or completely ban those
with a felony drug conviction from accessing food assistance through SNAP
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KEY DOMAINS OF SUCCESSFUL REINTEGRATION

Models of social integration and well-being offer an important supple-
ment and alternative to standard measures of recidivism and account for
the general tasks associated with adult citizenship: completing school, es-
tablishing independent residency, and entering into adult work and family
roles. This conception of success emphasizes flourishing and well-being,
often in work, family, and civic roles that benefit families, victims, and
communities as well as the reentering individual. In this view, programs
that improve post-release education and employability, family functioning,
or civic participation can be considered socially beneficial. To the extent
that such measures of success help end the cycle of criminal behavior, they

(Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, formerly food stamps), cash as-
sistance through TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families), or both. Re-
ductions in assistance to the poor began with the 1996 federal reform bill, which
primarily affected female-headed families with dependent children (Bloom, Owen,
and Covington, 2004; U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2005). The reform
bill restricted access to monetary support through TANF by establishing time
limits for receipt of aid and requiring a minimum percentage of welfare recipients
in each state to be involved in work preparation or employment. Moreover, the
act permitted states to impose a lifetime ban on SNAP and TANF for those with
a previous drug felony conviction, regardless of whether they have completed
their sentence or received a lighter sentence due to the nonviolent or low-level
nature of the offense (Center for Law and Social Policy, 2021). Since successful
reentry into society requires being able to meet basic needs (i.e., food, health
care, housing, employment, training services), denying access to programs that
provide basic needs makes it difficult for people with a criminal record to success-
fully integrate into society.

Such exclusions are especially punitive to Black and Latinx communities due
to the War on Drugs, which targets poor communities of color. Disproportionalities
in drug law enforcement have led to disproportionate exclusion from public ben-
efits for Black women and Latinas (Bloom, Owen, and Covington, 2004). In addi-
tion, due to federal policies and local practices that deny assistance to individuals
convicted of a drug felony offense, many criminal legal system-involved individuals
face unique barriers to obtaining housing assistance. For example, the law al-
lows individuals who house relatives or friends engaged in criminal activity to be
evicted even if the tenant “did not know of, could not foresee, or could not control
the behavior of other occupants or guests” (Love, Roberts, and Klingele, 2013).

The committee heard from formerly incarcerated persons about how hous-
ing and contact restrictions can sometimes undermine supportive relationships.
People returning from prison need greater access to effective reentry program-
ming, including access to needed housing, labor force opportunities, and welfare
support.
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clearly impact public safety and the well-being of victims. Nevertheless,
successful reintegration does not stop at public safety but also benefits com-
munities by contributing to their economic vitality and family stability and
by strengthening civil society. Criminal legal institutions, reentry programs,
and other agencies that serve individuals returning from prison can thus
be evaluated, in part, based on their success in improving participant and
victim outcomes in a set of domains central to overall well-being.

The following section reviews existing research on key domains of sup-
port and strain in the reintegration process.!® Effective programming and
services support successful reentry in each of these domains by implement-
ing validated assessments, effective cognitive-behavioral therapy and treat-
ment, individually tailored case plans, behavioral incentives, and graduated
sanctions. Success in domains such as education and employment is impor-
tant in its own right, but may also support the cessation of criminal activ-
ity. Where that is the case, we note this relationship. However, a domain
need not promote desistance from crime in order to be central to successful
reintegration. Box 3-2 describes perspectives from correctional leaders on
defining successful reentry and the key domains of the reintegration process.

Housing

One significant challenge facing individuals exiting prison is finding
stable, affordable housing (Lattimore and Visher, 2021; Miller, 2021; Visher
and La Vigne, 2021), which is particularly difficult for people convicted of
sex crimes (Dum, 2016). Locating a place to live is one of the immediate
concerns individuals exiting prison experience, yet it is often permeated
with obstacles. Formerly incarcerated people are 10 times more likely
than the general public to be homeless, with homelessness rates higher for
women, African Americans, individuals over age 45, individuals who have
been incarcerated multiple times, and people recently released from prison
(Couloute, 2018). Individuals with sex offense convictions, substance abuse
problems, and mental illness are especially susceptible to homelessness
(Metraux, Hunt, and Yetvin, 2020). Many formerly incarcerated individu-
als face financial difficulties securing housing, as many are excluded from
housing options (Greenberg and Rosenheck, 2008). Both public hous-
ing authorities and private landlords can use screening criteria, including
criminal record checks, to exclude reentering individuals (Couloute, 2018).
Moreover, a sizeable group of these individuals may have never lived on
their own and require substantial support in finding suitable housing after
release (Hyde et al., 2021).

15 A recent study (Love, 2022), which appeared after the completion of this report, grades the
50 states on their effectiveness in reintegrating persons into civil society after arrest or conviction.
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BOX 3-2
Correctional Perspectives on Measures of Success

In their information-gathering efforts, members of the committee met with
correctional leaders, including directors of state departments of corrections, staff
in county departments of community justice, and members of the Correctional
Leaders Association and American Probation and Parole Association. Correc-
tional leaders emphasized the need for broader measures of post-release out-
comes and described the limitations of recidivism as an “all or nothing” approach
to success.

One of the chief weaknesses of recidivism, according to the correctional
leaders who provided their perspectives, is that it is free of context and hinders
consideration of the supports that are available and being acted on as well as the
positive impact of the work of correctional staff. Indeed, one correctional leader
lamented that parole and probation offers can typically tell you their revocation
rate, but lack the metrics to tell you anything about the success of their case-
load. Multiple leaders suggested that the correctional system and the reentry
process are too complex to be accurately measured by a single dominant metric.
Correctional leaders also identified a need for nuance in tracking what types of
crimes were associated with recidivism, and multiple leaders expressed a need
to acknowledge and track incremental progress.

Multiple leaders noted that their offices are moving away from a sole em-
phasis on recidivism and focusing on measures of stability and progress in
terms of stable housing, regular employment, educational attainments, prosocial
involvement with family and community, and participation in drug treatment and
other behavioral health services, to name a few metrics that were commonly high-
lighted. The individuals we spoke with also saw value in the inclusion of subjective
assessments from individuals released from prison, such as how successful they
believe they will be upon release, and how they feel they have been treated by
program and service providers post-release. Some agencies noted challenges in
obtaining this information, given limited infrastructure for the collection and shar-
ing of such data.

SOURCE: Discussions with representatives of the committee, David Edwards, Travis
Gramble, Anne Precythe, Erika Preuitt, Bryan Smith, Katie Roller, Glenn Tapia, and Heidi
Washington, held February 15, 22, and 25, 2022.

As a result, most reside with family members (unless prohibited from
staying with them due to their criminal records), while many others stay
in transitional housing such as emergency shelters (LeBel, 2017; Metraux,
Hunt, and Yetvin, 2020; Visher and La Vigne, 2021). Formerly incarcerated
people who are housed often live in unstable, marginal housing situations,
such as motels and rooming houses, and move frequently in the first year
or two after release (Couloute, 2018; LeBel, 2017).
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Housing instability and homelessness can compromise public safety and
contribute to an increased likelihood of recidivism as measured in various
ways, including return to prison, rearrest, and parole revocation (LeBel,
2017; Lutze, Rosky, and Hamilton, 2014; Metraux, Hunt, Yetvin, 2020).
Housing options are often limited to neighborhoods with high rates of crime
and poverty, limited employment opportunities, and a high concentration
of other formerly incarcerated residents (Metraux, Hunt, Yetvin, 2020).
When formerly incarcerated people manage to secure housing it is often less
safe, as many face increased exposure to drugs and victimization (Harding,
Morenoff, and Wyse, 2019). Stable, secure housing—particularly housing
that includes access to supportive services such as mental health or substance
use treatment, vocational and employment assistance, and health care—
can not only reduce homelessness for returning individuals but also sup-
port reintegration and desistance, especially when provided during the first
month after release (Fontaine and Biess, 2012; Metraux and Culhane, 2004;
Metraux, Hunt, and Yetvin, 2020). Relatedly, state provision for short-term
needs during the reentry period, including subsidized housing, serves as an
important buffer that reduces repeat offending (Holtfreter et al., 2004).

Employment

Finding employment is another large concern reported by men and
women before release from incarceration (Visher and La Vigne, 2021;
Western, 2018), as many leave prison with economic obligations including
debts associated with child support, fines, restitution costs, court costs, and
supervision fees (Harris, 2016). Employment ties provide structure as well
as an income stream for returning individuals, and a great deal of emphasis
is thus devoted to job placement during reentry. Research indicates that
formerly incarcerated individuals who are employed have a lower likeli-
hood of post-release criminal offending (Berg and Huebner, 2011; Griffin
and Armstrong, 2003; Huebner and Cobbina, 2007; Link, Ward, and
Strassfield, 2019; Listwan et al., 2013; MacKenzie and Li, 2002). Some
studies find a null or positive relationship (Boman and Mowen, 2017;
Mowen et al., 2018), although this might only be true for men (Cobbina,
Huebner, and Berg, 2012) and individuals in their late 20s or older (Uggen,
2000).'® Reductions in criminal activity associated with employment may
be attributable, in part, to the fact that employment eases financial pres-
sures (Link, Ward, and Strassfield, 2019). Scholars have also observed that
returning individuals benefit from higher-quality employment opportunities
(Cook, 1975; Evans, 1968; Uggen, 1999), although their educational and

16Li and MacKenzie (2003) find that employment is inversely correlated with offending
among males on probation, but positively correlated with criminal behavior among females.
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prior work credentials pose a number of challenges, as do employment-
based reentry programs and parole supervision practices that prioritize
placement in any job as opposed to placement in jobs that inspire a high
level of satisfaction.

Familial and Social Relationships and Support

Because of what they signify about a returning individual’s societal
attachments, familial relationships are central to studying and theorizing
the reentry process (Uggen, Wakefield, and Western, 2005). Although it
is difficult to disentangle the effects of incarceration from the preexisting
characteristics of those who are incarcerated, the criminal legal system itself
plays a part in disconnecting formerly incarcerated people from family and
other social institutions (see reviews in Kirk and Wakefield, 2018; National
Research Council, 2014; Wakefield and Uggen, 2010). Adult social bonds
such as relationships with family members have been widely documented to
be an important factor in successful transitions away from criminal activ-
ity and toward community engagement (Blokland and Nieuwbeerta, 2005;
Laub and Sampson, 2006; Naser and Visher, 2006; Sampson and Laub,
2003; Warr, 1998). Family offers an important social network for men and
women exiting prison, as many live with their family usually for several
months (Visher and La Vigne, 2021). Research indicates that after release
from prison people expect a high level of support from their family (La Vigne
et al., 2004; Nelson, Deess, and Allen, 1999) and attach importance to com-
mitment to family roles, including as parents (Uggen, Manza, and Behrens,
2004; Zamble and Quinsey, 1997). In addition to acting as a core domain
for reintegration, social ties can also support desistance. For example, in a
study of interviews with previously incarcerated fathers and mothers, inter-
viewees attributed family connections and parent-child contact as key factors
in their post-release success (Charles, Meuntner, and Kjellstrand, 2019).

People who are released from prison generally receive some level
of emotional, social, and economic support from family (Martinez and
Christian, 2009; Miller, 2021; Visher and Courtney, 2006). Such family
support is associated with higher rates of employment, reductions in sub-
stance use, and fewer physical, mental, and emotional problems (Harding
et al., 2014; Naser and LaVigne, 2006; Naser and Visher, 2006). Further
research has suggested that the instrumental support provided by family
(e.g., housing, employment, transportation) eclipses emotional and other
forms of support in lowering the risk of post-release criminal behavior
(Mowen et al., 2019; for a contrary finding, see Taylor, 2016). Familial ties
with extended relatives, in particular, may affect repeat offending indirectly
by facilitating access to employment for those with a history of employment
difficulty (Berg and Huebner, 2011).
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BOX 3-3
The Role of Social and Community Support

Formerly incarcerated individuals, policy practitioners, and scholarly experts
who participated in the committee’s information-gathering sessions highlighted the
need for personal connections, relationships, a sense of belonging, and support
systems during the reentry process.

Sam Lewis, Executive Director of the Anti-Recidivism Coalition, “when a
person comes home from incarceration, you’re trying to fit back into society
and you need to feel like you're welcome. And often because of all of the
stereotypes that go along with it, and the red scarlet letter, and the boxes you
have to check—[it] make[s] you feel like you’re not part of society. But if you
have a community of people who have gone through the same thing you’ve
gone through and overcome those things, then you know you can do it too.
And not only that but should you stumble and fall you have a community that
is going to reach down and lift you up and walk with you.”

John Valverde, President and CEO of YouthBuild USA, “for me success is expe-
riencing a sense of belonging and worthiness in society. . . . It's about the sense
of belonging and feeling you can contribute to society, that you’re accepted.”

Some also discussed the need for these social support networks during and
prior to incarceration. They emphasized how social and correctional structures
and policies can constrain returning citizens’ ability to actualize their prosocial
self-identities.

Those with family supports, including supportive relationships with
parents and romantic partners, also have a lower risk of post-release
offending (Berg and Huebner, 2011; Boman and Mowen, 2017; Cobbina,
Huebner, and Berg, 2012; Huebner and Pleggenkuhle, 2015; Link, Ward,
and Stransfield, 2019; Liu and Visher, 2021). Even visitations by family
members in the months leading up to release from prison are correlated
with a lower probability of post-release criminal behavior (Bales and Mears,
2008).17 In a 10-year follow-up study of 400 individuals released from
South Carolina prisons, family members were often mentioned as factors
that made respondents less likely to engage in criminal behavior. Rebuild-
ing family relationships and being around people not involved in criminal

17This does not include marital status, which is generally uncorrelated with post-release of-
fending (Bellair and Kowalski, 2011; Listwan et al., 2013). Li and MacKenzie (2003) report
that living with a spouse is inversely correlated with offending among males on probation, but
is positively correlated with offending among females. For evidence of an inverse relationship
with post-release offending, see Boman and Mowen (2017).
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Merry Morash, Professor of Criminal Justice at Michigan State University,
“these obstacles include a lack of transportation, unavailability of jobs paying
a living wage, lack of access to welfare and health benefits, housing discrimi-
nation, and monetary costs of supervision.”

Such barriers place formerly incarcerated individuals at increased economic
risk; if their needs continue to be unmet, this increases the odds that they will not
only reoffend but also fail to successfully integrate into the community. Even if
these impediments do not prevent progress during reentry, obstacles like these
can cause delays and setbacks, and keep reentering individuals in a precarious
state (Morash et al., 2015).

John Valverda, President and CEO of YouthBuild USA, “structural injustice
exists and has done harm inter-generationally . . . barriers are real and can
feel insurmountable.”

Participants also emphasized that the mitigation of structural and cultural
impediments such as economic marginalization and social exclusion can pro-
mote subjective changes that are associated with desistance. Likewise, suc-
cessful reentry can be facilitated by allocating sufficient resources to appropriate
community-based programming and support structures around employment, edu-
cation, housing, and health care.

SOURCE: Committee on Evaluating Success Among People Released from Prison, Meeting #2.
See Session 1: https://www.nationalacademies.org/event/07-27-2021/evaluating-success-
among-people-released-from-prison-meeting-2-public-information-gathering-session-1.
Session 2: https://www.nationalacademies.org/event/07-28-2021/evaluating-success-among-
people-released-from-prison-meeting-2-public-information-gathering-session-2.

behavior have also been found to be factors in desistance trajectories
(Lattimore, Dawes, and Berrick, 2018).

However, recent qualitative and quantitative research documents a
decline in intimate partnerships, co-residence, and relationship happiness
during the reentry period (Comfort et al. 2018). Family members also expe-
rience hardships during the reentry process from financial strain, increased
anxiety, and trouble with familial and peer relationships (Naser and Visher,
2006; Visher and La Vigne, 2021). These hardships can lead to negative
emotional states and maladaptive coping (Liu and Visher, 2019), and family
conflict is correlated with higher risk of post-release criminal behavior and
substance use (Mowen and Visher, 2015) (See Box 3-3).

Physical Health, Mental Health, and Substance Use

Health challenges facing people exiting prison are often overlooked amid
the myriad array of other issues they face (Link et al., 2019; Visher and
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Mallik-Kane, 2007; Western, 2018). Individuals report serious mental and
physical health problems even at relatively young ages (under 40). In one
study, almost half of men reported having a chronic physical health condi-
tion; the most commonly reported conditions were asthma, hepatitis, and
high blood pressure (Visher and Mallik-Kane, 2007). Research based on the
National Comorbidity Survey finds that incarceration is associated with the
onset of major depressive disorder, bipolar disorder, and dysthymia (Schnittker,
Massoglia, and Uggen, 2012). Among people with a history of incarceration,
this study estimates the lifetime prevalence of major depression at 19.8 percent
and the lifetime prevalence of post-traumatic stress disorder at 10.8 percent.

In general, incarcerated and formerly incarcerated individuals have
an elevated risk of experiencing a diverse set of chronic health conditions
compared with the general population (Massoglia and Pridemore, 2015).
Consequently, elevated risk of poor health conditions increases mortality
both immediately after and years after release from prison (Wang, Pletcher,
and Lin, 2009). In general, compared with individuals who have never
been imprisoned, incarceration is associated with worse health for formerly
incarcerated persons (Massoglia and Pridemore, 2013).

Several studies have also explored mortality patterns following release
from prison. One Washington State study found a mortality rate for for-
merly incarcerated individuals that was 3.5 times higher than for other
residents of the state (Binswanger et al., 2007). This excess mortality was
not distributed evenly over time, as the risk of death within two weeks of
release was 13 times higher than for the general population. Other studies
find significant variation in the risk depending on the amount of time the
individual served in prison (Patterson, 2013).

In addition, the life domains discussed earlier negatively influence
health. Unemployment, poverty, residential instability, and reduced social
support are correlated with poor health outcomes (Massoglia and Remster,
2019). While formerly incarcerated people often find it challenging to secure
employment, the jobs they do obtain are less likely to offer comprehensive
healthcare benefits (Western, 2006). As a result, individuals exiting prison
are less likely to have adequate means to treat their health conditions.!8

People exiting prison also have extensive substance use histories. Ac-
cording to data from the Bureau of Justice Statistics, nearly half (47%) meet
the criteria for drug dependence (Maruschak, Bronson, and Alper, 2021a).
Returning individuals often identify drug use as the primary cause of many of
their past and current problems including family, relationship, employment,
legal, or financial problems (Lattimore, Dawes, and Berrick, 2018; Visher and

18As of December 1, 2021, the Build Back Better Act contained a provision that would allow
people who are incarcerated to receive Medicaid benefits 30 days prior to release (Da Silva,
2021). Such a provision has the potential to improve care and the continuity of care at reentry.
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La Vigne, 2021). Yet, many individuals report lower rates of substance use
after release compared to pre-prison use. A recent systematic review reports
that 18 of 31 studies assessing the effects of drug treatment (the primary
modalities included cognitive-behavioral therapy and 12-step programming)
found reduced recidivism for the treatment group on at least one indicator,
though the pattern of results was somewhat inconsistent (Moore et al., 2020).
Here, as elsewhere, the criminal legal system enmeshes coercion and
care, imposing punishment while also providing needed services, includ-
ing health care (Miller, 2021; Phelps and Ruhland, 2021). The specific
conditions of carceral care are likely to play an important part in shap-
ing outcomes. Emerging qualitative studies suggest that reentry services
and state-sponsored healthcare have been especially important during the
COVID-19 pandemic. For example, a participant in a recent Ohio studied
remarked, “I’d probably be in the dirt” without the “good insurance” that
accompanied his parole (Vuolo, Schneider, and Laplant 2022, p. 12).

Participation in Peer Support and Help-Giving Roles

Another emerging form of important social support after release is
the role of formerly incarcerated people who serve as peer mentors. The
employment of formerly incarcerated people to provide peer support, as-
sistance, and advocacy in rehabilitation and reentry programs provides
benefits not only to the program participants, but also to those providing
the peer support. Applying differential association theory to rehabilitation
programming, Cressey (1965, p. 50) proposed that people with criminal
histories “can be highly effective agents of change and, further, as they act
as agents of change they themselves become the targets of change, thus
insuring their own rehabilitation.” The ability of formerly incarcerated pro-
gram personnel to understand the lived experiences and thought patterns
of reentering individuals, and to offer options to manage and overcome
circumstantial and psychological obstacles, allows them to be especially
effective mentors and guides (Cressey, 1965; Riessman, 1965). These ideas
have been the basis for many self-help and mutual assistance groups, in-
cluding Alcoholics Anonymous and other substance treatment programs
(Katz, 1981; Zemore, Kaskutas, and Ammon, 2004).

In turn, individuals serving as peer mentors develop and reinforce new,
prosocial identities, hone leadership skills, and often benefit socially and fi-
nancially from this work while acknowledging their past behaviors (Brown,
1991; Riessman, 1965). Help-giving and mentoring roles can strengthen
formerly incarcerated individuals’ active coping strategies, self-esteem, life
satisfaction, and sense of self-agency (Aresti, Eatough, and Brooks-Gordon,
2010; LeBel, 2007; LeBel, Richie, and Maruna, 2015; Maruna, 2001).
While all of these benefits can help formerly incarcerated people pursue
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prosocial lifestyles and reintegrate into society (LeBel, Richie, and Maruna,
2015), Sharp and Hope (2001) note that engagement as a “professional
ex-" does not necessarily lead to desistance from all drug use or criminal
behavior. Furthermore, work as a “professional ex-” does not necessarily
fully mitigate the stigma associated with the label of “ex-offender” (Aresti,
Eatough, and Brooks-Gordon, 2010).

Despite these caveats, the value of peer support in reentry was con-
sistently reaffirmed by formerly incarcerated individuals and practitioners
who participated in the committee’s information-gathering sessions. They
emphasized the value of formerly incarcerated individuals’ perspectives in
the creation of appropriate and effective programs grounded in mutual
respect, trust, and cultural sensitivity (see Box 3-4).

Voting and Civic Engagement

As noted above, approximately 5.2 million U.S. adults remain disenfran-
chised due to a felony conviction (Uggen et al., 2020). However, a number
of states have recently restored the franchise for this population, wholly or

BOX 3-4
The Value of Lived Experience in Reentry Programming

During a public information-gathering session held by the committee, prac-
titioners and those with lived experience spoke to the value of peer support in
reentry programming.

George Braucht, who heads a peer recovery program consultancy called
Brauchtworks in Georgia, noted, “fundamentally what’s missing from most re-
entry programs are people with lived experience who meet with the staff and the
returning citizens,” whom he called “peer-roes.”

Jai Diamond, a formerly incarcerated transgender woman working at the
New York City Criminal Justice Agency, explained why it is valuable to have pro-
gram providers from diverse backgrounds: “We need to get the people that work
in these institutions to look more like the communities that they’re serving. There
is too much of a cultural difference between the two to build any trust.”

Kara Nelson, Director of Public Relations and Development at True North
Recovery in Alaska, explained, “those with lived experience need to [be able to]
share their stories so people can identify and know that they can too.” Nelson
added, “We have to be at the table. We’re not just redemption stories. We’re
leaders who have something to say and something to offer. We will be the ones
with the solutions to make that change.”

SOURCE: Committee on Evaluating Success Among People Released from Prison,
Meeting #2. See: https://www.nationalacademies.org/event/07-27-2021/evaluating-success-
among-people-released-from-prison-meeting-2-public-information-gathering-session-1.
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after a certain period of time. Civic engagement involves more than voting,
of course, extending to volunteer experiences, coaching and mentoring, par-
ticipation in service learning experiences, and attendance at rallies and dem-
onstrations. When they are not formally barred from participating, people
with a history of incarceration often lack the resources, ability to mobilize,
and in some cases the motivation to be civically engaged. Those who are
incarcerated in jails often retain the right to vote, though jail administrators
do not often facilitate the voting process for people housed in their facilities
(Paikowsky, 2019). Moreover, many incarcerated and formerly incarcerated
people may be uncertain about their voting eligibility or fear prosecution for
illegal voting (Uggen, Manza, and Thompson, 2006). Although more rigor-
ous studies are needed in this area, some research finds that voting and other
forms of civic participation by incarcerated people may enhance public safety
(Uggen and Manza, 2004) and willingness to cooperate with law enforcement
(Shineman, 2018). When people have resources, motivation, and are able to
mobilize and exercise the right to participate in their communities, they may
be more strongly tied to these communities and less likely to engage in be-
haviors that would harm them (Bazemore and Stinchcomb, 2004; Fox, 2010;
Miller, 2021; Uggen, Manza, and Behrens, 2004; Weaver and Lerman, 2010).

In addition to holding promise as a marker of broader reintegration
and well-being, civic engagement may also support cessation of criminal
behavior. Researchers find clear negative correlations between voting and
recontact with the criminal legal system, with one study finding approxi-
mately 16 percent of nonvoters in 1996 were rearrested during the subse-
quent three years, relative to five percent of 1996 voters (Manza and Uggen,
2006). A 2012 investigation reports that individuals released in states that
permanently disenfranchise are approximately ten percent more likely to
reoffend than those released in states that restore the right to vote following
release (Hamilton-Smith and Vogel, 2012; for similar findings see Hoover,
2021). This relationship holds when analysis accounts for prior criminal
history and when self-report crime data is used in place of official arrest
records (Larson and Uggen, 2017). Although some of the association be-
tween voting and recontact with the criminal legal system is likely due to
preexisting differences between voters and nonvoters, the results suggest a
link between political participation and desistance from crime. Other stud-
ies show similar patterns for probation and parole (Uggen and Inderbitzin,
2010). It may be the case that voting is tapping a desire to participate as a
law-abiding stakeholder in one’s community. Practicing citizenship may, in
turn, help to reinforce an identity as a law-abiding citizen.

It stands to reason that the more civically engaged people are, when
they have resources, motivation, and the ability to mobilize and exercise
the right to vote, the less likely they might be to utilize their power to
harm the community by engaging in criminal acts. In particular, symbolic
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interactionist and social control theories link desistance from crime to age-
graded transitions in work and family life. More broadly, writers such as
Alexis de Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill have pointed to the potentially
educative and constitutive impact of political participation. Voting may
thus engender some degree of identification with the polity and its norms
and values. Others point to the expressive impact of voting and its potential
to mold “virtuous” citizens. As Winkler (1993, p. 331) put it, “Voting is a
meaningful participatory act through which individuals create and affirm
their membership in the community and thereby transform their identities
both as individuals and as part of a greater collectivity.”

Civic engagement may also take the form of participation in criminal
legal system reform and advocacy efforts. While there has been no compre-
hensive review of the considerable policy and legislative efforts that have
been orchestrated and championed by formerly incarcerated individuals
and their supporters, people with histories of incarceration have been
intimately involved in advocating for criminal legal system reform initia-
tives, such as police body cameras, alternatives to incarceration, expanding
access to health care and therapeutic services for people in correctional
custody, and eliminating parole revocations for technical parole violations
(Felsenthal, 2018; Rafei, 2021; Sonnenberg, 2017).

This work has often been accomplished within grass-roots organiza-
tions or through aligning with broader social justice and legal organizations
(Goddard, Myers, and Robison, 2015; Jones and Sayegh, 2021; Ziegelheim,
2018). Formerly incarcerated individuals have established political capital,
in spite of the collateral consequences associated with a criminal conviction
and wide-ranging attempts to relegate them to the margins (Alexander,
2010; Chesney-Lind and Mauer, 2003; Western, 2018). The voices of indi-
viduals who have experienced incarceration have made key contributions
to prominent legislative and policy efforts in this area (e.g., the First Step
Act, Fair Chance employment laws, the restoration of voting rights, and
reductions in the use of solitary confinement). These efforts necessitate an
expansion of the framework for what is classified as success for people with
criminal legal system involvement to include civic engagement of this type.

Education

Educational opportunities upon reentry (and in prison) can offer poten-
tial catalysts for personal transformation and desistance. Education in prison
can provide needed credentials, as well as space to achieve personal growth,
develop new interests, and increase mutual support, prosocial modeling, and
positive socialization (Casey et al., 2013; Waller, 2000). The Bard Prison Ini-
tiative, for example, has helped provide college degrees to over 500 incarcer-
ated persons in six New York correctional facilities (Fullilove et al., 2020).
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Other models, such as the Inside-Out Prison Exchange Program, offer
semester-long academic courses that bring college students together with
incarcerated individuals to study as peers in a seminar behind prison walls
(Pompa, 2013). Although some students may initially enroll in an Inside-
Out course for extrinsic reasons, many who graduate from the Inside-Out
class are intrinsically motivated and realize that they are enthusiastic about
learning (Wright, 2020). Individuals who have participated in Inside-Out
have gone on to create programs, pursue post-secondary education in and
out of prison, and engage in scholarship to improve the system and enhance
the lives of people involved in the criminal legal system by informing policy
makers (Wright, 2020). Recent work by Pelletier and Evans (2019) found
that participants in higher education programs within prisons identified
numerous positive outcomes beyond avoidance of recidivism, including the
development of personal skills, prosocial networks, and bonds with social
institutions. In this vein, education can provide a space for people in prison
to develop new identities and roles (Sogaard et al., 2016), as they take on
the role of “learner.” As Szifris, Fox, and Bradbury (2018, p. 57) state:

Education can, under the right circumstances, and with careful facilitation by
appropriate staff, cultivate an environment for the development of positive
pro-social identities. When achieved, this promotes an identity that is focused
on growth and development as opposed to preoccupied with survival.

Other “hooks” for change can include membership in therapeutic
or religious communities or prosocial romantic or family relationships,
which allow a reentering individual to embrace a new identity (Giordano,
Cernkovich, and Rudolph, 2002).

COMMUNITY AND MACRO-LEVEL
IMPACTS ON REENTRY SUCCESS

Much work to support post-release success has been focused on individual-
level processes and phenomena, for example by providing vocational training
for people in prison. Yet structural contexts, such as the demand for labor,
necessarily shape the opportunities for such people or programs to be success-
ful (Hagan, 1997). Similarly, returning from prison with an advanced degree
and work skills is likely to provide far more opportunities in a full-employment
economy than in the midst of a deep recession or a pandemic. As Farrall
(2021) has recently argued, most research on criminal careers and desistance
has neglected such macro-level social, economic, and political structures, often
as a result of studying single cohorts within limited geographic areas.

A large literature on “neighborhood effects” stresses that residing
in a community characterized by poverty, inequality, and socioeconomic
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disadvantage can increase the risk of several negative outcomes, including
reinvolvement with the criminal legal system. Conversely, living in a neigh-
borhood with ample resources, services, and amenities may mitigate nega-
tive outcomes. The immediate environment may help or hinder reintegration
after release from prison or successful completion of community supervision
(Kubrin and Weitzer, 2003; Simes, 2019; Visher and Travis, 2003).

Neighborhood disadvantage and affluence explained significant varia-
tion in arrest for a new crime in a study of individuals in Portland and
surrounding areas (Kubrin, Squires, and Stewart, 2007). Other research
has expanded on this path-breaking study in a number of ways. Using
longitudinal data from the Returning Home project in three states (see
Visher and La Vigne, 2021), several studies have identified a variety of
neighborhood-level factors that affect reentry outcomes. In one study com-
munity cohesion, measured using individual perceptions of networks and
ties in community by those returning to the community after incarceration,
was protective against returning to prison. However, the impact of com-
munity cohesion was dependent on neighborhood-level reentry resources
(Liu, 2020). This suggests that communities with low cohesion also suffer
from resource depletion and that neighborhood-level deprivation helps to
explain why people released from prison fail when they return to impover-
ished, resource-depleted communities. Another study using the Returning
Home data (Liu, 2020) found that parole officers provided more support
and spent more time communicating with individuals on parole in more
cohesive communities, whereas people returning to disorganized communi-
ties received a significantly lower level of support from parole officers and
experienced higher rates of return to prison and resumption of drug use.
Thus, community and neighborhood factors, specifically community cohe-
sion and material resources, appear to play an outsized role in the success
of individuals following release from incarceration.

In addition to surmounting their individual barriers, people leaving
prison in recent years have had to contend with widening inequality, de-
clining real wages, lack of access to quality education, rising student debt,
a deepening housing crisis, and the enduring effects of structural racism
(Bushway and Uggen, 2021). Crime rates fluctuate dramatically over time
and across space, which suggests that community context as well as indi-
vidual factors play a large role in driving criminal behavior and opportu-
nities. While much of the work on reentry generally focuses on changing
individual attitudes and behaviors, it is limited by ignoring the constraints
imposed by social structure and policies.

A lack of reentry success is not only a criminal justice problem, it is
also an employment problem, housing problem, and mental health problem
(Wright, Morse, and Sutton, 2021). This has implications for the agencies
charged with crime control, but responsibility for reentry success cannot
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rest solely upon their shoulders. Such responsibility also extends to institu-
tions charged with higher education, health care, workforce development,
housing, public assistance, and the full complement of government and
nongovernment organizations charged with public health and well-being.
Each organization must be evaluated, in part, based on how well it fulfills
its primary mission for persons reentering society after release from incar-
ceration. The research literature on the effects of structural interventions
suggests that expanding opportunities and paring back restrictions can
make a tangible difference in well-being and socioeconomic attainment.
Sampson and Laub (1996), for example, found that the benefits of training
provided as part of the GI Bill were significantly larger for veterans stigma-
tized with an official delinquent past. Moreover, replicating programs that
have been successful outside the U.S. context may also help us understand
the role of institutional and social context in supporting or undermining the
individual drivers of desistance and reintegration (for more on international
reentry programs and social contexts see Kazemian, 2021).

Structural Inequality

A new wave of critical reentry research focuses on the systems and
practices that contribute to reentry difficulties (Henson, 2020; Middlemass
and Smiley, 2019). As a consequence of oppression, marginalization, or
isolation associated with characteristics such as poverty, race, ethnicity, gen-
der, and LGBTQ+ status, certain subpopulations enter prison with greater
disadvantage, experience disproportionate harm from incarceration, and
encounter more obstacles upon release from prison. This section offers sev-
eral examples of barriers to reentry that are disproportionately experienced
by particular segments of the population. These identities are intersec-
tional, and the combined effects of any given individual’s race, ethnicity,
gender, class, sexual orientation, and other characteristics can create unique
advantages, disadvantages, challenges, and needs. That said, it is important
for scholars, practitioners, and policymakers to be cognizant of how patterns
of discrimination and disadvantage are perpetuated and sustained against
certain groups, and to be responsive to challenges that disproportionately af-
fect certain reentering subpopulations and shape their needs during reentry.

Given the limitations of existing research, the committee acknowl-
edges that this discussion is far from exhaustive. Our objective here is to
draw attention to the shortcomings of “one size fits all” approaches to
the measurement of success in research, policy, and reentry programing,
and to highlight why it is important to recognize and address reentering
individuals’ experiences, concerns, and needs in a culturally responsive
manner to assess their success. In addition to being more accurate and in-
formative, improved measurement of structural barriers to success has the
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potential to produce more effective reentry policies and programs including,
potentially, programs targeting structural barriers themselves.

Reentry Challenges Facing People of Color

As discussed in Box 3-5, the development and expansion of the U.S.
criminal legal system(s) are inexorably intertwined with the long history of
slavery and subsequent civil rights suppression in America (Alexander, 2010;
Wilkerson, 2020). Furthermore, racial, ethnic, and sexual minorities have his-
torically experienced oppression and discrimination not only in the criminal

BOX 3-5
Slavery and the Origins of the Criminal Legal System

The effects of Black people enslavement transmitted through generations
has been labeled by many scholars as the Residual Effects of Slavery (Akbar,
1996; Wilkins et al., 2013) or Post-Traumatic Slave Syndrome (Crawford, Nobles,
and DeGruy, 2003). Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, millions of people
were forcibly removed from the African continent and forced into slavery in the
American colonies. Enslaved people endured horrific conditions of physical, sex-
ual, emotional, verbal, and psychological abuse (Baker, 2007). The enslavement
of Africans stemmed from and reinforced White supremacy, a racist ideology
pronouncing Whites as superior and Black people as inferior (Hooks, 1995). As a
result of the racialized system of American slavery, Black people were relegated
to subhuman status (Mills, 1997; Smith, 2011), and Slave Codes were estab-
lished allowing slave owners complete power to govern their slaves as chattel or
property. Given their status as property, enslaved Black people were subjected to
different laws and more severe forms and durations of punishments than Whites,
and had minimal legal rights (Kennedy, 1997). In Southern cities including New
Orleans, Savannah, and Charleston, slave patrols emerged to monitor enslaved
persons and prevent them from organizing revolts or escaping. These profes-
sionalized slave patrols were the precursor to police forces in these cities, as well
as in small towns and rural areas (Vitale, 2017). In the North, law enforcement
authorities as well as U.S. marshalls were expected and required to assist in the
capture and return of “fugitive slaves” (Kennedy, 1997). Black people shouldered
the burden of proof to prove they were free; this “linkage of blackness with suspi-
ciousness” endures today in the form of racial profiling (Kennedy, 1997, p. 138).

In 1865, the 13th Amendment officially abolished the institution of slavery; how-
ever, states relied on legal systems to continue exploiting and controlling freed Black
people (Stevenson, 2017). Early slave patrols were succeeded by the racial terror
of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) and systematic racialized patterns of law enforcement
(Hadden, 2021). Black Codes, for instance, were established, which created new
offenses for certain behaviors, such as loitering and vagrancy (Alexander, 2010).
Anyone in violation would be punished by fines, imprisonment, or forced labor for
up to one year. These laws were discriminatory in nature because they were ap-
plied selectively to Black people to restrict their freedom and force them to work
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legal system, but throughout numerous interconnected and intersecting policy
domains, including education, housing, health care, employment, and political
rights. Structural racism and discrimination throughout numerous domains
are fundamental sources of disparities in reentry outcomes. Structural racism
refers to the normalization and legitimization of historical, cultural, institu-
tional, and interpersonal dynamics that routinely advantage White people and
simultaneously produce “cumulative and chronic adverse outcomes for people
of color” (Lawrence and Keleher, 2004, p. 1). It is a system of hierarchy and
inequity, primarily characterized by the preferential treatment, privilege, and
power for White people at the expense of people of color (see Box 3-5).

based on cheap labor or debt. Black Codes opened the door to convict leasing, in
which incarcerated individuals were contracted out to plantation owners and private
companies but often paid wages too low to pay off their debts (Blackmon, 2008).
Convict leasing adopted practices similar to those in slavery, as Black people were
routinely starved and beaten by corporations, government officials, farmers, and
businessmen who remained determined that Black people would be controlled and
be subject to racially segregated conditions (Blackmon, 2008). Current-day prison
labor practices, in which incarcerated people are paid far lower than minimum wage,
while incurring fines and charges for expenses associated with their incarceration,
bear strong resemblances to convict leasing practices of the past (Alexander, 2010).

During Reconstruction (1865—1876), Black people experienced a period of
economic and political advancement. After 250 years, slavery had been abolished,
Black individuals were recognized as full citizens, provided due process and “equal
protection under the law,” and given the right to vote and hold office (Alexander,
2010). Despite these gains, there was a strong backlash against the advance-
ment of Black people. Support for Reconstruction policies tapered after they were
undercut by the KKK, a white supremacist organization (Williams, 2015). Not only
did the KKK fight against the Reconstruction government and its leaders, they also
resorted to bombings, mob violence, and lynching (Durr, 2015). After “redemption”
the federal government stopped enforcing federal civil rights legislation and federal
troops withdrew from the South, abandoning even those Black people who had
fought for racial equality (Alexander, 2010). This, in turn, led to the reestablishment
of vagrancy laws and opened up a market for convict leasing. At the time, indi-
viduals who were convicted had few legal rights and no effective form of redress.

Between 1877 and the mid-1960s, Jim Crow—a system of legalized racism
imposed and enforced by local, state, and national legislative bodies, law enforce-
ment agencies, and courts—was established out of a state of economic crisis,
racial fear, and political opportunism and represented the legitimization of anti-
black racism (Woodward, 1955). Throughout this era, the police and the criminal
legal system played an important part in enforcing Jim Crow laws and segregation
(Jett, 2021). As a racial caste system that entailed a series of anti-Black laws,
Jim Crow touched every aspect of daily life and Black people were relegated to
second-class citizenship. Consequently, racial bias and oppression extended the
trauma of enslavement, manifesting itself in social, psychological, and physical
problems and outcomes (Akbar, 1996; DeGruy, 2017).
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Geographic environment has significant differential impacts on the
success of Black and Latino/a individuals, who are more likely to return
to neighborhoods that lack cohesion and material resources (Kubrin and
Stewart, 2006; Visher and Travis, 2003). The Boston Reentry Study fol-
lowed 122 returning citizens as they left prison and returned to the com-
munity (Western and Simes, 2019; Western, 2018). The findings indicate
that Black and Hispanic respondents moved to significantly worse neighbor-
hoods than White respondents and were more likely to live in unstable or
temporary housing and in areas of concentrated disadvantage. Respondents
who returned to their pre-prison neighborhood (25%) were exposed to more
concentrated disadvantage than those who moved away. Older respondents
were more vulnerable to returning to distressed neighborhoods. Importantly,
in this study having a history of employment prior to their most recent arrest
served as a buffer from the effects of distressed neighborhoods.

While individuals of all racial and ethnic backgrounds experience chal-
lenges after release from prison, reentry can be particularly challenging for
Black individuals who face collateral consequences that limit their ability to
successfully integrate back into the free world. As noted, typical challenges as-
sociated with reentry include disenfranchisement, restrictions pertaining to em-
ployment, housing, student loans, child custody, and public service ineligibility
(Chesney-Lind and Mauer, 2003; Garretson, 2016). However, formerly incar-
cerated Black men also have limited social capital, as they are often “isolated
from employers, health care services, and other institutions that can facilitate
a law-abiding reentry into society” (Reisig et al., 2007, p. 413). Studies show
that a criminal record serves as a major barrier to employment, as employers
are less likely to hire someone with a felony record, especially Black males
(Pager, 2003). Race plays a powerful role in directing employment decisions in
ways that contribute to persistent racial inequality (Pager, 2003). This comes at
a high cost, as Black men returning to communities with high levels of racial
inequality face a higher likelihood of reengaging in crime (Reisig et al., 2007).1

Structural inequality and economic disparity have created conditions in
urban areas that foster criminal involvement (Kubrin and Stewart, 2006).
Challenges to securing legitimate employment can drive individuals who have
been released from prison to turn to illicit means to support themselves and
their families (Visher and Travis, 2003). Stigma, lack of employment, and
lack of family support can serve as barriers to successful integration back into
society for Black formerly incarcerated individuals (Williams, Wilson, and
Bergeson, 2019). In contrast, connections to legitimate jobs, ownership, being

Y After release from prison, White people are likely to live in significantly poorer neigh-
borhoods than they did before prison, whereas Black and Latinx people are more likely to
reside in significantly disadvantaged neighborhoods both before and after prison (Massoglia,
Firebaugh, and Warner, 2012).
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entrepreneurial, using one’s past experience to assist others, and the achieve-
ment of heteronormative masculine expectations are factors that many incar-
cerated men define as being successful post-release (Andersen et al., 2020).

Latino men, as the fastest growing U.S. ethnic group of incarcerated
individuals (Carson and Sabol, 2012; Harrison and Beck, 2002), face unique
cultural and social needs during the reentry process. For example, they are
often characterized by distinct circumstances associated with low educational
attainment, limited language ability, and limited access to health care (Harlow,
2003; Schathalter-Zoppoth, Walther, and Flattery, 2013). These characteristics
place formerly incarcerated Latinos at a disadvantage for successful reentry, as
many have difficulty securing housing and employment (Schafhalter-Zoppoth,
Walther, and Flattery, 2013). Moreover, formerly incarcerated Latinos often
return to disadvantaged communities, and remain vulnerable to poor out-
comes post-incarceration, as they have complex psychosocial, health, and
economic needs (Golembeski and Fullilove, 2005; Lee et al., 2016). However,
evidence suggests that family mechanisms of social control and social support
can influence the reentry process among Latino men (Lee et al., 2016), and
ethnic pride can serve as a source of strength for young men of color transi-
tioning from jail to the community (Upadhyayula et al., 2017).

While the issue of Latino criminalization has often been linked to the is-
sue of immigration, research shows that immigrants reoffend at a much lower
rate than native-born residents (Ramos and Wenger, 2019). Evidence suggests
that concentrated immigration in a community can serve as a protective factor
against reoffending among justice-involved youth (Wolff et al., 2015), includ-
ing Latina girls (Wright and Rodriguez, 2014). Rather than a “culture of pov-
erty” in which individuals residing in economically distressed neighborhoods
adapt in ways that perpetuate their conditions (Lewis, 1965), immigration
may contribute to a “culture of resilience” (Wright and Rodriguez, 2014).

Although Mexico is currently the top country of origin among U.S. im-
migrants today, it is important not to conflate ethnicity and immigration
status. In general, recidivism rates are lower for immigrants compared to
native-born U.S. residents (Ramos and Wenger, 2019; Light, He, and Robey,
2020), although reoffending rates for individuals who are convicted of illegal
entry and reentry in the United States remain high. When incarcerated, de-
portable non-U.S. citizens housed in federal prisons are provided with fewer
educational opportunities and minimal access to substance treatment, and
they are ineligible for residential reentry centers (Kimpel, 2018). Moreover, a
large number of deportees no longer have strong familial ties in their home
countries. Reintegration is made more challenging for them, as they are told to
establish roots in a country where they no longer have family (Kimpel, 2018).

Native Americans experience rates of jail and prison incarceration about
double that for white Americans, as well as elevated rates of return to prison,
mostly for technical violations (Daniel, 2020; Hansen, 2018). While 78 percent
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of Native Americans do not reside on reservations, many formerly incarcer-
ated Native Americans return to rural communities, where poverty, drug and
alcohol misuse, as well as geographic isolation pose challenges to reentry
(Wodahl and Freng, 2017). Despite high rates of poverty, a recent study of
fines, fees, and restitution in Minnesota found that Native Americans are
subject to higher monetary sanctions than any other racial or ethnic group
(Stewart et al., 2021). Kara Nelson from True North Recovery, a participant
in the committee’s information-gathering sessions, mentioned that the state
of Alaska provides a vast array of services for reentry. But fellow participant
Venus Woods from the Cook Inlet Tribal Council pointed out that Alaska na-
tives need culturally competent programming. Conventional instruments for
assessing risk and resiliency may not include culturally specific factors relevant
to Native American populations (Hansen, 2018). Culturally responsive reentry
programs could involve positive elements such as tribal “restorative or repara-
tive” principles, approaches, values, and ceremonies (Melton et al., 2010). The
involvement of tribal governments and justice systems, often alongside state
and federal court systems, adds another layer of complexity to the coordina-
tion of reentry services for Native Americans (Melton et al., 2010).

Gender-specific Reentry Challenges

Although men greatly outnumber women among incarcerated popula-
tions, the growth in incarceration of women outpaced that of men from
1978 to 2015 (Sawyer, 2018). From 1990 to 2000, the proportion of
women on probation and parole also increased, and in 2004, 85 percent
of women under correctional supervision were under community supervi-
sion (Bloom, Owen, and Covington, 2004). Nearly two-thirds of women in
prison or jail are Black or Hispanic, while nearly two-thirds of women on
probation are White (Bloom, Owen, and Covington, 2004).

Criminal legal system (CLS)-involved women are more likely to have histo-
ries of childhood and adult abuse and have more serious health problems, higher
rates of mental health problems, and substance dependencies than criminal legal
system-involved men (Bronson et al., 2017; Harlow, 1999; National Institute
on Drug Abuse, 2020; Wolff, Shi, and Siegel, 2009). Many women who suffer
from abuse, either as children or as adults, develop mental illnesses (e.g., depres-
sion, anxiety, post traumatic stress disorder [PTSD]) (Lynch et al., 2012a; Lynch
et al., 2012b). These mental illnesses, if not treated by a professional, may cause
women to “self-medicate” through drugs as a coping mechanism to ease the
physical, sexual, and psychological pain of abuse (Chesney-Lind, 1997; Daly,
1998; DeHart, 2004). Women are also more susceptible to sexual misconduct
and abuse while incarcerated (Bloom, Owen, and Covington, 2004).

Although many incarcerated men also suffer from substance problems,
women who enter and exit prison are more likely to have substance abuse
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problems (Maruschak, Bronson, and Alper, 2021a). According to one study,
not all women had access to prison-based drug treatment programs, and
some who did have access found them to be limited in duration and also
found that community-based programs after release were scarce (Harm and
Phillips, 2001). Certain conditions are associated with women’s drug relapse
after release from incarceration, including parole to homes where family
members use drugs, reconnecting with drug-using friends, economic strain,
crisis events, and negative emotions (Harm and Phillips, 2001). Convic-
tions for drug offenses can have long-term consequences post-release. As
noted above, welfare reform—era restrictions on public assistance for people
convicted of felony drug crimes had a large effect on African-American and
Latina mothers, who are disproportionately poor and need public assistance.

Benda (2003, p. 337) found that “childhood and recent sexual and physi-
cal abuse, adverse feelings, living with a criminal partner, and drug use are par-
ticularly powerful predictors of women’s recidivism.” For men, job satisfaction
and education had particularly strong effects on reducing the risk of recidivism.
For women, these factors also reduced recidivism, but were less important
than close relationships with family, romantic partners, and friends, along with
number of children. Adult social bonds have been found to inhibit criminal
offending for both male and female probationers, but the effects are stronger
for women (De Li and MacKenzie, 2003). Programming that can help women
identify and strengthen prosocial networks during incarceration and during the
transition from incarceration to the community can facilitate women’s efforts
to successfully reintegrate (Bui and Morash, 2010; McKay et al., 2016).

In addition, compared to men, women place a greater value and rely more
heavily on social support following release from prison (Barrick, Lattimore,
and Visher, 2014; Clone and DeHart, 2014; Cobbina, Huebner, and Berg,
2012). Once women are released to the community from prison, they are
more likely than formerly incarcerated men to reconnect with family and
seek out family ties (Cobbina et al., 2012). Positive social support, especially
emotional and tangible support, has been shown to be critical to women’s
well-being following release from prison (Martinez and Christian, 2009).
Most women who return home from prison to economically distressed neigh-
borhoods, however, have small homogeneous networks that result in their
marginalization, making successful reintegration more challenging. Since
many of these women reside in unsafe, inaccessible, and car-dependent areas,
they must often rely heavily on social support to get around (Bohmert, 2016).

In addition to family support, reunification with their children is of-
ten a primary goal for women following release from prison (Giordano,
Cernkovich, and Rudolph, 2002; Richie, 2001); the possibility of recon-
necting often remains a source of hope and inspiration (Bachman et al.,
2016). 52 percent of individuals incarcerated in state prisons (51.2% of
men and 61.7% of women), and 63 percent of those in federal facilities
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(62.9% of men and 55.9% of women) are parents of minor children (Glaze
and Maruschak, 2016). More imprisoned mothers than fathers were the pri-
mary caregivers for their children before their incarceration. As a result, their
family networks are more severely disrupted, and the need to reestablish
relations with children and other family members can be especially complex
for women upon reentry. The termination of incarcerated mothers’ parental
rights can make it difficult or impossible to resume custody of their children
(Michalsen, 2011). Moreover, the relationship between family demands and
caretaking responsibilities is complicated. Mothers involved with the crimi-
nal legal system face particular maternal hardships and additional stigma
and discrimination (Mitchell and Davis, 2019; Gurusami, 2019). While
childbearing can serve as an impetus for maturation out of crime, children
can serve as a source of parental stress, especially when coupled with other
life responsibilities. Caring for children while maintaining steady employ-
ment may be challenging without reliable and affordable health care (Blitz,
2006). Gender caretaking roles create disproportionate economic constraints
for women, which translate into higher rates of women engaging in criminal
activity as a means for survival (Belknap, 2015; Wattanaporn and Holtfreter,
2014). When some women feel overwhelmed and unprepared with the ob-
ligations of motherhood it can impact their ability to successfully integrate
back into the free world and desist from crime.

At the same time, the desire to regain custody can provide motiva-
tion to mothers to avoid recidivism. Incarceration of a custodial parent
creates serious psychological, emotional, and economic problems for chil-
dren as well. It also increases responsibilities and sometimes hardships for
family members—who are usually women—who must step in as caregivers
(Western et al., 2015). Contacts between formerly incarcerated parents and
their children are weakly related to monthly income, but strongly associated
with stable private housing, as opposed to transitional housing or homeless
shelter beds (Western and Smith, 2018).

Due to the importance of relationships and community ties, formerly
incarcerated women may be especially drawn toward caregiving both in
their personal lives and as vocational options (Chen and Adams, 2019).
Unfortunately, the disclosure of criminal records in background checks can
eliminate otherwise-qualified candidates from applicant pools for positions
in health care, child care, and elder care well after they have served their
time in prison and desisted from criminal activity.

Intersecting Effects of Race and Gender on Reentry

Following their release from prison, most women, especially women
of color, return to neighborhoods that are characterized by high levels of
poverty, unemployment, inequality, segregation, and crime (Massey and
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Denton, 1993; Wilson, 1996). Black people tend to be situated in com-
munities with limited political and economic resources (Cobbina et al.,
2014; Owen and Bloom, 1995) and reentering Black women report feeling
“marginalized within the context of a disenfranchised community,” such
that their “needs as women are not a priority” (Richie, 2001, p. 383).

In an effort to avoid criminal activity, Black women on probation and
parole often isolate themselves by avoiding everyone, including family
members (Cobbina et al., 2014). This is problematic for several reasons.
First, women’s networks are smaller than those of men (Campbell and
Rosenfeld, 1985), comprising more relatives (Marsden, 1987) and con-
taining fewer ties to non-kin (Marsden, 1987; Moore, 1990), which sug-
gests that women have less ability to use networks to secure employment.
Second, compared to White people, Black people have smaller networks
that contain a lower proportion of relatives (Marsden, 1987; McPherson,
Smith-Lovin, and Brashears, 2006), and they have less frequent contact
with others in their networks (Pugliesi and Shook, 1998). Thus, women in-
volved with the criminal legal system who avoid everyone and stay at home
to avoid criminal involvement weaken networks that are far from adequate.

Third, when Black women avoid their relatives who have a criminal
record, they relinquish a central source of support that has been important
to African American families, whose members typically rely on each other.
Fourth, structural conditions, including joblessness, persistent poverty, and
family disruption, can lead to African Americans traveling in small, isolated
social networks that prevent the development of strong social supports
(Reisig, Holtfreter, and Morash, 2002). Consequently, their strategies for
avoiding offending may intensify this pattern. Overall, women who live in
poor neighborhoods, who are disproportionately Black women, generally
face unique challenges as they attempt to navigate their communities.

Reentry Challenges for Individuals Experiencing Trauma

High rates of lifetime trauma are common among many incarcerated men
and women. There is a high prevalence of victimization and previous trauma
among people involved in the criminal legal system, especially among women
who bring past trauma into prison settings (Harlow, 1999; Yoon, Slade, and
Fazel, 2017). According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (American Psychiatric Association, 2013), trauma is a stressor in an
individual’s life that includes exposure to death, the threat of death, actual or
threatened serious injury, or sexual violence. Individuals may experience these
stresses through direct or indirect exposure. The Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) defines trauma more broadly as
“an event, series of events, or set of circumstances that is experienced by an
individual as physically or emotionally harmful or life threatening and that
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has lasting adverse effects on the individual’s functioning and mental, physical,
social, emotional, or spiritual well-being” (SAMHSA, 2014). Notably, incarcer-
ated women have histories of victimization and trauma at higher rates than
incarcerated men (Swavola, Riley, and Subramanian, 2016). And many of these
women have dealt with trauma exposure, interpersonal trauma, victimization,
PTSD, and violence before incarceration (Lynch, Fritch, and Heath, 2012;
Harner et al., 2015). Such histories are often linked to pathways that lead to
women’s imprisonment.

Many individuals involved in the criminal legal system have experi-
enced high levels of violent victimization and undergone significant trauma
before, during, and after their time behind bars (Atkinson and Warnken,
2016). Scholars have long underscored the victim-offender overlap, recog-
nizing that “neither victimization nor offending can be understood without
full consideration of the other” (Lauritsen and Laub, 2007, p. 56). Nev-
ertheless, most people who have survived victimization do not receive the
services they need to heal (Hastings and Kall, 2020). Many victims and
survivors face barriers to services, including victim service providers who

BOX 3-6
Perspectives on Reentry: Service Providers for Victims

In information-gathering efforts, members of the committee met with service
providers for crime victims and survivors, including staff with experience working
for state-level Offices of Victims Services, the National Network for Victim Re-
covery, the National Organization for Victim Assistance, the National Center for
Victims of Crime, and the federal Office for Victims of Crime. The service providers
consistently drew attention to the overlap between incarcerated individuals and
victims of crime. One service provider described facilitating dialogue between
incarcerated individuals and crime victims, only to realize that nearly every in-
carcerated individual in dialogue had been victimized before their incarceration.

A number of service providers noted that existing methods for crime victims to
engage in the criminal legal system are often not satisfying, and that even codified
crime victims’ rights are often not implemented. Facilitated dialogues and restorative
justice practices were highlighted by several service providers, who emphasized
their success in achieving accountability and healing. Multiple providers noted that
the adversarial structure of the criminal legal system can undermine both of these
aims. One service provider noted that they regularly hear that the opportunity to offer
a victim impact statement is not enough. In fact, their office realized that victims were
independently seeking out visitation with incarcerated individuals who had harmed
them. The office brought those individuals in for professionally facilitated dialogue.

Service providers pointed to research suggesting that crime victims are most
satisfied with the criminal legal system when they have meaningful opportunities
to participate, regardless of the outcome. Factors that shape a survivor’s satisfac-
tion with the criminal legal system include the way they are treated throughout
the process by the system, the amount of control they are given, as well as the
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do not view them as crime victims (Hastings and Kall, 2020) and see them
solely as perpetrators of harm rather than victims of harm, with many un-
aware that trauma is often a causal factor contributing to criminal activity.
This false dichotomy between criminal offending and victimization has
also been formalized through policy and funding structures. For example, in
a listening session with the committee, Michelle Garcia of the Washington,
D.C., Office of Victims Services and Justice Grants reported that her office
had historically been two separate offices referred to in shorthand as “victims”
or “perpetrators.” Before the offices were combined, victim service providers
did not work with individuals with criminal legal system involvement—Garcia
noted that they were not trained or equipped to do so. Similarly, reentry
providers did not screen for victim or trauma histories. At the federal level,
Victims of Crime Act grantees were for many years prohibited from using
grant funds to support rehabilitation and counseling services for criminal legal
system-involved individuals (this prohibition was removed in 2016) (Federal
Register, 2016). The committee heard additional perspectives from service
providers for victims of crime in its information gathering (see Box 3-6).

extent to which they are able to participate within the system (Bell et al., 2011;
Campbell, 2005; Orth, 2002). Research has also found that interaction with the
system can cause secondary victimization or secondary trauma, which has been
associated with mental and physical distress and PTSD (Campbell and Raja,
2005; Herman, 2003). When people who have been harmed feel they have been
unfairly treated (e.g., faced with disbelief, forced to experience unnecessary
delays, left uninformed, prohibited from exercising their rights), they report more
traumatic symptoms and are likely to report feeling as if they have been revictim-
ized by the system (Herman, 2003; Orth, 2002).

Service providers emphasized that crime victims hold a broad range of per-
spectives on what successful reentry requires and that these perspectives often
change over time. Needs might range from establishing a safety plan to pursuing
restorative justice dialogues. Still other crime victims and survivors may prefer not
to be informed of release dates or to have any further contact with correctional or
probation officials. One service provider noted that individuals released from prison
may also have fears around their own safety, as victims of crime themselves.
Another suggested that public safety concerns in reentry cannot take a one-size-
fits- all approach—the requirements for allowing victims to feel safe will vary based
on the crime and the individuals involved. Multiple service providers identified a
need to educate crime victims both about the services and rights available to them
and about the complex roots of crime and recidivism. Because the needs of crime
victims vary on a case-by-case basis, one service provider stressed that the key is
providing people who have been harmed with timely information so that they can
make decisions for themselves based on their own needs and priorities.

SOURCE: Discussion with committee representatives Michelle Garcia, Sarah Ohlsen,
Bridgette Stumpf, Alejandro Palacio, and Heather Warnken, February 11, 15, and 18, 2022.
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Because of the stigma of having been incarcerated, many justice-
involved trauma survivors also internalize deep societal stigma of being an
“offender” and believe that society cannot view them as victims since they
have experienced imprisonment (Hastings and Kall, 2020). The false binary
of populations viewed as either victims or criminal legal system-involved
individuals, coupled with the stigma of having a criminal history, serves
as a formidable barrier to healing. Not only can it cause trauma survivors
who have previously been incarcerated to internalize beliefs of shame and
unworthiness, but it can also keep survivors from seeking the help they
need (Hastings and Kall, 2020). This presents a significant barrier to serv-
ing crime victims, given that many of the nearly 600,000 people returning
home from prison and the 10 to 12 million who cycle in and out of local
jails each year were once, if not many times, themselves victims of violence
(Atkinson and Warnken, 2016). Consequently, many people with criminal
records have unaddressed trauma. When trauma goes unaddressed, people
who have survived victimization may be more likely to resort to substance
abuse or other self-destructive behavior as a coping mechanism, which can
lead to continued involvement in the legal system and fuel the cycle of vio-
lence and harm (Federal Interagency Reentry Council, 2016).

Individuals entering the carceral system typically bring higher-than-
average levels of trauma and violent victimization. And prison itself is often
a site where violence and trauma are experienced and exacerbated (Briere,
Agee, and Dietrich, 2016; Cima, Smeets, and Jelicic, 2008; Courtney and
Maschi, 2012; Meade, Wasileski, and Hunter, 2021). Physical and sexual
violence is a real concern among individuals who are incarcerated, and
disproportionately affects people with disabilities, LGBTQ+ people, and
people who have experienced sexual victimization prior to imprisonment
(Beck et al., 2013; Caravaca Sanchez and Wolff, 2016; Meyer et al., 2017).
Criminal victimization in prison presents a significant threat to well-being
(Johnson Listwan et al., 2010). The threat of violence coupled with the stress
of prison (including the lack of privacy, crowds, fights, new rules to abide
by, etc.), make it challenging to respond appropriately to the environment
of a correctional facility (Pringer and Wagner, 2020). Moreover, the stress
of prison is particularly acute for individuals who have experienced physi-
cal, sexual, and emotional abuse prior to their incarceration (Martin et al.,
2015). Because many individuals in prison have experienced preexisting
trauma, they face an increased likelihood of experiencing more triggers—
the event, person, or thing that reminds individuals of their trauma—while
having less privacy to deal with their emotional and behavioral reactions
(Pringer and Wagner, 2020). And when people survive violence while im-
prisoned, they have little access to victim services (Hastings and Kall, 2020).

Trauma not only serves as a pathway to prison but shapes incarcerated
people’s lived experiences within carceral spaces and reentry (Williams,
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Spencer, and Wilson, 2021). As noted previously, most survivors who have
been previously incarcerated do not receive the services required to heal and
experience unaddressed trauma stemming from victimization experienced at
some point in their lives (Hastings and Kall, 2020). The failure to recognize
individuals involved in the criminal legal system as victims discourages par-
ticipation in many victim-oriented services. In addition, pressing material
needs, including the needs to secure food, housing, employment, transpor-
tation, and medical care, create barriers to healing from trauma. More-
over, stigmatization remains a significant barrier to seeking mental health
treatment, especially among African Americans and among men in general
(Conner et al., 2010; Gary, 2005). Navigating the reentry experience with
unaddressed trauma stemming from violence can result in serious negative
outcomes for persons released from prison, including criminal involvement
and technical violations that send them back to prison (Hastings and Kall,
2020) (see Box 3-7).

Numerous recent studies emphasize that individuals suffer from pro-
found anxiety and feelings of isolation after release from prison (Hyde
et al., 2021; Western et al., 2015). Nevertheless, correctional facilities can
serve as a venue for people in prison to address the deeper emotional re-
sponses tied to trauma through trauma-informed care (Levenson and Willis,
2018). Trauma-informed care in corrections may contribute to successful
reentry and reduced recidivism. Some incarcerated people obtain access to
vocational, therapeutic, educational, and spiritual programming, as well as
physical and mental health care, while in prison. Additionally, prison can
serve as a venue where opportunities for self-improvement become avail-
able, and some U.S. prisons are actively implementing changes to facilitate
these opportunities (Hyatt et al., 2021). More generally, however, formerly
incarcerated individuals who participated in the committee’s information-
gathering sessions expressed a desire for preparation for reentry to begin
at a much earlier stage in prison.

Reentry Challenges Associated with LGBTQ+ Status

Lesbian, gay, and bisexual people are imprisoned at a rate three times
that of the general public (Meyer et al., 2017). The incarceration rate for
transgender people is twice the general population rate; for Black transgen-
der women, it is 10 times higher (National Center for Transgender Equality,
2018). Moreover, sexual minority adults are twice as likely as the general
population to experience homelessness (Wilson et al., 2020).

LGBTQ+ individuals experience extensive social and economic mar-
ginalization in employment (Baumle and Poston Jr., 2011; Dilmaghani and
Robinson, 2022; Flage, 2019; Mallory, Flores, and Sears, 2021), health care
(Brummett and Campo-Engelstein, 2021; Casey et al., 2019), and housing
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BOX 3-7
Trauma and Barriers to Success

Formerly incarcerated individuals, policy practitioners, and scholarly experts
who participated in the committee’s information-gathering sessions emphasized
the ways in which experiences of incarceration can result in trauma and barriers
to reentry success.

Sam Lewis Executive of the Anti-Recidivism Coalition cautioned that trauma
can be debilitating. “Sometimes people are so broken,” Mr. Lewis noted,
“even if you provide every opportunity you can, they cannot succeed.”

Jai Diamond, Peer Specialist with the New York City Criminal Justice Agency:
“defining moment of stay in prison was being transferred to a women’s facility
after six years. It’s a horrible thing to be a transgender woman in a men’s
facility. Those six years were a very dark time in which | learned to use my
voice and to advocate and to speak up even if it didn’t end me up in the
best position.”

Kara Nelson, Director of Public Relations and Development, True North Re-
covery: “this stigma and shame. . . . | believed that, | believed those things
when | was inside, | believed those things when | got out. | believed what the
probation officer said about me. | believed what the world said about me.”

Susan Burton, founder of A New Way of Life Reentry Center: “one of the
things people don't think or talk about is the condition people are returned
to us in. . . . People need a place to heal from the effects of the time that
they’ve spent incarcerated. I've almost called it like a detox period. The way
people detox from drugs and alcohol they have to detox from the experience
of incarceration.”

SOURCE: Committee on Evaluating Success Among People Released from Prison
Meeting #2: Public Information Gathering Session (July 27, 28, 2021). Session 1: https://www.
nationalacademies.org/event/07-27-2021/evaluating-success-among-people-released-from-
prison-meeting-2-public-information-gathering-session-1. Session 2: https://www.national
academies.org/event/07-28-2021/evaluating-success-among-people-released-from-prison-
meeting-2-public-information-gathering-session-2.

(Schwegman, 2018), many of which are compounded for LGBTQ+ people
of color (Wilson, Bouton, and Mallory, 2022). Given the challenges posed
in these domains by incarceration histories, it is likely that formerly incar-
cerated LGBTQ+ individuals face compounded challenges in these areas.
Like other reentering individuals, many LGBTQ+ people have histories
of mental illness and substance abuse problems. They are more likely to
face employment discrimination, experience bullying and harassment in
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educational settings, and to have strained, disrupted, or nonexistent family
connections (Movement Advancement Project, 2016).

Barriers to legal employment can lead LGBTQ+ individuals with histories
of sex work and drug-related offenses to reengage in those activities (Belenko,
Hiller, and Hamilton, 2013; Roe-Sepowitz et al., 2011). Transgender indi-
viduals are often housed in jail, prison, and residential reentry facilities that
do not match their gender identity, and they may experience harassment
and violence in these settings (Movement Advancement Project, 2016). In
prison, LGBTQ+ people disproportionately experience sexual victimization
by fellow incarcerated persons as well as staff (Beck et al., 2013). They are
also at risk of victimization in homeless shelters and halfway houses, where
many reentering individuals temporarily reside (Santos, 2021, Movement
Advancement Project, 2016). LGBTQ+ people are overrepresented in sex
offender registries, in part due to the criminalization of certain sexual acts;
this presents additional barriers to housing and employment (Santos, 2021).
The need exists for culturally responsive reentry programs and services that
are inclusive of diverse gender identities and sexual orientations.

Persons with Disabilities and Reentry

Approximately 40 percent of individuals in state prison and 30 percent
of people in federal prison have a disability (Maruschak, Bronson, and
Alper, 2021b). That translates to an estimated 760,000 people with disabili-
ties living behind bars, dealing with cognitive, ambulatory (mobility), vision,
hearing, or independent-living disabilities (Maruschak, Bronson, and Alper,
2021b). Individuals with disabilities, especially cognitive and intellectual,
are at greater risk of serving longer, harder sentences, and they are vulner-
able to exploitation, violence, and suicide, especially in solitary confinement
(Fazio, Pietz, and Denney, 2012; Shlanger, 2017). Those with physical and
cognitive disabilities may face exclusion from programs and services as well
as isolation (Cowardin, 1997; Petersilia, 1997; Shlanger, 2017). According
to 2011-2012 National Inmate Survey data, disability rates are even higher
among incarcerated women and White individuals, compared with men
and people of other racial backgrounds (Maruschak, Bronson, and Alper,
2021b). However, an analysis of 2002-2011 Rehabilitation Services Ad-
ministration data also showed particularly high rates of mental disabilities
among Black people in prison (Baloch and Jennings, 2019).

While discussions of mental health in prison generally focus on psychi-
atric disabilities like bipolar disorder, depression, and schizophrenia, the
needs of incarcerated people with intellectual and developmental disabilities
have largely been overlooked. As a result, there is little support for people
with neurodevelopmental disorders in prison (Young et al., 2018), and there
is limited research on this topic.
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With nearly 600,000 adults released in 2019 from state and federal
prisons (Carson, 2020), individuals with mental disabilities generally lack
access to programs that would facilitate full integration into the free world.
Only 20 percent of incarcerated people with mental illness receive access to
discharge planning services (Dlugacz and Droubi, 2017). When individuals
with mental disabilities leave prison without sufficient medication sup-
plies, access to mental health and support services, and housing, they may
struggle post-release, resulting in technical violations or commission of new
crimes. One study of a supportive housing program for individuals with
behavioral health disabilities in Ohio (Fontaine, 2013) found that access
to the program was associated with a reduced probability of rearrest and
reincarceration (participants were 61 percent less likely to be reincarcerated
within one year of release compared with those who did not participate in
the program).

Lack of stable housing is particularly acute among those with mental
health disorders. In 2010, a SAMHSA study found that 15.3 percent of
individuals in jail custody were homeless at some point in the year before
incarceration, and that 20 percent of the incarcerated population with
mental illness were homeless. Of the jail population who were homeless
in the year prior to incarceration, 79 percent showed symptoms of drug/
alcohol abuse or dependence, and 75 percent showed symptoms of mental
illness. Research on homelessness conducted by Metraux and Culhane from
2004 to 2007 has shown that a history of shelter use prior to incarcera-
tion in prisons was a strong predictor of shelter use within two years of
release, with the presence of mental illness and increasing age both linked
to a substantial increase in the likelihood of shelter use on release. In stud-
ies of jail populations, the rate of mental disorder was 30 percent among
those in jail who were previously homeless. A 2006 study of incarceration
histories of homeless populations indicated that at least 20 percent of home-
less populations were incarcerated at some point, with even higher rates
among homeless populations with a diagnosis of mental illness (Metraux
and Culhane, 2006).

Reentry Challenges and Socioeconomic Status

A number of post-incarceration policies have unintended consequences,
including exacerbating problems of poverty and homelessness. For example,
reentering prisoners often owe monetary sanctions or fines, fees, surcharges,
and restitution associated with their conviction (Harris, 2016; Piquero and
Jennings, 2017). As noted above, Section 115 of the Welfare Reform Act
(Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, 1996)
was originally enacted to discourage the use and sale of illicit drugs. How-
ever, this policy reduced the capacity of families to economically provide
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for their children upon returning home from prison prior to securing em-
ployment (Morgenstern and Blanchard, 2006), increasing financial strain
on women and children residing in economically distressed neighborhoods
(Patterson, 2013; Visher et al., 2004). Moreover, the inability of a large
segment of the U.S. population to access housing, employment, education,
and public assistance may increase the national poverty rate (Hall, Wooten,
and Lundgren, 2016) and in turn increase levels of crime and imprisonment.

While poverty is a risk factor for criminal behavior and incarceration
for men and women (Van Voorhis et al., 2010), many individuals returning
home from prison will return to families and communities facing similar cir-
cumstances that resulted in their incarceration (Belknap, Lynch, and DeHart,
2015). Due to discrimination and low levels of human capital, formerly
incarcerated individuals, Black people, and women are disproportionately
represented among workers in the secondary labor market characterized
by low paying, insecure, dead-end jobs (Martin, 2011). Evidence suggests
that the burden of poverty falls heavily on women and children, as most
women involved in the criminal legal system are mothers of minor children
(Owen and Bloom, 1995). In their examination of 134 women convicted
of a felony offense, Holtfreter, Reisig, and Morash (2004) found that pov-
erty status increased the odds of rearrest and supervision violation; yet the
odds of recidivism were reduced by 83 percent among those who received
state-sponsored support.

Programs and criminal justice interventions providing services to per-
sons released from prison are likely to be located within poor communities
(Clear, 2007; Wacquant, 2010). Reuben Miller (2014) has argued that
the community-based organizations that serve individuals involved in the
criminal legal system manage more poor people and people of color than
the correctional system itself. This arrangement provides needed services
but contributes to the concentration of social disadvantage within blighted
neighborhoods, with disproportionate impacts on the poor, Black, and
brown residents in these areas (Miller, 2014). From this perspective, the
dominance and proliferation of reentry services in low-income communi-
ties of color represents a longstanding collusion between social welfare and
criminal justice actors in managing marginalized populations and demon-
strates one way that the state has been reconfigured to manage the urban
poor (Beckett and Western, 2001; Miller, 2014).

Reentry Barriers Facing Rural Populations

Studies of reentry have focused heavily on the experiences and needs of
individuals returning to urban neighborhoods, with less attention to those
returning to rural communities, whose circumstances may require different
forms of support (Wodahl, 2006; Zajac et al., 2013). People in rural areas
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also have more difficulty accessing programs and services such as mental
and physical health care, substance abuse treatment, subsidized or transi-
tional housing, and food support (Huebner, Kras, and Pleggenkuhle, 2019;
Zajac et al., 2013). The lack of public resources may be due, in part, to the
more limited tax base in rural communities (Ethridge, et al., 2014).

Compared to urban areas, rural communities are less geographically
dense. People on parole are often required to traverse great distances
to check in with parole officers and participate in treatment programs
(Huebner, et al., 2021). Reliable transportation is also a necessity for job-
seekers and employed persons, but it is often unavailable (Wodahl, 2006;
Zajac et al., 2013. Jobs that pay a living wage are also less prevalent
in rural areas (Wodahl, 2006). For rural women, traditional notions of
“women’s work” may pose additional obstacles to adequately compensated
employment (Beichner and Rabe-Hemp, 2014). Compared with people re-
turning to urban areas, individuals reentering rural areas may be less prone
to illicit drug use, but more likely to have problems with alcohol or seda-
tives (Wodahl, 2006). Individuals returning to rural communities may also
experience more stigma, due to a relative lack of privacy and anonymity
(Huebner, Kras, and Pleggenkuhle, 2019; Zajac et al., 2013).

Structural Reentry Barriers and the Measurement of Success

To summarize this section of the report, the limited research literature has
identified reentry and reintegration needs that are particularly acute in par-
ticular communities. In many cases, these needs reflect specific manifestations
of a general need, such as transportation or housing. In other cases, however,
such needs are more localized, such as the need for translation assistance in
non-English-speaking communities. This section makes clear that reentry
needs and barriers are distributed unevenly in the population of individuals
incarcerated and released. Post-release success, whether in terms of cessation
of criminal activity or a broader conception of flourishing, is shaped by differ-
ential exposure to these barriers. Yet to date, standard methods of measuring
success among those released from prison have not accounted for the varied,
significant, and systemic differences in barriers to reintegration.

CONCLUSION

In outlining the theoretical rationale for looking beyond recidivism and
identifying the barriers to success, the foregoing discussion raises a critical
question: What do we know or need to learn about reentry success beyond
recidivism? This chapter has illustrated how a singular or primary focus on
recidivism ignores scholarly understanding of how the cessation of crimi-
nal activity actually occurs, and more broadly ignores the best available

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

BEYOND RECIDIVISM 115

knowledge on the reentry process and needs. Further, an overreliance on
recidivism can inhibit the design and delivery of effective, appropriate
programs and services for formerly incarcerated individuals. Expanding
our attention to the complex, iterative, and multidimensional processes of
desistance and reintegration helps us apply and test theories regarding why
and how reentering individuals persist in, or desist from, criminal activity.

In orienting to lasting success across a variety of domains, such a focus
can also enhance public safety, protect victims, and promote the common
good. Correspondingly, an emphasis on recidivism imposes unnecessary and
unhelpful constraints on the range of outcomes of interest with regard to
the success of people released from prison. This chapter builds on Chapter 2
in concluding that because cessation or reduction in criminal behavior often
occurs as a part of a gradual process that may involve setbacks, measures
of desistance from crime can offer a more accurate, complete, and nuanced
account of an individual’s reduction in criminal activity than do measures
of recidivism.

As this chapter has demonstrated, advancing the measurement of suc-
cess for individuals released from prison is far beyond a methodological
issue. Improving our methods for evaluating success also requires theoreti-
cal and conceptual work—shifting from a recidivism frame to a desistance
frame in measuring criminal legal system outcomes and expanding our
understanding of success to encompass the life domains central to success-
ful reintegration and overall well-being. Successful reintegration and post-
release success require progress in a number of areas beyond the cessation
of criminal activity. This chapter’s analysis of reintegration, reentry barriers,
and well-being supports the conclusion that post-release success involves
multiple life domains (e.g., health, employment, housing, civic engagement)
and not simply involvement in the criminal legal system. Success entails a
heightened sense of personal well-being.

Finally, this chapter explores persistent patterns of disparities in reentry
supports, and unique reentry needs facing historically marginalized groups.
A review of the literature demonstrates that these disparities are both sig-
nificant and under-studied. The existence of community-level and policy
barriers to success is documented in studies that link data on post-release
success and local socioeconomic conditions; policies that restrict access to
employment, housing, and public benefits; and structural inequalities that
disproportionately affect persons of color. Thus, meaningful measurement
of success requires attention to systemic disparities in exposure to barriers
and access to opportunities that shape post-release outcomes.

A more robust measurement of success could result in policies and pro-
grams that better support the needs of those returning from incarceration
and more effectively support success. They could also help policy makers,
criminal legal system actors, and service providers to recognize and address
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structural inequalities shaping post-release outcomes. The following chap-
ter charts possible paths toward improving measures of success, including
identifying key indicators of post-release well-being, and considers how we
might measure these alternative indicators of success.
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Measuring Success Beyond Recidivism

Behavioral change is a multifaceted process shaped by structural, insti-
tutional, and environmental contexts. Hence, it is unreasonable to expect
that a single behavioral indicator can truly identify whether an individual
has “succeeded” or “failed” in making a transition from prison to the
community. Moreover, the transition to a prosocial lifestyle will likely be
different for different individuals. Individuals are likely to vary as to which
behaviors are more or less important for their overall reintegration. This
perspective was one of the most consistent themes of the committee’s listen-
ing session with those with lived experiences in making a transition from
prison to the community.

Previous research and practice have not sufficiently recognized the
importance of individual differences in understanding pathways to suc-
cessful reintegration, and there is a dearth of literature reflecting the
voices of criminal legal system (CLS) involved individuals in understand-
ing markers of success. Measures of success for this population would be
better-informed and more effective if official sources of recidivism were
supplemented by the point of view of the individuals themselves and the
way they view success. Such a conceptual shift in measuring success would
then include domains that are referred to in other literatures as the social
determinants of health, such as an individual’s economic stability, health
status, housing conditions and living environment, educational needs,

and the broader social and community context of which they are a part
(See Box 4-1).
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BOX 4-1
Listening Session: Partnering with Individuals with
Lived Experience in Reentry Research and Programming

During a public information-gathering session held by the Committee on Eval-
uating Success Among People Released from Prison, practitioners and those with
lived experience emphasized that those who have been formerly incarcerated have
often been omitted from the process of research question development, study ex-
ecution, and data analysis and dissemination. This is true of studies of recidivism.
Centering research on those with lived experience adds crucial insight into what
works and what does not, creates opportunities for meaningful work for those with
direct experience, and may build trust in communities where generations of neglect
and harmful actions have built a foundation of earned distrust (Israel et al., 1998).

Kara Nelson, Director of Public Relations and Development at True North
Recovery: “We have to be at the table. We aren’t just redemption stories,
we’re leaders who have something to say and something to offer and we will
be the ones with the solutions to make that change.”

Sam Lewis, Executive Director of Anti-Recidivism Coalition: “| say this with
all due respect. There needs to be a lot more people who were formerly
incarcerated—| don’t describe myself as directly impacted, | was formerly
incarcerated—in the world of academia.”

Susan Burton, Founder of A New Way of Life Reentry Center: “The program
and the participants need to define what success means, and [we] need to
collect [qualitative] data around that.”

Venus Woods, Director of HIV Prevention and Education with the Alaskan
AIDS Assistance Program: “| also agree that successful reentry program-
ming has to be set by the person that was incarcerated. | think that there’s
no one-size-fits-all-solution to reentry programming. . . . People that have
been in prison need to be the ones making decisions for their programming.”

SOURCE: See Committee on Evaluating Success Among People Released from Prison
Meeting #2: Public Information Gathering Session (July 27-28, 2021). Session 1: https://www.
nationalacademies.org/event/07-27-2021/evaluating-success-among-people-released-from-
prison-meeting-2-public-information-gathering-session-1. Session 2: https://www.national
academies.org/event/07-28-2021/evaluating-success-among-people-released-from-prison-
meeting-2-public-information-gathering-session-2.

Research on reentry experiences indicates that most individuals transi-
tioning from incarceration need time to adapt to an identity as a prosocial
community member who is living and positively interacting in their com-
munity. Desistance from criminal activity is increasingly understood as a
process and it is possible, even likely, that individuals who are successful
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in one area at the same time face challenges in another area. For example,
individuals may be engaged in a job training program but also experience a
relapse to substance use. Or a person may have reunited with their children
and family and engaged with health care providers yet be unable to find a
job. Signaling theory can be used to help identify individuals who are in
the process of desisting from criminal behavior (Bushway and Apel, 2012).
As discussed in Chapter 3, greater attention to incremental indicators of
individual success (as opposed to failure) may help to identify markers of
desistance (Andersen et al., 2020). These indicators encompass more than
criminal legal system involvement, but also progress in other domains such
as health, housing, employment, education, social relationships, and civic
and community life.

Further, the path to reintegration for individuals is also shaped by
broader structural and contextual conditions. Post-release success is also
affected by the supports or obstacles that individuals face within prison
and in the community. As oral reports gathered by the Committee sug-
gest and as discussed in Chapter 3, being in prison can be a turning point
and facilitate desistance, but this depends on the prison environment and
supports within prison (Wright, 2020). Individuals assigned to maximum
security or restricted movement are ineligible for programming, and in-
terpersonal contact, including with visitors, is reduced (Crittenden and
Koons-Witt, 2017; Gaes and Camp, 2009; Mears and Bales, 2009). Once
released, individuals face monetary sanctions, the conditions of supervision,
and the collateral consequences of incarceration. Often these post-release
circumstances impede successful post-release trajectories and also have
disproportionate effects on Black and Latinx individuals (see National
Research Council, 2014).

Previous research and comments during the committee’s listening ses-
sion indicate that the importance of community and structural factors
that shape successful reintegration has not been recognized sufficiently by
researchers and evaluators (see Box 4-2 below). Success following incar-
ceration cannot be understood without attention to the social and environ-
mental context to which people return. For example, if people are returning
to communities where the unemployment rate is high at baseline (Western,
2006), how likely is it that they will find a job? If the nearest opioid
treatment program is more than 60 minutes away, how will they manage
their addiction (Joudrey, Edelman, and Wang, 2019)? Without understand-
ing how community contextual factors shape an individual’s return from
prison, policy makers, service providers, and communities miss opportuni-
ties to increase the likelihood of success following release from prison.

This chapter begins with a review of the state of the science around evi-
dence-based correctional and reentry-focused programs on post-release out-
comes, with attention to the most pressing needs facing the field. The next
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BOX 4-2
Listening Session: Social Context, Structural
Conditions, and Post-Release Success

During a public information-gathering session held by the Committee on
Evaluating Success Among People Released from Prison, practitioners and those
with lived experience spoke to the impact of social ties and structural conditions
on reentry success.

George Braucht, co-founder of the Certified Addiction Recovery Empow-
erment Specialist Academy: “It’s about pushing through the idea that the
problem is solely within the individual. Behavior is always a function of the
interaction between people and their environment. It’s building places, com-
munity, and having people have a sense of really being valued and belong
within community . . .” (Braucht, 2021).

John Valverde, President and CEO of Youthbuild USA: “Structural injustice
exits and has done multi-generational harm to people living in poverty and on
the margins, especially people of color. And that criminal justice involvement
is intricately connected to this. The barriers to success can feel insurmount-
able to some people and those barriers are real” (Valverde, 2021).

Sam Lewis, Executive Director of the Anti Recidivism Coalition: “When
a person comes home from incarceration, you're trying to fit back into
society and you need to feel like you’re welcome. And often because of
all of the stereotypes that go along with it, and the red scarlet letter, and
the boxes you have to check, make you feel like you’re not part of society.
But if you have a community of people who have gone through the same
thing you’ve gone through and overcome those things, then you know
you can do it too. And not only that but should you stumble and fall you
have a community that is going to reach down and lift you up and walk
with you and tell you we can overcome these barriers together and we’ve
got your back. That makes you feel comfortable and as you progress
with your transition from incarceration you become comfortable knowing
that you not only belong to this community but you belong to a broader
community” (Lewis, 2021).

section addresses broader approaches to evaluation, offering suggestions
that can be applied to the measurement of success across different life
domains. We build on Chapter 3’ discussion of how larger structural and
community contexts shape post-release success and offer specific measures
that account for structural and community contexts. A brief discussion of
the value of self-report data follows. We then consider alternatives to of-
ficial measures of recidivism as indicators of post-release success, including
proposed measures of criminal desistance.
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Finally, the chapter turns to research on the measurement of overall
well-being as a more holistic, multidimensional, and person-centered
measure of post-release progress. This includes a review of research on
indicators in specific domains that could be used as complementary or
alternative measures of progress. Domains discussed include physical
and mental health status, housing status, employment, educational at-
tainment, civic and community engagement, and social relationships with
family, peers, and other social supports. The chapter concludes with a
discussion of research needs to improve the measurement of post-release
outcomes for criminal legal system-involved individuals, with attention
to needs for shared data collection standards and data sharing across
policy domains.

THE STATE OF THE SCIENCE:
EVIDENCE-BASED REHABILITATION AND REENTRY

Within corrections, a significant research focus in the 2000s has been
what Francis Cullen has called “reaffirming rehabilitation” through sci-
ence (Cullen and Gilbert, 2012; Cullen and Gendreau, 2000; 2001). Re-
search emphasizing what works in rehabilitation programming, including
meta-analyses of previous and more contemporary correctional programs,
has aimed to develop knowledge to help policy makers and practitioners
choose evidence-based reentry programs (Sherman et al., 2006; Weisburd,
Farrington, and Gill, 2017; Wilson, Gallagher, and MacKenzie, 2000).'
Evaluations in this vein using randomized controlled trial methodology
have found that substance abuse treatment, cognitive behavioral therapy,
and some educational programs are effective approaches to reducing recidi-
vism as measured by official records of rearrest, reconviction, and reincar-
ceration (Doleac, 2018; Lacoe and Betesh, 2019; MacKenzie, 2006; Moore
et al., 2019; Visher et al., 2017). Despite at least a decade of evaluation on
employment-focused interventions such as transitional jobs, job readiness,
or job training connected to immediate employment, such programming
only minimally affects longer-term employment and has little effect on of-
ficial measures of recidivism (Lacoe and Betesh, 2019; Muhlhausen, 2015),
although it is likely that conceptual and measurement issues hinder stronger
conclusions.

Reentry programming faces a number of pressing challenges. One
key area of correctional programming is discharge planning or specific
programming to help individuals transition from prison to the community
(La Vigne et al., 2008). However, despite decades of discussion that “reentry
begins at prison entry” (Wilkinson, Rhine, and Henderson-Hurly, 2005),

1See https://crimesolutions.ojp.gov/.
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reentry planning and programming in prison is often not initiated until a
few months before release. Such in-prison reentry programming is rarely
adequate for the needs of people returning from incarceration (Duwe, 2018;
Wilkinson, Rhine, Henderson-Hurly, 2005) and seldom acknowledges the
structural barriers and community contexts to which people return.

In addition, despite the diverse needs facing individuals after release
from prison (highlighted in Chapter 3), correctional programming is often
narrowly focused. For example, reentry programs commonly focus solely
on job training or substance use, or are only situated in the criminal legal
system without considering how other social support or “safety net” sys-
tems act as important agents of success following prison release (Hawks
et al., 2021). Connections are lacking between correctional systems and the
community service agencies that provide substantial assistance to criminal
legal system-involved individuals (Byrne, 2019; Muhlhausen, 2015; Shavit
et al., 2017; Visher, 2007).

Correctional programming has also been insufficiently attentive to
the heterogeneity of criminal legal system-involved individuals, particu-
larly women, racial and ethnic minorities, and other distinct subgroups.
The depth of challenges these populations face, described in Chapter 3,
sometimes including persisting poverty and disadvantage dating back to
childhood (Western, 2018), makes it particularly important to develop
individualized approaches to reentry and community reintegration. Also,
scholars have recommended that effective in-prison programming and
evaluation requires attention to program dosage, timing, and sequenc-
ing (Duwe, 2018; Visher, 2007; Wilkinson, Rhine, and Henderson-Hurly,
2005). As discussed in Chapter 3, the use of peer mentors and other sup-
portive relationships can also improve the delivery of reentry and correc-
tional programming.

Reentry and transition from incarceration back to the community is
best conceived as a process, one that can begin in prison but continues
with services and other support in the community, especially in the first
six months after release (Latessa, Johnson, and Koetzle, 2020). Better ana-
lytic methods are needed for modeling these processes longitudinally, in-
cluding measures of incremental progress. People exiting prison face a host
of challenges, and many reentry programs attempt to develop multicom-
ponent or wrap-around service models to address their numerous needs.
However, these approaches are difficult to evaluate and may require longer
follow-up periods (Doleac, 2019; Lattimore, 2020; Lindquist, Willison, and
Lattimore, 2021).

Other reentry and rehabilitation approaches, such as reentry courts,
swift-certain-fair supervision (Cullen, Pratt, and Turanovic, 2017; Lattimore
et al., 2016), and comprehensive approaches, such as programs funded
by the Second Chance Act, have shown limited impacts on post-release
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outcomes, including substance-use relapse, rearrest, or reincarceration
(Bitney et al., 2017; D’Amico and Kim, 2016; Lindquist, Willison, and
Lattimore, 2021). A common result in reentry program evaluations is that
individuals do receive more services, but reentry outcomes do not improve.
However, historically, the evaluation literature on correctional program-
ming has been tied to the inadequate measures of repeated contact with the
criminal legal system that were discussed in Chapter 2. Rare are the stud-
ies that have linked program evaluations for justice-involved individuals
to broader measures of desistance and reintegration (Wright et al., 2021;
Hawks et al., 2021).

Even rarer are studies that acknowledge the community and struc-
tural contexts to which people come home (Puglisi, 2021). The science of
measuring success following release has, by and large, not taken into ac-
count the realities of the communities to which people return. Yet people’s
pathway to success following release, even if understood as heterogeneous
and evolving over the life course, cannot be accurately measured without
accounting for community and structural factors, including racism. (For an
example of work accounting for racism and health inequities from a life
course perspective, see Gee, Walsemann, and Brondolo, 2012.) Neighbor-
hoods vary significantly in terms of availability of employment, health care,
and housing opportunities, which makes these places even more difficult for
minority populations (National Research Council, 2014; Western, 2006).
The community context includes both the general environment to which
people return and also the resources an individual has been offered (or has
access to). Measuring this context which can be difficult, given that public
services lack coordination, their record keeping systems lack compatibility,
and their accessibility is often restricted for people with felony records,
either directly through laws or policies or indirectly through discriminatory
practices. This makes it difficult or impossible to measure the challenges or
successes of individuals returning from incarceration as they navigate the
health care system, secure housing and employment, and obtain access to
welfare benefits (Chen and Meyer, 2020; Wang et al., 2019).

Thus, despite substantial progress in the past two decades on under-
standing the challenges facing people released from prison and their path-
ways to desistance and reintegration, U.S. research on the topic seems to
have reached a critical moment (Jonson and Cullen, 2015). Current meth-
ods of evaluation do not serve the most pressing needs of policy makers and
reentry practitioners. The barriers to reintegration are clear—a 2000s study
of the longitudinal studies of individuals’ transitions from prison to the
community conducted by the Urban Institute and RTI International in the
early 2000s find similar obstacles facing returning citizens and high rates of
continued involvement with the criminal legal system (Harding, Morenoff,
and Wyse, 2019; Western et al., 2015; Western, 2018).
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What appears to be lacking is measurement grounded in a theory of
change and specification of causal mechanisms that have been rigorously
tested (Lindquist, Willison, and Lattimore, 2021, p. 353). Logic models that
predict that reentry programming will influence intermediate outcomes,
such as employment, stable housing, and substance use, which will then
facilitate desistance and reintegration have not been validated (Lattimore,
2020; Mulhausen, 2015). Thus, better measures of reentry outcomes could
address a critical need in rehabilitative and reentry programming (Butts and
Schiraldi, 2018). Further development and testing of the possible theoreti-
cal frameworks in Chapter 3 of this report are needed to make progress on
this front (see Box 4-3).

NEW APPROACHES TO MEASUREMENT:
CONTEXTUAL CONDITIONS AND DATA COLLECTION

This section considers broader shifts in approach to evaluating suc-
cess. Specifically, it considers the role of contextual conditions in shaping
post-release outcomes and the value of self-report and qualitative data in
informing the evaluation of success. These shifts in approach could be pro-
ductively applied to efforts to measure success in the domains discussed in
the following sections.

As detailed in Chapter 3, community and macro-level contexts play
an important role in shaping post-release outcomes. Communities vary
widely in the strength of their social networks and in the resources that
are available to individuals returning from incarceration. Reintegration
is supported by a return to communities that are characterized by ample
access to basic resources and services and strong supportive community
networks, and it is undermined by a return to neighborhoods characterized
by inequality and socioeconomic disadvantage (Kubrin and Weitzer, 2003;
Simes, 2018; Visher and Travis, 2005). There are also important differences
in how community and macro-level impacts shape the success of Black and
Latino/a individuals, who are more likely to return to neighborhoods that
lack cohesion and material resources (Kubrin, Squires, and Stewart, 2007;
National Research Council, 2014). Finally, as explained in Chapter 3,
particular groups also experience special reentry needs. For example, for-
merly incarcerated women are more likely than men to have been primary
caregivers for their children before incarceration, and they generally place
a higher priority on reunification with children following their release
(Giordano, Cernkovich, and Rudolph, 2002; Glaze and Maruschak, 2016;
Richie, 2001).

Similarly, given racial and ethnic health inequalities and the dispro-
portionate incarceration of Black, Latino/a, and Indigenous communities,
success for people, particularly people belonging to these communities, will
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BOX 4-3
Listening Session:
Defining Reentry Success, and the Need for Resources

Formerly incarcerated individuals, policy practitioners, and scholarly experts
who participated in the committee’s information-gathering sessions discussed
their definitions of success in reentry and how context and access to resources
shape successful reintegration.

John Valverde, President and CEO of Youthbuild USA: “For me, success is
not about being out of prison and struggling to survive—or out of prison but
homeless, unemployed, living in constant fear of judgment and rejection from
the world—or addicted to substances and without a network of support of
caring positive people.” (Valverde, 2021)

John Valverde, President and CEO of Youthbuild USA: “As | said earlier [suc-
cess] really isn’t about just surviving. It’s about the sense of belonging and
feeling you can contribute to society that you'’re accepted. Even as a CEO
of a global organization, when | moved from NY to Boston | was denied my
first apartment because | had to check the box. Even though | was on TV
and there were press releases and they knew who | was they said we can-
not set a precedent and allow a formerly incarcerated person to live in this
community. It’s real even for people who have overcome so much. Imagine
for those who don’t have the opportunities that some of us have had.”

Kara Nelson, Director of Public Relations and Development at True North
Recovery: “To me, success is better quality of life. Can just be basic needs,
getting access to food then looking at housing, peer support, education,
employment comes later after basic needs get met.” (Nelson, 2021)

Walter Strauss, (retired) New York City Housing Court Judge: “I think the
way we have a system now is that someone is incarcerated and then they’re
suddenly released and then if it's an agency or individuals or a group [reentry
program] it’s all—‘okay here’s this individual and now you make them whole
again.’ It’s like starting from scratch. . . . [returning citizens] need more
intensive counseling, more assistance in finding housing, in finding jobs, in
dealing with discrimination.” (Strauss, 2021)

SOURCE: See Committee on Evaluating Success Among People Released from Prison
Meeting #2: Public Information Gathering Session (July 27, 28, 2021). Session 1: https://www.
nationalacademies.org/event/07-27-2021/evaluating-success-among-people-released-from-
prison-meeting-2-public-information-gathering-session-1.
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be shaped by systemic inequalities in exposure to barriers and access to re-
sources (Bailey, Feldman, and Bassett, 2021; Churchwell et al., 2020). Evi-
dence has shown that racial disparities not only impact economic and social
opportunities, but also produce trauma, harms to psychosocial health, and
poor coping behaviors while also weakening access to health care and to
political inclusion (Bailey et al., 2017). A Black individual returning to a
community with discriminatory policies that further stigmatize and margin-
alize individuals with incarceration histories is much more likely to struggle
to achieve a successful return from incarceration than the same individual
would be if returning to a community without such policies. Indeed, some
analysts have argued that the entire system developed to help individuals
succeed is heavily influenced by structural conditions that impede success
(Ortiz and Jackey, 2019).

Evaluating how well institutions and organizations act as facilitators of
success following release is essential, especially evaluating how the systems
that provide health care, food, transportation, education, and employment
support the needs of recently released individuals. Linking data from cor-
rectional systems to other administrative data from within state and local
government could provide further understanding of how different sectors
support the success of individuals following release (Willoughby et al.,
2021). Studies have linked data from correctional systems and health sys-
tems or payors and used measures such as “preventable hospitalizations” as
an indicator of the quality and accessibility of primary care for individuals
leaving incarceration (Wang, Wang, and Krumholz, 2013). Low rates of
preventable hospitalizations among people just released from correctional
facilities could indicate success, from the perspective of the health care
system, in caring for this population. Other studies have linked data from
correctional systems to opioid overdose databases and cancer tumor reg-
istries, which indicates how data linkages can provide windows into how
health systems can better serve people who are being released from prison
(Krawczyk et al., 2020; Puglisi et al., 2021). To be sure, these administra-
tive linkages would need to be carefully designed and monitored with input
from individuals with a history of incarceration to avoid additional surveil-
lance leading to repeat encounters with the criminal legal system. Modern
day examples of cross-system surveillance are numerous (see Brayne, 2014;
Harada et al., 2021). For example, they include individuals being arrested
at methadone treatment centers as well as the case of Operation Talon,
where people obtaining food stamps were first screened for pending arrests
(Gustafson, 2009).

In summary, communities may lack the resources to help individuals
succeed after prison, and these contextual circumstances are rarely ac-
counted for in current observational and intervention studies of people re-
leased from prison. Individual success (and failure) for individuals returning
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from prison results from a combination of individual behaviors and deci-
sions, their social context, and the systemic supports or barriers they face.
Thus, measures of success are incomplete if they fail to capture a holistic
understanding of an individual’s surroundings, particularly whether the
neighborhood they live in has the resources and supports to facilitate suc-
cess, if the place they return to has policies and practices that actively pro-
hibit their progress and eventual desistance after incarceration, and lastly
if the organizations and institutions which provide these resources and
supports, such as health care systems or safety net structures, are attentive
to or dismissive of their needs. Metrics of progress following release that
do not account for whether an individual’s surroundings will facilitate or
deter their successful reintegration are inadequate.

Methods for Measuring Community and Structural Conditions

The most effective measures of success following release from prison
include measures of the structural and social context of the communities
to which people return, both for understanding what facilitates success
and for identifying interventions that promote individual and community
well-being. To start, recording the residential address (as is available in ad-
ministrative data) or zip code of returning individuals within intervention
studies and program evaluations will enable a broader understanding of
how a person’s community and structural factors affect the potentiality of
success following release (Chambers et al., 2018; Vilda et al., 2021).

Having participant-level residential address data enables linkages to
existing small-area measures of the structural and social context of com-
munities, such as the Area Deprivation Index (ADI). The ADI allows census
tracts to be compared by socioeconomic disadvantages based on income,
education, employment, and housing (Kind and Buckingham, 2018; Link
and Phelan, 1995; Ludwig et al., 2011). A growing literature in the health
services field shows that a community’s ADI is associated with health
utilization (Kind and Buckingham, 2018) and is a stronger (or as strong
as) predictor of health outcomes as individual-level characteristics (Powell
et al., 2020). For example, in a national sample of Medicare patients with
severe health conditions (congestive heart failure, pneumonia, or myocar-
dial infraction), ADI is associated with more rehospitalizations in 30 days
in the most disadvantaged places (Kind et al., 2014), even after adjusting
for individual-level factors. This finding has been corroborated with other
research showing that those living in the most disadvantaged places based
on ADI are 70 percent more likely to be readmitted to the hospital com-
pared to those in the least disadvantaged places (Hu, Kind, and Nerenz,
2018). Similar analyses for studying outcomes among persons released
from prison could reveal important geographic patterns of post-release

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

150 THE LIMITS OF RECIDIVISM

success and failure. (Further discussion of this issue appears in the section
on “Research Needs” below.)

In addition to offering a richer, more accurate measurement of suc-
cess, measures that account for local disadvantage and structural context
could also result in more effective prison- and community-based interven-
tions (Kubrin and Stewart, 2006). In one of the committee’s information-
gathering sessions, Nneka Jones-Tapia, managing director of Justice
Initiatives at Chicago Beyond and former warden of the Cook County jail,
discussed the need for measures of community capacity, noting the need for
resources and programs to support individuals returning from incarceration
(Jones-Tapia, 2021). University of North Carolina public health professor
and former public health practitioner Dana Rice emphasized the need to
supplement measurements of individual success with indicators of social
determinants of health such as community cohesion, health care access,
quality education, economic stability, and features of the built environment.
It is especially worth noting that given persistent racial and ethnic inequali-
ties in health, education, and employment, and especially the disproportion-
ate incarceration of Black, Brown, and Indigenous populations, success for
people belonging to these communities returning home from incarceration
will vary by how intensely these inequalities are embedded within each of
these systems and the community at large (Rice, 2021).

Finally, measuring and evaluating an individual’s success within the
context of their community supports and (especially) structural barriers
for historically marginalized populations released from corrections requires
that researchers recognize how race and ethnicity are being measured and
operationalized in studies. In quantitative studies, self-identified race is
used as a confounder, implying that a person’s race is associated with the
probability of success, as opposed to self-identified race being seen as an
indirect proxy of embedded inequalities and a root cause for health inequi-
ties or inequities in success following release. This, in the words of Boyd
and colleagues (2020) “renders racism less visible and thus less accessible
as a preventable etiology of inequity.” To avoid the quantitative erasure
of this crucial aspect of mass incarceration, the explicit operationalization
of race and ethnicity in studies is needed; it is needed, that is, both to be
concrete about racism’s outsized role in success following release and also
to illuminate opportunities for intervention (Krieger, 2000).

New Approaches to Data Collection: Self-Report Data

Improving the evaluation of success for individuals released from
prison will benefit from changes in approach, in addition to new metrics.
One prominent area for such improvement is in data collection itself. In
many instances, subjective measures of success from individual self-reports
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may be more informative than objective measures gathered from officially
recorded data. In order to both center experiences of formerly incarcer-
ated people in the measurement of success and also use more holistic
measures of individual success, we draw on both administrative data
and self-reported indicators of each domain of success, including indi-
vidual well-being, health, education, employment, civic engagement, and
social relationships. As mentioned previously, this represents a conceptual
shift in research, moving away from using only administrative or expert-
ascertained data and instead anchoring the design and implementation
of programs, services, and policies in measures of success that are better
suited to capture individual perceptions of well-being, health, and quality
of life in other domains.

ALTERNATIVE INDICATORS OF SUCCESS

A shift in approach is needed to move researchers, practitioners, and
policy makers beyond the conceptually limited definitions of success that
focus solely on criminal legal system involvement (recidivism) or even on
criminal behavior (desistance). As previously discussed, the vast major-
ity of the research on individual transitions from criminal activity to a
prosocial identity, including transitions from prison to the community,
focuses on measures of failure, principally official measures of recontact
with the criminal legal system. Studies of desistance from crime illuminate
other outcomes that correlate with desistance processes including cogni-
tive changes, conventional ties (e.g., family, employment, prosocial peers),
and sobriety (Bachman et al., 2013; Butts and Schiraldi, 2018; Lattimore,
Dawes, and Barrick, 2018; Paternoster et al., 2016; Sampson and Laub,
1993; 2003). For people leaving prison to achieve personal well-being,
avoid contact with the criminal legal system, and become productive
citizens, studies may also need to capture engagement with multiple other
domains, including health care, housing, education, employment, and
social and community integration. However, rigorous research on the mea-
sures of individual progress within these domains is rather limited (Butts
and Schiraldi, 2018). The need for multidimensional, holistic measures
of success following release from prison leads us to a measure of overall
well-being as an important indicator of individual success. In this section,
we discuss existing measures of well-being, proposed measures of crimi-
nal desistance, and how measures of success in other domains could be
constructed. In addition, the text refers to Table 4-1, which presents sug-
gestions for alternate measures of individual outcomes that could be used
in various circumstances, including probation officers’ progress reports,
research on individual post-release trajectories, and evaluation studies on
the effectiveness of reentry programs.
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Overall Well-Being

Well-being concerns whether people perceive that their lives are going
well. Living conditions such as stable housing, meaningful employment, and
safe neighborhoods are fundamental to well-being. How people think and
feel about their lives is equally important, including the quality of their re-
lationships, their emotions and resilience, their realization of their potential,
and their overall satisfaction with life. As such, well-being holds promise as
a positively framed metric that reflects an individual’s current state of be-
ing with a focus on health and life satisfaction (Stiefel et al., 2016). Such a
measure aligns squarely with the World Health Organization’s definition of
health and moves beyond solely examining the absence of physical or mental
illness to evaluating a range of life experiences (World Health Organization,
1948). To be sure, release from prison is challenged by infirmity and wors-
ening of health conditions, hospitalizations, and even higher rates of death.
Past studies have catalogued a worsening of HIV disease, hypertension, and
hospitalizations and even deaths from preventable conditions (Massoglia
and Pridemore, 2015; Wildeman and Wang, 2017). However, even health
outcomes researchers are moving away from direct measures of specific
physical (i.e., diabetes) and mental (i.e., depression) health conditions to
include more holistic measures of health and well-being.

Previous research has validated several self-reported questionnaires
aimed at assessing individual well-being. One promising measure of overall
well-being is the Cantril Self-Anchoring Striving Scale (Sundaresh et al.,
2021), which has been used extensively in research on well-being in the
United States and internationally. Respondents rank their current life sat-
isfaction and future life optimism on scales from 0 to 10. To help concep-
tualize and visualize the scale, an image of a ladder is used. Current life
satisfaction responses of greater than or equal to 7 and future life optimism
responses of greater than or equal to 8 are classified as a thriving life evalua-
tion. Responses of current life satisfaction and future life optimism less than
or equal to 4 are classified as a suffering life evaluation. All combinations
of responses between suffering and thriving are classified as a surviving life
evaluation. Estimates of life expectancy are based on the Life Evaluation
Index, which is calculated for any population group as (% Thriving-%
Suffering)*100. An increase of one standard deviation (SD) in the Life Eval-
uation Index (mean 48, SD 5.4) is associated with an estimated 1.54-year
longer life expectancy at the population level (Arora et al., 2016).

Recent studies using this measure of well-being have shown that well-
being in each measured domain was lower for individuals with exposure
to police stops, arrests, and incarceration, compared to those not ex-
posed (Sundaresh et al., 2020). Further, longer durations of incarceration
and multiple incarcerations were each associated with progressively lower
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well-being, and those exposed to police stops with searches (i.e., stop-and-
frisk) reported levels of well-being as low as those who experienced mul-
tiple incarcerations. As the authors suggest, this illustrates “the extent to
which even lower-level contact with the criminal legal system is negatively
associated with quality of life” (Sundaresh et al., 2020, p. 5120). Another
study found that a family member’s incarceration was associated with
lower well-being in every domain of well-being and an estimated 3.6-year
shorter life expectancy compared with those without an incarcerated fam-
ily member (Sundaresh et al., 2021). Among individuals with any family
incarceration, Black respondents had a lower life expectancy (an estimated
0.46 fewer years) than White respondents.

In addition to the Cantril Self-Anchoring Striving Scale, there are other
instruments that are validated and used with Cantril’s ladder that can
measure individual and community-level well-being.> These include the
100 Million Healthier Lives measure (led by the Institute of Healthcare Im-
provement, which includes the domains of physical health, mental health,
spiritual support, financial support, and social support) and the Well-being
in the Nation measures? (Stiefel et al., 2016). These two measures are be-
ing used both at the individual level and at the community level. Selecting
a well-being measure like these three which are being used among non-
incarcerated individuals and entire communities enables comparisons with
a never-incarcerated group. This achieves two aims: (1) to have benchmarks
to compare how incarceration may impact well-being, and (2) to human-
ize those who are currently or formerly incarcerated. These surveys enable
measurement of individual factors that contribute to success following
release, including physical and mental health, but also the social environ-
ments that directly influence individual well-being.

Already underway is a multisite randomized controlled trial of a six-
week mental health intervention, the 5-Key Model for Reentry, where
the primary outcome is individual-level psychological well-being. This
intervention targets five key domains proposed to influence well-being:
healthy thinking patterns, positive coping strategies, positive interpersonal
relationships, positive social activities, and occupational balance (Veeh,
Renn, and Pettus-Davis, 2018). According to the oral presentation made
by Carrie Pettus-Davis to the committee, the model was developed in part
with formerly incarcerated individuals and researchers to focus on an indi-
vidual’s strengths, in contrast to a deficit-based model. It is highly adaptive
to accommodate individual needs; for example, substance-use treatment

2See https://www.rand.org/capabilities/solutions/measuring-wellbeing-to-help-communities-
thrive.html.

3See https://web.archive.org/web/20210126145106/https://wellbeingtrust.org/areas-of-focus/
community-transformation/well-being-in-the-nation-win-network/.
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is implemented into the intervention for individuals with substance-use
disorders. Further, there are validated assessments of each core domain,
which allows for an individual’s progress to be tracked over time and al-
lows for specific services and treatment plans to be adjusted as needed. For
example, throughout the duration of the intervention, a fidelity monitor-
ing tool is implemented to ensure consistency across different practitioners
implementing the intervention while also allowing for the flexibility needed
for individual participants.

This intervention is being tested using a randomized controlled trial
design with more than 2,000 incarcerated individuals across 100 U.S.
prisons and jails. Preliminary data suggest that not only does the inter-
vention group have improved well-being in each of the domains, but also
lower rates of being reincarcerated compared to a control group. Further,
the five well-being domains are associated with increases in overall well-
being, which is in return associated with decreased likelihood of reincar-
ceration. Early data also suggest that participants of color and those who
have been incarcerated several times are more likely to engage with the
5-Key Model intervention than their White peers or those who have been
incarcerated only once (Pettus-Davis and Veeh, 2021). This model serves
as an important proof of concept that such interventions, targeting various
components of well-being, may have large impacts on recontact with the
criminal legal system and that measures of well-being can be effectively
used to measure success following prison release, including avoiding re-
turn to prison. Examples of the measurement of individual well-being are
presented in Table 4-1.

Criminal Desistance

As a supplement to official measures of recidivism, formal measures of
criminal desistance would provide useful information about an individual’s
post-release progress related to any continuation of criminal activity. As
discussed in Chapter 3, the measurement of desistance tracks positive
outcomes that indicate reduced involvement in offending over time, ul-
timately including the complete cessation of criminal behavior. A 2021
National Institute of Justice report, Desistance-Focused Criminal Justice
Practice, identifies three basic approaches to understanding and measuring
desistance: (1) deceleration, (2) de-escalation, and (3) “reaching a ceil-
ing” or cessation (Bucklen, 2021, p. 1). As Bucklen describes these terms,
deceleration refers to a slowdown in the frequency of criminal offending
and may be measured by comparing the frequency of criminal activity in
fixed periods of time. De-escalation indicates a reduction in the severity
of criminal activity and may be measured by changes in gravity scores for
offenses. Cessation or reaching a ceiling refers to the absence of offending
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for some follow-up period, which might be considered the inverse of re-
cidivism. Although measuring such changes is difficult and fraught with
potential biases stemming from use of official or self-reported data, the
modalities are helpful in distinguishing important qualitative differences
in trajectories of criminal behavior over time. De-escalation and desistance
from more serious violent offenses such as robbery and aggravated assault
may represent reentry success, even when there is little to no deceleration
in the rate of low-level law violations.

Although the National Institute of Justice report recommends use of
arrest data in operationalizing these concepts, the committee cautions that
arrest may not be an accurate indicator of individual offending because of
the potential biases in arrest data that were discussed in Chapter 2. Never-
theless, the concepts of deceleration, de-escalation, and cessation may also
be measured using administrative data on criminal convictions, self-report
survey data based on checklists and frequency counts of criminal activities
within a time interval, and self-report data on both subjective desistance
(e.g., “Compared to 5 years ago, do you now do more, less, or the same
amount of these activities?”) and reference group desistance (Uggen and
Massoglia, 2007; Massoglia and Uggen, 2010). Some basic sample mea-
sures in each of these categories are included in Table 4-1.

Historically, standard measures of both recidivism and desistance have
typically been based on official statistics, which can provide some indication
of the occurrence and relative frequency and severity of criminal events but
also reflect criminal legal system activity. As described in Chapter 2, such
official data are subject to known biases. Although self-reported informa-
tion on the type, frequency, and severity of post-release criminal activity is
more expensive to gather, it offers an important alternative to data derived
from police, courts, and correctional agencies and officials (Farrington,
2007). Despite these advantages, self-report data also raise concerns about
potential errors and biases, including those related to sampling, response
rates, measurement, and differential validity across groups (see, e.g., Gomes
et al., 2019; Junger-Tas and Marshall, 1999). A smaller number of stud-
ies have examined “subjective desistance,” based on measures of whether
people believe they are engaging in more, less, or about the same amount
of criminal activity relative to an earlier baseline period or a peer reference
group (Massoglia and Uggen, 2007; 2010). Survey items and qualitative
research based on such self-appraisals can provide a sensitive measure
of whether people believe they are desisting from crime even when such
changes are not reflected in official statistics.

International measurement efforts also offer some promise for the
measurement of desistance. Recent research from the United Kingdom
uses a “proxy measure of desistance” by measuring outcomes such as cli-
ent engagement with services, changes in individual needs resulting from
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provided services, and “changes in well-being, agency, and relationships”
(Wong and Horan, 2019, p. 7). Another group in the United Kingdom
has focused on the measurement of “intermediate outcomes,” which are
defined as “measurable changes in individuals that are directly or indirectly
associated with reductions in reoffending” (Maguire et al., 2019, p. 5).
These outcomes are referred to as intermediate because they indicate posi-
tive changes that may reflect progress toward ceasing criminal behavior
and eventually lead to the complete abandonment of criminal behavior,
although individuals may not have completely ceased offending at the time
of measurement (Burrowes et al., 2013). Maguire and colleagues (2019)
developed a 29-item instrument, the Intermediate Outcomes Measurement
Instrument (IOMI), to assess the impact of mentoring and arts interven-
tions, but the instrument is likely applicable to a wider range of interven-
tions. This tool aims to support service providers in evaluating their work
with individuals under supervision.

The IOMI includes eight key dimensions (Maguire et al., 2019,
p. 19): resilience, agency and self-efficacy, hope, well-being, motivation
to change, impulsivity/problem-solving, interpersonal trust, and practi-
cal problems.

e  Resilience refers to the ability to bounce back after exposure to
adversity; this is similar to the adversarial growth narrative noted
in the discourse of prisoners in France (Kazemian, 2020).

e Agency/self-efficacy measures an individual’s ability to take control
of one’s own life, to make decisions, and to take action.

® Hope refers to a “calculation about perceived scope for positive
future change” (Maguire et al., 2019, p. 19).

o Well-being assesses overall mental, emotional, and psychological
health.

®  Motivation to change reflects an internal desire to change, an in-
creased engagement in interventions, and a reduced motivation to
engage in offending.

o Impulsivity/problem-solving measures the ability to reflect, plan,
and exercise self-control.

o [Interpersonal trust is linked to the concept of social capital and in-
dicates “positive attitudes toward and connectedness with others”
(p. 19).

®  Practical problems documents perceived problems in key areas
such as housing, education, employment, substance use, financial
situation, and family relationships.

While the IOMI is still in preliminary stages of development and
requires more validity and reliability testing, it offers valuable guidance for

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

164 THE LIMITS OF RECIDIVISM

efforts to measure key positive outcomes that are known to be linked to
the process of desistance from crime.

Overall Health

In 1989, the RAND Corporation published the results of The Medical
Outcomes Study, a multiyear, multisite study aimed at explaining variations
in patient outcomes and developing new tools for monitoring patient health
outcomes (Tarlov et al., 1989). Building on this work, RAND developed
the 36-Item Short Form Health Survey (SF-36), a set of “generic, coherent,
and easily administered quality-of-life measures,” that rely on participant
self-reporting (RAND Health Care). These measures have been widely
used by health care organizations, in national population-based health
studies, and in studies of incarcerated people. In particular, the singular
question of the Medical Outcomes Study, which asks individuals to rate
their perceived health into one of five categories (“excellent,” “very good,”
“good,” “fair,” “poor”), has been studied extensively in various contexts
and populations, and shown to be independently associated with morbidity,
functional status, and mortality, even after controlling for key demograph-
ics such as socioeconomic status (Idler and Kasl, 1995; for more examples
of self-reporting on overall health see Kaplan and Camacho, 1983; Manor,
Matthews, and Power, 2001; Siegel, Bradley, and Kasl, 2003).

Self-reported metrics for specific physical health conditions (e.g., hyper-
tension, diabetes, etc.) are best avoided given the potential of recall bias. For
example, self-reported data across 12 European countries among working-
age populations underestimated the prevalence of obesity by four percent
among the total population; for men, self-reported data underestimated
hypertension by 10 percent. Further, recall bias related to health varies
by key demographic characteristics, such as sex, race and ethnicity, and
education, which can thwart accurate measurements of health inequalities
(Brusco and Watts, 2015; Dowd and Todd, 2011; Kislaya et al., 2019;
Tolonen et al., 2014). Greater accuracy, instead, would be obtained using
data from health systems with electronic health records (i.e., blood pres-
sure measurement or prescription of antihypertension medication), more
accurate than self-reported data on specific health conditions.

However, recognizing the challenges associated with accessing health
records and that people released from prison often have limited health care
access, several national health surveys include self-reported measures of
specific physical health and mental health conditions that can be used in
research, thereby providing a benchmark of study participants’ responses
with national rates (see Table 4-1). The National Survey on Drug Use and
Health (NSDUH), a nationally representative, annual survey of approxi-
mately 70,000 individuals, includes self-reported questions about physical
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health, substance use, and mental health conditions, as well as a measure
of criminal legal system contact (whether a person has been arrested or
been on parole or probation in the last year). By using the same questions
to measure health outcomes that NSDUH uses, researchers can then bench-
mark participants against a nationally representative population of people
on community supervision. Survey questions from the Bureau of Justice
Statistics’ Survey of Prison Inmates and Survey of Inmates in Local Jails
can also be used in this same way.

Mental Health and Substance Use Disorder

Given the high prevalence of mental health conditions and substance
use disorder among criminal legal system-involved individuals, using specific
mental health and substance use indicators that are short and widely used
in non-incarcerated populations can complement measures of well-being
and can be used in evaluating the success of specific interventions. For in-
stance, the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) evaluates the severity
of depression and has been used in studies of criminal legal system-involved
individuals (Kroenke, Spitzer, and Williams, 2001). To measure post trau-
matic disorder and the severity of symptoms, the PTSD-Primary Care, a
four-item screening tool, can be used to identify who is experiencing current
symptoms as well as the worsening of symptomatology over time.

One challenge in defining success for people with substance use disor-
ders returning from prison is identifying appropriate criteria for relapse.
Any measure of relapse, if used, needs to be defined by clinical practice and
based on the recognition that episodic use (lapse) is inherent to the illness
and not pathologic or necessarily health-harming. While a positive drug
screen is often used in studies as a measure of failure following prison re-
lease (and cause for reincarceration), addiction medicine experts, including
the American Society of Addiction Medicine, do not define a single positive
urine drug screen as pathologic or a treatment failure, but an expected con-
sequence of a chronic health condition (Jarvis et al., 2017). Even in clinical
practice, where urine drug screening is used to help guide treatment plans
for either harm reduction or recovery, its use is of questionable value (Jarvis
et al., 2017). Studies of licensed physicians with years of clinical training
have found confusion about proper implementation and that misinterpreta-
tions of urine drug screening results are common (Ceasar et al., 2016; Chua
et al., 2020). For these reasons, urine drug screening, which is currently
used to surveil and sanction addiction relapse for those on probation and
parole, is not an appropriate measure of success (or failure) by researchers
or practitioners. Instead, reliance on self-reported measures of substance
use that define success as a progression of health-promoting behaviors
over time may be more reliable indicators of improvement and offer better
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insights for those making decisions about probation and parole supervision.
For instance, a person who is using less and thus able to maintain better
communication with their family or a person who has not overdosed in a
year may be defined as “successful,” when viewed in the context of that
individual’s past (see Table 4-1).

Engagement in Health Care

Success following release from incarceration can also be described by
how and when individuals engage the health care system, especially for
those with physical and mental health conditions. Consistent engagement
of the health care system, whether for a chronic disease or in general, is
potentially a metric of success following release. Examples of such mea-
sures are presented in Table 4-1. And for specific conditions, there are
frameworks, or cascades of care, designed to measure successful engage-
ment in the health care system, including an opioid treatment cascade, HIV
treatment cascade, and now even a Hepatitis C treatment cascade (Kay,
Batey, and Mugavero, 2016; Williams et al., 2018; Yehia et al., 2014). Iden-
tifying the challenges encountered by patients at each stage of the cascade
can target individual-level opportunities for support. In addition, when
these measures are used in the health care system, they can also identify
hospital-based and local policy interventions to improve individual treat-
ment outcomes, track health-related progress, and reduce related diseases

and deaths.

Housing and Homelessness

People with criminal records face significant barriers to housing. As
discussed in Chapter 3, formerly incarcerated individuals experience high
rates of housing instability and homelessness. Housing instability makes
it difficult for those with incarceration histories to successfully reenter the
community and gain stability, establish social networks, and avoid reen-
gagement with the criminal legal system. Individuals without housing who
are placed in group shelters can enter a cycle of incarceration, release to
shelter, homelessness, and reincarceration. In large urban areas, the “prison
to shelter” pipeline fuels chronic homelessness (Sirois, 2019). Thus, stable
housing is a necessary component of post-release success, yet an individual’s
housing situation can be influenced by a wide variety of personal circum-
stances. Gaining stable housing is also dependent on structural issues that
need to be taken into account when assessing housing stability, including
discrimination by owners of rental housing, the lack of affordable housing
in urban areas, and risks associated with living in high crime and poverty
areas (Metraux, Hunt, and Yetvin, 2020).
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Recent research on housing challenges among people released from
prison point to a variety of possible housing-related metrics and mea-
sures of housing stability, which could be additional indicators of success.
However, few of these studies have included measures of housing status as
outcomes. One exception is a multi-site evaluation of housing programs for
high-risk individuals, which found that the timing of achieving residential
stability in the first weeks and months following release was important
in achieving longer-term housing stability and preventing convictions and
readmission to prison for new crimes (Lutze, Rosky, and Hamilton, 2014).
This finding about the importance of housing stability shortly after release
(i.e., in the first month) was also supported in an evaluation of the Fortune
Society’s reentry program (McDonald, Dyous, and Carlson, 2008).

In other housing demonstration programs, the receipt of temporary
housing subsidies, housing vouchers, general rental assistance, or housing-
related case management led to more successful outcomes for individu-
als leaving prison (Metraux, Hunt, and Yetvin, 2020). An untested but
promising approach to improving housing stability for returning citizens
is to provide support for their families in the form of rental assistance or
other resources as part of a holistic reentry plan prior to discharge from
prison. Living in a well-resourced household (i.e., stable employment of
household members) can improve positive outcomes following release
(Hamilton, Kigerl, and Hays, 2015; Harding et al., 2014; Sirois, 2019).
One study in Ohio examined whether individuals lived with a parent,
spouse, boyfriend/girlfriend, or other relative and found that individuals
who lived with a spouse or parent had more positive outcomes (mea-
sured by felony arrest) than those in other living arrangements (Steiner,
Makarios, and Travis, 2015). Thus, addressing housing issues faced by
returning citizens can be a pathway to successful reentry (see Fontaine
and Biess, 2012).

Given how limited the research on reentry and housing has been, future
research in this area would benefit from attention to an individual’s hous-
ing situation shortly after release, type of housing arrangement, whether
housing is temporary (e.g., shelters, halfway house) or not, number of resi-
dential moves within a time period, receipt of housing subsidies or rental
assistance, and the duration of any assistance. Subjective self-reported
measures of housing status could be a plausible source of information
(see Table 4-1). An individual’s choice to reside in a supportive housing
arrangement that combines rental assistance with onsite services, mental
health or drug treatment, and case management could also be an indicator
of progress towards desistance and community integration (see, Metraux,
Hunt, and Yetvin, 2020). Data on housing can also include indicators of
housing quality, affordability, and segregation by using links to residential
zip codes. Such information is sometimes available in official sources, such
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as community supervision records. More research is needed to establish
relationships between housing status and post-release success.

Employment and Job Retention

Employment is a core domain for overall reintegration and well-being,
and recent efforts to assist men and women released from prison have heav-
ily emphasized creating employment opportunities. Many such efforts aim
to promote employment in the hope that it will also promote desistance,
though relatively little is known about the extent to which, or the mecha-
nism by which, post-release employment promotes desistance. In consider-
ing how employment is related to desistance following release from prison,
Skardhamar and Savolainen (2014) found that most people with criminal
histories had disengaged from crime before the transition to work, and that
securing employment was not associated with further reductions in crimi-
nal behavior. Thus, the relationship between employment and desistance is
complicated, as it may not be work alone but the social bonds formed at
work that promote desistance (Sampson and Laub, 1990, p. 611). More-
over, employment programs that help individuals secure a job may not be
helpful if individuals are not psychologically ready to give up criminal be-
havior (Lattimore and Visher, 2021; Muhlhausen, 2015). In short, finding
a job may be a necessary but not sufficient condition for desistance.

For people recently released from prison or those who have recent
criminal legal system involvement, finding a job is challenging, despite in-
creased policy attention to reducing the likelihood of discrimination among
these job seekers and new federal protections (U.S. Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission, 2012). It is important to note that a person’s
“employability” potential may be preexisting to the period of incarceration.
A sizeable minority of individuals leaving prison were unemployed prior to
incarceration (Visher and La Vigne, 2020; Western, 2018). Because these
individuals were often not sought after in the labor market before their
imprisonment, it remains challenging to determine whether incarceration
or pre-prison risk factors most influence post-release employment outcomes
(Apel and Sweeten, 2010; Holzer, Raphael, and Stoll, 2003). In addition,
among those who held jobs prior to confinement, the required skills may
erode during a period of incarceration, and relationships with former em-
ployers are likely to be severed (Western, 2002).

Identifying the role employment plays in successful transitions begins
with uncovering a broader range of employment-related measures as indica-
tors of success following release from prison. The measurement of employ-
ment status among criminal legal system-involved individuals may account
for the lack of positive findings about employment and success. Simply
measuring employment status as present or absent is often not associated
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with reentry outcomes. In a longitudinal study of men released from prison
in the Netherlands, Ramakers and colleagues (2017) found that it is not
just employment but the quality of employment, especially perceived work
conditions, that explains recidivism (measured by crimes officially regis-
tered) after release from prison. In particular, they found that both the
subjective assessment of job quality and the distinction between primary
and secondary sector jobs play a crucial role in explaining recidivism. In-
cluded in the secondary sector occupations are those filling manufacturing
jobs, laborers, and unskilled service workers. Secondary sector occupations
and employment are characterized by low wages, poor work conditions,
and, most importantly, job instability, whereas the primary sector refers to
employment with high wages, employment stability and security, and strong
social relationships with others in the work force (Doeringer and Piore,
1971). Moreover, Tripodi, Kim, and Bender (2010) found that obtaining
employment is associated with increased time to reincarceration, thus in-
dicating that employment may be part of a process of behavioral change
that unfolds over time (Apel et al., 2006; Crutchfield and Pitchford, 1997;
Uggen, 1999).

Employment for many criminal legal system-involved individuals is
likely to be intermittent, at least initially. Many have never held a job
for any length of time (Bushway and Apel, 2012; Western, 2018). Thus,
measures of employment stability, such as length of time employed dur-
ing a specific time frame, as well as length of time employed in a specific
workplace, would be indicators of a successful transition. Among the un-
answered questions is whether holding jobs with greater career potential
or higher wages or better benefits leads to a greater likelihood of success.
In fact, it is unknown whether actively looking for work is an indicator
of progress toward successful reintegration, although such activity could
provide a signal that individuals are intent on a transition to a prosocial
identity (Bushway and Apel, 2012).

Alternative measures of employment need to be explored as possible in-
dicators of progress toward successful reintegration and overall well-being.
Promising metrics could include wage rates, job retention, number of hours
worked per week, and measures of job quality, including type of job, career
opportunities, and whether the job includes benefits (see Table 4-1). Official
data sources for measures of employment status could include state unem-
ployment records, records held by state employment counselors, and self-
reported employment experiences, including job applications submitted and
job interviews. Other subjective measures of employment and current work
experience may provide greater insight into an individual’s progress in con-
necting successfully to the labor market after incarceration (see Table 4-1).
Where appropriate, individual employment indicators could be compared
to various national data sources on labor force participation, but care needs
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to be taken in making sure comparisons are made with populations with
similar employment and education backgrounds.

Educational Attainment

The incarcerated population has been referred to as the “most educa-
tionally disadvantaged population in the United States” (Klein et al., 2004).
People in prison have much lower educational attainment than those in the
general population (Harlow, 2003). Roughly 19 percent of adults outside
of prison have not attained a high school diploma or equivalent, compared
to 36 percent of individuals in state prisons who have not completed high
school (Davis et al., 2013). Thus, it seems reasonable that improvements in
educational attainment (acquiring GED, taking college courses, completing
college degrees) could be an important marker of success among individu-
als released from prison. Because people who end up in prison often have
low educational attainment, many of them access educational opportunities
during their incarceration. However, there has been an appreciable decline
in prison-based programs (National Research Council, 2008), which has
resulted in a dearth of recent knowledge about how education affects de-
sistance and reentry transitions for people leaving prison and returning to
the community.

Despite reduced programming through the 1990s and 2000s, prison
has become a place where many people increase their literacy levels, earn
GEDs and, when possible, college degrees (Crayton and Neusteter, 2008;
Harlow, 2003). Many studies have found that the more education people
acquire while in prison, the less likely they are to recidivate (Chappell,
2003; Cleere, 2013; Crayton and Neusteter, 2008; Harlow, 2003; Nuttall,
Hollmen, and Staley, 2003), with often significant reductions for those who
earn a GED (Macdonald and Bala, 1986; Nutall, Hollmen, Staley, 2003) or
participate in post-secondary education toward achieving a college diploma
(Anderson and Moore, 1995; Chappell, 2003; Denney and Tynes, 2021;
Nuttall, Hollmen, Staley, 2003; Vacca, 2004). In a three-year study of GED
completion for people released from prisons in New Jersey, about six in ten
non-GED participants were rearrested once released, compared with about
half of GED participants (Zgoba, Haugebrook, and Jenkins, 2008). The
most recent systematic review of correctional education programs found
promising evidence of the effectiveness of adult basic and post-secondary
educational programs (Weisburd, Farrington, and Gill, 2017). Finally, the
website CrimeSolutions,* which is funded and hosted by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, reports effectiveness ratings of
crime prevention and rehabilitation programs. It rates adult basic education

4See www.crimesolutions.ojp.gov.
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classes for incarcerated individuals as “promising” in reducing recidivism,
and also “promising” in improving employment and job placement out-
comes, although it calls for more rigorous studies of the relationship be-
tween education and individual outcomes.

Research on education and desistance is complicated by the fact that
substantial selection effects are often not directly observed. That is, it may
be that the individuals most likely to succeed are those who enroll and com-
plete education courses in prison. In oral reports gathered during the com-
mittee’s listening session, participants noted that educational opportunities
influenced their transitions from prison and were important factors in their
success. Similar to the role of employment in the desistance process, educa-
tion may not be a self-defined ‘turning point’ but may instead be a critical
component in the process of desistance from crime for some criminal legal
system-involved individuals. Moreover, single (and binary) measures of
educational attainment may obscure the full impact of educational engage-
ment on post-release outcomes (see Box 4-4).

It is also difficult to untangle how prison education promotes desis-
tance. Little is known about how people exiting prison use the education
they have gained in prison to navigate the difficult terrain post-release,
particularly how they deal with structural impediments. Education may
propel individuals into a new trajectory, but documenting this process is
difficult and more research in this area is needed. Runell (2015) conducted
in-depth interviews with 34 criminal legal system-involved individuals who
enrolled in a state university and found that post-secondary education in-
creased the participants’ social and academic networks. While participants
expressed a desire to remain crime-free, some of them noted that they had

BOX 4-4
Listening Session: Education and Post-Release Success

One central theme of the committee’s listening session with formerly incar-
cerated individuals was the importance of education in contributing to success
after release. Walter Strauss, who became a New York Housing Court judge fol-
lowing his release from incarceration, credited his focus on getting an education
with his success (Strauss, 2021). John Valverde, CEO of YouthBuild USA, agreed
that education is “key to everything,” (Valverde, 2021) and Jai Diamond of the
New York City Criminal Justice Agency cited “education, a strong voice, and a
strong mind” as her core needs to validate herself and “set the tone for the suc-
cess I've found today” (Diamond, 2021). Kenneth Cooper of the Game Changers
Reentry Program identified the day he began seeking education in prison as the
day he became free, explaining, “l was in prison, confined, locked up, but | wasn'’t
locked out” (Cooper, 2021).
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not completely ruled out committing another crime. Most importantly,
despite increases in education, their desistance pathways were affected by
structural elements of neighborhood disadvantage (Runell, 2015).

As with other measures of success, improvement in educational at-
tainment is best viewed as a process that individuals experience over some
period of time. Measures of educational attainment can include improve-
ment in literacy skills, participation in courses, whether during prison or
in the community, enrollment in community college, progress towards a
degree, and other educational milestones (see Table 4-1). Moreover, as with
measures of employment, housing and health, indicators of educational at-
tainment could be compared to various national data sources on education
status, but care needs to be taken to ensure that comparisons are made
among populations with similar backgrounds.

Social Relationships: Children, Families, Peer Support

Strong social relationships are an important component of a success-
ful transition from prison to the community or after other criminal legal
system involvement. For example, family support for criminal legal system-
involved individuals, though it is largely invisible, can be critical to an
individual’s success. Individuals who receive financial or emotional support
from their families experience reentry differently from people whose fami-
lies are unable to help or are not active in their lives (Berg and Huebner,
2011; Harding et al., 2014; Pettus-Davis and Kennedy, 2020; Western,
2018). In addition, as mentioned in Chapter 3, support from persons who
have had prior contact with the criminal legal system can provide much-
needed assistance and understanding during the transition from prison to
the community. Such peer support is rarely included in studies examining
the experiences of justice-involved individuals. For individuals with chil-
dren, commitment to being in their children’s lives may also be a critical
marker of a successful transition from prison (see Eddy and Poehlmann-
Tynan, 2019). In studies of fathers returning from incarceration, an im-
portant element of their transition from prison to community was being
physically and emotionally available to their children, making up for lost
time, and wanting to repair broken bonds (e.g., Charles et al., 2021).

The measurement of social relationships as indicators of post-release
success for individuals involved in the criminal legal system is clearly a
new area for understanding desistance processes. A recent evaluation of a
New York City program that aimed to improve relationships between for-
merly incarcerated fathers and their children noted that their research was
hampered by how to quantify family reconnection (Tomberg et al., 2021).
Research on family relationships, connections with children, and support
received from peers and other formal or informal arrangements (i.e., faith
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communities, community groups) has included various measures of involve-
ment and commitment as intermediate constructs in studying reintegration
pathways and desistance. These measures and other subjective indicators of
social relationships would also be useful as markers of progress and success
(see Table 4-1).

Qualitative studies have made important contributions to our under-
standing of the role of relationships in criminal behavior and desistance,
but more attention is needed to understand the ways in which families and
other social relationships and related social capital help individuals succeed,
including within the domains of healthcare, education, and employment.
Going forward, studies need to include interviews not only with the return-
ing individuals but also with those who are in their families, communities,
and other social networks. Measures of successful relationships could be
gathered through these interviews and self-reports of social relationships,
such as strength of ties with family members, reduction in connections with
people who are actively committing crime or using illegal drugs, and time
spent in positive social interaction including with other community mem-
bers with social capital (see Table 4-1). As with other indicators of success,
building positive social relationships is likely to be a process that unfolds
over many months as legal system—involved individuals create new social
networks and re-establish relationships with family members.

Civic Engagement

Criminologists typically use the term “citizens” in opposition to people
convicted of crime. Uggen and Manza (2005, 67) suggest that this usage
places “criminals on one side of the ledger and law-abiding community
residents on the other.” Yet people with criminal records are commonly
citizens themselves, occupying roles as taxpayers, homeowners, volunteers,
and voters. In contrast to the large literatures on work and family reintegra-
tion, the subject of reintegration into community life and civic participation
has received comparatively little attention. If desistance is only possible
when people “develop a coherent pro-social identity for themselves,” as
Shadd Maruna (2001, p. 7) contends, then community involvement and
democratic participation need to be among the markers of post-release
success. Additionally, developing a self-concept as a pro-social conforming
citizen may be a key mechanism linking adult work and family roles with
desistance from crime (Massoglia and Uggen, 2010).

As discussed in Chapter 3, research is lacking on whether civic en-
gagement affects the trajectory of people who have been discharged from
prison, yet it is clear that behaviors such as voting are associated with
subsequent desistance from crime (Uggen and Manza, 2004). Neverthe-
less, a significant number of people who are entangled in the criminal legal
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system are formally prohibited from being civically engaged (Uggen et al.,
2020; Lageson, 2020), which suggests that measures of engagement need to
include both individual-level indicators (e.g., whether an individual votes)
and system-level indicators (e.g., whether individuals have the right to vote
in a particular jurisdiction).

In view of these ideas, it seems plausible to suggest that voting, volun-
teering, and other forms of civic and political participation may be consid-
ered markers of success after release from prison. Some sample measures
of these concepts are included in Table 4-1. To measure such engagement
at the individual level, well-established indicators of political engagement
include political participation or voter turnout, attendance at political
events such as rallies and demonstrations, and conversations with friends
and neighbors about political issues and events. Refined self-report indica-
tors and scales are available in the American National Election Studies, and
basic voter registration and participation information is publicly available
in administrative data. The type and timing of volunteer service has also
been measured through self-report items in studies such as Add-Health
(Ranapurwala, Casteel, and Peek-Asa, 2016) and the Youth Development
Study (Uggen and Janikula, 1999). More subjective measures include politi-
cal efficacy and trust (Niemi, Craig, and Mattei, 1991) and the perceived
importance of engagement in the community (Uggen, Manza, and Behrens,
2004). Apart from these individual-level items, system-level measures of
civic engagement include turnout rates and legal restrictions on the right to
vote, volunteer, or otherwise participate in civic life.

RESEARCH NEEDS

Measuring improvement for those leaving prison and other justice-
involved individuals is a new area of study for corrections researchers.
Methods to measure incremental success need to be developed, includ-
ing considerations about appropriate time dimensions, sources of data,
and community context. Importantly, most studies have not examined
thoroughly how the specific time course following release affects success,
especially whether the first few hours, days, and weeks following release
are essential to success and how individuals thrive over the life course. The
measurement of success regarding health conditions following release may
need to be undertaken in a less regimented way than is typical of other
research studies and evaluation efforts (such as with surveys scheduled one
month, three months, etc., following release). Instead, measurement should
employ methods adapted to the fact that post-release success is often dic-
tated by the events immediately following release (Binswanger et al., 2007;
2012). More studies are using new methodologies and smart phones to cap-
ture events immediately following release, including ecological momentary
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assessment (EMA), which captures individuals’ behaviors in real time. EMA
has been used in the criminal legal system with high rates (>95%) of partici-
pation, and it has been used in substance use research with 75-90 percent
compliance when incentives were used. Thus, while longitudinal data col-
lection is much preferred over cross-sectional data collection, it may still
be inadequate to observe important points for success following release
without more flexible methodologies.

Further, employing a life-course perspective in defining success follow-
ing release from prison enables a more complete understanding concerning
which individual- and community-level factors, especially structural factors,
support thriving and what their intergenerational impacts are on families
and communities. Two salient examples from other fields are the High
Scope Interventions, an early childhood education intervention, and the
Nurse-Family Partnership, intensive support for women and children peri-
natally. These two intervention studies targeting individuals at high risk for
incarceration or who have been incarcerated found that participants in the
treatment group, along with their children, were less likely to be incarcer-
ated (Eckenrode et al., 2010; Kitzman et al., 2019; Olds et al., 1997; Olds
et al., 1998; Schweinhart and Weikart, 1997; Weikart, 1998). Success that
is achieved and maintained over the course of one’s life, even if it is decades
after their last release, may be as valuable as success obtained within the
first 20 months. A holistic conceptualization of success after incarceration
includes one that measures and evaluates the success of other individuals
not directly incarcerated but substantially impacted by the incarceration of
their family and community members.

Research is also needed to consider how to establish improvement,
which is likely to vary depending on the outcome measure. There are na-
tional baselines for some outcomes, such as mental health and substance
use, but baseline data would need to be culturally specific. Moreover, there
are significant social structure and context considerations for adopting
benchmarks for education and employment among criminal legal system-
involved individuals. As discussed in Chapter 3, there is strong evidence
of racial, ethnic, gender, socioeconomic, and geographic inequities facing
criminal legal system-involved individuals which need to be taken into
account. For example, an appropriate benchmark for employment of indi-
viduals released from prison might be the age-specific labor force partici-
pation rate for individuals with a high school degree living in urban areas.
Care should be taken in establishing appropriate benchmarks so that they
reflect reasonable improvements over the period before incarceration but
also reflect structural considerations based on population and geographic
characteristics.

Supplemental measures of post-release success also lend themselves
quite well to benefit/cost analysis. Improvements in health, education,

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://nap.nationalacademies.org/26459

The Limits of Recidivism: Measuring Success After Prison

176 THE LIMITS OF RECIDIVISM

housing, and employment for people returning from prison would impact
the life course of hundreds of thousands of people a year. Measuring the
direct and indirect financial benefits to local communities of those improve-
ments would provide evidence of the significance of supplementing official
measures of recidivism with other measures of success. This would be a new
area of research that could enhance our understanding of success as it is
experienced by individuals during the months and years following release
from prison.

This chapter has repeatedly mentioned the lack of sufficient administra-
tive and statistical data to measure various forms of success experienced
by people returning from prison. The lack of such quantitative data on
measures of success limits our understanding of success and failure, as
researchers usually fall back on inadequate measures of official recidivism
based on recontact with the criminal legal system. The use of qualitative
interview data can capture more detailed and nuanced information about
success, particularly with respect to identity change, self-perception, and
progress toward social reintegration. Indeed, these data are valuable be-
cause they elevate the perspectives of people who are experiencing these
difficult transitions. We can gather qualitative data about “the strengths,
skills, responsibilities, talents of people and how are they experiencing re-
turn [to the community] in terms of belonging and being valued members
of the community” along with the “density and quality of people’s social
networks and degree to which they reintegrate people back into society”
(Braucht, 2021).

Interviews can capture not just the presence or absence of a program
but whether it matches participants’ needs (Good Collins, 2021). Qualita-
tive data can help us examine outcomes like stable relationships. Such data
can also help investigators and policy makers understand not just who did
not have further contact with the legal system, but why, and it can help
capture the various stories of successful people (Lewis, 2021). Qualitative
and ethnographic researchers who participated in the committee’s infor-
mation-gathering sessions—]Jerry Flores (University of Toronto), Andrea
Leverentz (University of Massachusetts, Boston), and Reuben Miller (Uni-
versity of Chicago)’—shared examples of situations where individuals they
interviewed or observed made decisions that led them to be considered re-
cidivists. The examples, including missing drug tests or appointments with
a parole officer or accepting a plea deal that seemed avoidable, reflected
these people’s complicated relationships with agents of the criminal legal
system rather than new criminal activity. The use of self-report interview

5See Committee on Evaluating Success Among People Released from Prison Meeting #2,
Session 1: https://www.nationalacademies.org/event/07-27-2021/evaluating-success-among-
people-released-from-prison-meeting-2-public-information-gathering-session-1.
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or survey data to measure post-release improvements, progress, and success
has notable strengths but, as discussed in Chapter 2, these data may also
have weaknesses. Thus, research is needed to develop reliable and valid
indicators of the possible metrics of success discussed in this chapter.

At the system level, an overhaul of data systems is needed so that
indicators of success and reintegration are more readily available. Work
from Hennepin County, Minnesota, illuminates how creating data linkages
between correctional systems, health systems, and other state-run social
services can be immediately useful to both practitioners and policy makers
(Bodurtha et al., 2017). After merging data from four public sectors (health
care, human services, housing, and the criminal legal system) for 98,282
Medicaid expansion enrollees in Hennepin County, researchers found that
urban Medicaid expansion enrollees in the county had rates of emergency
room use and hospitalization three times higher than the national average
and had significant contact with housing shelters or supportive housing
(13% of enrollees), the criminal legal system (34%), and the social service
sector, including monetary and food support and case management (68%).
In follow-up work, researchers have provided a more concise and nuanced
examination of cross-sector patterns of use and used latent class analysis
to identify patterns of cross-sector involvement, inclusive of the criminal
legal system. These analyses illustrate the possibility of cross-sector data
linkages to identify how the needs of criminal legal system-involved indi-
viduals are or are not being met by other sectors of local government and
the social safety net system, recognizing that success after prison release
depends on the availability of resources and services from various sectors
(Andersen, 2020).

Further, documenting unmet needs creates systems of accountability
within the local government that can be rapidly addressed. This cross-sector
approach may offer an effective and efficient mechanism to improve success
following release by highlighting system deficiencies and strengths within
communities. Although some organizations now utilize integrated cross-
sector data for evaluation, these data have not been extensively leveraged
to explore the comprehensive network of public sector interactions for the
justice-involved population.

An example of this approach might employ hierarchical models, a
statistical model in which individuals are sorted under a hierarchy of suc-
cessively higher-level units, in this case the community in which they are
released. These models challenge traditional analyses that assume individual
choice and behaviors are the sole causes of success following prison release.
Hierarchical models require larger multisite studies and would incorporate
a diverse set of communities to which people return, so that the cluster-
ing within communities can be taken into account in statistical analyses.
Conducting larger-scale studies would provide richer and more accurate
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data on the efficacy of interventions, recognizing that people return home
to communities that are diverse in resources and assets. Such studies would
illuminate the complex and interconnected nature of various components
of policy and social life that affect success following release, in all domains.
As Jessica Simes (2021, p. 155) states, studying community context “neces-
sitates a direct engagement between quantitative and qualitative scholars
and takes seriously the nested scales of both place (neighborhoods, cities,
regions) and punishment (police precincts, court districts, prison jurisdic-
tions).” Where multisite studies are not possible, investigators need to
recognize this as a limitation and, at the very least, first consider how the
community in which the study is being conducted may be the primary
determinant of whether the intervention is or is not successful or whether
the location of the study itself is compromising the possibility of scientific
discovery.

The ability to measure success following release from prison, and
especially the ability to measure the community contexts to which people
return, is hindered by data silos and restrictive data-sharing practices
across criminal legal institutions. Few police departments routinely share
information disaggregated by census tracts or by even smaller areas, like
the block or longitude/latitude coordinates of stops and arrests, though
many departments use such data in the practice of predictive policing.
Even more challenging is accessing geographically disaggregated data
from courts, prisons, jails, and probation and parole agencies. Disciplin-
ary differences have created academic research silos, such that criminolo-
gists, for instance, often do not collect the most relevant and up-to-date
health data, while health and public health colleagues would benefit from
the expertise and data of sociologists, geographers, and environmental
scientists in their attempts to study community-level phenomena. Syn-
thesizing research efforts and data collections and sharing strategies for
data gathering, analyses, and dissemination, while maintaining the highest
ethical standards regarding public data sharing, are critical to moving this
new science forward.

CONCLUSION

The foregoing review and discussion of alternative measures for assess-
ing individual success and well-being after release from prison demonstrates
that successful reintegration involves much more than what is conveyed
through common measures of recidivism. Official recidivism measures such
as rearrest, reconviction, and reincarceration are highly imperfect measures
of criminal behavior and completely ignore improvements in multiple life
domains that are central to successful reintegration and progress in an
individual’s life after imprisonment. Using person-centered, supplementary
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measures of success enables us to better understand what factors are impor-
tant for success from the individual’s perspective and avoid misinterpreting
behavior in a way that could lead to misinformed and even harmful policy.
A noted example is reincarceration for a technical violation of parole, such
as a missed appointment, which then creates a major setback for the indi-
vidual who otherwise may be making progress towards reintegration. Thus,
the measurement of post-release success needs to be multidimensional, us-
ing both subjective and administrative data sources.

Whereas Chapter 3 of this report documented the existence of
community-level and policy barriers to post-release success, this chapter
proposed potential methods to account for those structural barriers in
measuring success. As discussed here, the measurement of improvement,
progress, and success for justice-involved individuals could benefit from a
framework similar to that exemplified by the social determinants of health
literature, which recognizes that multiple, overlapping factors influence
individual outcomes, such as an individual’s housing and neighborhood
environment, employment and education status, civic engagement, and so-
cial relationships. We have also underlined the importance of sharing data
across different life domains and of attending to the unique experiences of
historically marginalized groups in evaluating success. Finally, this chapter
has emphasized that individual outcomes are located within a community
and societal context that includes substantial structural inequities which
may affect individual transitions from prison to the community. The devel-
opment and testing of new outcome and progress measures would benefit
from measurement of these system inequalities.

Notable roadblocks remain that could undermine these promising
methods for improving the measure of post-release success. Most promi-
nently, they include the inability to link data across agencies and policy do-
mains, lack of standard demographic, social, economic, and legal data to be
collected by agencies, and the difficulty of sharing data across jurisdictions.

The potential impact of such improvements in measurement is sig-
nificant. Research on the effectiveness of correctional programming and
reentry programs has been hampered by several methodological issues,
including an almost singular focus on narrow measures of official re-
cidivism as the outcome measure. Measuring desistance and reintegration
through the narrow lens of recontact with the criminal legal system is
likely to undervalue the impacts of reentry programs and miss indica-
tors of incremental progress, including changes in housing stability, job
retention, or educational advancement, as indicated by participants in the
committee’s listening session. Research establishing relationships between
non-criminal justice outcomes and reductions in criminal behavior could
give policy makers the confidence to focus on those outcomes as a way to
influence criminal behavior.
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The Path Forward

This chapter summarizes the evidence from the preceding chapters and
presents conclusions and recommendations pertaining to the study commit-
tee’s two-pronged charge: (1) evaluating existing measures of success for those
returning from prison, including but not limited to the cessation of criminal
activity, and (2) considering alternative measures of success. As this report
suggests, there is great promise for improving our measurement of success
among individuals released from prison, and better measurement is a neces-
sary, if not sufficient, condition for improving post-release policy and practice.

In presenting its conclusions and recommendations, the committee rec-
ognizes that persons with lived experience of incarceration and practitioners
who work with them have unique insights regarding the conceptualization
and measurement of post-release success. Formerly incarcerated individuals
and reentry practitioners have made valuable contributions to each chapter
of this report. The study committee strongly recommends that their expe-
riential knowledge and expertise inform the design and implementation
of each of the following recommendations. Ensuring that the perspectives
of all key stakeholders are taken into consideration throughout research
development is critical to increasing the relevance and effectiveness of any
resulting intervention programs and can help to empower populations that
have been stigmatized, marginalized, and ignored.

FROM RECIDIVISM TO DESISTANCE

Recidivism refers to a return to criminal activity. However, most recidi-
vism measures are based on administrative records of actions taken by the
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criminal legal system, including arrest, revocation, conviction, and incar-
ceration. These measures therefore reflect the interaction between individu-
als and the criminal legal system and not necessarily engagement in criminal
behavior that may go undetected by criminal legal system actors. Nor do
such measures account for the greater likelihood that some individuals may
face arrest due to their identity or location and others may be arrested and
convicted despite being innocent. In addition, as discussed in Chapter 2,
recidivism rates differ depending on whether they are based on the records
of those entering or leaving prison. Most persons who have been to prison
do not return to prison, while roughly half of those released from prison at
a given time, many of whom have been in prison multiple times, are likely
to return. Finally, recidivism rates typically include technical violations of
the conditions of community supervision that may not constitute criminal
behavior for the general population (e.g., missing a parole meeting or fail-
ing a drug test). In these ways, current recidivism measures risk being both
under- and over-inclusive.

Referring generally to a “recidivism rate” based solely on administra-
tive data sources invites misinterpretation and policy responses that are not
appropriately tailored to the actual circumstances of reoffending or to the
specific purposes of research and interventions. One common misinterpreta-
tion has been mentioned: assuming that persons who have been in prison
will probably return. Policy responses may be misinformed by common
recidivism measures, which do not record changes in the frequency or seri-
ousness of criminal activity by persons released from prison—the focus of
our first reccommendation.

A robust body of literature on desistance has demonstrated that the
cessation of criminal activity, like other behavioral changes, is incremental
and may involve setbacks. Despite this, recidivism is typically measured in
a binary manner that distinguishes between people who are and those who
are not rearrested, reconvicted, or reincarcerated after release from prison
without adequate description of consequential changes in post-release crim-
inal involvement. Measures of desistance offer a more nuanced, complete,
and realistic view of the cessation of criminal behavior.

Viewing any return to crime as failure obscures how cessation of crimi-
nal behavior actually occurs and fails to recognize positive progress, such
as longer time elapsing between crimes or fewer serious crimes committed.
For example, using existing measures of recidivism, someone previously
convicted of armed robbery who is arrested or convicted on a misdemeanor
charge for shoplifting would be labeled a recidivist. An alternative measure
from a desistance perspective would acknowledge setbacks in the process
of desistance and count less serious criminal activity as a potential indica-
tor of progress. Moreover, focusing only on criminal activity neglects other
signifiers of progress, including change in life circumstances, self-view, and
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feelings of hope that can result in reduced involvement in crime over time,
eventually leading to the cessation of criminal behavior.

Conclusion 1: Recidivism rates based on administrative records reflect
the interaction between individuals and the criminal legal system. These
measures reflect decisions by legal authorities and not necessarily an
individual’s return to criminal activity.

Conclusion 2: Because cessation or reduction in criminal behavior
often occurs as part of a gradual process that may involve setbacks,
measures of desistance from crime offer a more realistic account of an
individual’s reduction in criminal activity.

Recommendation 1: To ensure more precise and accurate use of the
construct of recidivism, researchers, policy makers, and practitioners
should (a) specify the exact actions taken by legal authorities (arrest,
revocation, conviction, incarceration) included in their measures,
(b) clarify the limitations of the data used to measure these actions, and
(c) supplement binary recidivism measures with measures of desistance
from crime, such as the frequency and seriousness of offenses.

MEASURING SUCCESS

As emphasized in our conversations with formerly incarcerated indi-
viduals, correctional officials, and service providers for crime victims and
survivors, recidivism does not capture important, positive post-release out-
comes that facilitate social integration and individual well-being. A more
meaningful conception of success views post-release outcomes through the
lens of healthy adult development across multiple life domains in addi-
tion to criminal involvement: education, employment, housing, family and
social support, and mental and physical health. Such a broad conception
of success involves a heightened sense of personal well-being, which is not
generally captured in administrative records. As such, the measurement of
post-release success should include reliance on self-report data and stan-
dardized psychological instruments that provide indicators of post-release
success not contained in official records. Examples of existing instruments
discussed in Chapter 4 include the Cantril Self-Anchoring Striving Scale,
100 Million Healthier Lives, and Well-being in the Nation instruments.
Other measures include the National Institutes of Health’s PhenX Toolkit.

Conclusion 3: Post-release success involves multiple life domains (e.g.,

health, employment, housing, civic engagement) and not simply in-
volvement in the criminal legal system. Success entails a heightened
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sense of personal well-being, which is best measured on the basis of
self-report surveys and validated assessment instruments.

Recommendation 2: Researchers should review existing measures and,
as needed, develop and validate new measures to evaluate post-release
success in multiple domains, including personal well-being, education,
employment, housing, family and social supports, health, civic and
community engagement, and legal involvement.

Barriers to Success

Success following imprisonment cannot be understood without atten-
tion to the social context into which people return. An individual’s envi-
ronment after release can support or undermine their ability to successfully
return to society. What resources and supports, if any, are available in an in-
dividual’s neighborhood to facilitate success? In what ways are the organi-
zations that provide these resources and supports attentive to or dismissive
of the needs of returning individuals? How do local or state policies and
practices impede progress and eventual desistance from criminal behavior?

Given persistent racial and ethnic inequalities in health, housing, edu-
cation, and employment—and the disproportionate incarceration of Black,
Brown, and Indigenous populations—how is post-release success for his-
torically marginalized groups shaped by structural inequalities within each
of these systems and the community at large? Without understanding how
community contextual factors and existing policies support or hinder an
individual’s return from prison, opportunities to identify and potentiate
success after incarceration are missed.

Measuring structural barriers and systemic inequalities that impede
success can include recording the residential address (or other geographic
identifiers) in intervention studies and program evaluations of individuals
returning from prison. Linking the geographic data to existing small-area
measures, such as the Area Deprivation Index, would enhance under-
standing of how community socioeconomic conditions affect an indi-
vidual’s potential for success following release from prison. Researchers
can also track whether individuals are subject to particular state or local
regulations that restrict employment, housing, or public assistance for
those with criminal records, local or state variations in what constitutes
a technical parole violation, and the level of police surveillance in their
community.

Understanding how institutions and organizations hinder success or
facilitate it is equally important, especially concerning how systems that
provide health care, food, transportation, education, and employment sup-
port the needs of individuals released from prison. Linking data from
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correctional systems to other administrative data from state and local
government could increase understanding of how different sectors support
the success of individuals following release. For example, some studies have
linked data from correctional systems to substance use treatment, opioid
overdose, and cancer tumor databases. These studies demonstrate how link-
ages with health systems that compile data on the social determinants of
health can better serve people who are being released from prison.

Moreover, linkages can be made between administrative data from vari-
ous systems and data from well-being inventories and ongoing longitudinal
surveys such as those discussed in Chapter 4. To be sure, such data link-
ages would need to be carefully designed and monitored, with input from
individuals with a history of incarceration, both to protect privacy and to
avoid coercive surveillance leading to repeat encounters with the criminal
legal system.!

Conclusion 4: The existence of community-level and policy facilitators
of and barriers to success can be documented in studies that link data
on post-release success and local socioeconomic conditions, policies
that restrict access to employment, housing, and public benefits, and
structural inequalities that disproportionately affect persons of color.

Recommendation 3: Researchers should review and, as needed, develop
new measures of facilitators of and structural barriers to post-release
success that link data across multiple domains, including personal
well-being, education, employment, housing, family and social sup-
ports, health, civic and community engagement, and legal involvement.
These measures should reflect the particular needs and experiences of
historically marginalized groups.

NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR
MEASURING POST-RELEASE SUCCESS

Linking data across multiple recordkeeping systems would facilitate
the development of national standards to measure success among persons
released from prison. By establishing a standardized, minimum set of de-
mographic, social, economic, and legal data to be collected by local, state,
and federal agencies, national standards would enhance the comparability
of evaluations of post-release outcomes and the quality and utility of ad-
ministrative data for monitoring success across multiple policy domains.

1See the two-volume National Academies (2017) report Federal Statistics, Multiple Data Sources,
and Privacy Protection (https://www.nap.edu/catalog/24893/federal-statistics-multiple-data-
sources-and-privacy-protection-next-steps).
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These standardized uniform success measures would supplement, not re-
place, the local measures correctional agencies use to monitor their perfor-
mance. As noted in Chapter 2, the local measures can yield best practices
in the measurement of success to inform the development and refinement
of the national standards.

A model for this kind of standardized data repository is the Uniform
Crime Reports (recently superseded by National Incident-Based Reporting
System), which provides harmonized crime classification and coding pro-
cedures for local law enforcement agencies. In addition, national standards
for measuring post-release success would benefit from the kind of continu-
ous updating by the World Health Organization of its International Clas-
sification of Diseases (ICD) codes used in research, treatment, and disease
prevention efforts. The ICD also harmonizes data across different systems
and levels of government.

More immediately, the academic community could develop a website
of core success measures, instruments, and validation studies from mul-
tiple administrative domains that is accessible to researchers, practitioners,
and policymakers. The website and accompanying communication among
researchers and practitioners would begin to establish norms around com-
mon measurement and provide guidance on how to address gaps, errors,
and other data issues when measuring success across diverse information
sources. Such a toolkit could be developed by a combination of partnerships
between private foundations and government agencies.

Conclusion 5: National standards for measuring success among indi-
viduals released from prison would augment the comparability of pro-
gram evaluations and the utility of administrative and other data across
multiple policy domains. The development of a website containing core
measures and instruments would hasten the eventual development of
national measurement standards. These efforts can be supported by
federal agencies and private foundations committed to improving suc-
cess for persons released from prison.

Recommendation 4: The National Institute of Justice, Bureau of Justice
Statistics, Bureau of Justice Assistance, National Institutes of Health,
and other federal agencies and centers whose missions are central to
the success of persons released from prison should (1) convene in-
terdisciplinary research advisory panels to assess data, methods, and
recommendations for measuring post-release success; (2) request grant
proposals from researchers and practitioners, in collaboration with for-
merly incarcerated persons, to review existing measures of success and
develop and validate new measures as needed; and (3) consider ques-
tions relevant to the measurement of post-release success in existing
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survey protocols such as the American Community Survey and data
collection efforts in other domains such as education, labor, and health.
In order to carry out such activities, additional funding will be required.
Private foundations committed to improving success among persons
released from prison should support this evaluation independently or
in partnership with federal agencies. Governmental and private support
should be directed, at a minimum, to the following issues:

a) The quality of records from legal and other social institutions
used to monitor post-release success;

b) The utility and feasibility of linking records across multiple
administrative domains;

¢) The utility and feasibility of linking existing administrative
data with instruments measuring personal well-being;

d) The development of a website containing core measures of
success across multiple administrative domains and the role of
qualitative as well as quantitative research in the development
of these measures; and

e) The eventual development of uniform national standards for
measuring post-release success.

CONCLUSION

Five overarching themes emerged from the committee’s deliberations on
improving the measurement of success among persons released from prison:

1. Current binary measures of recidivism do not adequately reflect the
continuation or cessation of criminal behavior and should be aug-
mented by measures of desistance from crime that, at a minimum,
account for changes in the frequency and seriousness of criminal
activity.

2. DPost-release success is multifaceted and cannot be adequately mea-
sured by indicators of criminal involvement alone.

3. Persistent group inequalities require that measures of post-release
success take into account the needs and experiences of historically
marginalized populations.

4. The perspectives of persons with lived experience of incarceration
and practitioners need to be part of all efforts to improve and
implement new measures of post-release success.

5. Improving measures of post-release success will benefit formerly
incarcerated persons, the communities to which they return, and so-
ciety as a whole by supporting policies to facilitate post-release social
integration, enhance personal well-being, and improve public safety.
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While the committee was not asked to consider how better measure-
ment would lead to better outcomes for individuals, communities, and
public policy, the fundamental objective of upgrading the quality and utility
of social measurement, particularly in areas of significant public concern
like the criminal legal system, is to enhance individual and social well-being.
Faulty measurement serves no good public purpose. Our recommendations
for improving the measurement of post-release success, if implemented, can
inform the development of effective policies to increase the health, safety,
and security of formerly incarcerated persons and their communities.
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Committee Member Biographies

Richard Rosenfeld is the Curators’ distinguished professor emeritus of
Criminology and Criminal Justice at the University of Missouri-St. Louis.
Rosenfeld has written extensively on crime trends and crime control
policy. His current research focuses on changes in crime rates during the
U.S. coronavirus pandemic. He is a fellow and former President of the
American Society of Criminology. He received his Ph.D. in Sociology from
the University of Oregon.

Robert Apel is a professor in the School of Criminal Justice at Rutgers
University-Newark. Much of Apel’s research is at the intersection of crime,
the criminal legal system, and the labor market. This research seeks to bet-
ter understand the work-crime relationship, the impact of criminal justice
involvement on long-term employment, the comparative effects of the labor
market and the social safety net on crime, and the efficacy of employment-
based reentry programming. He received his Ph.D. in Criminology and
Criminal Justice from the University of Maryland.

Elsa Chen is a professor of political science at Santa Clara University.
Her work focuses on criminal justice reform, reentry from incarceration,
criminal record expungement, the implementation and effects of manda-
tory minimum sentences, and racial and ethnic disparities in sentencing
outcomes. Her current research examines policy reforms associated with the
de-escalation of mass incarceration and prisoner reintegration into society.
Chen served as Santa Clara’s Vice Provost for Academic Affairs from 2016
to 2020. She has served on the Executive Board of the American Society
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of Criminology (ASC), chaired the ASC’s Division on People of Color and
Crime, and served on the U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice
Programs’ Science Advisory Board and the ASC Policy Committee. She
teaches public policy, criminal justice policy, housing and homeless policy,
research methods, and American politics. Chen received the Santa Clara
University’s College of Arts and Sciences 2015 David E. Logothetti Award
for teaching excellence.

Jennifer Cobbina-Dungy is an associate professor in the School of Criminal
Justice at Michigan State University. Cobbina’s areas of expertise center on
police-community relations, youth violence, and concentrated neighbor-
hood disadvantage, with a special focus on the experiences of minority
youth and the impact of race, class, and gender on criminal justice prac-
tices. Her research also focuses on corrections, prisoner reentry and the
understanding of recidivism and desistance from crime. Her mixed-methods
qualitative and quantitative research predicts recidivism and desistance
outcomes and also explores offenders’ perceptions regarding how they
manage reentry and integration back into the community. Her scholarship
is centered on improving the reentry outcomes of individuals with a felony
record and/or has been formerly incarcerated. She received her Ph.D. in
criminal justice at the University of Missouri-St. Louis in 2009.

Ronald E. Day is a vice president of Programs at the Fortune Society. Day
is passionate about reentry, promoting desistance, dismantling mass incar-
ceration, and addressing the stigma of incarceration. He provides oversight
for Fortune’s Education and Employment Services, and for Individualized
Correction Achievement Network (ICAN), a New York City Department
of Correction (NYCDOQC) initiative that provides pre and post release ser-
vices to people incarcerated in NYC jails. He formerly served as the AVP of
Fortune’s David Rothenberg Center for Public Policy (DRCPP), which ad-
vocates to reduce reliance on incarceration, promote model programing for
the incarcerated population, change laws and policies that create barriers for
successful reintegration, and foster a just and equitable criminal justice sys-
tem. He is the former host of Fortune’s original show Both Sides of the Bars
on Manhattan Neighborhood Network. He has a Ph.D. in Criminal Justice
from the CUNY Graduate Center/John Jay College of Criminal Justice, and
a M.P.A. from Baruch College (CUNY). He was also formerly incarcerated.

DeAnna Hoskins is president of JustLeadershipUSA. Hoskins has been
committed to the movement for justice, working alongside people impacted
by incarceration for nearly two decades. She was formerly the senior policy
advisor over corrections and reentry with the Department of Justice (DOJ).
In this capacity, she represented DOJ’s strategies and priorities and oversaw
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the Second Chance Act portfolio of grants, The National Reentry Resource
Center, and Residential Substance Abuse Treatment programs. Hoskins was
designated as the interim deputy director of the Federal Reentry Interagency
Council by Attorney General Loretta Lynch. She has experienced the reen-
try system from all perspectives as she is herself a previously incarcerated
individual who has successfully transitioned back into the community,
ultimately receiving a pardon from Governor Ted Strickland. She holds a
M.A. in criminal justice from the University of Cincinnati, bachelor’s degree
in social work, and is a licensed clinical addictions counselor and certified
as an Offender Workforce Development Specialist.

Cecelia Klingele is an associate professor at the University of Wisconsin
Law School, where she teaches courses in criminal law, Constitutional
criminal procedure, policing, and sentencing and corrections. She is also a
faculty associate of the Frank J. Remington Center, the La Follette School
of Public Affairs, and the Institute for Research on Poverty. Klingele’s aca-
demic research focuses on criminal justice administration, with an emphasis
on community and institutional corrections. She has served as Associate Re-
porter for the American Law Institute’s Model Penal Code: Sentencing revi-
sion, External Co-Director of the University of Minnesota Robina Institute’s
Sentencing Law & Policy Program, and co-chair of the Academic Commit-
tee of the American Bar Association’s Criminal Justice Section. She received
her J.D. from the University of Wisconsin Law School. Klingele then served
as a law clerk to Chief Judge Barbara B. Crabb of the United States District
Court for the Western District of Wisconsin, Judge Susan H. Black of the
United States Court of Appeals for the Eleventh Circuit, and Associate
Justice John Paul Stevens of the United States Supreme Court.

William J. Sabol is a professor in the Department Criminal Justice & Crimi-
nology at Georgia State University where he teaches and conducts research
on corrections, sentencing policy, and crime statistics. During the past
30 years, he has held positions in government, private sector research insti-
tutions, and universities, including serving as the director of the Bureau of
Justice Statistics. He earned his Ph.D. from the University of Pittsburgh and
was a Fulbright Scholar at Cambridge University’s Institute of Criminology.

Faye S. Taxman is a professor at the Schar School of Policy and Govern-
ment at George Mason University. She is a health service criminologist.
She is recognized for her work in the development of seamless systems-
of-care models that link the criminal justice system with other health care
and other service delivery systems and reengineering probation and parole
supervision services. She has conducted experiments to examine different
processes to improve treatment access and retention, to assess new models of
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probation supervision consistent with Risk, Need and Responsivity (RNR)
frameworks, and to test new interventions. She has active “laboratories”
with numerous agencies including Virginia Department of Corrections, Al-
ameda County Probation Department (CA), Hidalgo County Community
Corrections Department (TX), North Carolina Department of Corrections,
and Delaware Department of Corrections. She developed the translational
RNR Simulation Tool (www.gmuace.org/tools) to assist agencies to advance
practice. In 2019, she received the lifetime achievement award from the
American Society of Criminology’s Division of Sentencing and Corrections.
She has a Ph.D. from Rutgers University’s School of Criminal Justice.

Christopher Uggen is Regents Professor and Distinguished McKnight Pro-
fessor of sociology and law at the University of Minnesota and a fellow of
the American Society of Criminology. He studies crime, law, and justice,
firm in the belief that sound research can help build a more just and peace-
ful world. His writing on felon voting, work and crime, and harassment and
discrimination is frequently cited in media. Current projects include a com-
parative study of reentry from different types of institutions, employment
discrimination and criminal records, crime and justice after genocide, and
the health effects of incarceration. His outreach and engagement projects
include editing Contexts Magazine and TheSocietyPages.Org. He received
his Ph.D. from the University of Wisconsin in 1995.

Christy A. Visher is professor of Sociology and Criminal Justice at the
University of Delaware and Director of the Center for Drug and Health
Studies. Over the past three decades, her research has focused broadly on
crime and justice topics, including prisoner reentry, crime prevention strat-
egies, and substance use disorders. Visher designed and implemented the
path-breaking, longitudinal study of men and women released from prison,
“Returning Home: Understanding the Challenges of Prisoner Reentry”.
She was also Co-Principal Investigator for the multi-site Evaluation of the
Serious and Violent Offender Reentry Initiative. Her most recent research
projects examine the strategies for improving the day-to-day environment
for people who live and work in prison, the efficacy of using cognitive be-
havioral therapy in correctional settings to reduce misconduct and rearrest,
and interventions to link probationers to health care providers. She has
published extensively on prisoner reentry. Visher has an M.A. and Ph.D. in
Sociology from Indiana University, Bloomington.

Emily Wang is an associate professor in the Yale School of Medicine and
directs the Health Justice Lab. The Health Justice Lab is a collaborative,
innovative, interdisciplinary team focused on improving the health of in-
dividuals and communities who have been affected by mass incarceration.
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The Lab has studies ranging from the epidemiology of incarceration and
cardiovascular health to mitigating the community impact of gun violence
using a participatory approach and assets-based framework. Wang has
cared for thousands of individuals with a history of incarceration and
is co-founder of the Transitions Clinic Network (TCN), a growing con-
sortium of 30 community health centers nationwide dedicated to caring
for individuals recently released from correctional facilities by employing
individuals with a history of incarceration as community health workers.
Wang has an M.D. from Duke University and a M.A.S from the University
of California, San Francisco.
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