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Reducing Recidivism Reform Principles

BACKGROUND
To reduce future crime and unnecessary incarceration, we must focus on reducing recidivism. Recidivism rates
across the United States are too high: on average, 68 percent of people released from prison are arrested within three
years.1 This is partially due to the many barriers people face upon reentry from prison. Recent estimates identify at
least 44,000 laws across the country that create collateral consequences for those with criminal convictions.2
Formerly incarcerated people may lose access to housing, healthcare, educational opportunities, gainful employment,
public benefits such as food stamps, and more.3 Such policies can make it virtually impossible to build a stable life
after incarceration, which increases the likelihood of future criminal justice system contact. To stop this revolving
door, people need reliable supports: housing, educational services, treatment, health care, and more. When states
foster successful reentry, they can reduce recidivism, prevent future crime, and save government resources.

RECOMMENDATIONS
RECOMMENDATION 1: IMPROVE EDUCATION AND
VOCATIONAL TRAINING IN JAILS AND PRISONS

Just as Congress has recently restored Pell grant
access to eligible incarcerated people, states should
invest in education and vocational programs in jails
and prisons.4 Such programs are cost-effective ways
to encourage rehabilitation and the development of
skills for incarcerated individuals to utilize upon
return to their communities.5 Correctional education
can greatly reduce the likelihood of recidivism, with
individuals receiving an education behind bars 43
percent less likely to recidivate than those who do
not.6 In 2014, New York began funding college
courses in prisons and found that, of those who
received degrees, only four percent had contact with
the criminal justice system after release.7
RECOMMENDATION 2: PROVIDE TRANSITIONAL
SERVICES TO EASE REENTRY

To reduce the likelihood of recidivism, correctional
agencies should develop robust release plans that
incorporate transitional services for the incarcerated.
All releases from carceral settings must be safe and
manageable, accounting for immediate needs such as
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transportation, food, clothing, shelter, and finances.8
Releasing individuals from jail with $10 and a bus
ticket or at 2 a.m. empty-handed puts incarcerated
people at higher risk of recidivism and in some cases,
physical danger.9 To provide financial security,
Oregon allocates “Offender Debit Cards” for people to
use upon release while Idaho offers transitional
funding to cover 30 days of housing and living
expenses.10
RECOMMENDATION 3: EXPAND ACCESS TO HOUSING,
MEDICAID, AND PUBLIC BENEFITS

First, access to medical care is critical for successful
reentry. A study conducted in Florida and Washington
reported a 16 percent recidivism reduction among
people with serious mental health issues who had
Medicaid access upon release from jail.11 To ensure
that incarceration does not jeopardize access to health
care, states should suspend, as opposed to eliminate,
Medicaid for those incarcerated in jail or prison,
making access to medical coverage upon release
easier.
As with healthcare, a lack of safe, reliable housing can
jeopardize an individual’s reentry. Some states have
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begun to address the lack of housing available to those
with criminal convictions.12 For example, Ohio’s
Returning Home program connects formerly
incarcerated people with mental health issues,
disabilities, or records of housing instability with
supportive transitional housing upon release. Those
who received supportive housing were 40 percent less
likely to be rearrested and 61 percent less likely to be
reincarcerated than those who did not locate
supportive housing upon release.13
Lastly, public benefits are essential for many formerly
incarcerated people who are reentering society. States
should remove bans on TANF, SNAP food benefits,
and education loans for individuals with convictions.14
Such benefits are a lifeline for recently incarcerated
people, especially because employment opportunities
can be scarce for those who are reentering society.
Access to benefits can also prevent future crime:
eligibility for welfare and food stamps at the time of
release can reduce the risk of recidivism by up to 10
percent.15
RECOMMENDATION 4: REDUCE BARRIERS TO
EMPLOYMENT

Up to 50 percent of individuals released from jail or
prison may remain unemployed for up to a year.16
When able to secure employment, formerly
incarcerated people often work unstable jobs that earn
low wages and have high turnover rates, leaving them
under the poverty line.17 Employers are often hesitant
or unwilling to hire individuals with criminal records.18
Racial bias exacerbates this disadvantage, making the
risk of unemployment especially acute for formerly
incarcerated Black and Latino individuals.19 And
when justice-involved people do find work, they see

reduced earnings, with these effects felt more severely
by Black people and other minorities.20
To limit barriers to employment, states should
consider a series of policies including automatic
criminal record sealing and expungement.21 Some
states have passed restrictions on employers’ ability to
inquire about criminal records during application
processes, and over 30 states have made it easier for
individuals with criminal records to obtain
occupational licenses.22
RECOMMENDATION 5: REDUCE PAROLE
REVOCATIONS DUE TO TECHNICAL VIOLATIONS

Probation and parole violations account for 45 percent
of all admissions into state prison. Technical
violations, such as missing a curfew or failing a drug
test, account for 25 percent of these violations.23 New
York, which reincarcerates more individuals for
technical parole violations than any other state (aside
from Illinois), spends over $600 million annually due
to such practices.24 States should not send individuals
who pose no threat to public safety to prison solely for
technical violations.25 In cases of frequent or more
serious parole violations, states should offer
incarceration alternatives where feasible.
After changing parole practices and focusing on
community reintegration, Michigan experienced a 41
percent decline in returns to prison.26 The state also
developed Technical Rule Violator and Reentry
Centers to house people charged with violations in
lieu of revoking parole and reincarcerating. These
centers also offer programs and services, which enable
nearly all participants to return to their communities.27

Reducing recidivism is critical to preventing future crime. To promote healthier, safer
communities, states must prioritize prison educational opportunities, eliminate unnecessary
barriers to reentry, and close the revolving door of incarceration.
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