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No matter what we look like or where we come from, most of us have known the pain of
seeing loved ones struggle—friends who have dealt with substance use, children who have
made rebellious choices, neighbors in over their heads trying to make ends meet. We also
share some basic desires: that our communities would be places where people can
overcome their struggles and be treated as equals. Where we are free to care for our families,
find success, and be recognized for our best moments—not just our worst.

But for too long, we’ve allowed police and prison lobbyists to convince our leaders that
separating people from their families through endless punishment is somehow a path to
safety: an estimated 8 million Americans have been to prison,' over 70 million (20% of the
population) are living with a criminal record,? and nearly half of American families are
impacted by American prisons and jails®. Contrary to the claims of certain politicians, these
policies have actually made us less safe.*

The truth is, we know what keeps us safe. Research demonstrates that 3 key factors are
particularly important for lowering crime and increasing safety: 1) steady income, whether
through employment or public benefits; 2) access to safe, stable housing; and 3) access to
care and services. These are the factors that promote well-being, success, and empowerment
for individuals, families, and communities—all while reducing crime. If we want to imagine a
world where people are given a chance to address harm and heal, we must invest in the
things that foster success and equal justice.

1. Income, Through Employment or Public Benefits
Considerable research over the years has demonstrated that poverty and income inequality
are primary indicators of crime, violence, and recidivism.*®” Interactions with the criminal
legal system pose massive barriers to steady employment and stable income: formerly
incarcerated people are unemployed at a rate of over 27% — 5x higher than the total U.S.
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unemployment rate during any period in history, including the Great Depression.® Like
housing, employment and incarceration function as a cycle, and ensuring that people can
access quality, steady employment has the potential to break that cycle—or stop it from
beginning in the first place.

e Employment and stable income prevent crime:

o Simply put, lower wages contribute to higher crime rates, and higher wages
contribute to lower crime rates.’

o Astudyon an experimental guaranteed income program found that
guaranteed income was strongly correlated with reductions in overall crime
rates, particularly for violent and property crimes. When people had adequate
financial resources, they were far less likely to commit crimes.”

m Other Universal Basic Income pilots have demonstrated similar results:
improved public health, well-being, and empowerment while reducing
crime rates."

o One study found that increasing social mobility and making the distribution of
resources more equal improved trust and cooperation, thus reducing the
likelihood of crime. The same study found that increasing punishments for
crime, however, did not reduce crime.” In other words, ensuring that people
have equal access to resources is more effective at deterring crime than
increased punishment.

o Access to educational attainment, which improves the likelihood of future
employment stability, can prevent criminal legal system involvement for
young people.”®

m  Workforce development and employment opportunities such as
summer job programs can reduce youth involvement in violence by
35%-45%."
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o One study found that provision of workforce development services is
associated with reduced crime at the community level: each new nonprofit
focused on workforce development per 100,000 residents led to a 21% decline
in the murder rate, a 14% decline in the violent crime rate, and a 10% decline in
the property crime rate.”

e Access to employment opportunities post-incarceration lower recidivism, thus
improving public safety:

o One study found that, within 600 days post-incarceration, nearly twice as
many employed people survived without an arrest as their unemployed
counterparts (42% compared to 24%)."

o Some research suggests that it is not access to just any job, but access to
“good” jobs (jobs that are stable, full-time, higher quality, and are the same or
similar to the job the person held pre-incarceration) that reduces likelihood of
recidivism.”

m For example, a 2008 study found that people making over $10/hour
were half as likely to recidivate as those making less than $7/hour.”®

e Supplemental income through welfare and public benefits helps reduce crime:

o Access toincome in the form of public aid, especially through unemployment
benefits, reduces criminal legal involvement.”®

o Arecent study found that the removal of Supplemental Security Income (SSI)
increased the number of criminal charges a person might face by 20%.%°

m Theincrease was even higher (60%) for crimes related to income
generation, such as theft, burglary, fraud and forgery, and sex work, and
the impacts lasted for at least 2 decades after welfare was removed.”'
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m  Youth who lost SSI were twice as likely to be charged with an
income-generating crime than they were to find and maintain steady

employment.®

m This loss of SSlincreased the annual risk of incarceration by 60%.2

m The cost of incarcerating the people who lost welfare benefits and were
charged with income-generating crimes was so high for taxpayers that
it essentially eliminated the savings from removing SSl in the first
place.®

o Another study found that the longer it had been since the last welfare
payment, the higher crime rates went. In other words, welfare payments
helped people pay their bills, and when they ran out, people were more likely to
resort to income-generating crimes to survive.?®

o Astudyin Chicago found that access to emergency financial assistance
reduced crime: arrests for violent crimes declined by 51% for those who
received temporary financial assistance.”®

2. Access to Safe, Stahle Housing

The relationship between housing insecurity and incarceration is cyclical and
well-established. We know that homelessness® and housing insecurity®® increase the
likelihood of criminal legal system involvement, and that people who have been arrested or
incarcerated are far more likely to experience housing instability or homelessness (formerly
incarcerated people are 10x more likely to experience homelessness?®), creating a vicious
cycle. Despite the clear evidence linking the lack of access to safe, stable housing to crime
and recidivism,* traditional policy interventions continue to criminalize homelessness and
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fail to help people achieve stability and break the cycle.*’ Research has demonstrated that
having a roof over one’s head reduces the risk of criminal legal involvement® and
reduces recidivism post-release.®*** Ensuring access to safe, stable housing improves
public safety.

e Access to affordable housing prevents crime:

o Astudyon housing subsidized by the Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC)
found that more affordable housing in low-income neighborhoods reduced
crime rates.*

o Another study in Orange County found that increasing the availability of
affordable housing reduced crime, especially violent crime.®®

e Arecent study explored the impacts of housing programs for unhoused people in LA,
whose experiences of homelessness put them at higher risk of criminal legal contact,
and found that access to housing:

o Lowered emergency room visits by 80%;

o Reduced the number of jail days by 130%;

o Reduced probability of committing crime by 80%;

o And increased the probability of employment by 24%.*

e Efforts to make housing safer have been shown to reduce crime: a study in
Philadelphia found that home repairs in low-income, predominantly Black
neighborhoods were associated with a 21.9% reduction in total crime.®®

e Housing support for formerly incarcerated people reduces recidivism:
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One study found that a housing support program in Washington State
decreased rates of recidivism for new convictions (22% vs. 36%), revocations
(40% vs. 47%), and readmission to prison (37% vs. 56%).2°

o This is especially true for people who were incarcerated for lower-level crimes:
one study estimated that 17% of people formerly incarcerated for lower-level
crimes with housing were likely to recidivate at 1 year post-release, compared
to 33% of those without housing.*

o Returning Home, an Ohio program offering permanent housing with supportive
services for formerly incarcerated people who have specific medical needs or
are at risk of homelessness, has been successful in reducing rearrests and
re-incarceration.”

o Burlington, Vermont's Offender Re-Entry Housing Program has seen success in
reducing recidivism among those returning home from prison.*

= Housing as a public safety intervention is cost-effective:

o Particularly for the people at highest risk of criminal legal system involvement,
supportive or affordable housing is cost-effective, as it reduces spending on
incarceration costs and reduces the likelihood of recidivism.*

o One study found that supportive housing reduced annual corrections costs for
cities and counties by 55%.*

3. Access to Care: Healthcare, Mental Health Services, and Substance Use Treatment
The relationship between incarceration and health has been widely documented. People who
interact with the criminal legal system tend to have a greater need for medical, mental
health, and substance use treatment, but are significantly less likely to have health
insurance*® or access to treatment. For example, 16% of men and 31% of women in jail have a
serious psychiatric condition (compared with 5% in the general population) and at least 50%
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of people in jail experience problems related to drug or alcohol use.*® However, only about 10%
of people who cycle through jails ever receive any form of mental health or substance use
treatment.”” Law enforcement often resort to jails and prisons when people are experiencing
mental health crises,*® which is not only ineffective, but also further exacerbates barriers to
stability. Access to medical care and mental health and substance use treatment—not
jails and prisons—stabilizes people’s lives, improves health outcomes, and reduces

crime.

e Investing in community-based mental health and substance use treatment services
is estimated to yield a $12 return for every $1 spent, as it prevents future crime,
reduces incarceration, and lowers health care expenses.*

e Healthcare coverage reduces crime and lowers the risk of recidivism:

o By looking at recidivism rates and differences in Medicaid expansion
decisions across states, one study found that access to Medicaid coverage
reduced recidivism rates, especially among people convicted of violent and
public order crimes.*®

o Another study considered the impact of healthcare coverage on incarceration
in South Carolina and found that low-income men who lost access to Medicaid
services at age 19 were 15% more likely to experience incarceration in a
two-year period than a comparison group that did not lose access to Medicaid.
This was especially true for men who were using Medicaid to access mental
health services.®

e Access to quality mental health and substance use treatment prevents crime:

o Astudyin Chicago found that low-income adolescents who participated in
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) programs were less likely to be arrested for
both violent and non-violent crimes.*
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o The availability of substance use treatment services reduces violent and
financially-motivated crimes.*®

o One study highlighted the impact of nonprofit substance use services on
crime: each additional nonprofit that focused on substance use treatment per
100,000 residents led to a 23% decline in the murder rate, a 15% decline in the
violent crime rate, and an 11% decline in the property crime rate.*

e Numerous programs such as diversions to treatment, jail-based and prison-based
drug treatment, and drug courts have seen notable success in long-lasting treatment
adherence and lower recidivism.*>*® The research highlights the urgent need to
connect people to treatment before, during, and after they have been incarcerated.*”*®

Conclusion

After years of “reform” efforts focusing on a harmful and largely ineffective
arrest-and-incarcerate model, we must commit to innovative strategies that invest in the
things more likely to foster safety: income, housing, and access to care.. A budget is not just
a statement of values—it’s a determination of what tools we choose to try and construct
safer, healthier, more prosperous communities. If we are to stand a chance of fulfilling our
promise as a nation, we must follow the data and invest in the things we know can work as
opposed to continuing our addiction to incarceration. Partners for Justice empowers public
defenders to connect clients to these services as seamlessly as possible, not only improving
the lives of individuals and their families, but also meaningfully improving public safety by
addressing the very source of the harm that causes crime and incarceration. For more on
how Partners for Justice is investing in communities by transforming public defense, see our
website at www.partnersforjustice.org.
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