
A Study of Recidivism  

The primary ingredient for progress is optimism. The unwavering belief that something can be 
better drives the human race forward. 

The U.S. Department of Justice reports that over 10,000 ex-prisoners are released from state and 
federal prisons every week, and more than 650,000 are released every year. Studies estimate that 
approximately two-thirds of these former inmates will likely be rearrested within 3 years of 
release. The reintegration of men and women leaving prison is challenging policymakers and 
practitioners at the federal, state, and local levels. Often cited as being of greatest concern is the 
high rate of recidivism among former prisoners—half of whom return to prison within three 
years—yet, recidivism is only one outcome in the process of leaving prison and returning home.  
Nearly 50,000 legal restrictions against people with arrest and conviction records routinely block 
access to jobs, housing, and educational opportunities, which significantly contributes towards 
high rates of increased interactions with the criminal justice system and reincarceration of people 
who have been released from prison. 

The Boston Study 
The Boston study researchers interviewed a group of formerly incarcerated people over their first 
year of reentering society. The following major findings emerged from the interviews: 
Interviewers found many Boston Reentry Study participants revealed long histories of exposure 
to trauma in early childhood. 
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Interviewers found high rates of poor physical and mental health including very high rates of 
substance abuse, mental illness, and chronic pain or diseases. The interviews suggested that 
many of these challenges were linked to experiences of childhood trauma and exposure to 
violence. Participants who reported multiple physical or health problems were most likely to 
experience material hardship after leaving prison. Although joblessness declined over the course 
of the year for most participants, those with the most serious health issues were the least likely to 
become employed. 

Participants experienced a deep level of material hardship in the first year after prison. Their 
median income in that first year was $6,000—enough to cover only two-and-a-half months’ rent 
for an average one-bedroom apartment. This study described the lives of the men during their 
first year out, including their ability to find stable housing and reunite with family after release, 
and identify factors associated with getting a job, and avoiding substance use and recidivism. 
The study also discuss the policy implications and offers findings and specific recommendations 
for helping released prisoners become healthy and productive members of the communities to 
which they return. 
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Cycle of Mass Incarceration 

More than 6.5 million people in the United States—about equal to the population of 
Massachusetts—were either incarcerated, on probation, or on parole in 2016. 
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The United States has the highest incarceration rate, not only of any Western democracy, but also 
in the world. It wasn’t always this way. From the 1920s until the early 1970s, the U.S. rate of 
incarceration was stable and in line with other countries. However, between 1973 and 2009, the 
rate more than quadrupled. High levels of incarceration are associated with many negative 
consequences for individuals, families, communities, and society 
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Hierarchy of Needs 

Housing. One year out, many men were living with family, yet in somewhat unstable housing 
situations and less-than-desirable neighborhoods. A third were living with a spouse or intimate 
partner and over a third with a parent or sibling. Almost half considered their living arrangements 
temporary, with nearly a third having moved several times during the year. About half said that 
drug dealing was a major problem in their neighborhood, and almost a quarter were living with 
former prisoners, illicit drug users, or serious alcohol users. 

People Respondent Lived with at Each Interview 
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Employment. At one year, only 37 percent had a full- time job and another 11 percent were 
working part- time. Employed men had close partner relationships and helpful families, and were 
in good mental and physical health. Also, men who had held a job during their incarceration and 
those who had worked a greater number of months after release were more likely to be working 
one year out. 

Reported Sources of Financial Support 
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Pre-prison and Post-release Employment and Hourly Wages 
Finding and maintaining a legal job after release is shown to be the most critical to successful 
reintegration, yet many former prisoners face serious challenges when seeking employment after 
release, especially in the urban areas where they tend to reside. 
For about a quarter of the men, their housing situation could be jeopardizing their prospects for 
successful long-term reintegration: 17 percent lived with someone who had been in prison and 23 
percent with someone who often drank to the point of intoxication or used illegal drugs. 

Nearly 75% of formerly incarcerated people are still unemployed a year after release. A lack of 
stable employment increases the likelihood that an individual will return to jail or prison. In fact, 
research has found that joblessness is the single most important predictor of recidivism. 
Obtaining employment and financial independence were two of the most important factors in the 
reentry experience. After a year out, about half of the men were employed, but only 37 percent 
were employed full-time, with an average salary of $10 per hour. Incarceration’s impact on 
employment and wages was substantial, with very few men achieving the job stability and wage 
levels that they had experienced prior to incarceration. Many former prisoners relied on other 
sources of financial support, including “under the table” work, support from family and friends, 
public assistance, and illegal activities. A few predictors of success in finding employment 
included having a prison job and having supportive family. 
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Family and Friends. After release, most men reported high-quality relationships with their 
families and intimate partners. When asked to name the most important thing keeping them out 
of prison, one in four men identified family support, and another 16 percent said avoiding certain 
people and situations. Of those who had returned to prison, 21 percent said failing to avoid 
certain people and situations was the reason behind their reincarceration. 

What’s Keeping You Out of Prison? 

Programs and Services. Participation in certain programs and services improved prisoners’ 
chances for reentry success. About two-thirds of men participated in programs and services after 
release. Participation in substance abuse treatment immediately after release reduced the 
likelihood of frequent drug use one year out. Additionally, men who earned their GED while in 
prison were more likely to be employed a year after release. 
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Participation in Programs During & Year after Release 
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Health. Over half of the men reported suffering from a chronic physical health condition after 
release, 29 percent showed symptoms of depression, and 20 percent showed signs of post-
traumatic stress disorder. The number of men reporting each condition increased during the first 
year out.  

Physical Health Conditions and Receipt of Medication during and after Release 

Mental Health Conditions and Receipt of Medication during and after Release 
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Substance Use. Drugs and alcohol were a problem for many men during the first year after 
release. Over one-third reported drug use or alcohol intoxication in the 30 days prior to the one-
year interview, and about half of these men reported more than weekly use. About a quarter of 
those who returned to prison said that their drug use was the reason. Men most likely to be using 
drugs frequently after release had drug-using or criminal family members, used drugs early on 
after release (one to six months out), and had anticipated difficulty staying out of prison. 
Frequent substance use one year out was less likely among men who had strong attachment to 
children and those who were required to maintain telephone contact with their parole officer. 

What’s Your Root Cause of Violation? 
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REENTRY 

Ultimately, reentry success is most commonly measured by former prisoners’ abilities to refrain 
from future criminal activity. Over a year after release, nearly a third of the men in the study 
reported committing a crime (typically drug possession and dealing), 40 percent reported being 
rearrested, and 15 percent were officially returned to prison. For those who returned to prison, 
when asked the main reason for their re-incarceration, the top reasons noted in addition to drug 
use were failing to avoid people and situations that could get them into trouble, not having 
enough money to support themselves, and unemployment. 
Prisoners who participate in programs and services while incarcerated are often better prepared 
for the transition back to their communities and have a greater chance of success after release 
than prisoners who do not participate in such programs. 

Factors Important to Staying Out of Prison 
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Reintegration Difficulties Reported after Release 

Returning prisoners often seek out programs and services to increase their chances for reentry 
success. To illustrate this point, over a third of the men attended basic education courses while 
incarcerated and those men who succeeded in earning their GED in prison were more likely to be 
employed a year out. Additionally, about two-thirds received services in the year after release, 
and such participation appeared to increase reentry success. Men who obtained substance abuse 
treatment immediately after release were less likely to report frequent drug use after one year 
out. Encouraging and aiding prisoners in obtaining needed service before and after release can 
help improve reentry outcomes. 
Respondents were asked to report how “easy” or “hard” it would be to succeed in nine areas. 
Across all three post release interviews, the men consistently reported struggling with two of 
these nine challenges: finding a job and making enough money to support themselves. 
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Physical and Mental Health 

Health status also appeared to influence reintegration success. One year out, over half of the men 
reported a physical health condition, nearly one-third were diagnosed with depression, and one-
fifth exhibited signs of PTSD. These health conditions inhibited men’s ability to obtain 
employment: those with a physical health condition or depression six months after release were 
less likely to have a job after a year. On the other hand, for returning prisoners suffering from a 
chronic physical or mental health condition, receiving medication and treatment for their illness 
appeared to decrease the likelihood of rearrest one year following release. Considering that 
nearly three-quarters had no health coverage a year after release, their ability to obtain much-
needed services was questionable. Assisting returning prisoners in obtaining health insurance, 
especially those diagnosed with physical and mental health problems in prison, could help them 
get the medical attention they need and increase their chances of success after release. 

Substance Use 
A history of serious and frequent substance use is a common characteristic of incarcerated 
populations, with at least half estimated to have a drug or alcohol problem requiring treatment. 
The substance use histories of men in the study mirror these national data, with a significant 
share reporting extensive and serious prior involvement with drugs and alcohol. Nearly three-
quarters (72 percent) reported some drug use (most frequently marijuana and cocaine), 60 
percent reported alcohol intoxication, and over half reported daily drug use or intoxication in the 
six months prior to prison. 
A month after release, about a quarter of the men reported drug use or alcohol intoxication, with 
use increasing to 35 percent by one year out. Drug use alone increased from 14 to 25 percent 
over this period. About half who reported drug use or intoxication reported more than weekly 
use. And not surprisingly, drug and alcohol use was related to an array of problems, most 
commonly relationship problems and problems at home. 
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Reported Drug Use or Alcohol Intoxication by Frequency 
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Predictors of Frequent Drug Use One Year after Release 

  
Predictors of Employment One Year after Release 
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 SOLUTIONS 

Our nation’s prisons are full – full of potential. 
Since 2013 I have been using a story to kick off discussions relating to criminal justice and 
reentry. The story involves a man drowning in a lake. He is 50 yards off shore, flailing and 
gasping for breath. 
A progressive comes upon this scene, throws 1,000 yards of rope, smiles beneficently, and 
departs. Later, a conservative arrives, sees the drowning man, and throws 25 yards of rope while 
exhorting the drown- ing man to swim. A libertarian strolls by, sees the drowning man, and 
acknowledges that he does, indeed, have a rope of the correct length. However, it is a rope he 
earned through his own hard work and diligence. It would be bad for everyone—himself, the 
drowning man, and society— if he shared his rope. Did the drowning man have anything he 
could per- haps trade for a rope? 
Throughout these visitations, a neoconservative has been observing thoughtfully from the beach. 
He pulls out his laptop and writes 800 well-chosen words detailing progressive waste, 
conservative folly, and libertarian heartlessness. Meanwhile, the man in the lake is still flailing 
and gasping. 
The story is an equal opportunity offender that singes without burning because it points out that 
each ideological perspective lacks a workable solution to the problems of crime, imprisonment, 
and recidivism. Much has been tried, yet little has been effective. 
The US incarcerates over two million people and has another 4.7 mil- lion on probation and 
parole. Up to 70 million Americans have criminal records, and as many Americans have arrest 
records as have bachelor’s degrees. The Brennan Center for Justice estimates that if all 
Americans with criminal records held hands, they could circle the earth three times.3 Studies 
show that about two-thirds of those released from prison for a felony offense will find 
themselves behind bars again within three years. Most will return to prison in the first few 
months after release. This is expensive in every possible way—fiscally, economically, and 
socially. A 2016 study by the Washington University in St. Louis found that the direct costs of 
incarceration—about $80 billion per year or nearly $40,000 per year per inmate—are dwarfed by 
the human and economic costs. When you add lost productivity and the social costs inflicted on 
families, communities, and the next generation by mass incarceration, researchers estimate 
Americans lose about $1 trillion per year, or 6 percent of the nation’s gross domestic product, 
due to incarceration. That is almost as much as the federal government collects in income taxes. 
It is more than we pay out in Social Security benefits and equal to what Congress appropriates 
for all the federal government’s defense and non-defense discretionary programs. This figure 
does not include the additional hundreds of billions spent on policing or the untold costs victims 

Page  of 17 25



incurred. To paraphrase the late Senate minority leader Everett Dirksen, a trillion dollars is real 
money, even by today’s standards. We spend or forgo it year after year after year. 
Given the number of people affected and the costs, foundations, non- profits, and federal, state, 
and local governments have spent billions experimenting with different ways of preventing men 
and women who have served their time from serving even more time. We are also spending 
significant money evaluating these programs’ effects. To date, the results of these investments 
have not been encouraging.  The relative absence of program approaches that make significant 
dents in recidivism remains a crucial concern in reentry policy and practice. 

A recent groundswell is that desistance is a process by which returned citizens move along a 
trajectory to a state of non-offending. In this framework, people cannot move directly from a 
high rate of offending to a low or zero rate of offending without moving along a smooth, 
declining path that resembles the well-known age-crime curve. This model has serious flaws and 
risk implications for policy; largely because it implies that high-rate offenders can only become 
low risk slowly over time. We know this to be untrue. Individuals both inside the criminal justice 
system and outside have the ability to turn a single event into a defining moment in their lives, 
good or bad. They also equally have the ability to stop “cold turkey” any of the defining 
characteristics and behaviors associated with their criminal thinking or actions. The difference: 
MEANING which they give that event.  
I believe there is another tradition in life-course criminology that does not agree that desistance 
is a process by which people experience a slow decline in their rate of offending. This tradition 
argues that people decide to select new pro-social identities, identities that correspond with 
termination of habits or desistance. In this framework, high-rate offenders can and do terminate 
quickly, moving abruptly to zero-level offending. The process, for identity theorists, is the 
process by which individuals “stay straight,” not the process by which they get there. 
I believe that identity theories are consistent with modern criminal career models of offending 
that assume that people’s offending careers have two distinctive features: the rate of offending 
and the probability of desistance (or recidivism) after each conviction event. I believe the 
existing empirical evidence is strongly in favor of models in which even high-rate offenders can 
desist. 
The possibility of desistance, in the original sense of the word, changes the framework for 
policymakers concerned about dealing with people exiting prison. Risk, as defined by the prior 
rate of offending, is no longer the person’s most important feature. Instead, practitioners need to 
acknowledge that even high-rate offenders might desist. At the very least, the system should 
recognize and support these individuals as they seek to solidify their new identity. 
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Employment for identity theorists is a unique “lever” because it is both a means and an ends. 
Pro-social identities for most people, particularly men, involve some form of stable employment. 
Adopting a pro-social identity usually requires stable employment, and barriers to stable 
employment may well derail efforts to adopt a more pro-social identity. Giving an offender an 
identity inside prison to which he or she can connect with and visualize as they become or 
transform into that person the same way they did the previous criminal behaviorist is completely 
viable to upend the recidivism rate in the Country. 
These individuals now view themselves as a truly new or different person. Acquiring and 
maintaining this new identity often involves discrete and deliberate choices to separate from past 
peers or move to new environments. 
Moreover, research suggests that, contrary to the age-graded life-course theory of crime, 
obtaining a job or getting married would have little effect on criminality without a redefinition of 
one’s self. In this view, the most important factor is the existence of a new pro-social identity. 
Employment makes little sense for people who have yet to experience an identity shift. Coercing 
or requiring employment for people who are not ready appears to do little to promote desistance 
or lower levels of offending. As the saying goes…you can lead a horse to water,… 
One possible interpretation of existing evidence is that employment is relevant only for those 
who have already decided on their new identity. But just as a child imagines his or her future, so 
too, do these inmates need to imagine their future. They need to be allowed to dream and discuss 
ideas and use their imaginations. How do we get there? Through the use and availability of 
technology and courses and curriculum that promote finding their unique WHY in life.  
As a result, I believe reentry must be constructed to account for this possibility and, at the very 
least, do nothing to disturb or interrupt this imaginative process. More positively, I believe 
policymakers involved with reentering prisoners should work to recognize people who have 
taken the first steps to change and support those efforts with policies that reinforce those steps. 
Parole board or background check decisions that continue to harken back to the person they were 
before are counterproductive and harmful to desisters. 

Good policy begins with good evidence. AccomplishED Ventures has provided policymakers and 
practitioners with a wealth of information on how to pursue better programs for formerly 
incarcerated individuals. 

Focused on Risk Factors That Can Be Changed 
The first principle, the need principle, helps us identify what to target for behavior change—that 
is, dynamic risk factors (criminogenic needs) that are highly correlated with criminal conduct. 
The need principle states that programs should assess and target crime-producing needs, such as 
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antisocial attitudes, antisocial peer associations, substance abuse, impulsivity, lack of problem-
solving skills, and self-control. Programs must ensure that the vast majority of interventions are 
focused on these factors. 
Research also demonstrates that effects on recidivism are greater for programs that target 
multiple criminogenic needs compared to programs that target only one or, even worse, target 
non-criminogenic needs. These findings are not surprising, as most ex-prisoners are not high risk 
for recidivism because they have one risk or need factor, but rather because they have multiple 
risk and needs factors that must be targeted for change. For example, while unemployment is 
correlated with criminal conduct for many probationers and parolees, it is not that strong of a risk 
factor by itself. After all, most of us would not start selling drugs or stealing if we became 
unemployed; we would simply start looking for another job. But imagine if you could create that 
resilience within yourself, inside of prison to know that you will be knocked down and fired 
from a job or turned down for a job and that is a part of life, not life getting the better of you and 
forcing you into a cycle of misbehaviors that lead to reincarceration. Many of our life skills 
programs cover these exact criminogenic needs, addressing ideas and patterns to help change the 
narrative in their head and their life.  
Some major risk factors can be influenced or changed, while others cannot. Those factors that 
cannot be changed are called static factors. Early onset of criminal behavior, for example, is a 
good predictor of one’s likelihood to get into future trouble. However, if an individual was first 
arrested at age 10, they will always have been first arrested at age 10; this fact cannot be 
changed. Similarly, if an individual’s father is in prison, it may help explain why the individual is 
in the criminal justice system (i.e., social learning); however, nothing can be done to change the 
past. On the other hand, factors that can be changed are considered dynamic and are also called 
criminogenic needs. 
If we think about the risk factors associated with a heart attack, for instance, many factors, 
including age (over 50), sex (males), and family history of heart problems, are static. Conversely, 
several other factors, such as high blood pressure, being overweight, lack of exercise, stress, 
smoking, and high cholesterol, are dynamic. To best understand an individual’s likelihood of a 
heart attack, static and dynamic risk factors should be taken into account. To lower someone’s 
chance of having a heart attack, how- ever, the primary focus should be on the individual’s 
dynamic risk factors.Static and dynamic risk factors associated with an ex-prisoner’s likelihood 
of recidivism should be identified and considered. But ultimately, if we want to lower their 
chance of recidivism, primary focus must be on crime-producing areas that have the capacity to 
change (i.e., dynamic risk factors strongly correlated with risk). For example, an ex-prisoner’s 
friends, lack of problem-solving skills, use of substances, challenges with employment, and 
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attitudes, values, and beliefs related to breaking the law are all areas significantly related to 
recidivism but, if targeted appropriately, can be changed. 
Some of these factors can change relatively quickly, such as one’s employment status, while 
others may take more time and effort. For example, helping someone develop better problem-
solving skills or teaching them how to restructure their antisocial attitudes will likely take a lot of 
demonstration, practice, and feedback. 

Maslow's hierarchy of needs is a motivational theory in psychology comprising a five-tier model 
of human needs, often depicted as hierarchical levels within a pyramid. 
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his five-stage model can be divided into deficiency needs and growth needs. The first four levels 
are often referred to as deficiency needs (D-needs), and the top level is known as growth or being 
needs (B-needs). Deficiency needs arise due to deprivation and are said to motivate people when 
they are unmet. Also, the motivation to fulfill such needs will become stronger the longer the 
duration they are denied. For example, the longer a person goes without food, the more hungry 
they will become. When a deficit need has been 'more or less' satisfied it will go away, and our 
activities become habitually directed towards meeting the next set of needs that we have yet to 
satisfy. These then become our salient needs. However, growth needs continue to be felt and may 
even become stronger once they have been engaged. 
 

Growth needs do not stem from a lack of something, but rather from a desire to grow as a person. 
Once these growth needs have been reasonably satisfied, one may be able to reach the highest 
level called self-actualization. Every person is capable and has the desire to move up the 
hierarchy toward a level of self-actualization. Unfortunately, progress is often disrupted by a 
failure to meet lower level needs. Life experiences, including divorce and loss of a job, may 
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cause an individual to fluctuate between levels of the hierarchy. Therefore, not everyone will 
move through the hierarchy in a uni-directional manner but may move back and forth between 
the different types of needs. "It is quite true that man lives by bread alone — when there is no 
bread. But what happens to man’s desires when there is plenty of bread and when his belly is 
chronically filled? 
At once other (and “higher”) needs emerge and these, rather than physiological hungers, 
dominate the organism. And when these in turn are satisfied, again new (and still “higher”) needs 
emerge and so on. This is what we mean by saying that the basic human needs are organized into 
a hierarchy of relative prepotency.” - Maslow 

About three and a half years ago I made a discovery and this discovery profoundly changed my 
view on how I thought the world worked and subsequently my life and my perspective and 
certainly the way I lead my organization. 
As it turns out the immense leaders among the world all think, act, and move the exact opposite 
of their lesser known competitors.  

THE GOLDEN CIRCLE 
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WHAT 
Every single person and organization on the planet knows what they do. They sell (insert here). 
HOW 
Some people and organizations know how they do it. They might say its their unique value or 
their intellectual property, etc. (We have a proprietary sales script) 
WHY 
Very few know why they do what they do. Any by why I don’t mean a profit, that s result. I mean 
what’s your purpose, what’s your cause, your belief. Why does your idea or company exist? As a 
result the way we think, the way we act, the way we communicate is from the outside in. It's 
obvious.  
BUT, the inspired leaders and the inspired organizations regardless of their size and industry all 
think, act, and communicate from the inside out. Most people explain the thing they do, their 
features and benefits, and then ask for a reason to act. This is our new car, its safe and smells 
amazing and gets great gas mileage…want to buy our car? And that message is uninspiring. That 
message is how reentry and recidivism have been viewed for decades. Uninspired what’s. 
None of what I am telling you is my opinion its factually grounded in biology, not psychology, 
biology. If you look at a cross section of the human brain looking from the top down what you 
see is the umma brain is actually broken into three major components that correspond perfectly 
with the golden circle.  
Our newest brain, the homosapien brain, our neocortex corresponds with the WHAT level. The 
neocortex is responsible for all our rational and analytical thought and language. The middle two 
sections make up our limbic brain and our limbic brain is responsible for our feeling like trust 
and decision making. It has no capacity for language. In other words, when we communicate 
from the outside in, yes people can understand vast amounts of information like features and 
benefits it just doesn’t drive behavior. When we communicate from the inside out we’re talking 
directly to the part of the brain that controls behavior and then we allow people to rationalize it 
with the tangible things we say and do. This is where “gut” decisions come from. Sometimes you 
can give people all the facts and data and they say gee I don’t know it just doesn’t feel right. 
Why would we use that verb…feel? Because the part of the brain that controls decision making 
doesn’t distinguish language so we say it just doesn’t feel right. Or we say you are leading with 
your heart. Those things are being controlled by the part of the brain that controls decisions 
making and not language. So what happens if we reverse the circle, and start with the Why? 
When we communicate from the inside out, we're sending a message to the part of the brain that 
controls our behavior. This is where change happens, and sticks. All three components are 
important but the ab slitty to communicate it is the difference between change and rhetoric. 
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But if you don’t know why you do what you do then how would you get others to believe what 
you believe? If you hire people just because they can do a job they will work for money. If you 
hire someone for a cause they will work towards a pursuit and give their all for that pursuit far 
more than the 40 hours in the previous scenario of an employee working for a paycheck. What 
you do simply proves what you believe. So in order to change a why, you must adopt a belief. 
And in order to change a human (or their behavior) their why must be stronger than their What 
and their How.  
Does the why evolve? No, it doesn’t. Each individual only has 1 Why and their why is born from 
their upbringing, from their childhood. We are products of our childhood. Who we are, the sum 
total of these 3 things: beliefs, values, and why I participate in the outside world.  Who we are 
comes from our teachers, experiences, parents and community we experienced while we were 
young. Our why’s are fully formed by 18 and we live the rest of our lives either searching for the 
fulfillment to align our why or acting out in a manner that’s contrary to who we truly want to be 
but its the only way we know how to be, its our what, its informational.   

The three phases of the AccomplishEd Ventures Reentry program are: 
1. What is your goal in 1 year, 5 year? 
2. How are you going to achieve written goals? 
3. Why is this your goal? 

Then we begin with WHY… 
This curriculum provides a needed framework for evidence-based reentry programming that will 
enable more people to leave the revolving door of the justice system behind for good.
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