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Being arrested or incarcerated doesn’t just physically remove a person from their home and 
neighborhood. It takes an enormous toll on their social and community ties, causes massive 
emotional and financial stress for their families, and destabilizes entire neighborhoods. 

Think about it: what are some of the things that make us all feel human? Our relationships with our 
family, friends, and loved ones; our sense of belonging in our jobs, schools, or places of worship; the 
feeling we get when we walk into a space and feel truly seen, included, and worthy. When we feel 
connected to one another, we are more likely to contribute positively to our relationships and 
communities.0F

1 Being torn away from those people, groups, and spaces—or being constantly afraid that 
you might be—has a cost that goes far beyond the individual. 

Social support and community connection do more than help people cope with the challenges 
associated with arrest, incarceration, and reentry: they are actually restorative, preventing crime and 
improving trust, stability, and safety.  

In the name of public safety, policymakers and legal system actors can prioritize policies that foster 
human connection, not undermine it. By ensuring that people navigating the criminal legal system are 
able to maintain healthy community ties, we can help preserve their humanity and find stability; and 
by shrinking the criminal legal system, we can prevent the destruction of those ties. 
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After a person has been arrested or incarcerated, community and social ties are crucial for healing. 
 

I. Strong and consistent family ties are some of the most important factors for successful 
reentry.1F

2,
2F

3,
3F

4 
A. Meaningful family support has been shown to improve mental health outcomes,4F

5 
reduce substance use,5F

6 lower recidivism,6F

7,
7F

8  and increase access to employment post-
release.8F

9  
B. One study found that family ties were critical for successful reentry not necessarily 

because of emotional support, but because they provided assistance with 
accessing basic needs that are more difficult for formerly incarcerated people to 
secure, such as housing and financial support.9F

10  
C. Formerly incarcerated people with closer family relationships, stronger family support, 

and fewer negative dynamics in romantic relationships are more likely to be employed 
and less likely to use drugs post-release.10F

11 
D. One study found that being in a healthy romantic relationship reduced the likelihood 

of self-reported recidivism by 12% and self-reported substance use by 16% for formerly 
incarcerated people.11F

12 
II. Community organizations and institutions can be stabilizing post-release. 

A. Social service organizations are critical for helping formerly incarcerated people 
find stability and avoid future criminal legal system contact. One study found 
that just a one-standard-deviation increase in a person’s physical proximity to 
social service providers decreased the likelihood of recidivating by 41%.12F

13 
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B. Formerly incarcerated people are more likely to achieve stability when they have 
access to reentry programs that promote work experience, enhance job searching 
skills, and connect to professional networks.13F

14 
1. The Work and Gain Education and Employment Skills (WAGEES) program in 

Colorado saw success helping formerly incarcerated people find and maintain 
employment through community providers. Notably, only 2.5% of participants 
returned to prison for committing new crimes after two years (the rate was 15% 
if you include technical violations).14F

15 Those are promising results, as many 
studies estimate that around 50% of formerly incarcerated people return to 
prison in that same timeframe.15F

16,
16F

17 
C. Research suggests that community-based programs are more effective for successful 

reentry than government-based programs, in part because they are better tailored to 
individuals’ needs and can be embedded in their existing networks and resources.17F

18 
D. Community and spiritual support—especially through religious institutions—can help 

minimize mental health challenges for formerly incarcerated people.18F

19 
E. One study found that, while individual involvement in religious programming only 

reduced recidivism risk in the short-term, returning to a neighborhood with higher 
community-level involvement in religious institutions significantly reduced risk of 
recidivism for the returning individual in the long-term.19F

20  
F. School offers opportunities for stability post-release. 

1. When arrest or incarceration disrupts a person’s educational path, they miss 
out on more than just the education, but also social experiences, networking 
opportunities, and career guidance. Upon returning to their communities post-
release, formerly incarcerated people have to make up for these losses.20F

21 
2. For young adults and children, school can be a critically important part of 

returning to their community post-release. These students need qualified 
teachers who believe that they can succeed.21F

22 Research suggests that formerly 
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incarcerated youth who are engaged in their school 6 months post-release are 
2.5x more likely to be engaged in their school at 12 months post-release.22F

23 
3. Because incarceration increases the likelihood of residential instability,23F

24 
children of incarcerated parents are significantly more likely to move around 
or enter the foster care system,24F

25 often forcing them to switch schools, which 
is associated with emotional and behavioral issues and negative educational 
outcomes.25F

26,
26F

27 
G. Community mentorship programs help young people re-enter their communities post-

release and mitigate some of the disruption and stigma caused by arrest or 
incarceration. One program in Indiana found that, after 48 months, formerly 
incarcerated youth who had mentors had a 55% lower recidivism rate than those 
who did not (28% compared to 62%).27F

28 
H. A recent Florida study found that formerly incarcerated people had a 21% lower 

likelihood of recidivism when they settled into communities with high concentrations 
of immigrants post-release. The mechanism that explains this phenomenon, the 
authors believe, is that immigrant-heavy communities tend to have stronger social 
ties, making re-entry more supportive.28F

29 
I. Because of the relationship between poverty and criminal legal system involvement, 

the communities to which formerly incarcerated people return are often low-income, 
and high levels of incarceration can further destabilize them. Successful reentry in 
these communities depends on strong networks of adequately resourced, community-
based organizations.29F

30 
III. Finding employment and financial stability post-release depends heavily on social ties. 

A. Formerly incarcerated people are unemployed at a rate of over 27% — 5x higher than 
the total U.S. unemployment rate during any period in history, including the Great 
Depression.30F

31 
B. But social capital through family ties can help formerly incarcerated people secure 

employment.31F

32 
1. Family members not only help share information about what jobs are available 

and how to apply, but can also vouch for their formerly incarcerated loved one, 
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demonstrating to an employer that the person is trustworthy and has a 
support system.32F

33 
C. One study found that formerly incarcerated people with good-quality family ties—even 

those who were at particularly high risk for unemployment—were significantly more 
likely to be employed post-release and therefore less likely to recidivate.33F

34 
D. Another study found that, though respondents expected to use newspaper ads or 

yellow pages to find jobs, they ended up relying on personal connections: around half 
of the respondents who were employed post-release talked to friends (54%) or relatives 
(45%) to secure jobs.34F

35 
E. Having a job gives people a sense of worth.35F

36 In fact, exclusion from the workforce is 
one of the strongest predictors of depression in the U.S.36F

37 Being employed can help 
formerly incarcerated people develop a positive sense of identity, self-esteem, and self-
sufficiency.37F

38,
38F

39 
IV. Social connections and family ties help people secure housing post-release. 

A. Having a place to call home gives people a sense of belonging and helps them define 
themselves as full citizens, but the difficulties formerly incarcerated people face in 
securing stable housing reinforce the stigma they already carry.39F

40 
B. Social ties are important for overcoming those challenges. One survey found that, on 

their first night out of prison, 42% of respondents slept at family or friends’ houses.40F

41 
C. The same survey found that, 1-3 months post-release, 51% of respondents were 

receiving financial support from family and 80% were living with family members. 89% 
of respondents felt that their family had been as supportive as they had hoped after 
their release from prison.41F

42 
D. This connection to stable housing is critical, as housing instability is directly 

correlated with recidivism.42F

43 
V. Voting is one of the many rights systematically stripped from formerly incarcerated people, 

robbing them of their connection to their communities and their identities as citizens. 
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34 Berg, M.T. & Huebner, B.M. (April 2011). Reentry and the Ties that Bind: An Examination of Social Ties, Employment, and 
Recidivism. Justice Quarterly, 28(2). https://www.pacific-gateway.org/reentry,%20employment%20and%20recidivism.pdf. 
35 Visher, C., Kachnowski, V., La Vigne, N., & Travis, J. (March 2004). Baltimore Prisoners’ Experiences Returning Home. Urban 
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Home.PDF. 
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https://news.gallup.com/poll/164090/employment-linked-depression-free.aspx. 
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A. Incarceration has stripped an estimated 4.6 million people of their right to vote, 
making them feel disengaged as citizens.43F

44 
B. The ability to vote is central to feelings of belonging to a community, which is 

already difficult for people with felony convictions to establish post-
incarceration.44F

45 
C. Disenfranchisement compounds the stigma people already feel after being released 

from prison.45F

46 
D. Because the criminal legal system disproportionately targets and impacts Black 

Americans, felon disenfranchisement also weakens Black political power. 46F

47 
E. Some research suggests that the ability to vote may even reduce risk of recidivism. 

1. A report by the Florida Parole Commission found that formerly incarcerated 
people who kept their voting rights recidivated at a rate of only 11%, while 
those who were disenfranchised had a recidivism rate of 33%.47F

48,
48F

49 
2. Another study found that, after adjusting for other variables, people who are 

released in states that permanently disenfranchise people convicted of 
felonies are around 17% more likely to be rearrested than people released in 
states that restore voting rights post-release (69.42% compared to 59.51%).49F

50 
3. Some scholars believe the reason is that voting makes people feel more 

connected to their community, which makes them less likely to recidivate.50F

51 
F. In The New Jim Crow, Michelle Alexander expertly summarizes the impact of 

disenfranchisement: “If shackling former prisoners with a lifetime of debt and 
authorizing discrimination against them in employment, housing, education, and 
public benefits is not enough to send the message that they are not wanted and not 
even considered full citizens, then stripping voting rights from those labeled criminals 
surely gets the point across”.51F

52 
G. Despite some recent progress,52F

53 48 states still ban or limit voting rights for people 
with felony convictions. 53F

54 Restoring voting rights to formerly incarcerated people 
improves community engagement, thus contributing to well–being and public safety.  
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VI. The stigma associated with incarceration complicates a person’s relationships to their 
family and community, and social ties are critical for overcoming it. 

A. Research has shown that stigma—even just the perception of stigma—makes it 
difficult for formerly incarcerated people to achieve stability, especially when it comes 
to finding and maintaining employment.54F

55 
B. Even interactions with the criminal legal system that do not lead to incarceration, 

such as arrest, can result in overwhelming stigma.55F

56 
C. One way people cope with stigma from arrest or incarceration is to pull back from 

community life and isolate themselves, which harms not only the individual, but 
the community at large.56F

57 
D. Strong family ties can mitigate some of the negative impact of stigma associated with 

criminal legal system contact. Family members are more likely to see past the 
stereotypes associated with criminal legal involvement and recognize the person’s 
strengths, as opposed to letting their loved one’s criminal record define them.57F

58 
E. Positive connections between formerly incarcerated people and the neighborhoods 

they return to are critical not only in helping the individual improve their self-esteem 
and self-perception, but also for neighborhood-wide stability.58F

59 In other words, 
reducing stigma and helping formerly incarcerated people reenter their communities 
is a community-wide public safety measure. 

 
Community ties and relationships help people survive incarceration. 
 

I. Maintaining contact with family members while in prison provides emotional support and 
lowers the likelihood of recidivism post-release.59F

60 
II. One such form of contact, visitation from family and friends while in prison improves social 

relationships, helps people cope with the trauma of incarceration,60F

61 and reduces risk of 
recidivism post-release.61F

62 
A. One study by the Minnesota Department of Corrections found a strong connection 

between visits in prison and recidivism: visits by friends and family were correlated 

 
55 Moore, K.E., Stuewig, J.B., & Tangney, J.P. (February 1, 2016). The Effect of Stigma on Criminal Offenders’ Functioning: A 
Longitudinal Mediational Model. Deviant Behavior, 37(2): 196-218. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4788463/. 
56 The Cascading Consequences of an Arrest. (Last visited January 19, 2023). ACLU. https://www.aclufl.org/en/cascading-
consequences-arrest.  
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with a 13% lower risk of recidivism for felony reconviction and a 25% lower risk for 
technical violation revocation (breaking the rules of parole).62F

63 
1. The more visits people had, the less likely they were to recidivate.63F

64 
B. Having consistent visits in prison is associated with better behavior, which can 

increase the likelihood of early release and reduce risk of violence while in prison.64F

65 
1. In fact, one study found that incarcerated people who were never visited were 

8x more likely to have high rates of misconduct than those who were visited 
late in their sentence. While people who were never visited had a 5.6% chance 
of having “high” levels of misconduct, people who were visited consistently 
had a 0% chance.65F

66  
C. One study found that visitation from an incarcerated person’s parents improved 

relationships, prevented recidivism, increased the likelihood of employment post-
release, and reduced the risk of drug use post-release.66F

67 
1. This was particularly important for the most marginalized groups, including 

racial minorities, older people, and people who lived in foster care as 
children.67F

68 
D. Research suggests that visits from one’s children while incarcerated is beneficial for 

both the child and the incarcerated parent. 
1. Visits help children feel more attached to their parents and improve their well-

being, emotional adjustment, self-esteem, and school behavior.68F

69,
69F

70 Parent-
child bonds play a major role in helping the child overcome the challenges 
associated with having an incarcerated parent.70F

71 
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2. For the incarcerated parent, visits with children contribute to lower recidivism 
rates.71F

72,
72F

73,
73F

74 They can motivate parents to comply with rules, leading to less 
disciplinary action and more participation in beneficial programming.74F

75 
3. Mothers interviewed for one study said that not having contact with their kids 

was a massive source of distress, and that contact with their kids gave them a 
reason to live.75F

76 
4. Unfortunately, current practices can make visits from loved ones unfeasible, 

stressful, unpleasant, or traumatic.76F

77  
a) Often, kids live far away from the prison or jail or don't have someone 

who can take them to visit: two thirds of mothers in one study 
reported that their kids live over 2 hours away from the prison.77F

78  
b) The prison environment is often unpleasant: visiting rooms lack toys, 

books, and places for kids to play. Sometimes, conditions are poor or 
dangerous enough (lead paint, mold, broken toilets, pests, 
overcrowding) that incarcerated parents do not want to expose their 
children to it.78F

79  
c) Programs that provide free transportation to families who wish to visit 

incarcerated loved ones have seen success,79F

80  and some legislation 
has called for smaller distances between incarcerated people and their 
families,80F

81 but we need to re-envision the way we prioritize visits in 
prison. They are not just a perk, but a public safety measure.  

III. Phone calls in prison help people stay connected to loved ones and the outside world and 
reduce risk of future system involvement.  
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A. Studies have shown that phone calls with family members reduce risk of recidivism 
post-release.81F

82 In fact, one study found that phone calls to family members were even 
more closely associated with reductions in recidivism than in-person visitation.82F

83 
B. Access to family phone calls improves relationship quality between incarcerated 

parents and their children, which mitigates some of the traumatic consequences of 
parental incarceration on children. 83F

84 
C. Unfortunately, communicating by phone in prison can be difficult. People wait in line 

to use the limited phones which are often broken, phone access is limited to certain 
times that may not line up with when their families are available to talk, and phone 
calls from prison can be expensive.84F

85 
1. Though progress has been made in capping the cost of phone calls in state-

run prisons, phone calls in county- and city-run jails can still cost $1 per 
minute or more, and the private companies that manage the system often 
impose other hidden fees, further compounding the financial strain of 
incarceration on families.85F

86 
IV. Receiving physical mail while in prison is critical and humanizing.  

A. Mail services are crucial for legal correspondence, educational opportunities, and 
emotional well-being: receiving and sending physical letters helps strengthen 
relationships with loved ones and feelings of connectedness.86F

87 
B. Physical mail can be relatively cheap to send and receive, and can be written and read 

(and re-read) at one’s own pace.87F

88 
C. “There’s something about that mail coming through the slot and hearing your 

name get called that reminds you how valued you are” - Marcus Bullock, who was 
incarcerated for 8 years from the age of 15 and who founded Flikshop, an app that 
helps people stay in contact with their incarcerated loved ones.88F

89 
D. Despite its clear benefits, access to mail correspondence is under attack. 

1. In one study, incarcerated mothers expressed the difficulties of 
communicating with their children by mail: many were not allowed to receive 
mail with crayon or other markings, supplies like envelopes and stamps cost 
money, and it is difficult to locate a child’s address if they are staying with 
relatives or foster families.89F

90 
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2. To add insult to injury, lawmakers have recently enacted even stricter 
regulations on physical mail—sometimes banning it completely—making it 
more and more difficult for incarcerated people to communicate with their 
loved ones.90F

91 
a) A number of states have enacted “postcard-only” policies, limiting 

incarcerated people to postcards, which are smaller and therefore 
more expensive.91F

92 
b) Many jurisdictions have banned physical mail and instead use for-

profit digitization services to scan mail and transform it into a digital 
copy that people can only view on a personal tablet or communal 
kiosk.92F

93 This not only removes the physical connection of a letter, but 
is also often a low-quality or blurry scan, violates privacy, and relies on 
slow and sometimes spotty technology.93F

94 If a person wants a physical 
copy of their mail (not the original), they have to pay a fee to have it 
printed.94F

95 
c) These policies strip the humanity out of mail correspondence: “Having 

a physical picture or having a physical card cannot compare to a 
scanned version that is printed from the kiosk” - Tatiana Sparks, 
whose husband is incarcerated in Florida.95F

96 
d) The stated purpose of these bans and limitations is to prevent 

contraband from entering prisons, despite repeatedly proven evidence 
that contraband rarely enters prison through mail. The only party who 
benefits here is the for-profit digitization companies.96F

97 
V. Programs that promote educational and job opportunities help connect incarcerated 

people to the community to which they will return. 
A. Workforce development programs that help incarcerated people develop skills and 

secure jobs before release promote economic stability, connect people with 
community institutions, and reduce recidivism, ensuring that people have the 
resources to escape the cycle of criminal legal system involvement and poverty.97F

98 
1. One study found that people who participate in job training in prison were 51% 

more likely to be employed 8 months post-release.98F

99 
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2. A 2008 Delaware Workforce Development Program increased the likelihood 
that formerly incarcerated people would be employed post-release by 50%. 
Participants who received vocational training were 36% more likely to be 
employed full-time (76% compared to 56%) and had higher monthly 
incomes.99F

100  
3. The Department of Labor pilot program, Linking to Employment Activities Pre-

Release (LEAP), improved workplace readiness by 85% and participants had a 
recidivism rate of 20% after one year post-release (significantly lower than 
national trends).100F

101,
101F

102 
B. Educational opportunities while in prison are correlated to stability post-release and 

lower recidivism rates.102F

103,
103F

104  
1. One study found that incarcerated people who participated in correctional 

education programs were 13% more likely to be employed post-release and 
43% less likely to recidivate.104F

105 
2. The Last Mile, a California-based program that provides educational and 

coding opportunities to incarcerated people, boasts a 0% recidivism rate 
among its participants.105F

106 
3. Research shows that prisons with college programs have fewer violent 

incidents, which improves safety for both staff and incarcerated people.106F

107 
4. Access to education helps people feel confident and gain social skills,107F

108 and 
makes them eager to succeed, to make their children proud, and to avoid 
future interactions with the criminal legal system.108F

109 
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Community ties, social networks, and social support PREVENT violence and crime in the first place. 
 

I. Social cohesion, collective efficacy, and trust make neighborhoods safer.109F

110,
110F

111 
A. Studies have shown that social cohesion—feeling connected to one another—

decreases disorder in neighborhoods, which decreases crime.111F

112 In other words, when 
neighbors report stronger social ties, crime and violence go down. 

B. One study found that homicide rates were significantly lower in neighborhoods with 
higher social trust.112F

113 
II. Healthy, stable relationships can prevent criminal legal system involvement.113F

114 
A. Researchers have repeatedly found strong correlations between poor familial 

relationships and crime, particularly for relationships with children and parents.114F

115 
B. A study in Oregon found that having a stable romantic relationship reduced the 

likelihood of arrest for men who were at higher risk of criminal legal involvement.115F

116 
C. Having support from romantic partners has been shown to mitigate risk of criminal 

legal involvement for young adults, and supportive relationships with parents are 
similarly effective for single young adults.116F

117 
D. Parental support helps people develop empathy, which is a preventative factor against 

criminal involvement.117F

118 
E. One study found that having a positive relationship with one’s sibling—especially 

when combined with positive relationships with one’s parents—reduces the likelihood 
of engaging in criminal activities toward others, theft, vandalism, and substance 
use.118F

119 
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III. Ties to community institutions such as churches, 119F

120 local nonprofit organizations,120F

121 
mentorship programs,121F

122 and sports teams122F

123 have been shown to prevent criminal legal 
involvement, especially for youth. 

IV. The Center for Disease Control (CDC) lists mentorship programs as one of the top four 
strategies for preventing youth violence, which is considered an Adverse Childhood Experience 
(ACE).123F

124 
V. Community-based approaches to crime prevention, like community-based violence 

intervention (CVI) programs that leverage community ties to reduce crime and violence, have 
been successful in lowering crime rates.124F

125 
A. CVI programs across the country have lowered violent crime by up to 60%.125F

126  
B. One reason these programs work is that they are rooted within communities, ensuring 

that people who are at risk of criminal legal system involvement have support from 
people and institutions they already trust.126F

127 
VI. The very existence of community centers and other spaces that connect people to one another 

is associated with less crime.127F

128 
A. A 20-year study spanning 264 American cities found that every 10 additional 

community organizations led to a 9% reduction in the murder rate, a 6% reduction 
in the violent crime rate, and a 4% reduction in the property crime rate.128F

129 
VII. One study found that a neighborhood-level program designed to increase community ties—

which they measured based on “association density”, or the number of social associations per 
capita—led to a 28% reduction in “intimate” crimes (crimes where the perpetrator and victim 
were socially close) in the short term, a reduction in drug crimes in the long term, and an 
overall reduction in young people accused of crimes.129F

130 
A. Importantly, this study controls for factors like improved health and employment, and 

determines that it is indeed a “more robust social fabric” that reduces crime. 
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Conclusion 
 
The carceral system undermines well-being and public safety by destroying human connection, 
removing people from their homes, severing their community ties, and isolating them from the people 
and places that make them feel whole. The impact is twofold: there is the negative psychological and 
emotional impact of stigma and isolation, as well as the logistical impact of losing the kind of 
connections that can open doors to housing, employment, education, and other crucial resources. The 
combined effect is one which continually undermines the success of individuals who have 
experienced criminalization.  
 
In order to prevent violence, preserve humanity, stabilize neighborhoods, and improve public safety, 
policymakers should prioritize practices that foster community connections. The surest way to 
improve community connection is to reduce the number of people whose ties are severed by the 
criminal punishment system, shrinking its scope and reducing both arrests and incarceration.  
 
 


