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Reentry, defined as the “process by which a person in 
corrections confinement prepares for release and tran-
sitions back into the community,”5 is often fraught with 
obstacles after shorter terms of incarceration. These 
challenges are compounded for people returning home 
after long-term imprisonment, because they have been 
isolated from their families and communities for pro-
longed durations. 

For this in-depth study of reentry after long-term impris-
onment, The Sentencing Project interviewed 33 people 
from seven jurisdictions: California, Colorado, Louisiana, 
Nevada, New York, Oregon, and Washington, DC. They 
served anywhere from 20 up to 43 years in prison and 
were 40 to 67 years old when they spoke with us. At the 
time of the interviews, they had been home as little as 
three months up to 42 months. 

Based on a self-reported measurement of well-being, 
45% were “thriving,” 33% “surviving,” and 21% “suffer-
ing.”6 Their stories give voice to and make visible the long 
and often challenging path to prepare for reentry after 
completing a long-term sentence – both during incarcer-
ation and as they transitioned to life outside of prison. To 
illustrate their anxieties about coming home to an uncer-
tain future, one participant who served 30 years in pris-
on said: “To be honest with you, I was scared. Because 
I was coming to a new world, man. We talking about a 
long time… I was given another chance, you know, an-
other chance to change the narrative about my life. But 
I was scared, man, like – and at times I’m still scared.” 
From our interviews, we learned: 

•	 Departments of corrections7 routinely limited 
or denied access to rehabilitative programming 
due to long sentence lengths, which led our par-
ticipants to find alternatives to support their 
own personal transformations. They faced long 

waitlists or were denied access to rehabilitative pro-
gramming. Sentence length also excluded our par-
ticipants from certain job opportunities, trade pro-
grams, and educational opportunities. Importantly, 
when sentenced to prison, 85% of our participants 
were “emerging adults” (aged 18-25) – a develop-
mental period when people can be highly amenable 
to rehabilitation.8 Yet, rehabilitative offerings  were 
denied or delayed. 

•	 Departments of corrections provided little to no 
meaningful assistance with reentry planning. 
This included help accessing important documents 
such as birth certificates and Social Security cards, 
guidance on obtaining a valid state ID after release, 
and information or contact details for critical reentry 
needs, such as public benefits, employment, hous-
ing, and healthcare. 

•	 Social support networks – both in and outside 
of prison – contributed significantly to rehabili-
tation and reentry progress. Participation in self-
help and other groups run by incarcerated peers, 
programming offered by community organizations 
and volunteers, and serving as a volunteer played 
a vital role in building life skills and transforming 
identities. External social networks played a pivotal 
role in supporting our participants’ reentry by pro-
viding basic needs like clothing, food, and financial 
support, and help in navigating the housing and em-
ployment landscapes. 

•	 Returning home with limited financial resources 
created financial instability and strain for many. 
Gate money, or discretionary funds given by the pris-
on to a person upon their release, helps with immedi-
ate needs such as transportation and meals. Despite 
the perpetually rising cost of living and inflation, 
over 50% of our participants were released with zero 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

More than 450,000 people across the United States were released from prison in 2023, over four times the num-
ber 50 years ago.1 Today, a growing proportion of people are returning home after long-term confinement due 
to our nation’s harsh sentencing laws.2 Black Americans, who are not only disproportionately incarcerated, but 
disproportionately incarcerated for longer periods of time, comprise a large share of this population.3 As the sen-
tencing reform movement scales back extreme sentences, it is critical to understand the obstacles to returning 
home after decades of imprisonment.4  
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gate money. Our remaining participants received as 
little as $32 to $200 in gate money. Prison wages also 
failed to provide a foundation for financial stability.9 
As a result, many participants faced, and some con-
tinue to face, immediate economic pressure as part 
of their ongoing reentry process.     

•	 Felony probation and parole travel restrictions 
created obstacles to employment and building 
social bonds with family. Travel restrictions for 
those on felony probation or parole supervision – 
either due to logistic complications in requesting a 
travel pass or parole officer discretion – frequently 
interfered with the execution of job duties, including 
seeking out promotions. In-person contact with fam-
ily members, an important contributor to reentry 
success, was also limited by travel pass restrictions.

•	 Technology was the most discussed obstacle to 
navigating the world today. The lack of access to 
evolving technology in prisons caused our partici-
pants to struggle in navigating today’s digital soci-
ety. Examples of obstacles they faced included the 
use of credit cards and touchless pay, smartphones 
and apps, knowledge of computers and web-based 
programs, and the transition to a world heavily dom-
inated by online applications and forms (e.g., health-
care portals). 

According to national estimates, nearly one in five peo-
ple – 20% of the U.S. prison population – has already 
completed at least 10 years in confinement.10 As sentenc-
ing trends reevaluating the efficacy of long sentences 
gain traction, opportunities for release for those previ-
ously thought to be destined to die in prison will also 
likely increase. To help support people undergoing reen-
try after long-term imprisonment, whose preparedness 
will be crucial, The Sentencing Project recommends the 
following:

•	 Remove the sentence length requirements for 
accessing rehabilitative programming in prisons 
and expand access to rehabilitative, education-
al, and vocational opportunities. By immediately 
opening up and expanding access to programming, 
long-term incarcerated people can start their reha-
bilitation and reentry journey on day one. Immedi-
ate access matters for numerous reasons. People 
who enter prison as emerging adults are in a devel-

opmental stage that increases amenability to re-
habilitation. Increasing educational opportunities, 
apprenticeships, career readiness programming, 
workforce development programs, and vocational 
training helps incarcerated individuals develop mar-
ketable, transferable skills and better prepares them 
for reintegration upon release.

•	 Establish embedded institutional reentry ser-
vices within prison facilities. States and the feder-
al government should follow the lead of places like 
Virginia and Missouri that have embedded reentry 
services within their departments of corrections.11 
Washington state also created a resentencing unit 
with specialists to assist individuals with pre- and 
post-release reentry support who are released ear-
ly through resentencing or commutation.12 All long-
term incarcerated people should be able to par-
ticipate in comprehensive reentry services before 
leaving prison. This is particularly relevant for peo-
ple who return home to rural areas where there is a 
comparative lack of access to service providers ver-
sus urban areas. 

•	 Create tailored reentry programming specifically 
for individuals who have been incarcerated for 10 
years or more that is responsive to their specific 
needs. One or more tailored programs in each prison 
facility should address the reentry needs of people 
who have been incarcerated for a decade or more. 
That these individuals have been absent from larger 
society for so long, in combination with the limited 
information streams within prisons, renders it essen-
tial that they participate in realistic and transparent 
discussions about social and cultural changes and 
more specific reentry obstacles. Participants also 
desired a focus on developing soft skills to navigate 
more varied and complex social interactions as well 
as technology training. This programming should in-
clude recognizing the unique reentry needs of wom-
en, older people (55+), people with disabilities, peo-
ple with mental health needs, and those who face 
deportation.13 Tailoring reentry approaches for those 
who have served extreme sentences are fundamen-
tal to improving reentry outcomes, and would be an 
opportunity to confront and address the intercon-
necting cultural systems that create opportunity for 
some and disadvantage and oppression for others.
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•	 Expand access to social support networks during 
incarceration that contribute to rehabilitation 
and reentry progress. Social support networks 
played a critical role in our participants’ rehabilita-
tion and reentry process after coming home from 
long-term incarceration. Departments of correc-
tions should not limit access for outside communi-
ty groups and partners, including faith-based orga-
nizations, that foster rehabilitative programming in 
prison facilities. Increasing communication between 
incarcerated people and prosocial networks, like 
family members and friends, would also assist in 
their transitions home. When people return home 
knowing that they already have these social support 
networks put into place, this can help alleviate what 
can be a very stressful transition to community, as 
well as bolster rehabilitation both inside and outside 
of prison.  

•	 Increase financial and economic stability upon 
reentry by paying non-exploitative prison wag-
es and increasing gate money. Investing in reentry 
should include an investment in the returnee’s finan-
cial stability. After decades of imprisonment, most 
people are leaving prison with little to no financial 
resources to support their reentry transition. With-
out financial means, homelessness and other reen-
try challenges loom on the horizon. Paying incar-
cerated people at least their state’s minimum wage 
for the hours they work will allow people to build 
savings to use upon release, serving as a long-term 
investment in successful reentry and their future 
stability. Gate money helps individuals with immedi-
ate needs upon release, such as transportation and 
meals, but it does not go far enough. Given the rise 
in prices for goods and services, gate money should 
continuously be adjusted to reflect the reality of cur-
rent economic times and cover at least two weeks of 
expenses. 

•	 Streamline felony probation or parole policies 
and approvals for travel passes in order to limit 
interference with employment-related duties, 
career advancement, and rebuilding and creating 
new social bonds with family members. Because 
maintaining employment and building positive so-
cial bonds with family are critical components to 
successful reentry,14 such opportunities should nei-
ther be delayed nor denied due to travel pass con-
straints.

•	 Federal, state, and local governments must pro-
vide sufficient funding for both in-prison and 
community-based rehabilitation and reentry pro-
grams. Since the passage of the Second Chance Act 
in 2008, there have been years of bipartisan support 
for funding state- and local-level programs for peo-
ple returning home after incarceration.15 These re-
sources improve public safety and recognize the hu-
man dignity of people whose lives intersect with the 
criminal legal system. Then, in April 2025, the Trump 
administration terminated hundreds of grants from 
the Department of Justice’s Office of Justice Pro-
grams. It is critical that this funding be restored and 
this federal support be expanded.

The Sentencing Project advocates for a criminal legal 
system that prioritizes human dignity and racial equity. 
For those who enter prison, the presumption of release 
and reentry should be the default. All imprisoned people 
should have an opportunity, starting at the 10-year mark, 
for a sentence review.16 Maximum sentences should be 
capped at 20 years with few exceptions.17 Such bench-
marks are critical and necessary given that research has 
consistently shown that lengthy sentences have a lim-
ited contribution to community safety.18 By eliminating 
long-term imprisonment, the resulting fiscal savings  – 
our tax dollars – could then wisely be invested in social 
interventions, rehabilitation, and adequately addressing 
reentry needs.19 This type of investment benefits all of 
us, because it values each individual’s life and inherent 
worth while fostering public safety and uplifting the 
common good. 
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“The first thing my 
counselor said to me is, 
you have too much time 
for us to get you into any 
programming.” 

- Oregon participant,
incarcerated for 28 years

I've missed out on the – on the 
Social Security benefits and on 
the 401K savings retirement. 
Whatever wealth, you know, 
people build. And it's difficult.” 

- Colorado participant, 
incarcerated for 28 years

“The things that motivated me at 23 are 
not the same things that motivate me at 
55. I'm motivated by the ability to wake up, 
and be there for my mother, who did every 
day of them 29 years [in prison] that I did…
and be there and love the people that love 
me, and love them unconditionally.”

- New York participant,
 incarcerated for 29 years

“I had to fight and talk to the chief to get 
to be able to go to school…so that was 
one of the things that I fought for, and I 
actually fought and won and was able 
to get my GED in 2000.”

 - Louisiana participant, 
incarcerated for 24.5 years

“What end up causing 

someone getting out of prison 

the most stress – not knowing 

what they’re going to do 

next…not be able to get a job 

because, of course, they don’t 

have an ID…for some guys 

not having birth certificates, 

Social Security card, and other 

forms of ID is hindering them 

from getting identification 

they need to go

forward.”

- Nevada participant,

incarcerated for 28 years

“I didn’t know that [I could 
vote after release from 
prison], you know. And 
not knowing is, man, 
the worst thing in the 
world. You miss your 
opportunity to be heard.”

- California participant, 
incarcerated for 25 years

“Yeah, there's a lot of programs 
you're excluded from…you 
going to be pushed through to 
the back of the list... Because 
if he has three years and I have
45 years, he's going to come 
first...” 

- Washington, DC participant, 
incarcerated for 20 years

 Reentry Insights from Around the Country
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INTRODUCTION

931 years in prison. Collectively, that is how long the 
33 men and women who shared their stories with us 
were confined within the United States penal system. 
Beginning in 2021, one by one, these individuals were 
released from prisons around the United States.20 Upon 
returning to life on the outside, the world had become 
vastly different from the one they had left. Behind prison 
bars for decades, they missed the full thrust of the digi-
tal revolution, the widespread use of smart phones, the 
boom of social media, and technological advancements 
such as touchless payment. The communities and cities 
they had once known felt and looked foreign to them 
– for some, as a result of gentrification. Others were re-
leased to places they did not know. As the years under 
confinement accumulated, connections had faded away, 
and family members and loved ones passed on. A few 
returned home utterly alone due to the length of their 
incarceration and age. In spite of all this, these 33 peo-
ple remained hopeful for a better life ahead — a place 
in their communities, an opportunity to contribute, and 
a chance to heal, mend, and build relationships. As one 
Oregon participant so powerfully expressed after return-
ing home from 28 years of incarceration: “Life is a gift. 
And I owe it. It does not owe me.”21

According to the National Institute of Justice, reentry is a 
“process by which a person in correctional confinement 
prepares for release and transitions back into the com-
munity.”22 This report details our research on reentry in 
an effort to better understand the experience of those 
returning to life on the outside after decades of confine-
ment. Our findings stem from interviews with 33 peo-
ple who returned home after long-term imprisonment, 
having been locked away from anywhere from 20 to 43 
years (see Appendices 1 and 2 for methodology and a 
demographic overview of our participants). After being 
home for as little as 3 months up to roughly 3.5 years at 
the time of their interview, these 33 men and women are 
still navigating the complexities of the reentry process.23 

What can we learn from their shared reentry stories in 
order to better support the success of those who will re-
turn home next?    

Intersectionality and Reentry Experiences24

People’s reentry experiences are influenced 
by interconnecting cultural systems that 
create opportunity for some and disadvantage 
and oppression for others. Social identities 
(e.g., race, gender, class, ability, citizenship), 
political and economic power (e.g., having the 
right to vote, employment), institutions (e.g., 
family, education, law), historical legacies 
(e.g., slavery, segregation), as well as access to 
resources and opportunities in a community 
all coalesce to create each person’s unique 
reentry experience. Our human experiences 
are shaped by much more than our individual 
choices. Individuals’ lives are influenced by 
the larger social and structural forces among 
which we all live. 

As this report illustrates, and as human dignity demands, 
we must do better to prepare and support people as they 
transition from incarceration to community. The reentry 
process is a critical phase where freedom is gained, but 
success on the outside depends on many factors, such 
as securing basic needs, like housing and employment.25 

Success also depends on social capital (e.g., social net-
works and supports), coordinated community and so-
cial services, attention to health and well-being, and the 
continued development of a positive identity.26 This is 
especially true for those returning home after decades 
of confinement in prison, which requires learning life all 
over again. 



9Learning life all over again: Reentry after long-term imprisonment

Reentry by the numbers

Due to the sheer scale of mass incarceration in America, 
a substantial portion of people exit prisons every year – 
all of whom, along with their families and communities, 
will undergo reentry.27 This is especially true for Black 
Americans who are disproportionately incarcerated and 
for longer periods of time.28 To put the magnitude of re-
entry into perspective, in 2023 alone, over 450,000 peo-
ple were released from state and federal prisons.29 This is 
over four times as many people who made their reentry 
journey 50 years ago.30

The vast number of people who will experience reentry 
shows no signs of slowing down. Post-Covid, although 
crime rates have hit record lows, the prison population 
is once again on the rise.31 Based on the latest estimates, 
over 1.2 million people were incarcerated in state or fed-
eral prisons in 2023.32 Because the United States contin-
ues to rely on lengthy sentences and more time served 
before release, a growing proportion of people will be 
returning home after long-term confinement.33 

1973

453,242

105,688
100,000

0

200,000

300,000

400,000

500,000

Nu
m

be
r o

f  
Pe

op
le

 R
el

ea
se

d

2023

Number of People Released from Prison
1973 vs. 2023

Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics “Prisoner Series,” digitized data for the year 1973.

https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/list?series_filter=Prisoners
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/Digitization/18472NCJRS.pdf


10Learning life all over again: Reentry after long-term imprisonment

Because reentry is a significant life transition, especially 
after so many decades spent in prison environments, we 
wanted to get a sense of how participants assessed their 
lives and their circumstances in the present moment 
during their interview. To do this, we asked them to vi-
sualize a ladder (see Appendix 3 for the interview ques-
tionnaire). Step 0 was the worst possible life for them. 
Step 10 was the best possible life for them. We wanted to 
know on which step of the ladder they stood at the time 
of their interview.34

Table 1: Assessment of Present-Day Well-Being

Thriving 45%

Surviving 33%

Suffering 21%
Note: N=33 participants. Categories based on the Cantril Striving 
Scale.35

For those on step 4 or lower (the “suffering” category), 
barriers to stability were a prominent narrative thread. 
Barriers varied by person, although multiple obstacles 
existed for many, and included:

•	 the ability to obtain legal documents (e.g., birth cer-
tificates, Social Security cards); 

•	 finding employment that paid a living wage;

•	 concerns about housing insecurity or the desire for 
alternative housing; and

•	 felony probation or parole supervision rules that 
limited travel (e.g., denials to see family).

To illustrate how one barrier to stability can impede 
progress during reentry, a participant from New York 
told us about their36 frustration trying to obtain their le-
gal documents: 

See Appendix 3 for 
the 

Well, right now my biggest challenge is, I’m wait-
ing for my documents – I’m waiting for my birth 
certificate in order to obtain my Social [Security 
card], so that’s really like obstacles that I’m fight-
ing with right now. Because without that, with-
out my Social, I can only really do but so much 
because even if they [employers] hire me, how 
many jobs you know that are really gonna pay 
me checks, or they gonna create a way to pay 
me, do a cash app or something, you know? Like 
how many, how many jobs gonna do that? So I 
need my Social, and I need my Social to be able 
to open a bank account and get me going, you 
know, and I also need my Social in order to be 
able to get my place of residence.

Having legal documents would begin to “open doors for 
everything else,” yet, after five months of being home, 
obtaining them was still elusive (New York participant, 
incarcerated for 30 years). 

Those on step 5 or 6 (the “surviving” category) reflect-
ed that there was more room for them to grow, more 
progress yet to make. “Well, I’ve come a long way 
from being at the very bottom of the rung, and I’m defi-
nitely not where I want to be yet. So I give myself that 
grace…there’s very, very definitive steps that I have to 
go through to get to the next rung on the ladder and to 
not hurry it” (Colorado participant, incarcerated for 32 
years). There was a desire for greater independence 
and financial stability – finding work or a better paying 
job, having their own source of transportation (a car, an 
electric tricycle or e-bike), and finding suitable and af-
fordable housing, which included goals of future home 
ownership. 

33 FREE: THRIVING, SURVIVING, 
OR SUFFERING
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One participant, in addition to the desire to have a car 
and “my own place,” had a goal to “be off parole...being 
more totally independent. I could do whatever I want. I 
can go anywhere I want, you know, as long as I’m obey-
ing the law” (New York participant, incarcerated for 43 
years). One participant spoke about wanting a family, 
but financial stability was their first priority – “I think 
that would put me up higher on the ladder. But I want to 
be able to – be able to protect and provide for my family 
so that they’re always safe, you know. I can give them 
that safety net, and if I can’t provide that, then I’m not 
ready” (California participant, incarcerated for 25 years). 

Of those on step 7 or above (the “thriving” category), 
several participants spoke about feeling like they were 
in a place of financial stability, such as having secure 
housing and employment. A few mentioned having their 
own source of transportation. One participant from Lou-
isiana, who was incarcerated for 24.5 years, said, “I think 
I’m blessed where I’m at, you know. I’m able to have my 
own apartment, my own transportation, paying bills, 

you know, getting insurance, doing stuff the legal way. 
You know, I was 24 when I came in, so cutting curves was 
what we did, but just to do stuff the legal way and work 
hard, and just sit back and be able to look at all that I 
accomplished.” 

Many discussed rebuilding their relationships with 
family and loved ones. In a heartfelt description about 
their mother, one participant living in New York relayed, 
“The things that motivated me at 23 are not the same 
things that motivate me at 55. I’m motivated by the abili-
ty to wake up, and be there for my mother, who did every 
day of them 29 years [in prison] that I did…and be there 
and love the people that love me, and love them uncon-
ditionally.”

No matter where they put themselves on the ladder, all 
33 people demonstrated resilience and determination 
to succeed regardless of life circumstances – a desire for 
continued progress. 
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Participants reflected on and spoke about how the envi-
ronments of their youth influenced their life trajectory. 
Many of their childhood experiences correspond to the 
research that shows how early traumatic and adverse 
childhood experiences influence the likelihood of crim-
inal legal involvement in youth and adulthood.37 It is 
against this backdrop of their powerful disclosures that 
we delve into where their reentry journey should have 
started – during their imprisonment. Yet, due to the 
length of their sentences, preparing for reentry on the 
inside came with its own set of obstacles.

For a more in-depth picture of the people who were 
trusting us with their reentry stories, we began our con-
versations by asking questions about their early years. 
Where were you raised? Tell us about your family. Tell us 
about the people who inspired you to be your best self. 
While some good memories were revealed, overall, the 
early life experiences that were shared with us were 
overshadowed and shaped by:

•	Parental separation and divorce

•	Parental abandonment 

•	The death of one or both parents or the death of one 
or more siblings

•	Neglect and abuse (emotional, physical, sexual)

•	Households experiencing drug addiction and alco-
hol misuse

•	Witnessing or being a victim of household domestic 
violence or neighborhood violence

•	Housing instability 

•	The incarceration of family members

•	Having few or no positive role models growing up

THE INFLUENCE OF EARLY 
LIFE EXPERIENCES



13Learning life all over again: Reentry after long-term imprisonment

The vast majority of our returning community members 
said that the departments of corrections (DOCs) did little 
to support their rehabilitation, which led them to find al-
ternatives to DOC programming due to blocked access. 
Neither did the DOCs provide meaningful assistance 
with reentry planning. 

Blocked opportunities to participate 
in programming

When we asked the participants if they had any experi-
ences of long waitlists or being excluded from participat-
ing in programming due to their sentence length, 81% 
said yes.38 One participant in Oregon, who spent 28 years 
inside, reported that “the first thing my counselor said to 
me is, ‘You have too much time for us to get you into any 
programming.’” They pointed out the irony that individ-
uals with long sentences who may have had to go before 
a parole board that expected evidence of rehabilitation 
were excluded from participating in those programs spe-
cifically because of their long sentences.39 
 
Many spoke about being put on waiting lists, because 
those closest to release, typically with five years remain-
ing or fewer, always took priority. The waiting lists were 
often for programming that would have contributed to 
rehabilitation, such as identity transformation, address-
ing trauma, and learning life skills. It also affected Fami-
ly Reunion Programs (i.e., the ability to spend time with 
family in a private setting),40 certain jobs within the fa-
cilities, learning a trade, and educational opportunities 
including obtaining a GED or taking college courses. 

On programming waitlists and denials

“I was excluded, excluded from basically every-
thing…even good quality jobs…even some of the 
college programs.” 
— California participant, incarcerated for 31 years

“They wouldn’t let me participate in anything real-
ly. Yeah, every single class, group, whatever that I 
attempted, you know, to join. Put my name on the 
list. They shut the door on me. I couldn’t. I couldn’t 
attend. I could not participate…even a GED class.” 

— Colorado participant, incarcerated for 32 years

“I wanted to participate in the Family Reunion Pro-
gram…We get a chance to spend approximately 48 
hours with your family and loved ones in a – like, 
a trailer home…I wanted to participate with my 
family, my mother and my children, but I was told 
I couldn’t participate in that unless I had ART [the 
Aggression Replacement Training program]. So, 
obviously in 2000, I wasn’t eligible to go into ART at 
that time until the year 2020.” 
— New York participant, incarcerated for 24 years41

“Yeah, there’s a lot of programs you’re exclud-
ed from…you going to be pushed through to the 
back of the list. They consider you but you never 
– basically you still excluded. Because if he has 
three years and I have 45 years, he’s going to come 
first….you excluded from a lot of stuff.” 
— Washington, DC participant, incarcerated for 20 

years

THE PRISON EXPERIENCE

“It [the exclusion from programming] influences [your reentry] a lot, be-
cause there are certain things in prison programs that you can actually 
take home with you and actually become a viable part of the community.” 
 

— New York participant, incarcerated for 23 years

In their own words
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Eventually individuals were able to participate in some 
programs. Doors opened as a result of self-advocacy and 
determination, as shown by one participant in Louisiana 
– “I had to fight and talk to the chief…to be able to go to 
school…so that was one of the things that I fought for, 
and I actually fought and won and was able to get my 
GED in 2000” (incarcerated for 24.5 years). 

Some individuals developed good relationships with 
staff. Changes in security levels permitted more access 

Missed opportunities to engage emerging adults in rehabilitation

Because there were such long waits, or sometimes, outright denials for participation in programming 
upon entering prison, DOCs very often missed a pivotal rehabilitation window. When they were sen-
tenced to prison, the vast majority (85%) of participants in our study were “emerging adults.”42 Within 
this unique developmental phase, typically up to age 25, individuals share more in common with their 
teenage selves versus the maturity of an adult – not yet having a fully developed prefrontal cortex, the 
part of the brain that improves the management of impulsive and risky behavior.43 This period of time 
provides a ripe opportunity for intervention as the brain continues to develop in the areas of executive 
functioning, judgment, impulse control, and emotional regulation. As noted in a report by the National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, emerging adults are “uniquely amenable to rehabil-
itation.”44 Yet, due to long sentences, many of these opportunities were systematically limited or denied 
by design. 

to programming for some. Prison transfers also mat-
tered – not all facilities offered the same programming 
or the same amount of programming. A prison transfer 
could become a blessing or a curse with respect to ac-
cess. A few people mentioned departments of correc-
tions’ (hereafter, DOC) rules started to change to allow 
more access, but such shifts did not come until they had 
already been incarcerated for a long time. Even with said 
changes, they still felt programming was too limited and 
that the DOC needed to do more. 

Filling the DOC programming void

We heard story after story of personal transformation 
that occurred during decades of incarceration. These 
profound personal changes were largely driven by partic-
ipating in self-help and other groups run by incarcerated 
peers. One participant in New York, who served 37 years, 
said, “I had sixty-two-and-a-half–years–to–life, and I said 
that if I couldn’t come home, if I couldn’t get out, at least 
I can help prepare the men that was leaving to go out 
to become assets to their community instead of liabili-
ties.” Community organizations and volunteers – faith-

based organizations, education providers, non-profit or-
ganizations, and formerly incarcerated people – offered 
programming and played pivotal roles in building skills 
and transforming lives. Involvement in programs and 
classes offered by outside entities (e.g., Alternatives to 
Violence45) and volunteering to serve in programs (e.g., 
like the Youth Assistance Program, to provide guidance 
to at-risk youth46) contributed to their personal growth. 
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The importance of self-help groups and peer-led programs

“Well, when I went to prison I felt like…I had a lot of issues, and I was kind of broken. And so I knew that I need-
ed to use this time to figure out what was going on and fix it. I spent a lot of time trying to take different kinds of 
classes to own, to address my issues.” 

— Louisiana participant, incarcerated for 27 years

“It changed my whole mindset being in the self-help group and helping people…I learned that I have to take my 
time. I have to use all the tools that I learned…to succeed out here…I had to really get into my feelings so that 
I won’t do anything to jeopardize my freedom.” 

— California participant, incarcerated for 34 years  

“It [volunteering] gave me the experience to be able to deal with conflict resolution, to deal with different per-
sonalities. Because when you in prison, you’re dealing with people…from different walks of life. So that gave 
me the skill to be able to deal with different attitudes…to meet people where they are, to learn different learn-
ing styles of people, because everybody’s different.” 

— Louisiana participant, incarcerated for 24.5 years

Without these opportunities, reentry would have be-
come an even more onerous endeavor. These groups 
and programs allowed our participants opportunities for 
self-exploration, to build skills they could use on the out-
side, and, above all, to begin to implement new “trans-
ferable” skills they could use as they returned home and 
faced the challenges of reentry. Still, similar to difficul-
ties with access to DOC-run programming, some people 
had more access to these types of opportunities than 
others did. 

In their own words
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The Reentry Experience of Five Women

“I can look back on my past, and that’s one thing I can gather my 
strengths from is that the fight that it took for me to get here, to come 
home. It was a long, long fight, and if I can fight that fight in there, I can 
definitely do it out here.” 

—  Colorado participant, incarcerated for 32 years

Although men and women in our study walked par-
allel paths through prison and reentry, the women 
described experiences that were not commonly re-
flected in the men’s accounts. This report features 
interviews with five women. What follows offers a 
glimpse into their reentry experiences in four states: 
California, Colorado, Louisiana and Oregon. The 
women were sentenced to a range of 60 years up to 
life without parole. They were released after serving 
between 24.5 and 32 years in prison; their average age 
at release was 57. Many women discussed their his-
tory of substance use disorder and trauma, including 
early sex work and sex trafficking. Most of the women 
are mothers. 

The prison experience

Although it took DOCs a long time to give people with 
long sentences access to programming, the door 
to these opportunities opened even later for some 
women than for men. “Oregon is not real excited to 
have peer-led programming, especially in the wom-
en’s institutions. Men’s institutions – they got clubs 
in 1968. The women’s institution just got a club in 
2022.” When provided, programming was sometimes 
male-centered and failed to address their specific 
needs. As one woman from Louisiana noted, “When 
I moved to LCIW [Louisiana Correctional Institute for 
Women], they had a lot of programs, but it wasn’t 
geared towards women. They had like, well, culinary 
arts, you can say, and they had office systems technol-
ogy, but for the most part it was stuff like horticulture, 
and that was geared towards what the men’s prison 

had.” Throughout their decades of incarceration, the 
women participated in just a few DOC-run programs. 
One woman, in discussing the limited availability, ex-
pressed disappointment in the DOC for not preparing 
women to release “with knowledge of their worth 
and potential.” Access to programming opportunities 
for these women came through classes led by oth-
er incarcerated women, as well as those offered by 
community organizations. Classes attended by the 
women included those focused on trauma healing, 
domestic violence, mental health, codependency, 
self-esteem, self-care, community building, and par-
enting – classes that helped them learn to treat them-
selves and others better.

Because of the low wages paid for prison labor, incar-
cerated women emphasized the importance of sav-
ing and financially planning for reentry early in their 
incarceration. “I am always trying to talk to people 
about successful reentry from the day you get incar-
cerated, because you need to start planning. Because 
$77.90 [a month] is not a lot of money to save and buy 
tampons that are 10% of your pay and all of that… 
I’m trying to talk to all my friends who are in prison. 
‘Please save money. Please save money.’ You need it 
out here. You will not be able to function if you don’t 
have some money, and so, I just – that to me, was im-
portant. Because shit, you know, you want toilet pa-
per. You want to be able to buy things. You have to be 
able to provide for yourself.” Upon release, three out 
of the five women received zero gate money. Their 
prison accounts varied from $450 to $4,000.
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Returning to community

The women discussed their challenges in reentering 
the family unit and reconnecting with their children. 
In reflecting on whether there was anything she would  
have done differently in terms of navigating her return 
home after release, one woman said, “I would have 
got my kids more involved in, you know, my incep-
tion from when I got home to where I’m at now. Just 
to give them that because they lived on the outside 
of my incarceration for so long, you know, and com-
ing home, I kind of navigated my release with them 
on the outskirts, you know, so I probably would have 
wanted them to be in that journey with me…  But me 
and my daughter are changing that, so I’m kinda in-
cluding her in my everyday stuff now.” In recognizing 
the unique needs of women coming home from long-
term imprisonment, one woman suggested discuss-
ing the release process to become more familiar with 
what it entails. “Because there are so many different 
aspects, you know, for women who have children. For 
people coming out where someone has been con-
trolling their home, and now they have to step back in 
and try to take – try to take control of their home. Like, 
you know, their finances – their financial homes. And 
somebody [else has] been running it for years.”

All participants emphasized the importance of sup-
port from other women – particularly formerly in-
carcerated women and women from outside organi-
zations, such as A New Way of Life, Louisiana Parole 
Project, and the Oregon Justice Resource Center. In 
some cases, they received support from women with-
in the prison system, including case managers, and 
also attorneys. They all described providing support 
to other incarcerated women and women returning 
home. Even with all that they have experienced, the 
women look forward with hope for a brighter future, 
with aspirations that include home ownership, trav-
el, going back to school, owning a car, starting a fam-
ily, having more fun, planning for getting older, and 
spending more time with their children.

The Reentry Experience of Five Women
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We spoke with all of the study participants about their 
transition – the period when they learned they were be-
ing released from prison until the moment they actually 
walked out of the prison gates: What support did you re-
ceive from the prison? In what ways did you feel prepared 
for release? What would have helped in your reentry pro-
cess – either during the transition phase or overall? In 
short, they reported that not much help came from the 
DOCs; their feelings of preparedness varied drastically; 
and they had plenty to offer on what would have helped 
them with their reentry process.

Lack of assistance from departments 
of corrections

An overarching theme was the lack of assistance from 
DOCs in relation to reentry and certain supports to help 
them succeed. According to one participant in Colorado 
who was incarcerated for 32 years, “They pretty much 
just send you on your merry way, and it’s like, ‘Hey, bye. 
You gotta figure it out.’” We asked each person if the 

Table 2: Did you receive support from the prison on any of the following items before your release?

Driver’s license or 
information on 
how to get one

Obtaining another 
form 

of identification

Availability of public 
benefits

Contact information 
for jobs, housing, 
health insurance, 
or mental health 

services

Yes 18% 9% 36% 9%

No 79% 82% 61% 85%

Unknown 3% 9% 3% 6%
Note: Calculations are based on 33 participants. Percentages have been rounded to the nearest whole number.

THE TRANSITION EXPERIENCE

DOCs helped them with information or coaching on fun-
damentals such as obtaining valid identification, access-
ing public benefits, and locating contact information for 
other critical reentry needs like employment, housing, 
and services to address health and wellness. Most did 
not receive help in any of these areas.   

“While I was in prison, I couldn’t 
get any help with anything. But 
my biggest problem is that, for 
being in prison so long, I have 
no idea how the outside world 
works. I’m still running into that 
problem.” 

—  New York participant,  
incarcerated for 42 years

Identification documentation: The majority walked 
out of prison with a prison ID. However, a prison ID is 
not recognized as a valid or official form of ID for basics 
such as employment, housing, and banking. In one rare 
instance, a prison provided access to the Department of 

Motor Vehicles so that, pre-release, one interviewee was 
able to obtain a valid state ID. Luckily, some had the fore-
sight themselves or were encouraged by a case manager 
to order a Social Security card and birth certificate that 
were then held on file for them at the DOC. But, for oth-
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ers, it was a post-release endeavor and some were still 
trying to obtain their documentation at the time of the 
interview. In the words of a participant who had been 
incarcerated in Nevada and returned home with a pris-
on ID after 28 years of incarceration, “What end up caus-
ing someone getting out of prison the most stress – not 
knowing what they’re going to do next…not be able to 
get a job because, of course, they don’t have an ID…for 
some guys not having birth certificates, Social Security 
card, and other forms of ID is hindering them from get-
ting identification they need to go forward.”47 

Public benefits and contact information: The most as-
sistance came in the form of signing up individuals for 
Medicaid, which was facilitated by counselors or medical 
staff. Contact information useful for seeking jobs, hous-
ing, and other services, was obtained through formerly 
incarcerated people, participants’ own fact-seeking mis-
sions, or, if lucky, some type of reentry class or program 
when access had not been blocked. We learned from a 

Washington, DC participant that there is a reentry book 
called the D.C. Reentry Navigator48 that includes infor-
mation on social services and how to apply for benefits. 
Unfortunately, according to our participant, this book 
was only available to those with shorter sentences. They 
were fortunate enough to be able to get the book from a 
person who was being released. 

The general consensus on assistance provided by DOCs 
is summed up by one participant’s statement: “I have 
come to believe that the department of corrections is in 
the business of warehousing people. And that’s where 
it starts and that’s where it ends. Rehabilitation, train-
ing, education, vocational? That’s going to be on us, you 
know. To help people when they get out, or to give them 
resources while they’re in and help answer questions? 
Because the department of corrections is not – that’s not 
what they do, do they? They house people, that’s what 
they do” (Oregon participant, incarcerated for 28 years).

What about voting rights?49

When we asked whether departments of corrections provided any information about their voting rights prior to 
release, 13 people said yes (41%) and 16 people said no (50%).50 Two individuals received a letter during their 
imprisonment from their local government informing them of their voting rights status (<1%). For those who 
said yes, this information came in many forms, such as posters hanging on the prison wall, counselors, other 
incarcerated people, and paperwork included in release packets. 

Of our 32 voting-eligible* study participants: 

•	 The right to vote was restored to 22 people by state law after they completed their prison sentences. 

•	 Another three people will not regain their voting rights until the completion of parole, also based on state 
law.51 Due to the imposition of lifetime parole, two other participants will be banned from voting for the rest 
of their lives unless the law or their status changes. 

•	 For Washington, DC residents, their right to vote during their incarceration was restored by the Restore the 
Vote Amendment Act of 2020. Four of them voted in an election while completing their sentence. According 
to one Washington, DC participant who spent 26 years in prison, “I was really big on like voting while inside 
[the prison], because…you internalize that you are a stakeholder in the community.”  

After release, 21 people registered to vote. Thirteen people have cast their ballots in elections since they have 
been home. According to one New York participant, who was imprisoned for 26 years, “I voted for the first time 
ever…it felt great!”

*Voting-eligible means an individual is at least 18 years old and a U.S. citizen.

https://code.dccouncil.gov/us/dc/council/laws/23-277
https://code.dccouncil.gov/us/dc/council/laws/23-277
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Reflections on being prepared for release and what would have been helpful 
pre-release

“To be honest with you, I was scared. Because I was coming to a new world, man. We talking about a long 
time… I was given another chance, you know, another chance to change the narrative about my life. But I 
was scared, man, like – and at times I’m still scared.”  

— New York participant, incarcerated for 30 years

“I knew I wasn’t the person that I was before… My thinking had changed, my attitude had changed. But 
there was a lot of things that I may have thought I was prepared for, but I really wasn’t, and there was a lot 
of things that I didn’t even know if I was prepared for, to be honest with you.” 
 

— Louisiana participant, incarcerated for 27 years

As one can imagine, there were varying levels of feeling 
prepared for release – whether logistically, emotionally, 
spiritually, or a combination thereof. Our participants 
spoke about what helped them feel prepared for reentry: 
self-help groups and classes; having outside communi-
ty support from family, friends, and especially, formerly 
incarcerated people; connections made pre-release to 
community organizations and non-profits (e.g., tran-
sitional or community-based reentry programs, which 
provided critical needs like housing and food); having a 
reentry or release plan; and, for some, devising back-up 
plans for their back-up plans.

In encouraging participants to reflect back on their jour-
ney, we asked what would have helped them in their re-
entry process. As previously noted, they certainly want-
ed more reentry programming that would help them 
prepare for the outside world. There was also a desire 
for more guidance about the actual reentry process it-
self. This is a summary of what they reported needing in 
order to feel better prepared as they were making their 
journey from incarceration to community:

Programming: A tailored reentry class for those 
who have spent decades in prison and therefore 
require thorough preparation after being absent 
from larger society for multiple decades; realistic 
and transparent discussions about reentry barri-
ers; the option to take college courses

Release planning: Obtaining a valid ID before 
leaving prison; better communication with tran-
sitional housing programs; increased access to 
current technology – such as phones, tablets, 

and internet – to facilitate reentry planning, in-
cluding reaching out to organizations pre-re-
lease; having secure housing, particularly in 
expensive cities that have experienced a lot of 
gentrification 

Employment preparation: Job readiness, in-
cluding how to draft a resumé after long-term 
incarceration (e.g., handling gaps in job histo-
ry); interview training; hands-on job programs 
that result in valid licenses or certifications rec-
ognized by labor departments; access to job 
searches or job fairs to find employment pre-re-
lease 

Skill sets: Preparation for technology, includ-
ing learning how to use computers, cell phones, 
credit cards (e.g., the world of paying with “plas-
tic” versus cash); financial literacy (e.g., banking, 
budgeting, long-term planning); soft skills in-
cluding communication skills, social skills (e.g., 
exposure to large crowds, interactions with the 
opposite sex and other diverse groups), and re-
lationship skills

Other needs: More of a financial buffer upon 
release; access to therapy; greater access to 
transportation; recognition that reentry services 
are sparser in rural than urban areas, and par-
ticipants’ ability to travel from a rural location 
where they are living to an urban area to access 
services and programming (e.g., lack of trans-
portation)
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“I didn’t know anything about the country, so I felt good walking around  
for a moment, but I was lost.” 

Karl Williams* was 35 years old when he was sentenced 
to 67.5 years in prison. Born in Jamaica and raised 
in New York, when he envisioned his freedom he 
pictured it in the United States. Twenty-eight years 
later, he faced an unimaginable decision – remain 
incarcerated or be deported to Jamaica.

“They [someone from the prosecutor’s office] came 
to me on a Thursday, and they said I have to make a 
decision by Tuesday… If I want to take the deal. If I 
don’t take the deal, it’s a possible release of 2031… 
So, it was a – it was a hard gamble. A lot of pain, you 
know. A lot of tears and a lot of consulting, you know. 
I’m running from prison to prison asking what do they 
[other incarcerated people] think, you know, and 
they say, ‘Yo, you’ve been there long enough, man. 
Get out,’ you know. And some people are like, ‘Are 
you ready to go?’ ‘Do you want to stay?’ ‘What do you 
want to do?’” To be granted freedom, Mr. Williams 
ultimately decided to be deported.

Mr. Williams, now in his sixties, was forced to navigate 
his reentry journey in a foreign land. He recounted 
his harrowing deportation process, which included 
inhumane conditions, abuse and maltreatment – 
being crammed in a cell with multiple people for 
nearly 24 hours a day and not being given any food 
or clothing. He felt he was treated as less than human 
because of his immigration status. Karl recalls the 
officers saying, “Y’all are going back to your country 
anyways, [we] can do what [we] want to do.” The 
whole experience amounted to what he referred to 
as “mental game playing” and psychological torture.

When Mr. Williams finally arrived in Jamaica, he was 
woefully unprepared. As he recalls: “I was really – I 

was nervous. I was scared. I was angry. I didn’t know 
if my first day out here, if I wanted to live out here, 
live, and go through the trauma. Because my release 
was – I prepared everything for New York City…  
[E]verything for me was for New York. I didn’t have 
Jamaica on my mind until when they put Jamaica 
on my mind. They never came to me in ‘94 when I got 
arrested and said, well, you know, you’re going to 
be deported to your country. If they’d have told me 
that in 1994, you know what? I’d be much prepared, 
and we wouldn’t probably have this discussion right 
now. But I was not prepared. This came on to me in 
2021. So, it was a harrowing experience all the way 
through.” To make matters worse, prior to release, 
Karl was not provided with enough time to consult 
his family in Jamaica to arrange a plan for housing 
and general support. “I was unprepared the whole 
way. Because they didn’t give me enough time to 
consult my family. To talk to them, to get prepared 
for my release to Jamaica, or to put anything in play, 
or just to situate my mind.” 

All he was provided with upon release were a 
Jamaican patty and a box of juice, “and there’s 
nothing written down, there’s no paper to say, go 
down to Harlow Street or Burke Street, or this street, 
and get this, or go here to there, or you can find the 
way out there. I said, ‘I don’t know where my people 
are at.’ They told me to go outside and figure out 
how to use your phone. Now, mind you, I’ve not used 
a phone in almost 28 years. And I didn’t know how 
to use a phone. They don’t give you a phone call. 
They don’t give you anything. So you have to come 
out and interact directly with strangers or someone 
that you came out with that understands the cellular 
phone system. I wasn’t one of them.” 

Deportation: Exile and Reentry
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In the United States, because of his lengthy sentence, 
Mr. Williams had been prohibited from participating 
in trade programs within the DOC, such as carpentry, 
painting, and plumbing, which could have been 
especially helpful to him in Jamaica’s economy. 
Instead, the lack of job skills to transfer to the 
Caribbean economy and limited social network 
created insecurity around his job and housing 
situation. “I worry about losing a roof over my head. I 
worry about losing my job sometime, because at the 
moment I need it.” 

Karl described the discrimination he faced in 
Jamaica because of the stigma towards those known 
to have been deported. For Karl, he felt this led to 
his exploitation, mistreatment, and degradation. 
He recounted feeling forced to accept whatever pay 
was offered to him. As he explains, “When people 
believe that you’re a deportee, deported down here, 
they pay what the hell they want to pay you, and 
you accept that cause it’s gonna be hard for you to 
get something else.” In another incident, he faced 
housing insecurity after a woman he was renting 
an apartment from found out that he had been 
deported to Jamaica; she moved her things into his 

apartment and into his very bedroom, and told him 
that he had to leave. Despite his best efforts to seek 
support for himself, there were no reentry programs 
or organizations available to him in Jamaica.

Karl describes himself as “still trying to place 
[his] feet firmly on the ground.” The challenges of 
reentering into a country foreign to him have left 
an impact, mentally and emotionally. The pressure 
to survive every day has contributed to stress and 
anxiety. For Mr. Williams, there still remain real, 
pressing concerns about financial stability and 
housing security. Still, optimism peeks through 
– he leaves space for opportunities to deepen his 
connection to Jamaican culture. He holds onto hope 
of acquiring some land and building a house, ideally 
alongside a partner with whom he can share these 
experiences. He also envisions creating a program 
that supports others by sharing his story, perhaps 
through a Boys and Girls Club. He would like to leave 
behind a meaningful, lasting legacy.

 *Karl Williams is a pseudonym used to protect the identity of the 
participant.

Deportation: Exile and Reentry
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Each person’s path to release was unique, although the 
mechanisms were often similar. Most went through the 
parole process (58%). One person had been required to 
serve their sentence in full. Fifteen percent of our partic-
ipants were granted clemency.52 Another 24% were re-
sentenced under newer mechanisms of release, includ-
ing second look laws.53 For most, but not all, once they 
knew their release timeframe there were no significant 
delays in release from prison or major changes to their 
release plan. As they experienced their first day of free-
dom, we asked: What do you remember most about the 
day you were released? What stood out for you?

THE EXPERIENCE OF COMING HOME 
AND LIVING IN THE COMMUNITY

"The first day I was just…so 
grateful my grandma was still 
alive. I was hugging my grand-
mother. Just being able to just 
walk around with no handcuffs 
on. I think the biggest thing for 
me, honestly, was just like…I get 
up early, just actually be able 
to see the sunrise, you know. 
I just want to see the sunrise." 
 

—  Washington, DC participant,  
incarcerated for 26 years

A prominent thread that tied many of our participants’ 
experiences together was the joy and happiness of see-
ing their family, including grandchildren, some of whom 
they had never met, significant others, friends, and the 
people who advocated for them while they were inside. 
“That’s the most memorable thing…being able to walk 
out without no cuffs…none of that stuff on…into the 
arms of, into the presence of my family” (California par-
ticipant, incarcerated for 31 years).

They remembered feeling a range of emotions – the awe 
of freedom, gratitude, happiness, a state of shock, being 
overwhelmed, anxious, or scared. One New York partic-
ipant who served 24 years recalled, “I think what stands 
out to me is that [my feelings] on the inside, I was – I was 
going crazy, like, my senses was all over the place. I know 
people thought I had it all together. People was even 
complimenting me. But I’m like – I’m really freaking out 
right now, you know.” For some, there was trepidation. 
“I hate that this is part of it, but looking back and part of 
me expecting, you know, just…are they coming back to 
get me?” (Oregon participant, incarcerated for 22 years). 

Social support networks and commu-
nity organizations 

Most participants returned home to fairly robust social 
support networks. However, many also acknowledged 
that the level and depth of support during their reentry 
process was atypical compared to others’ experiences 
after release. Below is an overview of the people and 
places that were important to them as they learned to 
renavigate life:

•	 Family members, ranging from parents to niec-
es and nephews, fictive kin,54 romantic partners, 
friends

•	 Current and formerly incarcerated people

•	 Community-based non-profits and reentry pro-
grams (Appendix 4 lists non-profit organizations 
uplifted by our participants.)

•	 Self-help groups, as well as their staff and partici-
pants

•	 College professors, including resources from col-
lege programs post-release, and childhood teach-
ers they knew prior to imprisonment
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The importance of social support during reentry

“I was one of the lucky ones, really. Because my friends who got released before me, really, you know, gave me 
the backing to survive out here. Not just survive. But…to live, you know, live my life.” 

– California participant, incarcerated 34 years

“In my situation I had the support systems in place, but there’s so many others that don’t…for a lot of them, 
they’re gonna end up homeless…end up on the street. There’s a huge gap in the system between the moment 
a person is released, the programs and everything else that are offered in the interim, and getting the person to 
a very productive, you know, working position out here in society. And for a lot of them…they’re falling through 
that gap.” 

– Colorado participant, incarcerated 32 years

“We talk about how it takes a village to raise the children. It took a village to help me out, get home, and get 
situated out here.” 

– New York participant, incarcerated 37 years

“It helped phenomenally. If I hadn’t had all those people, I don’t know what I would have actually did. There’s 
no doubt in my mind I would have figured it out, but it would have made it a lot harder.” 

– Nevada participant, incarcerated 28 years 

Some non-profits provided transitional housing, pro-
gramming, and stipends; others assisted in obtaining 
documentation, benefits, transportation, and appropri-
ate housing. These networks helped ease the transition 
from incarceration to community living, although reen-
try was, and continues to be, a challenging experience 
for all 33 people who had spent decades incarcerated. 

Support from the people in their lives came in many 
forms, such as financial, transportation (e.g., to parole 
appointments), housing, clothing, hygiene products, 
electronics (e.g., cell phones, laptops), assistance with 
setting up bank accounts and healthcare services, and 
finding employment. The supportive people and advo-
cates in their lives also offered guidance and advice, and 
affirmed that their feelings (of being overwhelmed, for 
example) were valid.

In their own wordsIn their own words
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“The DOC totally abandoned me and left me to fend for myself, even though  
I’m disabled.” 

Disability: Discarded and Abandoned by the DOC

Evan Smith* was sentenced to life in prison at 23 years 
old. Forty-two years later, he paroled as a 64-year-old 
man reliant on a wheelchair and cane for his mobility. 
These physical limitations shaped his transition into 
the community. His disability made him vulnerable. 
He could barely walk and was unable to push himself 
around in his wheelchair. Because of this, he was 
deeply dependent on the support of others for his 
care, and ultimately, his survival. 

On the day of his release, the New York Department 
of Corrections abandoned him on the street with 
nowhere to go – the result of a lack of coordination, 
delay, and unpreparedness for his release.

“The day I got released, my paperwork said, I’m 
supposed to report to…the Department of Social 
Services. However, by the time I got [there], because 
the department of corrections had to bring me in a 
wheelchair van to parole, the Department of Social 
Services was closed. And then parole says, ‘Well, we 
don’t help you with housing. You got to take care of 
it on your own.’ And, they’re telling me to go to the 
police station, and tell them you’re homeless. But 
I’m saying, ‘I can’t get to the police station because 
I’m in a wheelchair.’ My medical permits say ‘no 
pushing or pulling or lifting more than 10 pounds.’ 
I’m not supposed to be pushing myself around in a 
wheelchair, but I’m being forced to do so. And they 
[the DOC] just left me there [outside on the street].”

Prior to being released, Evan did not receive any help 
from the DOC to prepare himself to come home. His 
concern was finding wheelchair-accessible housing. 
The DOC directed him to use family and friends, but 
after over four decades of imprisonment, Evan’s social 
support networks had crumbled. “They wanted me 
to find housing. However, I have no family. They’re 
all deceased. I have no friends. I’ve not had a visit 
from anyone since 1996… They’re telling me that I 

have to go and use my friends and family to find a 
place to live, and I can’t, and they won’t give me any 
information.” In spite of this, the DOC did not provide 
any information on other ways to find housing. The 
DOC also did not provide any information about 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI), food stamps, 
mental health support, unemployment support, or 
contacts for getting a job, despite releasing someone 
of Mr. Smith’s age and condition. Ultimately, after 
delaying his release by four months in part because 
of housing, Mr. Smith was released to the streets 
without a place to live. 

If not for the help of individuals from Parole 
Preparation Project and Justice and Unity from 
the Southern Tier (JUST) providing clothing and 
housing for the night, Mr. Smith would have been 
left on the streets and immediately violated parole 
for the simple reason that he had no place to go on 
his first day out. The next morning, Mr. Smith and 
someone from JUST attempted to get him signed 
up for public assistance at the Department of Social 
Services. After completing the interview process, 
he was told “they don’t have housing for disabled 
people in wheelchairs, so they can’t help me, and 
for me to leave the building.” Evan spent the rest 
of the day and the following week in the hospital 
after falling ill having spent the entire day at the 
Department of Social Services (DSS) without eating, 
creating complications for his diabetes.

Eventually, due to pressure from outside 
organizations, Mr. Smith was moved into a motel. 
However, the housing provided to him did not 
accommodate his disability. There were no grab 
bars in the bathroom and his wheelchair did not 
fit through the door. Evan recalled making the 
mistake of trying to take a bath, and not being 
able to get out of the bathtub; he had to crawl over 
the edge of the bathtub onto the slippery floor to 
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his wheelchair to help himself up. Mr. Smith was 
ordered by an administrative judge to be placed 
in adequate housing. Although the room he lives 
in now is wheelchair accessible, it is still deficient. 
The building’s sole elevator does not work, forcing 
him to push himself “about 300 yards” to the other 
end of the building to get to the lobby from his 
room. Additionally, individuals housed there with 
the Department of Social Services do not have 
access to amenities like the gym, laundry, pool, 
or free breakfast, like paying guests – things that 
could support his health and wellness and provide a 
better quality of life. “And, what it comes down to is, 
we were told that we’re supposed to not be seen or 
heard. They don’t want us out of our rooms, hanging 
out places, or anything, anybody from DSS. Because 
the other guests that are paying more money will 
see us. So, it’s more like a prison – another prison 
cell.”

The lack of transportation mobility, deep reliance 
on others, and the restrictions placed on him have 
left Evan feeling trapped. “Four o’clock at night, I’m 
more or less abandoned in my room, because I have 
no way of getting anywhere. Weekends, I can’t get 
anywhere. The Tuesday before the 4th of July to 
the following Monday, I was stuck in my room all by 
myself, because ACBC [a county agency] that moves 
me around didn’t work… so for five days straight, 
I’m stuck there with nothing, nowhere to go, I can’t 
do anything, and that’s where I am, like every night 
now it’s the same way.” What’s more, Mr. Smith 
must renew his housing voucher in-person at the 

Department of Social Services every two to three 
weeks, creating an additional burden.

For Evan, staying alive in the face of numerous 
challenges feels to him like his greatest achievement. 
Finding stable housing has been difficult, and 
securing a job presents its own obstacles, with gaps 
in his work history, his age, and his disability making 
the process extraordinarily more complicated. Yet 
through it all, he holds on to hope. He dreams of 
moving into his own apartment, finding meaningful 
work, and perhaps, meeting someone special to 
share his life with. 

Evan’s experience illustrates the harsh realities 
faced by older individuals returning home from 
long-term imprisonment, particularly those with 
disabilities and a lack of social support. Reentry 
is often framed as an individual challenge, yet his 
story underscores how institutional failures can turn 
freedom into crisis. For Mr. Smith, one crisis was 
mitigated due to the help and support of non-profit 
organizations, such as Parole Preparation Project 
and JUST, and another because of outstanding 
community members (often in the form of kind 
hotel guests) offering assistance for his other needs, 
i.e., transportation. However, Mr. Smith is still very 
far from having the kind of security, stability, and 
freedom he hopes for.

*Evan Smith is a pseudonym used to protect the identity of the 
participant.

Disability: Discarded and Abandoned by the DOC
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Reentry challenges and needs

While many individuals returned to communities with 
various levels of social support systems, their experienc-
es in the first days, weeks, and months of reentry could 
have been made less onerous if departments of correc-
tions would have addressed certain critical reentry chal-
lenges and needs prior to release. 

Frustration with technology. One of the biggest chal-
lenges that came up again and again was participants’ 
frustration with today’s technology – a form of digital cul-
ture shock.55 This included cell phones, computers, figur-
ing out how to use a credit card, and complicated tasks 
like using online portals to sign up for medical care and 
other programs. These are all things they were not ex-
posed to, for the most part, in prison. While a few people 
were able to get computer experience during their im-
prisonment, computers in prison were often described 
as “ancient dinosaurs compared to what’s happening 
now [with technology]” (Louisiana participant, incarcer-
ated for 27 years). One participant in Colorado, who was 
incarcerated for 32 years, told us how they were even 
denied taking a basic business technology class “just 
learning basic things about the computers. You know, 
Microsoft, you know, Excel, PowerPoint, all that kind of 
stuff.” In today’s world, without a basic understanding of 
technology, people returning home after long-term im-
prisonment are put at a grave disadvantage.56

The economic gap and financial stability. Monetary al-
locations, called “gate money,” are discretionary funds 
given by the prison to a person upon their release.57 This 

money is intended to help individuals with immediate 
post-release needs, like transportation or food. Given 
the rising cost of living,58 sending someone home after 
decades of imprisonment without enough financial sta-
bility is inhumane. Fifteen people did not receive any 
gate money. For the 18 people that did, the amount of 
gate money ranged from $32 to $200 dollars.59 Luckily, 
most people returned with some money from their pris-
on account, although one person had zero dollars when 
they left prison. Prison account balances drastically var-
ied from “a few dollars” (Washington, DC participant 
who received zero gate money) up to $5,000 (Oregon 
participant, who also received no gate money). Prison 
employment helped contribute to their prison account 
balances, but our participants’ earning power was dras-
tically low – typically $0.08 cents to $0.95 cents per hour. 
For those who reported monthly wages, earnings ranged 
from $5 to $270 per month. In the words of one Wash-
ington, DC participant, “You get slave wages for what-
ever work you do…you’re making [just] cents an hour if 
you’re lucky.” 

Many participants were also thinking about their long-
term financial situation. There was talk of if it was even 
possible to save enough money to be able to retire 
someday. Will they ever have enough credits to quali-
fy for Social Security? Realistically, due to the length of 
their incarceration, destitute in-prison wages, and lack 
of access to contribute to Social Security or a retirement 
plan, they are financially disadvantaged now and will be 
over the long term. 
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On financial stability and the future

“There’s a few things that you don’t realize you miss out on. One, you’re not contributing to Social Security. 
Then that’s a problem. So I should be able to collect Social Security when I’m 68, 69. I can’t. I will never! I won’t 
have enough credits… And so that’s going to be a problem… So, I will have to continue to work. There’s no 
real way to fix that, which is crazy. The other thing is, I have no 401K. I have no retirement. I have no – I’m not 
building any type of wealth… I am like an 18-year-old, financially, you know, maybe a 19-year-old… 

And so I’ve missed out on the – on the Social Security benefits and on the 401K savings retirement. Whatever 
wealth, you know, people build. And it’s difficult. It’s not easy, but I don’t have that work history of building 
stuff. So I don’t own houses. I don’t own a car… It’s on my radar, but there’s no easy fix for that, you know. I 
mean, I’m not going to be able to work a job, making $400,000 and saving all this crazy amount of money, so I 
kind of just have to just go with it. Save when I can, not saving much… I am concerned about not only myself, 
but other lifers that have gotten out. I don’t know what we’re going to do when we’re in our seventies. I honestly 
don’t… 

What would be devastating for me is if I could not work for some reason. I would be a – I’d be staying at the 
warming shelter… It’s in my mind like, I’m like, ‘Okay, I gotta make sure I do this right, or I’m gonna be broke.’” 

– Colorado participant, incarcerated 28 years

Barriers to the employment landscape. Our partic-
ipants who had the least social support and few to no 
networks were the ones who struggled to find employ-
ment or permanent work. There was a lack of guidance 
on how best to explain their absence from the tradition-
al workforce, even though they held jobs in prison. For 
example, one participant from New York said, “It’s hard 
to fill out a job application when it says, ‘What was your 
previous employment? It’s like, wow, 23 years [of impris-
onment and no work history].’ You can’t explain that yet. 
You can’t. So nothing really prepares you for that.” There 
were also criticisms of prison vocational programs, in-
cluding that they were drastically outdated and that cer-
tifications earned in prison are typically not valid work-
force certifications for outside employment. Most of our 
returning community members did, however, have the 
benefit of social networks or family members who aided 
in their search for employment.

Lack of information about one’s voting rights status. 
Half of our participants had not been informed by the 
DOCs about their voting rights status, causing confusion 
for some about their eligibility to vote. This is illustrated 
by some of the responses received when we asked about 
participants’ voting rights: “I am under the impression 
that being a resident of [their current state], that I am 
not allowed to vote since I am a felon”60 (Washington, DC 
participant, incarcerated for 24 years)61 or “I didn’t know 
that [I could vote after release from prison], you know. 
And not knowing is, man, the worst thing in the world. 
You miss your opportunity to be heard” (California par-
ticipant, incarcerated for 25 years). Our California partic-
ipant then made it their mission to tell people coming 
out of prison who were on parole that they are eligible 
to vote.  

In their own words
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There are good reasons for prison officials to proactive-
ly educate returning citizens about voting rights status-
es as part of the “exit process” from prison. Voting is a 
prosocial behavior which can help improve reentry out-
comes.62 When people return to their community follow-
ing incarceration, voting helps build a positive identity 
as a community member. It is also linked to improved 
community safety outcomes.63 

Parole and felony probation as barri-
ers to growth, opportunity, and con-
nection

As part of the reentry process, some individuals return-
ing home will undergo a period of community supervi-
sion, such as parole, felony probation, or other post-re-
lease supervision.64 At the time of our interviews, 85% 
of our participants were under community supervision. 
Another 12% of our participants were no longer under 
community supervision due to termination.65 For those 
who were “still on paper,” meaning under supervision, 
their supervision lengths ranged from two years up to 
lifetime.66 One Louisiana participant, who was 62 at the 
time we spoke, was slated to be on parole until the age 
of 102. 

We asked our participants to describe any challenges of 
being on felony probation or parole. The most discussed 
challenge was the logistical complexity for approval 
to travel or travel denials. The travel approval process 
has induced stress and panic when it became a potential 
barrier to fulfill employment duties. It also resulted in 
barriers to seeing family members. Here are some of 
the participants’ experiences with travel passes:

Inducing work stress: “I think, for me, having to get per-
mission. There was one time that I was up against the 
clock. I recently just went to Puerto Rico…for a confer-
ence. She [the parole officer] was taking forever to get 
me the response. So remember, another organization 
is paying for me to go. They pay for my flight. My hotel 
room, you know. This is nothing new. I’ve been to sev-
eral conferences since I’ve been on parole in different 
states… Give us two weeks in between the time you ask 

and the time you’re leaving. I usually go a step further, 
and I’m giving them three- and four-week notice, just to 
make sure… But this last time she [the parole officer] was 
taking forever, and I think that she was off [on vacation] 
because she had texted me…. ‘I was off for last week. Let 
me start the process.’ So it’s just those moments… I just 
hate the pressure of that pit…that pit filling in my stom-
ach, you know.” (New York participant, incarcerated 24 
years) 

A Washington, DC participant, who was incarcerated 
for 24 years, also described their frequent work-related 
travel. Their probation officer requires 30 days’ notice for 
a travel pass, and as a result of that requirement, they 
have missed a lot of work travel. 

Breaking connections to family: “Now she [the parole 
officer] is telling me that I could only leave the state for 
business or education. So I tell her, I said, ‘Okay, but I 
don’t have family in this state… I need to go see my fami-
ly from time to time.’ She said, ‘No, we’re not letting peo-
ple leave the state for socializing, because we got people 
going to the city like committing crimes.’ I said, ‘Well, if 
that’s true, that had nothing to do with me, because this 
is what I’m doing right.’ So she made it real hard for me to 
travel…unless I was going on education. It is frustrating 
where you feel like, you know, they’re kind of like cutting 
family ties when they’re supposed to be encouraging it.” 
(New York participant, incarcerated 27 years) 

A Louisiana participant, who was incarcerated for 27 
years, spoke about going to see their father in Missis-
sippi. Because they are not allowed to leave the state 
without a travel pass they reported, “I’ve had to jump 
through hoops two times to be able to go see him.”

Having stable employment and prosocial connections 
to family are elements that can play a pivotal role in the 
success of someone’s reentry.67 For many of our partici-
pants, the travel pass experience has caused frustration 
as they try to keep moving forward in their careers, in-
cluding striving for promotions. Certainly, it is also coun-
terintuitive and counterproductive to block people from 
maintaining and strengthening their family bonds. 
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“If I can continue to treat myself and others well, and continue to pursue growth, there’s a 
good chance to leave a legacy that’s not just one of harm and brokenness, but also of repair 
and reconciliation.” 

—  California participant, incarcerated for 28 years

Success in reentry is most often defined and researched 
in terms of whether or not a person is arrested for a new 
crime, readjudicated in court, reconvicted for a new 
offense, reincarcerated, or returned to prison due to 
technical violations (violating rules of community su-
pervision).68 Ultimately these criminal legal measures 
overshadow the rich and varied experiences each indi-
vidual has when they come home. Whether or not reen-
try is a “success” or “failure” should be captured by more 
than a measure of recidivism. How else will we build 
the type of infrastructure we need to help people come 
home so that they can not only survive, but thrive? This 
would benefit us all as a society.

The 33 participants we interviewed were looking forward 
to what the future might bring, even knowing the road 
ahead would have setbacks and more hurdles to over-
come. Regardless of where they were in their lives, they 
all felt an overwhelming desire to pay it forward – to give 
back to others and their communities. They described 
their many activities on behalf of people in prisons, in-
cluding going back into prisons to speak with currently 
incarcerated people, supporting other people returning 
home from prison and becoming part of their reentry 

PAYING IT FORWARD

network, and advocating for legal reforms to improve 
prison conditions or expand opportunities for release. 
A number of participants were also working with at-risk 
youth in their communities.

For themselves, they hoped for: Getting off of parole – 
“to just simply be able to say that I am a fully sanctioned 
member of the United States of America again” (Nevada 
participant, incarcerated for 28 years); rebuilding and 
building connections with family and loved ones; finding 
a better job or their dream job; starting their own busi-
ness or non-profit; buying a home or having their own 
apartment; buying a car; going back to school; finding 
love, maybe having a child; and, in general, to be hap-
py and live a good life. Decades of incarceration have 
not dampened the fierce grip on living their life inde-
pendently and productively in the free world.

As we wound down our discussions, we asked their ad-
vice for people who are returning home after long-term 
incarceration: What should the people who come home 
after them know about the road ahead? A large share 
said patience. Reentry is a marathon, not a race.
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Advice for others returning home after long sentences

“Life is real out here, and it doesn’t stop for you because you came home. So what you don’t want to do is add 
a burden on anyone else. So, please have a plan. If you’re coming home, have a plan.” 

–  California participant, incarcerated for 25 years

“There are a lot of different organizations that want to help people like me [a formerly incarcerated person]. 
They’re out here… My advice would be to take advantage of those programs, those organizations, because 
there are some really caring people out here.” 

–  Colorado participant, incarcerated for 32 years

“I mean, I didn’t have a chance to ‘just be’ in prison. I had to hurry up and adjust to that and work that out, but 
[now] I have opportunities to just be free… I took a week just to be free. I didn’t think about anything. I just sat 
in just being free…because the mentality I had was, when I get out I’m gonna hit the ground running...but if I 
would have did it like that, I knew I would have…crashed and burned. So you just have to take the opportunity 
to be free.” 

–  Louisiana participant, incarcerated for 24.5 years

“Every time I pick somebody up [from prison], I give them the same advice: ‘Take it slow. Don’t try to catch up. 
Don’t try to be everything for everybody, because you can’t… If you can’t take care of yourself, you can’t take 
care of nobody else. So please, first focus on yourself.’” 

–  New York participant, incarcerated for 37 years

In their own words
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To build prosperous and safe communities, every person 
who returns home from incarceration should be afford-
ed the transitional support they need to reacclimate. In-
vesting in the future of our returning community mem-
bers and neighbors means a brighter future for everyone. 
Yet, in the contemporary reentry landscape, challenges 
abound due to stigma and the intended and unintend-
ed consequences of having a criminal record.69 As ev-
idenced by our research, the lack of engagement from 
departments of corrections in rehabilitation and reentry 
work with people who have been incarcerated long-term 
can set them up to fail. Entering a new world that thrives 
on new technology, access to it, and the knowledge base 
for how to use it is challenging. Social and cultural en-
vironments have changed substantially over decades, 
creating culture shock after limited experiences during 
imprisonment. Reentry needs are particularly acute for 
those who lack resources and social support networks. 
Without tailored programming and resources, and em-
bedded social support networks, people who have been 
incarcerated long-term are at a disadvantage as they 
navigate their reentry. 

The Sentencing Project offers the following recommen-
dations to support people coming home after long-term 
imprisonment:

•	 Remove sentence-length requirements to ac-
cess rehabilitative programming in prisons and 
expand access to rehabilitative, educational, 
and vocational opportunities. By immediately 
opening up and expanding access to program-
ming, long-term incarcerated people can start 
their rehabilitation and reentry journey on day 
one. Immediate access matters for numerous rea-
sons. For people who enter prison as emerging 
adults, it is a stage in development that increases 
amenability to rehabilitation. Increasing educa-
tional opportunities, apprenticeships, career read-
iness programming, workforce development pro-
grams, and vocational training helps incarcerated 
individuals develop marketable, transferable skills 

and better prepares them for reintegration upon 
release. Implementing programming that produc-
es certificates and licenses that are recognized by 
outside entities, such as the Department of Labor, 
could aid in securing employment and economic 
stability. 

•	 Establish embedded institutional reentry ser-
vices within prison facilities. States and the fed-
eral government should follow the lead of places 
like Virginia and Missouri that have embedded re-
entry services within their departments of correc-
tions.70 Washington state also created a resentenc-
ing unit with specialists to assist individuals with 
pre- and post-release reentry support who are 
released early through resentencing or commu-
tation.71 All long-term incarcerated people should 
be able to participate in comprehensive reentry 
services before leaving prison. This is particularly 
relevant for people who return home to rural ar-
eas where there is a comparative lack of access to 
service providers compared to urban areas. Wrap-
around services should include:

	◦ Assistance with release planning: Obtain-
ing important documentation (birth certif-
icates, Social Security cards, educational 
diplomas, state-recognized identification), 
employment preparation (e.g., resume 
building to address work history), securing 
stable housing, financial literacy training, 
help with signing up for other services, like 
Medicaid. Case managers should also ex-
plain voting rights status.

	◦ Provision of an up-to-date resource guide 
on available community-based programs 
and services offered within the jurisdic-
tion. Provide access to a guide of community 
organizations, programs, and resources that 
can assist returning community members 
with their reentry. Resource guides should 
be updated annually to ensure the informa-
tion is accurate.  

RECOMMENDATIONS
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•	 Create tailored reentry programming specifi-
cally for individuals who have been incarcer-
ated for 10 years or more that is responsive to 
their specific needs. One or more tailored pro-
grams in each prison facility should address the 
reentry needs of people who have been incarcer-
ated for a decade or more. That these individuals 
have been absent from larger society for so long, in 
combination with the limited information streams 
within prisons, renders it essential that they par-
ticipate in realistic and transparent discussions 
about social and cultural changes and more spe-
cific reentry obstacles. This includes developing 
soft skills to navigate more varied and complex so-
cial interactions (e.g., exposure to large crowds, in-
teractions with the opposite sex and other diverse 
groups). Programming should address changes in 
technology, including technology training, so that 
individuals are prepared to engage with and use it 
comfortably prior to their release. The Sentencing 
Project firmly advocates that all programming, re-
entry services, and supervised released systems 
(e.g., parole, felony probation) should recognize 
the unique reentry needs of the different popula-
tions they serve, including: 

	◦ Women. Women need tailored reentry pro-
gramming and services that place a gen-
der-responsive, trauma-informed lens on 
their realities.72 Some needs of women leav-
ing long-term imprisonment include ad-
dressing substance use, trauma, and mental 
health needs; building self-esteem and self-
worth; and family reunification for mothers. 

	◦ Older adults. Older adults who have en-
dured long-term incarceration need sub-
stantial housing support, access to medical 
care, basic income support upon release, 
and employment assistance.73 Prison is not 
a hospitable environment to grow old in – 
aging occurs much more quickly in prison.74 
As a result, being considered an “elderly per-
son” in prison starts around age 55.75 

	◦ People with disabilities and those with 
mental health needs. According to the most 
recent data available, the Bureau of Justice 

Statistics estimated nearly 2 in 5 people in 
state and federal prisons had at least one 
self-reported disability.76 Additionally, 41% 
of incarcerated people in state and federal 
prisons had a history of mental health strug-
gles.77 These are likely underestimates giv-
en the self-reported nature of the data; not 
everyone undergoes a formal evaluation or 
has a formal diagnosis. As with older adults, 
there will be a critical need for housing sup-
port, access to medical care, basic income 
support upon release, and employment as-
sistance.78

	◦ Other vulnerable populations. Individuals 
should have access to rehabilitative pro-
gramming and reentry services regardless of 
immigration status. Rehabilitative programs 
improve safety within prisons and within 
the community.79 Moreover, an individual’s 
eligibility for immigration relief is not static. 
Country conditions and federal immigration 
priorities may change over time. A serious 
criminal conviction does not automatically 
foreclose protection under the Convention 
Against Torture.80 

•	 Expand access to social support networks 
during incarceration that contribute to rehabil-
itation and reentry progress. After coming home 
from long-term incarceration, social support net-
works played a critical role in the rehabilitation 
and reentry process of our participants. 

	◦ Rehabilitation networks: Departments of 
corrections should not limit access for out-
side community groups and partners that 
foster rehabilitative programming in prison 
facilities. Incarcerated people should also be 
encouraged and supported in their efforts to 
become peer mentors, peer facilitators, and 
volunteers as they develop their skill sets 
and take on training through programming 
to take on such roles. Such work contributes 
to building a positive identity and also fos-
ters community building and additional so-
cial support networks within and outside of 
the prison facility. 
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	◦ Reentry networks: Departments of correc-
tions should expand access so that there 
are more touchpoints and communication 
between incarcerated people and prosocial 
networks to assist people in their transition 
home. Communication should be allowed by 
phone as well as by tablet or computer (e.g., 
email), to include not only family and friends 
who are providing various levels of support, 
but also community-based non-profits and 
other entities, such as for transitional hous-
ing. Knowing that these social support net-
works are put into place can help alleviate 
what can be a very stressful transition to 
community, as well as bolster rehabilitation 
both inside and outside of prison.   

•	 Increase financial and economic stability upon 
reentry by paying non-exploitative prison wag-
es and increasing gate money. Investing in reen-
try should include an investment in the returnee’s 
financial stability. After decades of imprisonment, 
people are leaving prison with little to no finan-
cial resources to support their reentry transition. 
Without financial means, homelessness and other 
reentry challenges loom on the horizon. Because 
they will already be financially behind upon re-
lease, as well as encounter employment barriers 
and wage penalties due to their incarceration, 
prison wages should correspond to at least a ju-
risdiction’s minimum wage.81 Paying incarcerated 
people at least their state’s minimum wage for the 
hours they work will allow people to build savings 
to use upon release, serving as a long-term invest-
ment in successful reentry and their future stabil-
ity. Gate money helps individuals with immediate 
needs upon release, such as transportation and 
meals, but it does not go far enough. Given the 
rise in prices for goods and services, gate money 
should continuously be adjusted to reflect the re-
ality of current economic times and cover at least 
two weeks of expenses.

•	 Streamline felony probation or parole policies 
and approvals for travel passes in order to limit 
interference with employment-related duties, 
career advancement, and rebuilding and creat-
ing new social bonds with family members. Ac-
cording to the National Institute of Justice, “com-

munity supervision works best when it includes 
robust support functions.”82 Support functions 
must include ease of access of obtaining travel 
passes to maintain employment, execute job du-
ties, and seek opportunities for advancement. 
Community supervision agencies should accept a 
letter from an employer or an official job descrip-
tion outlining requirements for travel and issue a 
one-time universal approval. Individuals can then 
alert staff pre-trip to travel and submit documen-
tation post-trip. This would eliminate waiting pe-
riods and reduce logistical complications for any 
delays in review. Individuals should never be de-
nied opportunities to see their family members 
because they are important reentry social sup-
ports. Maintaining employment and building and 
creating new positive social bonds with family are 
critical components to successful reentry.83 Such 
opportunities should not be delayed nor denied 
due to travel pass constraints.

•	 Federal, state, and local governments must 
provide sufficient funding for both in-prison 
and community-based rehabilitation and re-
entry programs. Since the passage of the Second 
Chance Act in 2008, there have been years of bipar-
tisan support for funding state- and local-level pro-
grams for people returning home after incarcera-
tion.84 These resources improve public safety and 
recognize the human dignity of people whose lives 
intersect with the criminal legal system. Then, in 
April 2025, the Trump administration terminated 
hundreds of grants from the Department of Jus-
tice’s Office of Justice Programs. The millions of 
federal dollars cut from the Second Chance Act in-
cluded programs that address housing insecurity 
and healthcare for formerly incarcerated people as 
well as technical assistance from the Community 
Supervision Resource Center that provided evi-
dence-based tools to improve probation and pa-
role.85 Millions of dollars in federal grants were also 
terminated to support behavioral health, which 
is a key need for incarcerated people and as they 
transition home.86 It is critical that this funding be 
restored and this federal support be expanded.  
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This report is based on our analysis of 33 interviews with 
formerly incarcerated men and women who served at 
least twenty consecutive years in prison. All interview-
ees were at least 18 years old at the time of the offense 
that resulted in incarceration, and were released from 
prison between 2021 and 2024. When we refer to par-
ticipants geographically in this report, it is based on the 
jurisdiction of their prior incarceration. We also use gen-
der-neutral pronouns in the body of the report, although 
gendered pronouns are used in our case studies. These 
decisions were made to further protect the identity of 
our participants to the best of our ability.  

Recruitment: The Sentencing Project sent a recruit-
ment letter through our Second Look Network listserv. 
The Second Look Network is a coalition of attorneys and 
post-sentence advocates across the country working on 
behalf of incarcerated individuals seeking relief from 
lengthy or unfair sentences. The recruitment letter con-
tained an overview of the project, eligibility criteria, and 
The Sentencing Project’s contact information. We also 
created a flyer with a QR code that individuals could use 
to sign up for potential inclusion in the project. Given the 
nature of The Sentencing Project’s work, we were also 
able to leverage our personal contacts who worked in the 
field with people returning home after long-term impris-
onment. Once individuals signed up to participate, the 
research team reviewed their submissions and verified 
that they qualified for the study. Individuals were then 
officially invited to participate. We sent the informed 
consent forms for their review and signature, and sched-
uled their interviews.

Interview process: Interviews were conducted from 
July 2024 through June 2025. Twenty-eight interviews 
were conducted by video-conferencing and five were 
conducted in-person at The Sentencing Project’s offic-
es. Two members of The Sentencing Project’s research 
team jointly interviewed each participant. Interviews 
lasted from 1 to 2.5 hours. Interview participation was 
voluntary and participants gave their informed consent, 
as well as permission for the interviews to be recorded 
for transcribing purposes. To thank participants for their 
time, The Sentencing Project sent each a $100 gift card. 

Post-interview, we also sent a thank you email to par-
ticipants that included a list of support resources (e.g., 
National Alliance on Mental Health; Substance Abuse & 
Mental Health Services Administration; 988 Suicide and 
Crisis Lifeline; Rape, Abuse, & Incest National Network; 
Male Survivor; Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, & Transgender Na-
tional Help Center; and the National Domestic Violence 
Hotline). Because one participant was deported to out-
side of the United States, we cultivated a country-specif-
ic list of support resources for them.

Method of analysis: The first author analyzed the inter-
views to identify and isolate recurrent themes and pat-
terns related to participants’ reentry experiences that 
spanned the interview data. We used MAXQDA software 
to assist in the data analysis, as well as Google Sheets. 
To describe our reentry participants, as well as criminal 
legal characteristics of our sample (e.g., sentencing), we 
calculated ranges and frequencies based on answers to 
the interview guide questions. 

Additional Note on Calculating Sentence Lengths 
with the Inclusion of Life Sentences

Researchers have not reached consensus on a numeric 
value to represent the length of a life sentence, so these 
sentences are often excluded from analyses where a nu-
meric value is required. When we calculated sentence 
lengths in Table A2 (see sentence characteristics), follow-
ing the lead of the Bureau of Justice Statistics,87 we used 
a value of 100 years to represent the numeric length of 
all participants who were originally serving a life sen-
tence.88 Further, we also recoded sentences exceeding 
100 years as 100-year sentences; for example, a 120-year 
sentence was recoded as 100 years. We believe that a 
sentence length exceeding life sentence is, in essence, a 
functional life sentence, and should be numerically rep-
resented as such in our analyses.

This research received Internal Review Board (IRB) ap-
proval from Heartland Institutional Review Board, LLC 
(HIRB Project No: 043024-560), who is registered with the 
Department of Health and Human Services.

APPENDIX 1: METHODOLOGY
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Table A1: Characteristics of 33 Reentry Participants
Percent or Number

Gender 
Male 85%

Female 15%

Race or ethnicity 

Black 52%

White 27%

Two or more races/ethnicities 9%

Asian 6%

Latino 6%

Age
Age at time of interview, average (years) 52

Age at time of interview, min–max 
(years) 40–67

Parent 

Yes 52%

No 33%

Unknown 15%

Marital status

Single 48%

In a relationship, not married 30%

Married 21%

Employment status

Employed 82%

On disability/public assistance 6%

University or college student 3%

Volunteer 3%

Unknown 6%

APPENDIX 2: DESCRIPTIVE TABLES

Note: Percents may not equal 100% due to rounding.
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Table A2. Criminal Legal Descriptors, 33 Participants
Percent Average Min–Max

Jurisdiction where 
incarcerated

California 18% - -

Colorado 3% - -

Louisiana 12% - -

Nevada 3% - -

New York 36% - -

Oregon 9% - -

Washington, DC: Incarcerated in various Bureau of 
Prisons facilities throughout the United States  18% - -

Sentence characteristics 

Original sentence length, min–max (years)a - 63–88 22–100

Number of years incarcerated - 28  20–43

Sentence included life imprisonment (yes) 76% - -

Age and sentencing

Age at sentencing (years) - 23 18–37

Emerging adult at sentencing, ≤ 25 years old (yes) 85% - -

Age at release (years) - 50  40–66

Release type

Parole 58% - -

Incarceration Reduction Amendment Act (IRAA; 
Washington, DC) 18%

Clemency 15% - -

Resentenced (non-DC jurisdictions)b 6% - -

Served sentence in full 3% - -

Time in the community at 
time of interview Number of months post-release - 19 3–42

Community supervision 
status at time of 
interview

Parole, active 70% - -

Felony probation, active 15% - -

Parole or felony probation, terminated 12% - -

N/A due to deportation 3% - -

Prior prison sentence 
(excluding jail)

Yes 18% - -

No 79% - -

Unknown 3% - -

Prior jail sentence 
(excluding prison)

Yes 33% - -

No 61% - -

Unknown 6% - -

Note: Percents may not equal 100% due to rounding
aWe are missing one participant’s original sentence minimum and maximum, and for a second participant we are missing their minimum original 
sentence. For any individual whose sentence included life with parole or life without parole, for tabulation purposes, The Sentencing Project uses 
100 years as the maximum numerical value and caps any sentence over 100 years at 100. 
bTwo participants described their type of release as “resentenced.” We do not have enough information to infer the type of resentencing  
mechanism (e.g., petitioner-led or prosecutor-initiated resentencing).
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Section 1. General Background Questions

1.	 How old are you today? _______
2.	 What race or ethnicity do you most identify with?       

a.	 White
b.	 Black
c.	 Latinx/e
d.	 Multiple categories apply to me:____________
e.	 Something else:______________

3.	 And what gender?                            
a.	 Man
b.	 Woman
c.	 Transgender
d.	 Non-binary/non-conforming
e.	 Prefer not to respond

4.	 Where were you raised? 
5.	 Tell me about your family - who are the people who you consider to be those who “raised” you? (e.g., siblings? 

parents? stepparents? extended family?)
6.	 Thinking about positive influences in your early life, before prison, did you have anyone in your life who inspired 

you to be your best self? If yes, tell me about them.

Section 2. Time in Prison

Next, let’s move to a conversation about when you were in prison. For most of these questions, we’re going to focus on 
the release that resulted in you being in the community now. We do have one question before we start: 

7.	 Were there previous prison or jail sentences before this one? Tell me about those, briefly. [If they were incarcer-
ated previously, clarify if they were in a juvenile setting or adult prison.]

Turning to this prison release: 
8.	 How long were you in prison? 
9.	 How old were you when you were sentenced to prison?
10. How old were you when you were released from prison?
11. Sometimes prisons have long waitlists for programs or exclude people with long sentences from program-

ming. 
a.	 Did you have any experiences of long waitlists or being excluded from participating due to your sen-

tence? If yes, can you tell me a bit about this? [If yes, distinguish waitlists caused by Covid-19’s impact on 
prison programming.]

b.	 How do you think this influenced your reentry experiences?
12. Did you participate in any “lifer groups” or programming developed and facilitated by fellow incarcerated 

people? If yes, tell me a bit about these experiences.
a.	 Do you think these were beneficial to your reentry experiences?

13. Did you have any jobs while you were incarcerated? 
a.	 What job/s? 
b.	 Were you paid for any of this work? If so, how much did you earn per hour? 
c.	 Did you do any volunteer work in prison? 

14. Did any of your jobs (or volunteer work) help you find work after your release ? (Examples: life skills, GED, job 
readiness, substance use disorder, parenting, anger management, counseling, ministry, HVAC)

15. [Residents of D.C., Maine, or Vermont only]: Did you vote while you were incarcerated? If yes, tell us a bit about 
the process you went through to do that.

APPENDIX 3: INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE
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Section 3. Pre-Release From Prison

Okay, now we’re on section 3, which is the period from when you learned of your upcoming release to the day you were 
actually released. 

16. How long was it between finding out you would be released and actually leaving the prison?
a.	 Were there any delays? Tell me more about those.

17. In what ways did you feel prepared for release? (For example: emotionally ready, logistically ready)
18. Did you have family or friends ready to step in when you were released? 
19. Thinking back to the time leading up to the day of your release, during this period what do you think would 

have helped you in your reentry process?
a.	 Examples: social skills, soft skills related to employment skills, educational skills, technical skills, rela-

tionship skills
20. We’re interested to know what support you received from the prison, just before your release. Would you 

please tell me whether you received any of the following:
a.	 A driver’s license, or information on how to get a driver’s license;
b.	 Another form of identification;
c.	 Availability of public benefits (Medicaid, disability, mental health support, unemployment, housing as-

sistance) available to you;
d.	 Contacts for getting a job, getting health insurance, mental health services or suggestions for ways to find 

housing? (Please tell us which of these.)
21. Did the prison staff provide you with any information about your voting rights when you were released? For 

instance:
a.	 The status of your voting rights;
b.	 How to get your voting rights reinstated [if applicable].
c.	 Any information on how to register [if applicable].

 
Section 4. On the Day of Your Release

Now I’d like you to turn to the day/night of your release.

22. First, were there significant changes to the plan for your release that were different from what you thought 
would happen? If yes, tell me about those.

23. What items were provided by the prison for your release, such as clothing, hygiene kits, or food?
24. Were you provided with “gate” money? If yes, how much?
25. Did you have any other money in your prison account? If yes, how much?
26. What personal items did you leave with? 
27. Did friends or family provide you with any items for your release? (e.g., clothing, food, money)
28. Did a friend or family member pick you up from prison or were you driven somewhere to be dropped off by 

someone from the prison?
29. Where did you sleep your first night? (e.g., halfway house, friend, family member, spouse, hotel/motel, shelter, 

treatment center)
30. More broadly, when you think of the day/night you were released, what do you remember most? What stands 

out for you?

Section 5. Reentry Supervision

Now let’s turn to questions about parole and other requirements of your release.

31. Are you under parole supervision now? Yes or No.
a.	 If yes, 

i.   Do you recall how soon you had to meet with your parole officer after release? Where did you meet?
ii.  How long will you be under supervision?
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iii. What are the requirements for your parole? (If interviewee does not mention any of the following, ask 
if these are required)

1.    Not leaving the city or state without permission
2.    Finding employment
3.    Not changing residence without permission
4.    Not using drugs or alcohol
5.    Not entering drinking establishments
6.    Not possessing firearms or other dangerous weapons
7.    Not associating with people who have a criminal record
8.    Submitting a urinalysis or blood test when instructed
9.    Paying supervision fees
10.  Curfew

iv. Do you participate in programming that is required as part of your supervised release? (If yes, continue 
with…)

1.  How would you describe the programming you are required to take? 
2.  How many hours per week do you spend participating in the program(s)? (note: ask about time  

commitments to travel/to from)
3.  Were any of these programs helpful in your reentry process? Why or why not?
4.  What programs would have helped with your reentry if you got to choose?

v.   Have you had the same parole officer since you were released? (If not, how many have you had?)
vi.  How would you describe your relationship with your parole officer(s)? 
vii. How do you typically communicate with your parole officer(s)? 

1.  Phone
2.  Text
3.  In person 

viii.  How often do you meet with them in person?
ix.	    Do they ever stop by your home or work unannounced? 
x.	    In what ways does being under supervision present challenges for you? 

1.  Does it have any benefits for you?
xi.	What advice do you have for other people who are under parole supervision after a long or life sen-

tence?
b.	 If no,

i.	 Were you in the past? [If never supervised, skip section to section 6] 
ii.	 For how long?
iii.	What were your requirements for your parole? (If interviewee does not mention any of the following, 

ask if these are required)
1.  Not leaving the city or state without permission
2.  Finding employment
3.  Not changing residence without permission
4.  Not using drugs or alcohol
5.  Not entering drinking establishments
6.  Not possessing firearms or other dangerous weapons
7.  Not associating with people who have a criminal record
8.  Submitting a urinalysis or blood test when instructed
9.  Paying supervision fees
10.  Curfew

iv.	While you were on parole, did it have any challenges or benefits for you?
v.	 If there were required programs you had to take, were any of the programs helpful? What programs 

would you have wanted to take if required by parole?
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Section 6. Present Circumstances

I’d like to turn to a different topic, focusing more on your present-day life.

32.  First, how are you feeling physically these days? 
a.	 What if any of the ailments mentioned are related to your incarceration, in your opinion? 

33.  How has living in the community been for you? Is it different from what you expected? How?
34.  What do you do for work now?
35.  Have you registered to vote (if allowed) since leaving prison?

a.	 Have you voted since leaving prison? If yes, which election/s?
36.  What do you see as your biggest challenges today? 

a.	 What do you see as your biggest success today?
37. Since being released, which people have been most important in helping you navigate life? Who would you say 

is in your corner, supporting your positive lifestyle?
a.	 Possible: friend, spouse or romantic partner, children, parents, other family, landlord, parole officer, 

judge, mentor, religious figure, other lifers who have been released
38. Coming home involves a lot of changes and reaching out for help. How has the process been for you to get any 

services or benefits you needed, like education enrollment, disability benefits, income support, medical care, 
childcare, or transportation? 

a.	 Have you been navigating these resources by yourself, or with the help of others? Who would you say has 
helped you the most?

Turning to your present-day family connections, friendships and relationships, now:
39.  Have you resumed any of the friendships from before your incarceration?
40.  What new friendships or relationships have you made since your release?
41.  How did your incarceration affect your overall relationships with your family? 
42.  Are you in a romantic relationship? 
43.  Have you maintained any friendships with people you knew in prison who are still there? 
44.  Have you provided any mentorship or support for others returning home from prison? (NOTE: we are interest-

ed to know whether they organized, provided, participated, or led any counseling, support groups, etc.)
a.	 Participated?
b.	 Provided/Organized?
c.	 Led?

45. Now that you’re home, how effective were the resources and support you’ve received in helping you prepare 
for life after prison?

We are on our final questions now. 
46. What advice do you have for other people who are returning home after a long or life sentence?
47. In hindsight, is there anything you would do differently in terms of navigating your return home after release?
48. This is a visual question. Imagine a ladder with steps. Step 10 at the top is the best possible life for you. Step 0 

at the bottom is the worst possible life for you. Which step do you see yourself on today?  
a.	 Why do you feel that way? What would need to change in your life for you to consider yourself higher on 

the ladder?
49. My final question for you is, when you think about what really matters in your own life, what are your hopes for 

yourself in the coming year or two? What about long-term?

This is the end of the interview. I want to truly thank you for participating. Is there anything final you wish to add that we 
haven’t discussed related to your release from prison and time so far in the community?
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The following is a list of non-profit organizations that were highlighted by our study participants as pivotal in their reen-
try journey. At the time of this research, these organizations were actively operating. 

Incarceration Location Non-Profit 

California 

Anti-Recidivism Coalition

API RISE

Beit T’Shuvah

Core6

Creating Restorative Opportunities and Programs (CROP)

Homeboy Industries

Made New Foundation

Mass Liberation

Pillars of the Community

Louisiana Parole Project

Nevada Return Strong

New York

Bard Prison Initiative (BPI)

Bridges of New York

BronxConnect

Center for Employment Opportunities (CEO)

Defy Ventures

Exodus Transitional Community

The Fortune Society 

Osborne Association

Parole Prep

Strive

Transforming Lives

Xtra Handz

Oregon ReGroup

Various
Citizens United for Rehabilitation of Errants (CURE)

Impact Justice

APPENDIX 4: NON-PROFIT ORGANIZATIONS 
HIGHLIGHTED BY PARTICIPANTS

https://antirecidivism.org/who-we-are/mission-and-history
https://www.api-rise.org
https://beittshuvah.org/about-us
https://core6.org
https://www.croporganization.org/our-story
https://homeboyindustries.org
https://madenewfoundation.org/programs/reentry-programs
https://www.massliberation.net
https://www.potcsd.org
https://www.paroleproject.org
https://www.returnstrongnv.org
https://bpi.bard.edu
https://www.bridgesofny.org/about.html
https://bronxconnect.org
https://www.ceoworks.org/mission
https://www.defyventures.org/our-story-main/our-story
https://www.etcny.org
https://fortunesociety.org/
https://www.osborneny.org
https://www.paroleprepny.org
https://strive.org
https://www.transforminglivesny.org
https://xemptfromnorm.com/xtra-handz
https://www.tjcoregon.org/regroup
https://www.curenational.org/index.php
https://impactjustice.org/contact-us
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