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The process of reentry is a difficult one through which individuals often need considerable support
Individuals returning to their community after a period of incarceration face a number of challenges during the transition. Formerly incarcerated individuals are almost ten times more likely to be homeless than those who have not been justice involved, and homelessness is most likely for this population just after release.[endnoteRef:1] Few financial resources exist for this population; felony convictions, especially those of a violent or sexual nature, can limit employment opportunities, and individuals receiving government benefits often lose eligibility while incarcerated.[endnoteRef:2] Physical and behavioral health issues are common among those released from prison, and many face difficulty finding affordable and reliable health care.[endnoteRef:3] Incarceration can also interrupt social bonds, with the emotional impact of justice involvement and the potential geographic distance from the community providing potential difficulties maintaining familial and community relationships.[endnoteRef:4] [1:  Lucius Couloute, Nowhere to Go: Homelessness among Formerly Incarcerated People (Northampton, MA: Prison Policy Initiative, 2018), https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/housing.html. ]  [2:  Nancy La Vigne, et al., Release Planning for Successful Reentry: A Guide for Corrections, Service Providers, and Community Groups (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2008), https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/32056/411767-Release-Planning-for-Successful-Reentry.PDF. ]  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  Ibid.] 


Adhering to best practices can minimize challenges individuals may face and help to overcome potential barriers 
There are several strategies that can help individuals be successful in their reentry process. Reentry planning should begin as early as possible, ideally on the first day of an individual’s incarceration. Correctional staff should collaborate with individuals throughout the process to create a personalized reentry plan tailored to an individual’s risks, needs, and responsivity factors.[endnoteRef:5] Maintaining familial and close non-familial connections while incarcerated and upon release can provide critical emotional and tangible support for individuals throughout the reentry process.[endnoteRef:6] Ensuring that individuals have access to the treatment they need while incarcerated and throughout the reentry process can promote successful reentry and mitigate the harmful effects of any gaps in treatment.[endnoteRef:7] Consistent inter-agency communication throughout this process contributes to ensuring this continuity of care and stable relationships between agencies and providers can help individuals move more smoothly through the reentry process.[endnoteRef:8] [5:  Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), Best Practices for Successful Reentry From Criminal Justice Settings for People Living With Mental Health Conditions and/or Substance Use Disorders (Rockville, Maryland: 2023), https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/pep23-06-06-001.]  [6:   Emily Mooney and Nila Bala, “The Importance of Supporting Family Connections to Ensure Successful Re-entry,” R Street, October 2018, https://www.rstreet.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Final-Short-No.-63-1.pdf.]  [7:  SAMHSA, Best Practices for Successful Reentry From Criminal Justice Settings for People Living With Mental Health Conditions and/or Substance Use Disorders. ]  [8:  “Intercept 4: ReEntry,” Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, last modified August 28, 2025, https://www.samhsa.gov/criminal-juvenile-justice/sim-overview/intercept-4. ] 


A structured transition program can provide a smooth step down from prison to the community
Step-down programs can serve an important purpose in easing individuals’ transitions back into their community. They can both serve as a stepping stone between the restrictive environment and prison and the lack of restrictions in the community, helping to create a less dramatic change in environment, and provide a hub to connect individuals to resources (such as housing, employment, and treatment), ensuring a continuity of care between time in prison and time in the community. In this environment, individuals can build life skills in a less restrictive setting and begin making local connections to their community that may not be possible during their period of incarceration due to geographic limitations. Relocating individuals to their community prior to their release allows not only for connection to services they may need throughout their transition, but to local family and friends, both enabling a higher dosage of reentry services and strengthening prosocial bonds that can decrease likelihood of recidivism.[endnoteRef:9]  [9:  Megan Denver, Ben Struhl, and Abby Ballou, Moving Closer to Home Before Release: Evaluating a Step-Down Strategy to Transfer Adults in State Prisons to Local Correctional Systems (Washington, DC: National Institute of Justice, 2024), https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/309425.pdf. ] 


Several states have seen successful outcomes in their use of step-down programs. Among 2014 prison releases in Colorado, individuals in both residential and nonresidential community corrections programs, intended as a transition from prison to the community, had lower one-year recidivism rates (21.7 percent and 16.4 percent, respectively[endnoteRef:10], compared to 34.2 percent[endnoteRef:11]) and two-year recidivism rates (36.2 percent and 27.7 percent, respectively[endnoteRef:12], compared to 44.9 percent[endnoteRef:13]). The Allegheny County Jail Collaborative in Pennsylvania was a comprehensive county-based reentry program with two phases (in jail and in the community), rated “Effective” by the Office of Justice Programs; in 2014, program participants had a ten percent chance of rearrest, compared to a 34 percent chance for nonparticipants.[endnoteRef:14] A 2012 study examined individuals in an assessment and treatment facility in New Jersey, awaiting transfer from the Department of Corrections to a halfway house; by the end of their relatively brief time in the reentry program, individuals’ criminogenic needs had improved, especially with respect to their family and marital relationships, education and employment, their attitudes towards crime, offending, supervision, and treatment, and their antisocial patterns of behavior. These improvements were especially significant for those assessed at a higher risk level.[endnoteRef:15] In 2015, California’s Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation launched the Male Community Reentry Program (MCRP), a rehabilitative residential program in the community where individuals can serve up to fifteen months at the end of their sentence. A 2021 study found that MCRP participation can decrease the likelihood of rearrest by up to eight percentage points (for at least seven months in the program) and the likelihood of reconviction by up to 11 percentage points (for at least nine months in the program).[endnoteRef:16] [10:  Linda Harrison, Community Corrections in Colorado: Program Outcomes and Recidivism (Denver, CO: 2018), https://cdpsdocs.state.co.us/ors/docs/reports/2018_Comcor-Rpt-R.pdf.]  [11:  “Statistics,” Colorado Department of Corrections, accessed December 5, 2025, https://cdoc.colorado.gov/about/data-and-reports/statistics. ]  [12:  Harrison, Community Corrections in Colorado ]  [13:  “Statistics.”]  [14:  “Program Profile: Allegheny County (Pa.) Jail-Based Reentry Specialist Program,” National Institute of Justice Crime Solutions, last modified October 24, 2016, https://crimesolutions.ojp.gov/ratedprograms/allegheny-county-pa-jail-based-reentry-specialist-program. ]  [15:  Stephanie Brooks Holliday, Kirk Heilbrun, and Ralph Fretz, “Examining Improvements in Criminogenic Needs: The Risk Reduction Potential of a Structured Re-entry Program,” Behavioral Sciences and the Law 30 (2012): 431-447, http://doi.org/10.1002/bsl.2016. ]  [16:  Kimberly Higuera, Garrett Jensen, and Emily Morton, “Effects of the Male Community Reentry Program (MCRP) on Recidivism in the State of California” (Stanford, CA: Stanford Public Policy, 2021), https://stacks.stanford.edu/file/bs374hx3899/MCRP_Final_060421.pdf. ] 


These examples illustrate the myriad forms step-down reentry programs can take and the benefits that can stem from providing them to individuals prior to their return to the community.

Justice-involved women face particular challenges in the reentry process
Not only do incarcerated women often have very different trajectories of justice involvement than men, but they also face unique barriers when reentering their communities. Women are more likely to be victimized, economically disadvantaged, or to face behavioral health challenges such as mental illness and/or substance use[endnoteRef:17]; many incarcerated women are parents to underage children and often their sole caregivers.[endnoteRef:18] Formerly incarcerated women are also at greater risk of homeless than men, especially women of color.[endnoteRef:19] [17:  National Institute of Justice, Five Things to Know about Women and Reentry (Washington, DC: 2024), https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/five-things-know-about-women-and-reentry. ]  [18:  Holly Ventura Miller, FY 2020 Report to the Committees on Appropriations: Formerly Incarcerated Women and Reentry: Trends, Challenges, and Recommendations for Research and Policy, (Washington, DC: National Institute of Justice, 2021), https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/303933.pdf. ]  [19:  Coulote, Nowhere to Go.] 

Gender-responsive programming, such as interventions that include trauma-informed treatment, childcare, and parenting classes, can help women address these unique challenges, as well as potentially reducing recidivism.[endnoteRef:20] Culturally responsive strategies to address the needs of women of color and treatment that targets co-occurring mental health and substance use disorders can also be beneficial for women, especially when provided continuously before and after release from prison.[endnoteRef:21] [20:  National Institute of Justice, Five Things To Know About Women and Reentry.]  [21:  Ibid.] 
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