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Bergmann and Carmen Shorter explore the �nancial

capability needs of formerly incarcerated individuals.

The problem of mass incarceration has been given some

much-needed attention recently. With 2.2 million people

currently incarcerated in U.S. prisons and jails, it is clear

that changes need to be made to improve our nation's

criminal justice system. While �nding ways to reduce the

number of people incarcerated is key, it is also important

that we understand the long-term impact that

incarceration or even contact with the justice system

can have on a person's life, particularly their �nancial life.

A recent report from the Center for American Progress

estimates that between 70 and 100 million people have

a criminal record. The criminal justice system

disproportionately impacts low-income individuals, and

contact with the justice system can and does negatively

impact a person's economic situation. That's because

individuals leaving jail or prison will not only face

signi�cant barriers to �nding stable employment,

housing, education and access to public assistance, but

they are also subject to a range of �nes, fees and bail

payments that can create a high debt burden.

The debts that former prisoners face are signi�cant.

For example, a study in Washington State found that

"formerly incarcerated men face criminal debts that

equal 36% to 60% of their annual incomes." Simply

having this high level of debt can create a barrier to

employment. For example, a report by the Brennan
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Center, which examined the 15 states with the highest

prison populations found that eight of those 15 states

suspended driving privileges for former prisoners who

missed a debt payment, e�ectively limiting their access

to reliable transportation, which may signi�cantly limit

their ability to �nd and maintain employment.

In addition to debt related to �nes and fees, former

prisoners who are also parents often accrue

signi�cant arrearages in child support. This is because

many states don't suspend child support obligations

while individuals are incarcerated. You may wonder,

"How can someone pay child support if they are in

prison?" The answer is: they can't. For example, a study

of 650 incarcerated parents in Massachusetts who had

child support orders found that parents entered prison

owing on average more than $10,000 in unpaid child

support; by the time they leave prison, if their orders

have not been adjusted, their level of indebtedness

would increased to more than $40,000.

A new report by the Ella Baker Center for Human Rights

reveals that spending time in either jail or prison not only

has economic consequences on the individual who was

incarcerated but also a�ects the economic situation of

their whole family. Women in particular carry the

greatest economic burden of arrest and conviction: in

63% of cases, families paid court costs, and 83% of the

family members paying these costs are women. The

average debt for court �nes and fees is $13,607; for

http://www.brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/legacy/Fees%20and%20Fines%20FINAL.pdf
https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2007/09/Building-Debt-While-Doing-Time-Child-Support-and-Incarceration.pdf
http://whopaysreport.org/executive-summary/
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families with low incomes and who lack a savings

cushion, this much debt can be destabilizing.

Our mission at Prosperity Now is to make it possible

for millions of people — including formerly

incarcerated individuals — to achieve �nancial

security and contribute to an opportunity economy.

Many organizations serving low- and moderate-income

clients are already working with formerly incarcerated

individuals and their families. To take services to the next

level and better meet client needs, organizations must

tailor their services and build partnerships to better

address some of the unique needs of this population.

Below are three resources that organizations that are

interested in expanding their work in this �eld can utilize:

By integrating �nancial capability services into

transitional housing, workforce development,

substance abuse treatment, family strengthening

and other services dedicated to individuals with

prior criminal justice contact, these programs can

help families build a strong �nancial foundation.

Prosperity Now worked with the Administration for

Children and Families (ACF) to develop a planning

guide that organizations can use to integrate

�nancial capability into existing support services for

individuals with criminal records.

Basic needs such as housing and other bene�ts can

help stabilize individuals returning from

incarceration. Today, the Shriver Center and the

Vera Institute of Justice will be presenting a webinar

http://scorecard.assetsandopportunity.org/latest/calculator
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ocs/resource/afi-resource-guide-building-financial-capability
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on the fair housing rights of people with criminal

records. Click here to register for it.

Come to the 2016 Assets Learning Conference on

September 28-30 in Washington, DC and attend

one of the sessions about policy challenges

formerly incarcerated persons face and how

organizations are developing programs to address

the �nancial needs of formerly incarcerated

persons.

The combination of debts and other barriers create a set

of almost insurmountable challenges that formerly

incarcerated persons face as soon as they leave jail or

prison. While it may be tempting to try and ignore this

problem, nearly every person who spends time in prison

or jail will one day return home and join our

communities. The question that we now face as service

providers, policy makers and advocates is: how can we

do more to make sure that the millions of formerly

incarcerated individuals who will return home can

successfully rejoin our communities and contribute to

the opportunity economy that we hope to create?
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