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The relationship between the criminal legal system and housing access is undeniable. Ensuring that 
people have a roof over their heads is a public safety intervention: safe, stable housing reduces the 
chance a person will be arrested or jailed, reduces violence, and helps people successfully reenter their 
communities after leaving jail or prison.  

Our police and jailing practices target and criminalize housing insecurity, and our entire system of 
surveillance and punishment—not just incarceration, but sometimes even just calling the police—can 
increase the likelihood of eviction and housing instability. For more details, download Partners for 
Justice’s recent report about how our criminal legal system drives homelessness. 

Currently, the U.S. spends billions of dollars a year arresting and incarcerating people experiencing 
housing insecurity, cycling them in and out of jails. Breaking this cycle will involve investing in 
programs that help people secure housing while deliberately shrinking the criminal legal system in 
order to expand housing access. 

 

Access to Housing is a Public Safety and Criminal Justice Intervention 

I. Making sure people have a roof over their head clearly benefits the housed person and their 
family, but it also benefits the community more broadly: access to safe, affordable housing is 
a cost-effective intervention that lowers the likelihood that a person will be criminally 
accused, while also reducing the likelihood of recidivism.0F
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II. Stable housing is tied to lower crime. 
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A. States that spent more money on housing programs saw lower overall rates of 
incarceration.3F

4  

B. One study showed that giving chronically homeless people access to housing lowered 
arrests.4F

5  

C. A study in Los Angeles found that helping unhoused people secure housing reduced 
their probability of committing a crime by 80%, and that people who received housing 
assistance had 1.5 fewer jail bookings on average than those who did not. 5F

6 

D. Participants in a supportive housing program in Denver experienced 8 fewer police 
interactions and 4 fewer arrests than their counterparts who received usual 
services: this represents a 34% reduction in police contact and a 40% reduction in 
arrests.6F
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1. These participants also experienced 2 fewer jail stays and spent an average of 
38 fewer days in jail.7F
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III. Access to housing for formerly incarcerated people reduces risk of recidivism. 

A. A study of a housing program in Washington found that access to housing lowered 
multiple kinds of criminal system involvement. Specifically, it dropped convictions 
of new crimes by 39% (from 35.6% to 21.6%), being accused of breaking the rules of 
probation by 15% (from 47.1% to 39.9%), and diminished the chance of returning to 
prison by 34% (from 56.3% to 37%).8F
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B. This is especially true for people who were in prison for lower-level crimes: one study 
estimated that when people had done time for a low-level crime, only 17% of those with 
housing committed another crime 1 year after being released from prison, compared to 
33% of those without housing.9F
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IV. The positive impact of providing quality, affordable housing doesn’t just benefit the housed 
person or family, but the entire surrounding community. 
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A. In Philadelphia, researchers found that structural repairs to homes of low-income 
homeowners in majority-Black neighborhoods were associated with a 21.9% reduction 
in total crime neighborhood-wide.10F

11  

B. Making the neighborhood nicer mattered as well: in Philadelphia, “the presence of 
street lighting, painted sidewalks, public transportation, and parks was associated 
with at least 76% decreased odds of a homicide.” 11F

12 

C. Studies have shown that, in low-income neighborhoods, more affordable housing 
decreases crime rates overall.12F

13  

1. After a public housing community in Atlanta was reenvisioned to offer 
affordable, safe, supportive housing (in addition to other services like 
educational and job support), the neighborhood saw crime decrease by 73% 
and violent crime decrease by 90%.13F
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D. For young people who are neither employed nor in school—and at higher risk for 
criminal legal involvement—living in neighborhoods with affordable, quality housing 
can prevent “disconnection”, which can help them avoid interactions with the criminal 
legal system.14F
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V. Access to affordable, quality housing—especially for people at higher risk of criminal legal 
system involvement—helps people stabilize their lives and improves public safety.15F

16 

 

Housing Insecurity Increase the Likelihood of Criminal Legal Involvement 

I. According to the National Alliance to End Homelessness, “far-reaching efforts to criminalize 
homelessness make the already-precarious state of being homeless and unsheltered even 
more dangerous.”16F

17 

II. Homelessness increases the likelihood of police contact: a California study found that 
unsheltered people were 10x more likely to have to interact with the police.17F

18 
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III. While less than 1% of Americans are unhoused,18F

19 that rate jumps to 15% for those facing 
incarceration.19F

20  

IV. Homelessness itself is heavily criminalized: in fact, unhoused people are 11x more likely to be 
arrested than the general population.20F

21  

A. Cities criminalize homelessness by passing laws against behaviors that are common 
or necessary for survival for unhoused people, such as trespassing, loitering, 
panhandling, or sleeping in public. One survey of 187 cities found that one third have 
citywide bans on loitering and one fifth have bans on sleeping in public.21F

22 

V. The simple fact of not having a permanent address makes it more difficult to achieve financial 
and social stability (accessing services, applying for jobs), which increases the chance that 
unhoused people will become involved in the criminal legal system.22F

23 

VI. When people are housing insecure, they are more likely to live in areas with higher crime 
rates.23F

24  

A. Studies have shown that people who have been evicted (and are therefore being forced 
to move) are significantly more likely to move to poorer, higher-crime areas than those 
who move voluntarily.24F

25 This not only concentrates poverty, but, because low-income 
neighborhoods are more heavily policed,25F

26 also perpetuates the cycle of housing 
insecurity and criminal legal involvement.  

VII. One study found that mothers who have been evicted are more than 2x more likely to interact 
with the criminal legal system.26F

27 

VIII. Another study found that 25% of evicted youth experiencing homelessness will be arrested, 
often for crimes of necessity or crimes related to conflicts that arise from homelessness itself, 
and will spend an average of 71 days behind bars.27F

28 
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IX. The stress associated with housing insecurity is related to increases in crime.28F

29 General 
Strain Theory is an academic framework that connects stress to crime, explaining that strain 
or stress (caused by economic hardship, housing insecurity, or other challenges) produces 
feelings like frustration and despair. People sometimes cope with those negative feelings by 
engaging in crime.29F

30,
30F

31 

X. Even the quality of housing has impacts on criminal legal involvement: substandard 
housing—especially with lead exposure—is associated with higher rates of violent crime.31F

32  

A. A study on the impact of lead exposure on crime found that cities that used lead pipes 
saw a 24% higher homicide rate than cities that did not, after controlling for other risk 
factors.32F

33 

B. Another study found that just one unit increase in blood lead levels increased the 
likelihood of future incarceration for boys by 27-74%.33F

34 

XI. Unhoused people are also more likely to be victims of crime: one study found that unhoused 
people are murdered at 19x the rate of the general public, 27x more likely to be subjected to 
attempted murder, and 12x more likely to be assaulted.34F

35 

XII. In some cases, the relationship between housing insecurity and criminal legal involvement is 
explicit: for example, in Arkansas, landlords are allowed to file criminal—as opposed to civil—
charges against tenants who fall behind on rent. That means that being housing insecure and 
struggling to pay rent can directly lead to jail time and a permanent criminal record.35F

36 This law 
has led to over 300 arrests in the past decade.36F

37 

 

The Other Causal Loop: The Criminal Legal System Itself Produces and Exacerbates Housing Insecurity  

I. Even interactions with police that don’t result in incarceration increase likelihood of 
housing insecurity and homelessness. 
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A. A troubling example is the use of “crime-free ordinances”, which allow—or require—
police to alert landlords about any contact between their tenants and law enforcement. 
Even interactions that do not end in arrest can trigger these ordinances and result in 
eviction.37F

38,
38F

39 

B. An investigation of Tampa’s Crime-Free Multi-Housing Program (which ended in 2021) 
found that people lost housing over minor incidents or even unfounded accusations: 
of 178 confirmed evictions in response to this program, 42 were arrests for 
misdemeanors and 62 of the cases had the charges later dropped.39F

40 

1. Police disproportionately flagged Black residents: 1,100 people were flagged 
through the program, 90% of whom were Black, even though Black people 
made up only 54% of all arrests in Tampa in that time period.40F

41 

2. The program often flagged people for incidents that didn't even happen on the 
property: 140 of the cases were for arrests that took place over a mile from the 
property, such as one example when the police notified a landlord about a 16 
year-old-girl accused of stealing hair extensions from a beauty shop 7 miles 
away from the housing property.41F

42  

C. Similarly, over 100 municipalities in Illinois have “compulsory eviction laws”, which 
allow—and sometimes force—landlords to evict tenants who have interactions with law 
enforcement. This practice can lead to eviction even when the tenant is a victim of 
a crime or has called the police for help.42F

43  

1. In Granite City, IL, for example, landlords risk fines or loss of their renting 
license if they do not evict tenants who are arrested, suspected of crimes, or 
violate city ordinances like letting the grass grow too long. Between 2014-2019, 
Granite City police sent over 300 notices to landlords to evict tenants under 
these rules. 28 of those were a result of a call for help during an overdose.43F

44 

D. The state of California is currently considering a bill that would prohibit cities from 
passing such ordinances after several investigations found that, in some 
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jurisdictions, Black renters were almost 4x more likely, and Latino renters were 29% 
more likely, to be evicted as a result of those programs than white renters.44F

45 

E. The criminal legal system perpetuates homelessness even when a person never 
steps foot in prison: one study from Seattle found that unhoused people with debt 
from legal fines and fees, experienced an average of 22.9 more months of 
homelessness than their unhoused but legal-debt-free counterparts.45F

46 

II. Incarceration leads to housing insecurity post-release. 

A. Formerly incarcerated people make up between 23-48% of annual homeless shelter 
admissions46F

47 and are nearly 10x more likely than the general population to become 
unhoused.47F

48 

1. Like most elements of the criminal legal system, this varies by race and 
gender: formerly incarcerated Black women experience sheltered 
homelessness at a rate 4x that of formerly incarcerated white men.48F

49 

B. One study found that 79% of unhoused survey respondents in Los Angeles had been 
incarcerated before losing stable housing.49F

50 

C. Formerly incarcerated people are significantly more likely to become housing insecure: 
one study found that, while 203 out of every 10,000 formerly incarcerated people were 
homeless, nearly 3x as many (570 out of every 10,000) were housing insecure (meaning 
either homeless or living in marginal housing like rooming houses or motels).50F

51  

D. Rates of homelessness are particularly high for people recently released from prison 
and for people who have been incarcerated more than once: people who have been to 
prison once experience homelessness at a rate nearly 7x higher than the general 
public, but people who have been incarcerated more than once have rates 13x higher 
than the general public.51F

52 
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E. Incarceration increases the likelihood of residential instability and eviction, especially 
for Black people.52F

53 Residential instability increases poverty and crime rates.53F

54 

F. At the community level, increased rates of incarceration are correlated with increased 
rates of evictions: one study in Franklin County, Ohio, found that a 10-percentage-
point increase in the incarceration rate was associated with a 4-percentage-point 
increase in evictions.54F

55 

G. Discrimination by public housing authorities and landlords, though sometimes 
technically illegal, often keeps people with criminal records from getting housing.55F

56  

1. Some studies suggest that up to 79% of formerly incarcerated people report 
being denied housing due to their criminal record.56F

57 

2. Some tenant screenings allow landlords to deny housing to people with 
criminal records, which means that the lack of housing creates a second 
form of punishment lasting long after their sentences are over.57F

58,
58F

59,
59F

60  

3. Demanding credit checks, expensive security deposits, professional 
references, and other housing application requirements only exacerbate these 
challenges.60F

61  

4. Affordable housing shortages make finding safe housing even more difficult 
for formerly incarcerated people, who are significantly more likely to be 
poor.61F

62,
62F

63 
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H. Incarceration puts homeownership—and therefore generational wealth—out of reach. 

1. Incarceration decreases the likelihood of homeownership, creating barriers to 
housing security and making it nearly impossible for families who have been 
impacted by prosecution to pass wealth down to their kids.63F

64 

2. One study found that conviction is associated with a 20% decrease in the odds 
of homeownership, and incarceration is associated with an additional 23% 
decrease.64F

65 

3. Another study found that incarceration reduces a person’s likelihood of 
homeownership by 28 percentage points.65F

66 

III. Another important mechanism by which the carceral system creates housing insecurity is 
a family’s loss of income as a result of a breadwinner becoming incarcerated. 

A. 54% of incarcerated parents are the family’s breadwinner.66F

67 This loss of income makes 
it incredibly difficult for families to maintain stable housing. 

B. This has massive consequences for housing stability for the loved ones left behind. 
One survey found that 65% of families with a family member incarcerated could not 
meet basic needs, including rent.67F

68 

C. Research suggests that women whose partners were recently incarcerated are 50% 
more likely to face housing insecurity.68F

69 
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Recidivism and the “Revolving Door” of Homelessness and Incarceration 

I. Formerly incarcerated people who experience homelessness or housing insecurity are at 
increased risk of recidivism.69F

70,
70F

71  

II. One study found that lacking an address at the start of probation and homelessness during 
probation are associated with a 35% and 44% increase in recidivism risk respectively.71F

72  

III. The system of parole and probation rapidly churn people back into jail and prison, often 
because of minor or merely technical misconduct. Following the strict, often unforgiving rules 
of this supervision is uniquely challenging for unhoused people, making them even more 
vulnerable to reincarceration.72F

73 

A. It is estimated that people on probation must follow 18-20 different requirements per 
day, ranging from maintaining full-time employment (an especially challenging 
requirement for people with a criminal record and under supervision), to abiding by 
strict curfews, to not changing residence without permission.73F

74  

B. These requirements are difficult for anyone to follow, but are significantly more 
difficult for those navigating housing insecurity and homelessness.74F

75 

C. Non-criminal failure to follow the requirements of one’s parole or probation—
known as “technical violations”—account for nearly 1 in 5 people in jail,75F

76 1 in 4 
admissions to state prison,76F

77 and $2.8 billion in incarceration costs annually.77F

78  
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Helping People Get Stable Housing is Cheaper than Criminalizing Them 

I. In addition to being inhumane and ineffective, criminalizing people who are housing insecure 
is also unnecessarily expensive.78F

79 Numerous studies have demonstrated that helping people 
access housing is cheaper than arresting and incarcerating them.79F

80,
80F

81,
81F

82 

II. One study found that it costs taxpayers $31,065 per year to criminalize one unhoused 
person, but providing supportive housing for that same person only costs $10,051 per 
year.82F

83 

III. The participants of a supportive housing program in NYC spent 40% less time in jail than the 
control group, and their annual jail and shelter costs were over $8,000 lower.83F

84 

IV. One study found that homeless encampment sweeps—a common practice where law 
enforcement officers remove and disperse unhoused people from where they are gathering—
can cost cities over $8 million annually.84F

85 

 

Conclusion 

Our current approach to confronting the “revolving door” of incarceration and housing insecurity uses 
laws and police to target unhoused people, keeping them poor and cycling them perpetually back into 
prisons and jails.85F

86 This creates a vicious cycle which is difficult for even the most capable person to 
escape.  

If, instead, we invest in interventions that minimize criminal legal contact for housing-insecure 
people and provide quality, affordable housing—especially for those at highest risk of criminal 
legal system involvement—we can break the cycle from both sides, help people achieve stability, 
and improve public safety for all. 
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