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Abstract 

Prisoner reentry is an important contemporary policy concern as many ex-convicts reenter 

communities uneducated and unprepared to compete in local labor markets. This study uses 

data from the 2003 National Corrections Reporting Program (NCRP) for the states of 

California, Illinois and Washington to examine contextual correlates of reentry patterns. The 

analyses reveal systematic correlates of releases from both incarceration and community 

supervision that highlight a diverse array of difficulties for offenders returning to their home 

community. The results of this study underscore the often-difficult transitions facing 

reentering offenders and support policy implications for those who oversee reentry processes. 
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1. Introduction 

The literature on reentry has raised questions about conditions that interfere with successful 

reentry and these get to the heart of a key issue in public policy at a time when public 

resources are in short supply and pressure has increased to turn the tide on mass incarceration. 

The punishment literature provides a variety of clues that can assist in formulating actionable 

remedies. For example, there is evidence that variation in structured environments and 

ascribed characteristics of offenders correlate with punishment severity (Hogg 2011; Helms 

and Costanza 2010; Paternoster, Brame, Bacon, & Ditchfield, 2004; Helms 2009; Helms & 

Jacobs, 2002; Hallett, 2002; Feld, 1991). These and other studies offer conclusive evidence 

that more severe sanctions are leveled at offenders from disorganized, minority and 

economically disadvantaged environments (Note 1). The literature focusing on offenders has 

emphasized that a majority of released offenders return to high crime areas, a fact that may 

contribute to their becoming reacquainted with crime and the criminal justice system. 

With regard to neighborhood settings, several important studies provide theoretical 

perspective regarding the ways structural environments shape offender experiences upon 

returning to the community (Kilburn, Costanza, Frailing & Diaz 2014; Clear 2005; Petersilia 

2003; Travis 2005). These give leverage to other research that documents sources of offender 

recidivism (Hipp, Petersilia & Turner 2010; Kubrin, Squires & Stewart 2007). What is not as 

well-documented is a correlational approach that observes the patterned way in which 

offenders are released into these structured environments. This study focuses on what is for 

many offenders the interim experience between episodes of correctional control (Kubrin & 

Stewart 2006), by analyzing contextual correlates of prison and community supervision 

releases. 

Released offenders commonly return to high-risk economically distressed environments, 

where they often confront a gauntlet of poorly functioning institutions such as churches, 

families, and schools along with limited political representation and scarce opportunities to 

become gainfully employed. Likewise they face a structured environment that is often 

inhospitable to their arrival in the form of housing difficulties, racially divided communities, 

concentrated poverty and other features contributing to social stress (Kilburn, et al. 2014; 

Clear 2007, Petersilia 2003, Travis 2005). Returning offenders are also routinely the targets 

of enhanced suspicion and surveillance by agents of social control, whose pro-active efforts 

contribute to a strong likelihood that released offenders will be caught up in police operations 

at the local level and eventually returned to prison.  

Each year an estimated 700,000 previously incarcerated offenders return to their home 

communities (Lynch & Sabol 2007). Both community supervision and imprisonment have 

been enhanced over the course of several decades through intermediate sanctioning efforts 

and the “get-tough” philosophy that has dominated the political discourse on punishment. For 

those coming back to the community from prison stays, the totalizing qualities (Goffman, 

1961) of penal institutions take a substantial toll on the psyche.  
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Early findings on recidivism (Martinson, 1974) helped steer policy makers towards more 

punitive and retributive goals for the prison system. Rehabilitation remains a relevant subject 

in American debates about crime control (Jonson & Cullen, 2013; Jans, 2002) but the 

political discourse has often treated rehabilitation as, at best, an ancillary consideration 

relative to the regime focus on punitive justice. Indeed, during the last four decades, crime 

control strategies have been a double-edged sword, stifling efforts to improve prison 

programs and diminishing the integrity of reentry policies (Kilburn & Costanza, 2009; 

Johnson-Listwan, Cullen, & Latessa, 2006). There have been some documented successes 

among programs seeking to rehabilitate offenders (Grommon, Davidson, & Bynum, 2013). 

Such programs, however, remain narrowly focused on addressing individual shortcomings 

thought to affect recidivism. All else being equal, these programs operate on the expectation 

that idiosyncratic adjustments to targeted offenders will result in life-altering changes. But 

unfortunately, the ipso facto ideal (wherein the reprogrammed offender steps out of prison 

and becomes an upright citizen) doesn’t always hold and so treatment effects too often fall 

short in practice. 

Assessing the efficacy of programs to facilitate prisoner reentry is an important area of 

contemporary concern for policy makers (Schwarzfeld, Weiss, Plotkin, & Draper, 2008). But 

emphasizing individualized justice without attention to agent-structure considerations is 

myopic. Most contemporary research suggests that two-thirds of offenders will be rearrested 

within 3 years of their release (Mears, Wang, Hay, & Bales, 2008; Decker, 2007). Many of 

these arrests will terminate with a new prison sentence. There is an apparent preparation gap 

that leaves offenders at risk of failure and communities at risk of new crimes.  

Analysis focused on the receiving community environments where offenders will be 

returning upon release from correctional control can facilitate both better targeted prison 

programming and improvements in administration of community supervision. In the analysis 

that follows, we emphasize contextual indicators and highlight the variable landscapes to 

which offenders are being released, both as a cautionary tale and as a motivation to renewed 

consideration of the social and political foundations of criminal recidivism.  

2. Literature Review 

The purported goal of both prison and community supervision is to address illegal behavior 

by correcting perceived deficits within the offender. In this sense both types of criminal 

sanctioning nominally strive toward rehabilitation. Cullen & Gendreau (2000) argue that 

effective rehabilitation programs should: a) target known predictors of crime and recidivism; 

b) develop interventions that are designed to address negative behavior patterns; c) focus 

treatment on higher risk offenders; and, d) make efforts to match treatment service and the 

learning style to offenders. The overwhelming majority of commissioned reports take an 

optimistic approach, focusing attention on “what works.” However, these reports provide 

almost no insight regarding the environmental terrain offenders will be returning to upon 

completion of correctional programming.  
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2a. Vocational and Educational Programming 

Most research on rehabilitation has addressed possible correlations between educational 

programs and anticipated reductions in recidivism (Jancic, 1998; Nuttall, Hollmen, & Staley, 

2003; Gaes, 2008; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2009). Zoukis (2012) states: “As compared to the 

general population, prisoners are an under-educated class coming from a culture of poverty, 

with few skills for handling everyday tasks, and little or no experience in a trade or career.” 

In support of this statement he draws attention to a New Mexico study (Gaes, 2008) showing 

that 10% of their offenders arrived with educational skills at or below the third-grade level, 

32% had skills at or below the sixth-grade level in reading and math, only 50% of the 

offenders could claim a high-school diploma, and less than 20 offenders in the cohort (.003%) 

had some college-level education. Given these kinds of results, it should come as no surprise 

that programs focusing on remedial educational attainment are a typical and much needed 

area of programming within the US prison system. 

The prison literature includes a substantial body of program evaluation research addressing 

educational programming (Tewskbury, Ericson, & Taylor, 2000; Aos, Cecil, Drapkin, & 

MacKenzie, 2000; Kelso, 2000; Miller & Drake, 2000; MacKenzie & Hickman, 2000; 

Gallaher & MacKenzie, 2000; Messemer, 2003; Chappell, 2004; Wells, 2004; Miller & Drake, 

2006; Wilson, Boufard, & McCarthy, 2006). Most of these reports, in one way or another, and 

as noted by Vacca (2004) subscribe to the following formula for success: "Literacy skills in 

learner-centered programs with meaningful contexts that recognize the different learning 

styles, cultural backgrounds and learning needs of inmates are important to program success 

and inmate participation.” (Vacca, 2004, p. 297). Many researchers also emphasize that 

correctional efforts should support the inculcation of useful skills to assist with transition 

away from crime (Gomez, 2008). Unfortunately, supervision across the spectrum of 

correctional controls usually places a heavy emphasis on accountability and compliance with 

terms and conditions so that educational and vocational aspects become a secondary concern 

as a practical matter. 

Some prisons offer a regimen of vocational skills development opportunities. A literature has 

sought to evaluate programmatic effects (Haynes 1996; Saylor & Gaes, 1997, 2001; Wilson, 

Gallagher, & Mackenzie, 2000; Boufard, MacKenzie, & Hickman, 2000). Critiques of 

vocational programming call into question the match between skills taught and the labor 

market conditions faced by offenders upon release (Gerber & Fritsch, 1995; Visher, 

Winterfield, & Coggeshall, 2005). One wonders for example how much utility there is in 

learning the skills of a brick mason or a janitor, raising and slaughtering factory-farmed 

animals or sitting at a machine sewing jeans or stamping out license plates for prison 

industries. Farley, Murphy & Bedford (2012, p. 1) note that “almost universally, prisoners are 

not permitted any access to the internet, and ICTs [information and communication 

technologies] because they often pose an unacceptable security risk.” And so the rapidly 

digitizing globalized economy (evidence on global dimensions of the economy and digitized 

security systems can be seen in Helms, Costanza, & Johnson 2012; Helms & Costanza 2014), 

which affect nearly all labor market participants, present additional challenges for the typical 

homeward bound offender. 
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2b. Medical/Mental Health Treatment and Other Types of Programs 

Medical/mental health treatment programs offered in prison are known to affect the reentry 

process. A body of research documents generally favorable effects of cognitive and 

therapeutic programming (Farkas, 2000; Rohde, Jorgensen, Seeley and Mace, 2004; Vannoy 

& Hoyt, 2004; Sayre, 2006, Callan & Gardner, 2007; Lambert, Hogan, Barton, & Stephenson, 

2007; Nee & Farman, 2007; DeHart, 2010; Polaschek, Bell, Calvert, & Takarangi, 2010). The 

utility of programs targeting drug and alcohol addiction/recovery processes is 

well-documented (Melnick, de Leon, Thomas, Kressel, & Wexler, 2001; Lucente, 

Fals-Stewart, Richards, & Goscha, 2001; Stohr, Hemmens, Shapiro, Chambers, & Kelley, 

2004; Mitchell & Harrell, 2006; McSweeney, Stevens, Hunt, & Turnbull, 2007; De Leon & 

Wexler, 2009). In addition to the prison programs, offenders serving community sentences for 

drug or alcohol related crimes are generally required to participate in substance abuse 

programing. 

2c. Limitations of Correctional Programming Research 

Most correctional programming research is limited to studies of people in prison as opposed 

to more common probationers. In a meta-analysis of 32 research efforts, Seiter & Kadela 

(2003, p. 380) found that effective strategies aimed at reducing recidivism include work 

release programs (which assist with job readiness), drug treatment programs (that curb drug 

use), and interventions that address drug-related crimes and parole violations associated with 

illicit drug use and possession. Their research suggests that reentry programs can be 

problematic when the social environment of those being released is altered, when there is 

community instability, or when the availability of programs is constrained (Note 2). 

Empirical research addressing best practices argues that targeted educational, vocational, and 

therapeutic initiatives can effectively change some offenders and reduce their likelihood of 

engaging in new crimes. Unfortunately, while such statements are likely true, they do not 

acknowledge a different truth, that offenders are quite typically released into environments 

that are highly conducive to recidivism. Correctional program evaluation research 

exemplifies a pragmatic approach to addressing the reentry process, as can be seen by 

reviewing notable studies in this expansive field. Mills (2004) provides a normative overview, 

arguing that when seeking to ameliorate the recidivism dilemma, a wide range of community 

players should be involved in dialogue “about the impact on their communities that the flood 

of reentering ex-offenders is having; and about the resources that are lost to their 

communities as these people flow in and out of prisons and in and out of their families’ 

homes” (p. 183). 

Recent correctional policy has focused more on punishment than on rehabilitation, 

concentrating more on isolating criminals rather than addressing their criminogenic needs. 

Although the array of research reports is laudable (and we strongly encourage continued 

evaluation and refinement of these program areas), none fully addresses the fact that reentry 

drops inmates into a social terrain that is not well situated to accommodate them upon their 

release. Although this is a quite plausible summation of the situation, the empirical literature 

has yet to fully reflect upon this critical aspect of the reentry problem.  
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The research that follows provides evidence on release environments, focusing on 

environmental correlates of prison release patterns and also patterns of releases from 

community supervision across three states, California, Washington, and Illinois (Note 3). We 

focus on releases from state incarceration, and also releases from parole and probation, for 

offenders processed in 2003. This focus should provide insight into a range of risks and 

opportunities facing offenders, as well as correctional officials and state legislators as 

managers of correctional resources. The results of this study offer a basis for rethinking 

reentry policies in order to better prepare inmates for their release and adapt programming so 

that non-criminal alternatives become more readily available to those who are being released. 

Since the focus of this research emphasizes an array of community correlates the following 

section highlights a range of alternative hypotheses. 

3. Hypotheses and Indicators 

Economic and social stress indicators have figured strongly in explanations for crime and 

punishment variation. Indicators such as economic and racial inequality, joblessness, 

variation in household incomes, and conservative political ideology among others have all 

been shown to correlate with heightened punishments. We expect that similar factors will 

correlate with incarceration releases, but community supervision releases may be 

differentially influenced by these same factors. To assess these insights, correctional release 

data were merged with data from the US Census and other sources to produce a rich data set 

for analysis.  

3a. Concentrated Disadvantage 

Concentrated disadvantage (Wilson 1987; Land, McCall, & Cohen 1990; Parker, McCall, & 

Land, 1999) has been theorized and empirically assessed in many studies of crime and 

punishment and so we follow established precedent. We expect to observe a positive 

association between a combined indicator of concentrated disadvantage and the prison 

release variable since we expect offenders to be released into the most disadvantaged areas. 

But we expect offenders to be less successful in serving community sentences in these areas 

and so the coefficient sign should be negative for our second analysis. 

3b. Unemployment Effects 

A high unemployment rate undoubtedly limits labor opportunities for reentering felons and 

reduces the likelihood of success for offenders under community correctional control.  

Under circumstances of high unemployment, we expect that courts would typically opt for 

more formal controls over high-risk populations (Greenberg, 1975; Chiricos & Delone 1992). 

In keeping with this expectation, Holzer, Raphael & Stoll (2004) administered an employer 

survey from four major U.S. cities and found that 19.5% of employers reportedly would not 

hire ex-offenders while an additional 42.1% said they probably would not hire ex-offenders. 

These findings paint a bleak job picture for ex-offenders. We therefore expect to observe a 

positive relationship with the prison release indicator (reflecting earlier decisions to impose 

restrictive controls), but we expect to observe a negative association with releases from 
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community supervision since offenders should be less successful in environments 

characterized by greater labor market difficulties. 

3c. Black Median Incomes 

In a highly mobile materialist culture, income is essential to meeting basic needs in the 

community. We attempt to capture the essence of this requirement with an indicator for Black 

median incomes. Blacks are overrepresented in prison admission data and are 

disproportionately disadvantaged in most communities. Blacks typically draw lower incomes 

and resemble the economic profile for the least well off at the community level and so the 

indicator serves as a proxy for reduced median incomes for all groups. We expect to observe a 

negative association between incarceration releases and Black median incomes since 

jurisdictions with higher incomes most likely would have fewer members returning from 

incarceration. However, with regard to community-supervised releases, we expect felons to 

fare better due to community level opportunities that increase the likelihood of successfully 

serving their sentences. In short, we expect to observe a positive association between Black 

median incomes and the rate of releases from community supervision. 

3d. Manufacturing Employment Changes 

Manufacturing historically has allowed minorities and the poor to participate successfully in 

the labor market and rise into the middle class without onerous educational requirements 

(Myers & Sabol, 1987). Manufacturing employment changes reflect long-term trends. Where 

manufacturing jobs steeply declined over many years this shift in labor opportunities 

probably contributed to heightened risks of crime and imprisonment. One consequence is that 

prison release rates should also be associated with these same shifts in manufacturing 

employment opportunities. Having said that, while much of the US experienced losses in 

manufacturing employment that trend has not been universal. Some areas were recent 

beneficiaries of new manufacturing investments and job growth. We expect that where 

manufacturing jobs increased as a percentage of the overall market for labor, these 

opportunities to engage in productive work likely reduced the risk of imprisonment. Areas 

with growing labor opportunities should be more hospitable to community supervision. And 

for offenders supervised locally, the same conditions should assist with successful completion 

of community-based sentences. And so, we expect to observe an inverse relationship between 

an indicator of manufacturing change and releases from prison. But we expect to observe a 

positive association between this same manufacturing indicator and releases from community 

supervision.  

3e. Educated Local Populations and Reentry Processes 

There is evidence supporting links between education and labor market returns (Day & 

Neuberger, 2002) and so educational influences should not be overlooked. A key assumption 

for correctional administrators is that at the individual offender level educational attainment 

is a likely contributor to successful reentry since education should make offenders more 

competitive in the labor market. But the receiving community’s education level should also 

influence the likelihood of successful reentry. We expect that older and more educated 
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populations will be less directly involved in labor market competition with criminal 

defendants and should be associated with better prospects for reentry but a lower rate of 

prison releases. On the other hand, educated local populations that are somewhat younger 

will likely experience more direct labor market competition with offenders, and so we expect 

that in these jurisdictions there will be more difficulties with reentry.  As with other 

conceptual controls we expect that effects will differ across the two analyses, reflecting 

distinct processes linking patterns of incarceration and subsequent release, on one hand, and 

successful community supervision, on the other hand. 

3f. Drug Offending and Reentry Patterns 

Drug offending has been the focus of political discourse throughout the past 40 years, and has 

been suspected as a key source of growing prison populations (Helms & Costanza, 2010) and 

other social control processes (Helms & Costanza, 2009). We proxy for the level of drug 

offending with an indicator of police drug arrests. Drug arrests are an indicator of police 

emphasis and prioritization at the community level and so it should be a factor affecting 

success/failure for supervised offenders. Where drug arrests are greatest, we expect prison 

releases will be enhanced, reflecting sources of previous patterns of incarceration. We also 

expect a greater rate of failure among community-supervised offenders in these same 

jurisdictions where drug law enforcement is strongly emphasized. In sum, we expect to 

observe a positive association between the drug arrest indicator and prison releases but a 

negative association between the arrest indicator and the rate of releases from community 

supervision in the analyses that follow. 

3g. Conservative Political Support 

We include an indicator representing conservative political support in the community since 

the most conservative communities have been shown to rely on prison to a greater extent than 

their more liberal counterparts (Jacobs & Helms 1996; Helms & Jacobs 2002; Helms 2009; 

Helms & Costanza 2009). We expect to observe this relationship since conservative 

candidates have consistently included in their campaign platforms endorsements for enhanced 

punishments. Where communities most strongly supported political candidates from the 

Republican Party, the party most closely identified with conservative appeals for enhanced 

law enforcement and punishments, we expect to observe greater reliance on imprisonment. 

Consequently we should observe more releases to these same environments. But since the 

focus is on punitive enforcement we expect a reduced rate of releases from community 

supervision in these law and order environments where failures are more likely to be met with 

revocation and remand to a state facility. 

Finally, all states by 2003 had substantially revised their sentencing statutes and many, 

perhaps most, realigned their statutes to a more strictly determinate sentencing regime. 

California, by many accounts, went the furthest with its three strikes statutes. These were part 

of a much more comprehensive set of reforms involving truth in sentencing and generally 

punitive punishment practices. State level dummies allow an operational means of 

statistically holding constant all systematic but otherwise unmeasured state-level influences. 

Therefore, we include dummy indicators for Washington and Illinois, with California serving 
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as the reference or omitted category. Using this operationalization, we expect to observe that 

Washington and Illinois exhibited reduced releases when compared with California, net of 

other factors affecting releases.  

4. Data and Methods 

We proceed logically with the merging and analysis of several databases to assess the 

above-mentioned processes. Data on incarceration releases and also community supervision 

releases were merged with data from the 2000 U.S. census, 2000 UCR, and data by 

Gallup-Black (2005) to provide a rich analysis of the contextual environments offenders are 

returned to upon having served a period of incarceration or a community supervised sanction.  

Primary data on offenders for this study were acquired from the ICPSR and were originally 

compiled by the U.S. Department of Justice (2003) based on annual reporting from 

participating states’ departments of corrections. Two data sets form the basis for descriptive 

statistics on prison releases and populations released from community supervision and are 

used to develop dependent variables for our research. The dependent variables in this section 

of the report are the per-capita rates of prison releases and the rate of releases from 

community supervision. Initial analyses of the rates showed that both indicators were 

positively skewed and so both were logged. 

4a. Preliminary Analysis of Descriptive Data and Bivariate Correlations 

Table 1 provides descriptive information for all of the variables used in this analysis (mean, 

standard deviation, largest and smallest values, number of cases). 

 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation

Nat Log of Prison Releases per 10,000 Pop. 199 .73 7.18 3.0584 .72400 

Nat Log of Community Releases per 10,000 Pop. 58 .00 5.54 2.2107 1.01356 

Index of Concentrated Disadvantage 199 -1.55690 2.05350 -.1742275 .72350143 

Black median income 199 .00 102264.00 31659.7563 19127.21127 

% Change in Manuf., 1980 - 1990 199 -13.30 6.60 -2.4603 3.34901 

% Unemployment 199 1.80 23.40 6.0568 2.95888 

% Younger Pop with H.S. Degree 199 54.3727 91.8422 76.417620 6.8851777 

% Older Pop with H.S. Degree 199 45.6924 90.3009 69.125171 8.8207885 

Rt. of Drug Arrests per 10,000 199 .00 131.38 25.9232 31.29402 

% Republican Votes 2000 199 .161 .739 .52548 .096083 

Nat Log of Total Population 199 7.10 16.07 10.9312 1.60473 

D. Washington 199 .00 1.00 .1960 .39795 

D. Illinois 199 .00 1.00 .5126 .50110 

D. California 199 .00 1.00 .2915 .45558 
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Preliminary analysis of the data showed strong correlations among several of the independent 

variables included in the study. Evaluation of zero-order relationships showed preliminary 

evidence that collinearity might be a problem in subsequent analyses. . When present, 

collinearity can undermine the accuracy of regression estimates.   

A principal components analysis allowed us to statistically evaluate the degree of overlap in 

the regression space and to produce an indicator that incorporates information from all of the 

respective indicators sharing the overlapping space. Several indicators exhibited strong 

correlations (poverty, single-parent households, percent Black population, and a measure of 

income inequality, the Gini index, computed on household incomes). Using un-rotated 

principle components methods, these were used to develop a combined indicator of 

concentrated disadvantage. Zero-order relationships among predictors at this point are 

modest, suggesting that collinearity concerns have been addressed sufficiently.  

We turn our attention now to a statistically based examination of contextual correlates of 

prison releases and releases from community supervision. We proceed first with an 

explication of data and indicators and the logic for their inclusion in this study. We then 

follow with an analysis of regression results for the respective outcomes in this study. 

4b. Demographics of Those Admitted and Released from State Incarceration  

While this study focuses on those released from correctional facilities or from community 

supervision, we note in passing information on admitted prisoners in the three states to 

facilitate comparisons about respective trends in admissions and releases. While the overall 

prison admissions for 2003 for the three states was 168,482, California clearly was the largest 

incarcerator with a total of 120,233 admissions (71.4% of the sample), while Illinois had 

35,879 (21.3% of the sample), and Washington had 12,370 admissions (7.3% of the sample). 

With regard to releases from state prison, California again led the states with 120,762 (73.9% 

of the sample) followed by Illinois with 35,007(21.4% of the sample) and Washington with 

7,547 releases (4.6% of the sample). We note that while release totals for California and 

Illinois very closely match admissions totals, Washington released substantially fewer 

offenders in 2003 than they admitted to state prison. 

The demographic profile of released offenders somewhat resembles that of admitted 

offenders during the year. Most offenders admitted and released were male (over 90%) and 

substantial percentages were minorities (46% admissions; 28.5% of releases). Offenders 

across the three states on average exhibited a profile that is consistent with the literature on 

offenders. The racial minority populations across the three state systems also show 

noteworthy patterns since they are over represented when compared with their population 

percentages within the respective states. In California, for example, Black offenders were 

approximately 40% of the admitted population in 2003 but were only approximately 6.7% of 

the population. Blacks made up a small minority in both Washington (3.7%) and Illinois 

(14.9%) but a greater percentage of the newly admitted offenders (and released offenders as 

well since 9.2% of Washington offenders were Black; In Illinois, the comparable percentage 

was 21.9%). Regarding minority offenders as a group, minorities were 46% of admissions in 

California, 21% in Illinois and 14% in Washington with 45%, 23%, and 16% of releases, 
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respectively. In sum, prison admissions and releases continue to reflect an overrepresentation 

of minority offenders when compared with respective state population profiles. 

The prisoner age profile across the three states showed that the average age at the time of 

admission was 34 while the average age at release was 35. The range in the release data was 

substantial, with the youngest offender being 15 and the oldest being 87. Having noted these 

extremes, the standard deviation for our sample of offenders was 9.7 implying that the vast 

majority of the sample was made up of young and middle aged adults. 

Perhaps it comes as no surprise that the average educational attainment for those incarcerated 

in 2003 was quite low. Unfortunately, our data only allow us to make inferences about the 

current status of offenders based on the experiences in Washington and Illinois since 

California did not report educational attainment information on any of their admitted or 

released offenders, nor for inmates released from community supervision (probation and 

parole). 

Washington and Illinois offender admissions were typically at an educational deficit. Among 

those admitted to prison in Washington, 94% had no college level education whatsoever, and 

48% had neither completed high school nor earned a GED. Similarly, 89% of admitted 

Illinois inmates had no college education while 41% of the admitted offenders had failed to 

complete high school or earn a GED. Releases showed a similar pattern since the two states 

that reported information on educational attainment showed that a substantial majority of 

offenders returned from prison with continuing educational deficits (in Illinois 39.8% and in 

Washington 34.5% of offenders were released from prison with a high school degree or GED). 

In informal conversations with correctional officials and jail administrators in the state of 

Washington, we repeatedly were told that a disproportionate percentage of these offenders are 

functionally illiterate, meaning they are unable to complete basic tasks such as read a book or 

implement a written set of instructions, write down information or fill out a form, and 

complete basic math problems involving addition, subtraction, multiplication or division. 

In today’s technologically advanced workplaces, educational attainment is a key factor in 

labor competition and so it is not surprising to observe a pattern wherein those who are least 

competitive are most at risk of criminal offending and subsequent state incarceration. We can 

infer from the evidence reported here that today’s prisons are dealing with a steady in-flow of 

offenders deficient in basic education. We can also assert with some confidence that the 

typical offender upon release operates with a continuing educational deficit. In short, the 

prisons in Washington and Illinois, perhaps despite significant expense and effort, have 

apparently not made substantial inroads in reducing the educational divide between felons 

and non-felons (Note 4). From this we infer that the situation today is characterized by 

substantial gaps in targeted education programs and offender attainment to improve the 

likelihood of successful post-incarceration reintegration into the community. We now turn to 

an analysis of results from our regression analysis. 
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5. Analysis of Prisoner Release Data 

5a. Contextual Correlates of Release Patterns 

We note here that our focus is on contextual correlates of prison releases. We deliberately 

emphasize this to highlight a key issue in this research, which is to clarify the nature of 

problems facing prisoners upon being released back into their respective communities. One 

can logically emphasize the role of economic stress and other indicators of social inequality 

as determinants of prison admissions. Upon release, ex-prisoners face a range of contextual 

conditions that place them at varied risk of reoffending. Objective adverse environmental 

conditions such as high unemployment rates, a large impoverished population, skewed 

incomes, racially divided communities, and other factors may contribute to subjective 

adaptations on the part of released offenders with criminal implications. The contemporary 

literature on re-entry emphasizes the difficulty felons encounter as they attempt to 

re-integrate into the community (for example, see Travis, 2005). This set of challenges facing 

a released felon translates into practical considerations such as securing a living arrangement, 

getting a job or some other form of economic assistance, and in many instances linking up to 

community institutions such as medical and mental health, churches, local schools and labor 

markets. Our analysis (below) highlights localized structural variation across the receiving 

communities. Using this approach we seek to document links between social structure and 

patterns of offender releases. Isolating structural risk factors for recidivism should be of some 

benefit as we seek to articulate new policy directions to reduce the negative impacts 

associated with the reentry process. 

The tabled results (see Table 2) show various community structural features that are closely 

associated with release patterns. The overall prediction model exhibits a strong ability to 

predict release patterns, as evidenced by the Pearson’s R value of .700. We can glean 

additional insight from analysis of individual regression coefficients. Much of what is evident 

in the table is not surprising since offenders appear to be released into socially disadvantaged 

settings, areas characterized by high poverty rates, economic inequality, minority populations, 

and broken households. 

Offenders also appear to have been disproportionately released into highly populated areas.  

Additionally, politically conservative jurisdictions received offenders at heightened rates 

when compared with their more liberal counterparts. This is an expected result since these 

jurisdictions likely were admitting offenders at high rates for many years.  Median incomes 

were not associated statistically with releases. The unemployment rate indicator also failed to 

achieve statistical significance in this or any of our (unreported) regression models. Offenders 

tended to be released from state incarceration into jurisdictions where manufacturing 

employment showed evidence of long term declines, unfortunately. Manufacturing jobs 

generally require less education and likely present opportunities for individuals most at risk 

of criminal activity to navigate their way without resorting to crime. But for this large sample 

of offenders, on average, they tended to be released into areas characterized by a limited 

range of manufacturing employment opportunities (Note 5).  
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Table 2. OLS Regression Analysis of State Prison Release Rates for California, Illinois, and 

Washington Counties, 2003
1
 

Dependent Variable = Nat Log of Prison Releases per 10,000 Pop. 

  

Independent Variables Model 

  Constant .789 (.890)*** 

Index of Concentrated Disadvantage .345*** 

  % Unemployment  .017 

  Nat Log of Population .188*** 

  Black Median Income .022 

  % Older Pop with H.S. Degree -.401*** 

  % Younger Pop with H.S. Degree .168 

  % Change in Manuf. Employment -.123** 

  Rate of Drug Possession Per 10,000 Pop -.122 

  % Republican Votes .192*** 

  D. Illinois -.524*** 

  D. Washington -.613*** 

  Pearson’s R .700 

  Adj. R
2
 .460 

  Model F 16.091*** 

  Number of Cases 199 

*   significant at .10 level with one-tail test 

**   significant at .05 level with one-tail test 

***  significant at .01 level with one-tail test 
1  

model constant and its standard error are reported in original units; standardized coefficients are 

reported for all other indicators. 
 

Regarding the educational status of the receiving population, areas with a larger educated 

older population did not receive as many released offenders as jurisdictions with smaller 

cohorts of older educated individuals. In other words, the analysis reveals that offenders were 

disproportionately coming home to jurisdictions where the older adult populations were 

characterized by low education completion rates. One possible explanation is that areas with 

larger cohorts of older high school educated people were less likely to send offenders to state 

prison in the first place. One potential downside to this pattern, however, is that for people 

facing discharge to their home community, there may be less sympathy for offenders who 

make poor choices involving new crimes.  

Several hypotheses about patterns of reentry were not supported empirically. Offender 

releases were not significantly correlated with an indicator for younger high school educated 

populations. Also, the pattern of releases was not associated with an indicator of drug arrests.  

Having noted these exceptions to our findings, we note the following: In sum, many of the 

releases place offenders in environments that present elevated risk factors for subsequent 
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offender recidivism. Environments characterized by concentrated social and economic 

disadvantage and areas that have experienced losses in manufacturing employment have been 

recipients of the largest rates of released offenders. Offenders are also apparently being 

released to jurisdictions with larger populations, a factor that may foster recidivism since 

heavily populated areas present both opportunities for crime and reduced informal social 

control.  In these environments, people are less likely to know one another and may be less 

likely to intervene in situations involving social conflict and crime (Sampson, Raudenbush & 

Earls 1997). Finally, we note that both Washington and Illinois released offenders at 

significantly lower rates than did California, as evidenced from the significant negative 

coefficients on the respective state dummies.  

6. Analysis of Release Data for Offenders Released from Community Supervision 

6a. Contextual Correlates of Offenders Released from Community Supervision 

The analysis presented in this section (Table 3) focuses on releases from supervision in 

California counties only since data are unavailable on community supervision releases for 

Illinois and Washington. Analysis of releases from community supervision logically fits with 

our previous discussion in that we focus on patterns of releases and risk factors associated 

with the observed patterns in the sample data. The overall model exhibits of moderate 

association with the dependent variable (Pearson’s R value = .560) and using the prediction 

model allows us to reduce prediction errors by approximately 18.5%. 

Releases from community supervision across California counties were shown to be inversely 

and statistically significant inverse relationship with the concentrated disadvantage indicator. . 

Areas experiencing the greatest levels of disadvantage experienced the least success in 

releasing supervised offenders. As is evident in the tabled results, this result is present after 

statistically holding constant labor market and educational competition explanations. The 

inverse sign on the concentrated disadvantage coefficient is consistent with speculation that 

areas characterized by concentrated disadvantages present difficult challenges for offenders 

supervised in these communities. 

Unemployment shows a negative association with community release rates so that greater 

community unemployment is correlated with reduced releases from community supervision. 

Offenders may be less able to compete in a slack labor market with a large reserve of 

unemployed workers. The results show a positive association between successful releases 

from community supervision and increased manufacturing employment. This is consistent 

with a hypothesis that in areas with stronger labor market opportunities that require less 

formal education (a condition typical of manufacturing processes) offenders should be more 

successful at completing community supervision successfully.  We note, however, that the 

more general indicator of unemployment was negative indicating that a more generalized 

condition of employment stress was associated with fewer successful releases from local 

supervision.  In combination, these suggest that variation in work opportunities are likely to 

present unique challenges for offenders who both during and after supervision must continue 

to navigate through the uncertain terrain of the labor market. 
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Table 3. OLS Regression Analysis of State Community Supervision Release Rates for 

California Counties, 2003
1
 

Dependent Variable = Nat Log of Community Releases per 10,000 Pop. 

  

Independent Variables Model 

 Constant 79.206 (37.402)** 

  Index of Concentrated Disadvantage -.177*** 

  % Unemployment  -.405* 

  Nat Log of Population .-.068 

  Black Median Income .119 

  % Older Pop with H.S. Degree .847** 

  % Younger Pop with H.S. Degree -1.334*** 

  % Change in Manuf. Employment .310** 

  Rt. Of Drug Possession per 10,000 Pop .063 

  % Republican Votes .314** 

  Pearson’s R .560 

  Adj. R
2
 .185 

  Model F 2.442** 

  Number of Cases 58 

*   significant at .10 level with one-tail test 

**   significant at .05 level with one-tail test 

***  significant at .01 level with one-tail test 
1
  model constant and its standard error are reported in original units; standardized coefficients 

are reported for all other indicators. 
 

Indicators of high school completion rates were shown to have opposite signs for the older (+) 

and younger (-) cohorts. In jurisdictions with an expanded cohort of older residents having 

completed high school degrees, offenders appear to have been released in greater numbers. 

But where there was a larger cohort of younger residents with high school degrees, offenders 

supervised in the community were less likely to be successfully released from supervision, as 

can be seen from the negative coefficient in the tabled results. Previously we emphasized a 

link between age cohorts and the labor market so that where offenders faced a larger 

population of high school educated residents they face a heightened risk of imprisonment. In 

the second regression table, the results are consistent with claims that offenders are more 

successful in gaining release from community supervision in those areas with an older high 

school educated cohort who might not be directly competing for labor market opportunities. 

But where there is a large cohort of younger high school educated residents, offenders appear 

less successful in completing their community-supervised sentences. We speculate that this 

may be a result of direct competition for limited labor opportunities and other factors related 

to a larger younger cohort of residents living in the community. 

Population size, Black median incomes, and drug arrest rates were not significantly 



International Journal of Social Science Research 

ISSN 2327-5510 

2016, Vol. 4, No. 1 

http://ijssr.macrothink.org 182

associated with release patterns. But offenders appear to have been released at greater rates 

from supervision in conservative law and order jurisdictions than in less conservative areas. 

One possibility is that these areas, expressing strong law and order priorities, may have sent 

more difficult cases up to state incarceration. One consequence of this tendency would be to 

have a larger local caseload of offenders with more manageable troubles and fewer serious 

probation and parole violations that would have resulted in revocation and remand to the state 

prison system. Put differently, the caseload would have had a greater likelihood of average 

successes than it otherwise might have. The data underlying this analysis do not allow any 

more detailed insight regarding this possibility. However, the sentencing research seems to 

support this speculation since many researchers have argued that judges and prosecutors 

share the underlying values of their constituents and are typically elected and/or must stand 

for re-election (Helms & Jacobs, 2002; Helms, 2009; Helms & Costanza, 2010). This 

ever-present reality may be expected to shape the courtroom calculus concerning offenders so 

that in the most politically conservative jurisdictions judges and prosecutors lean more 

strongly toward incarceration. If true, it would not be such a surprise to find that those 

offenders remaining in the community would be the least challenging cases. One implication 

of this argument is that we should expect to observe a positive association between an 

indicator of political law and order support and successful community supervision and 

releases into the community. The data presented in Table 2 would seem to support such a 

claim. 

These results offer some insight from the state of California, the leading state in the area of 

corrections. The CDCR manages an expansive offender population and so their experience 

reflects extremes in all areas of corrections. They incarcerate and release offenders both from 

prison and from community supervision in volumes greater than the comparison states. The 

respective tables show estimated county correlates of prison releases, and (for California) 

releases from community supervision. The foregoing discussion emphasizes that diverse 

structural conditions that have been the focus of prison admissions research appear to also 

confront offenders upon being released from state incarceration. Finally, for offenders 

supervised locally, the results are consistent with claims that successes are not evenly 

distributed around the state of California and appear to be influenced by a variety of labor 

market and political factors. Such evidence may be expected to show some utility in assisting 

policy makers interested in targeting resources to maximize the benefits of community 

supervision strategies. 

California is deeply immersed in the incarceration complex, and one result of mass 

incarceration is that the state also releases a large population of offenders annually. This has 

obvious ramifications for governmental budgets, but it also is undoubtedly having other 

effects as well. The social costs of imprisoning offenders is substantial in terms of broken 

families, loss of a parent or family member, disruption to what is very often an already fragile 

family economy, and individual labeling and social stigma (Edenfield 2002) that come with 

incarceration. All of these factors are socialized in numerous ways; the costs are widely 

shared, both directly by those closest to these processes and by others through restrictions in 

other areas of public budgeting such as schools, medical and mental health, poverty relief, 
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and much else as well. 

7. Limitations in the Present Research 

The foregoing analysis has several limitations that reduce the generalizability of the study’s 

findings. While the sample includes all county jurisdictions from three states, the experiences 

of these states may be somewhat unique when compared with other areas of the country. Also, 

the study uses a population size indicator but does not explicitly model urban/rural 

distinctions and so may overlook a key factor affecting punishment and release policies. The 

study focuses on counties as the unit of analysis, practical units for data collection since 

counties disseminate information on punishment processes and are the seat for localized 

punishment decision-making. Yet reliance on aggregate data is likely to mask micro level 

processes. We note that this implies a stronger test of our thesis since the criticism often is 

that we simply don’t know that individuals being released into counties with social and 

economic disadvantages are actually reentering into those disadvantaged parts of the county. 

Indeed, they may be settling into affluent or middle-class communities. But we suspect that is 

not the case since as we noted previously, a substantial majority of the released population 

does not have a high school degree and many are functionally illiterate and have, at best, a 

checkered job history.  

We note that offenders leave correctional supervision with a criminal history, a noted source 

of difficulty in re-entering the community. This study focuses as well on African American 

median incomes and uses African American Population size as one of the component 

indicators in the constructed index of concentrated disadvantage. This decision was based on 

the fact that African Americans make up a substantial proportion of the prison population and 

represent a socially disenfranchised minority. Social indicators for blacks as a group have 

been viewed as a plausible proxy for outcomes affecting the most disadvantaged in the U.S. 

(Wilson, 1987; Rieman, 2008; Costanza, Kilburn, & Miles, 2013; Costanza, Kilburn, & 

Vendetti-Koski, 2013). Future studies should nevertheless expand inquiry to other ethnic and 

racial minority groups. We note that additional research is certainly warranted and will 

provide a useful check on the conclusions developed here. With the aforementioned 

limitations in mind, several research and policy implications can be derived from the study 

results. 

8. Conclusions 

Correctional institutions across the nation are grappling with ways to reduce the likelihood 

that offenders who are released to the community will return to prison. While considering 

recidivism reduction, a recommendation from the crime literature that seems particularly 

pertinent for reentry policy is placing the focus on non-crime policies (Wilson & Petersilia, 

2011; Kilburn & Costanza, 2009; Costanza, Kilburn, & Vendetti-Koski, 2013). In addition to 

focusing on individualized programming for offenders, if correctional officials want to do 

something to materially improve prospects for offender reentry, it is crucial they address the 

non-crime features of offender re-entry. Most of the interferences with successful reentry for 

offenders are the same things that would put any individual at risk of criminal activity. So 

attention should focus on reducing the obstacles. In addition to addressing offender needs 
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while in prison, programs should systematically address housing, health (including mental 

health), and safety for released offenders and their family or other social supports.  

Correctional education has sometimes been lauded as a remedy for recidivism (Petersilia, 

2003; Shrum, 2004). This analysis documents that educational programming is a critical 

feature of any long term strategy as well as an immediate concern since successful reentry is 

hampered by the inability of offenders to compete in an increasingly technologically 

mediated and globalized economy. Important to this theme is not just the indication of a high 

school degree or its equivalency but involves what is taught in that process. Returning 

un-credentialed or poorly trained ex-offenders to communities where labor markets are 

increasingly focused on computer skills matched with abstract thinking and mental 

production equates with putting offenders back at square one. Offender education should be a 

top priority and we remind the reader that education is generally state-subsidized throughout 

the US. That said, in addition to a focus on offender education, boosting educational 

resources and capacity in the most at-risk communities is a plausible consideration for 

keeping people out of prison to begin with. In addition to educational concerns it appears that 

paying attention to the demographics of the areas where inmates are released (Clear, 2009; 

Petersilia, 2003; Reiman, 2009) as well as targeting employment opportunities can facilitate 

the transition from prison to community. 

When offenders return to a community with little or no resources, they face substantial 

immediate challenges and their chances for success are limited. In order for the transition 

from prison to community to be a successful one, a comprehensive array of targeted services 

is necessary to assist offenders in the reintegration process. Policies targeting investments at 

schools exhibiting the greatest deficits would undoubtedly reach at-risk youth from which the 

majority of offenders come. A means tested approach with a progressive scale should be 

considered so that college is not precluded as an alternative for young adults in the least 

well-off communities. But such programs would only represent a starting point in reducing 

recidivism. Visher and Travis (2003, pg. 96) note “The complexities of reestablishing life 

after prison in the days and weeks after release are many and include the following: finding a 

place to live; securing formal identification; reestablishing ties with family; returning to 

high-risk places and situations; and the daunting challenge of finding a job, often with a poor 

work history and now a criminal record.” Kubrin & Stewart (2006) focus on the dynamics of 

recidivism and use neighborhood data to predict patterns of re-offending.  They note the 

myriad social problems that inmates confront when released from incarceration and the 

structural barriers they must overcome. 

Some research suggests that investment in long term and low-income housing is an 

appropriate first step in reducing recidivism. Kilburn & Costanza (2009) point out problems 

with community reentry involving access to shelter and food as basic needs that overshadow 

the importance of resume writing skills. A robust commitment to residential transitional 

housing in high crime areas is a good starting point for reentry strategies that focus on 

community based challenges. Likewise a commitment to reinvigoration of labor opportunity 

in American communities would additionally address root problems of criminal activity in 

those communities. We note as well that many police departments have faced extensive 
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criticism for their aggressive targeting of the poor and people of color in communities 

throughout the US (Costanza, Helms, Ratansi, Kilburn & Harmon, 2010). Interventions in the 

form of community policing and federal monitoring of local imbalances in arrest and 

charging practices could promote safeguards for minority ex-convicts that reduce the risk that 

they would be singled out for their minor infractions. 

Finally, there is the issue of civil penalties whose consequences seem to have not been 

well-accounted for in contemporary correctional programming. The list of penalties 

ex-offenders and their families face is extensive and while some are well known, such as 

felon disenfranchisement, many others are rarely acknowledged. LaFollette (2005, pp. 241-42) 

draws attention to an extensive official listing of collateral consequences taking up more than 

140 pages. Among the listings: a felon status can affect termination of parental rights, can be 

a legal basis for divorce, and may result in a permanent ban from holding public office; in 

many states a convicted felon is barred from all forms of public employment; federal law 

forbids felons from holding many government jobs or receiving federal contracts; many 

jurisdictions bar felons from serving on a jury; firearms ownership is banned for felons by 

federal law, felons are often required to register with local law enforcement; all sex offenders 

must register with law enforcement for at least 10 years after release from prison and 

sometimes for longer; sex offenders’ names are posted publicly; people convicted of drug 

felonies can be denied federal assistance, including food stamps. Drug felons and many other 

felons can be denied federal housing assistance; student loans can be denied based on a 

simple drug possession conviction; and the list goes on. While such practices are often 

viewed as part of the “get-tough” justice system, they have the latent effect of handicapping 

convicted persons in labor markets and retarding their ability to accrue assets while 

undermining attempts at self-improvement and the development of social capital. In addition 

to the many commonly identified barriers facing offenders generally (Helms, Gutierrez, & 

Reeves-Gutierrez, 2015, 2014), and diverse barriers associated with reentry (housing, 

employment, health care, mental health, for example), any reasonable and rational reform 

must address the extensive system of collateral punishments presently targeting convicted 

felons. 

The results of the foregoing analysis reiterate the importance of reentry services and suggest a 

holistic approach to community reentry. The imperative for new thinking on reentry processes 

continues to grow in the face of current negative economic developments. Research should 

seek to build on the findings presented here in order to enhance targeting of programmatic 

services. Continued empirical research of the links between community contexts and 

recidivism is warranted as it offers plausible alternatives for reducing the burdens currently 

facing the United States system of corrections and rehabilitative services (Gutierrez, 2003). 

While not every offender confronts an equally adverse environment, the results of this 

analysis are consistent with claims that many released offenders face difficult challenges. 

These challenges come in the form of disadvantaged economic and social environments, 

limited opportunities for meaningful employment and low household incomes that might 

otherwise provide a source of social and personal support. Many carry with them substantial 

mental health liabilities as well. Some ex-offenders also come home to a tough law and order 
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political environment and must contend with vigilant law enforcement by police in the war on 

drugs. And so the challenges are varied and state managers of correctional resources would 

potentially be well advised to be attentive not only to offender responsibility and 

accountability through direct supervision and other individualized controls, but also to remain 

aware of the challenges emanating from localized environments. 

This type of aggregated analysis cannot speak to individual level decisions, but it offers 

insight into socially structured patterns and their likely effects on average expectations of 

success for those returning from incarceration. While it may not be possible to alter the broad 

social structures that create conditions of disadvantage for at-risk populations, we strongly 

urge additional research into best practices within corrections, specifically oriented to 

understanding what efforts are most likely to prepare offenders for release into these very 

complex environments. Without systematic research and reconsideration of current policies 

and practices in light of such research, we can only expect to continue to repeat the processes 

that have taken our society this far along the incarceration pathway. 
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Notes 

Note 1. We note here that the sanctioning regime itself is varied and may include civil as well 

as criminal penalties. Some research indicates that the actions of police and prosecutors tend 

toward lenience and favor civil penalties in more affluent areas while defendants targeted in 

less affluent areas face a heightened risk of being charged criminally (Helms and Costanza 

2009). 

Note 2. One recommendation that might be productively explored is to emphasize 

isomorphism between offender supports and environmental complexity in ways that are 

analogous to what organizations do when seeking to gain predictability in the presence of 

environmental uncertainty (Thompson 1968; Mintzberg 1979; Oliver 1988). Put differently, 

organizations seek through internal elaboration to become isomorphic with their 

environments, to match external and internal complexity.  

Note 3. The sample data are taken from an unpublished report (developed by the authors) that 

sought to compare CDCR release data with two comparison states for purposes of informing 

the California State Legislature on prisoner reentry problems and prospects.  While this data 

does not include all states, it does include states with substantial variation on key dimensions 

of interest to this study.  We acknowledge its limitations and encourage others to study these 

important issues using other sample data and methods of inquiry. 

Note 4. Our recent personal experience in attempting to gain access to CDCR data on 

correctional educational and vocational programming for incarcerated offenders does not 

inspire confidence that the situation in California is any different than the reported 

experiences of the two comparison states.  

Note 5. We note here that not all county units are equal in their historical dependence on 

manufacturing employment. Having noted this, we emphasize that from a measurement 

standpoint, these cases would represent low values on the % change in manufacturing 
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indicator since their 1980 and 1990 values would both be close to 0. By contrast, areas most 

negatively impacted by manufacturing losses were generally strongly dependent on these jobs 

and continue to be so currently. These places would have large values in 1980 and smaller 

values in 1990, reflecting large negative values in the manufacturing indicator. By contrast, 

some areas showed substantial counter trends with the country as a whole, which lost 

manufacturing jobs throughout this period. These areas would show larger 1990 values than 

in 1980 and so our indicator would record large positive values for these counties. 
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