The Importance of Stable
Housing for Formerly
Incarcerated Individuals

Each year more than 725,000 people leave state and
federal prisons.! An additional 230,000 people leave
county jails every week.? Formerly incarcerated individu-
als struggle to secure employment, obtain medical care
and avoid substance abuse. According to criminal justice
officials, however, finding housing is the biggest chal-
lenge faced by individuals returning to the community.?
This article will identify the barriers to accessing stable
housing, describe the housing arrangements of individu-
als returning to the community and explore the relation-
ship between residential instability and recidivism.

Obstacles to Stable Housing

A number of institutional and legal barriers prevent
formerly incarcerated individuals from finding stable
housing after release. Private housing represents 97%
of the total housing stock in the United States.* Due to
soaring prices, however, private housing is simply out of
reach for many formerly incarcerated individuals living
in urban areas.? Moreover, most landlords conduct crimi-
nal background checks on prospective tenants.® Given the
short supply of affordable housing, landlords can afford to
deny housing to applicants with criminal records. Screen-
ing for sex offenders is especially prevalent.

Federally assisted housing is the only option for many
people leaving correctional facilities. Harsh admission
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policies, however, prevent many people with criminal
records from accessing federally assisted housing. Public
housing authorities (PHAs) must reject lifetime registered
sex offenders and individuals convicted of manufactur-
ing or producing methamphetamine on the premises of
federally assisted housing.” In addition, federal law per-
mits PHAs to deny admission to applicants with histories
of violent criminal activity, drug-related criminal activity,
or criminal activity that may threaten the health, safety
or peaceful enjoyment of the premises by other residents.?®
The statute directs PHAs to consider criminal activity that
occurred within a “reasonable time” prior to the admis-
sion decision.? Nevertheless, some PHAs consider crimi-
nal activity that occurred as long as 10 years prior to the
admission decision.”

Housing Arrangements After Release

Because of the barriers to obtaining stable housing,
many formerly incarcerated individuals end up in unsta-
ble housing arrangements. A total of 10% of parolees are
homeless nationwide."! In large urban areas such as Los
Angeles and San Francisco, 30% to 50% of parolees are
homeless.? A large portion of formerly incarcerated indi-
viduals rely on family members to provide shelter after
release.® Some family members, however, set limits on
the amount of time that a returning relative can stay.*
Consequently, formerly incarcerated individuals end up
“shuttling” between relatives, friends, shelters and the
street.® A study of men returning to the metropolitan
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Cleveland area reveals the extent of the shuttling:'® 63% of
the study participants reported living in two, three, four, or
five places within the first year after release.”” At the end of
the first year, 46% of the men referred to their housing
arrangements as temporary and expected to move withina
few weeks or months."® Conversely, a small portion of for-
merly incarcerated individuals manage to secure their own
apartment or house after release. In a study of men return-
ing to Chicago, only 19% of the study participants reported
living in their own place 16 months after release.”

Relationship Between Unstable Housing
and Recidivism

Ultimately, many individuals are not able to avoid
re-incarceration. In California, for example, 79% of parol-
ees return to prison or abscond.” Research suggests that
securing stable housing is crucial to successful re-entry.
The study of men returning to the Cleveland metropolitan
area found that obtaining stable housing within the first
month after release inhibited re-incarceration.” As stated
in an Urban Institute study, “The importance of finding
a stable residence cannot be overestimated: men who
found such housing within the first month after release
were less likely to return to prison during the first year
out.”? The study of men returning to Chicago reinforces
the idea. Study participants who reported living in their
own apartment or house two months after release faced a
lower risk of re-incarceration.?

Moreover, a study of over 40,000 individuals return-
ing to New York City from state correctional facilities
reveals the correlation between shelter use and risk of
recidivism.?* Individuals who entered a homeless shelter
within the first two years after release faced a higher risk
of re-incarceration.” Perhaps more significantly, individu-
als who reported living in a shelter before incarceration
faced a higher risk of both shelter use after release and
re-incarceration.” The figures suggest that “the crossing

1oCHRISTY A. VISHER & SHANNON M.E. COURTNEY, THE URBAN INST., ONE YEAR
Out: EXPERIENCES OF PRISONERS RETURNING TO CLEVELAND 1 (2007), available
at http://www.urban.org/Uploaded PDF/311445_One_Year.pdf.

Id. at 3.

814,

JENNIFER YAHNER & CHRIsTY VISHER, THE URBAN INsT., ILLINOIS PRISONERS
REENTRY SUCCESs THREE YEARS AFTER RELEASE 3 (2008), available at http://
www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/411748_reentry_success.pdf.

YLrrtLe Hoover ComMM'N, supra note 11, at 55.

ZVIsHER & COURTNEY, supra note 16, at 11.

2]d.

ZYAHNER & VISHER, supra note 19, at 3.

4Stephen Metraux & Dennis P. Culhane, Homeless Shelter Use and Rein-
carceration Following Prison Release, 3 CrivINOLOGY & Pus. PoLicy 139
(2004).

Id. at 147.

%Jd. During the first two years after release, roughly 11% of the study
participants entered a homeless shelter and 33% returned to prison.
Among the study participants with a record of shelter use prior to
incarceration, however, roughly 45% entered a homeless shelter and
42% returned to prison.

Housing Law Bulletin ¢ Volume 40

Page 61



over from incarceration to homelessness, and vice versa,
threatens to transform spells of incarceration or homeless-
ness into more long-term patterns of social exclusion.””
Directing housing assistance to individuals with a history
of residential instability before incarceration could reduce
the rate of homelessness and re-incarceration among the
re-entry population.®

Conclusion

Many formerly incarcerated individuals end up in
unstable housing arrangements after release. As the
research above indicates, stable housing is a vital compo-
nent of effective re-entry. By working to reduce the bar-
riers that prevent formerly incarcerated individuals from
accessing stable housing, advocates can reduce recidivism
and improve public safety and community wellbeing.
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csh.org/_data/global/images/ReEntryBooklet.pdf. Research shows that
supportive housing—permanent affordable housing linked to ser-
vices—works to break the cycle of homelessness and incarceration.

Page 62

Housing Law Bulletin ¢ Volume 40



