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Correctional facilities are tasked with 
incarcerating offenders. But incarceration 
without rehabilitation has many conse-
quences that affect the entire state of Texas. 
When offenders are not rehabilitated and 
reintegrated into society upon release, Texas 
taxpayers pay if the offenders return to the 
system. This cycle of crime is particularly 
insidious among state jail offenders, who 
are rearrested and reincarcerated more than 
people exiting prison or on community 
supervision. 

Consider the statistics. In 2013, almost one-
third of the people released from confine-
ment in Texas came out of a state jail.1 And 
state jail offenders who serve their entire 
sentence—nearly all offenders2—typically 
do not receive supervision upon release.3 In 
2014, 83.5 percent of Texas’ prisoners were 
supervised upon release, but no state jail 
confinees.4 This lack of supervision and sup-
port may be a cause of the high recidivism 
rates among state jail offenders. 

The most effective criminal justice system 
would focus on improving the prospects for 
state jail offenders’ reentry. This report will 
detail the true cost to the individual of-
fender, the family and community, and the 
state resulting from inadequate post-release 
supervision and support.

The Individual Offender
Upon release from incarceration, offenders 
face the difficult task of reentry. Individu-
als seeking to establish a crime-free life face 
many challenges: getting proper identifica-
tion, finding housing, finding employment, 

getting education, receiving treatment for 
mental health or substance abuse, procuring 
transportation, securing necessities like food 
and clothing, and finding familial or com-
munity support. But in overcoming these 
challenges, released state jail offenders face 
many barriers to finding employment. These 
barriers include lower educational achieve-
ment, a criminal record, lack of transpor-
tation, and lost work experience during 
incarceration.5 Reentry services connecting 
ex-convicts with employment, behavioral 
health services, and housing could be useful 
in helping them meet these challenges.

Specifically, looking at state jail recidivists in 
Texas, 63 percent of those released in 2008 
were rearrested within three years.6 And 
31 percent of state jail offenders released in 
2009 were reconvicted within three years.7 
By comparison, Texas’ prisoners were rear-
rested and reconvicted at rates of 47 percent 
and 23 percent, respectively.8 Those on 
felony direct supervision fared even better 
with a revocation rate of fifteen percent; 
moreover, half of those revocations were 
for technical violations, not new crimes.9 
Ex-prisoners, parolees, and probationers 
may be more successful because they receive 
more guidance, supervision, and support 
upon reentry.
A study documenting the results of the 
Opportunity to Succeed program found 
positive outcomes from the interaction of 
released inmates and their case managers 
in finding and maintaining full-time legal 
employment.10 And finding such work is 
one of the most important factors in reduc-
ing recidivism.11 Employment alone will not 
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necessarily reduce recidivism, but if employment services 
address individuals’ antisocial attitudes and beliefs associ-
ated with crime, those individuals may be more success-
ful in the work place.12 Such success can help individuals 
contribute income to their families, which may encourage 
personal support, stronger positive relationships, enhanced 
self-esteem, and improved mental health.13 Employment 
may also reduce strain on social service resources and con-
tribute to the tax base, which can improve communities.14 
These influences may help individuals remain law-abiding 
members of their communities.15 Nationally, only about 
one in five convicts reports having a job lined up upon 
release,16 while in Texas, about 15 percent of state jail and 
prison inmates have a job lined up prior to release.17 The 
possible benefits of employment coupled with individuals’ 
prosocial behavior certainly should help reduce recidivism 
and create safer, more stable communities.18 

People with more education generally have more legal em-
ployment opportunities. But the average released state jail 
offender has only a seventh-grade education level.19 Better 
education and training could open up more employment 
opportunities for released inmates. But even inmates with 
higher levels of education or training may face reluctant 
employers. Many organizations run background checks on 
potential employees and have policies against hiring former 
felons. Thus, finding stable employment can be enormously 
challenging for state jail offenders. 

Most people are less self-sufficient eight to ten months after 
release than they were before this incarceration.20 Many 
rely on friends or family to support them.21 But others rely 
on the government or criminal activity. Women relied on 
government programs for 18 percent of their income and 
engaged in illegal activity for another 15 percent.22 Men 
relied on government programs or illegal activity for 12 
percent of their income.23

As with employment, many barriers stand in the way of 
ex-offenders finding housing, including financial cost, laws 
and regulations, and prejudice. Although most state jail 
offenders find a place to stay with a family member or in-
timate partner, others will have nowhere to go. Many wind 
up on the streets, which often perpetuates criminal activity 
as a means for survival.
 
Mental health problems can further complicate all aspects 
of reentry. In 2005, about 36 percent of state jail inmates re-
ported needing treatment for mental illness upon release.24  

Reentry services that connect people with serious mental 
illness with appropriate services are important because 
offenders with major psychiatric disorders are substantially 
more likely to recidivate.25 And those with serious mental 
illness tend to be re-incarcerated for new crimes rather 
than parole violations.26 

As with mental illness, substance use increases risk of 
adverse reentry outcomes.27 Possession of illegal drugs is 
itself a new crime. Many commit other crimes to finance 
their drug addiction.28 And “drug users are less dependable 
than other workers and decrease workplace productivity,” 
according to the Office of National Drug Control Policy, 
thus harming their ability to obtain and maintain employ-
ment.29 Eighty-four percent of state jail inmates used illegal 
drugs before incarceration.30 And only 10 percent of state 
jail inmates participate in drug or alcohol treatment while 
incarcerated.31 State jails are more likely than state prisons 
to house low-level drug offenders and less likely to offer 
treatment.32 With so many individuals using illegal drugs 
and so few receiving treatment, it is no surprise that many 
state jail offenders continue to engage in criminal activity 
upon release. 

Although behavioral health services may reduce or de-
lay recidivism for some offenders with mental illness or 
substance abuse challenges, focusing on reentry programs 
that help the general population may do more to help all 
released offenders, including those with behavioral health 
challenges, because the relationship between symptoms 
and criminal behavior varies among offenders.33 A recent 
study shows that only 18 percent of reported crimes were 
mostly or completely related directly to symptoms.34 Spe-
cifically, 3 percent, 4 percent, and 10 percent of crimes are 
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related directly to symptoms of depression, schizophrenia, 
and bipolar disorder.35 Conversely, two-thirds of offenders 
committed one or more crimes that were independent of 
their symptoms.36 This research calls into question policies 
that focus solely on controlling mental health symptoms, 
without addressing other factors such as addiction, crimi-
nogenic thinking patterns, and lack of employment and 
housing, as a means toward recidivism reduction.37

The Family and Community
The family and community a state jail offender returns to 
can affect that offender as much as the offender will affect 
the family and community. The characteristics of the family 
or neighborhood a state jail offender returns to may help 
explain his or her odds of successful reentry. 

Strong family connections can improve outcomes for 
returning inmates. Most state jail inmates expect their fam-
ily to provide financial resources, housing, and emotional 
support after release.38 And most families do provide such 
practical and intangible support.39 But unfortunately, many 
families contribute to further criminal activity and jeopar-
dize reentry.40 For instance, a 2008 study focusing on Texas 
and Ohio found that more than a quarter of men and a 
third of women will return to a living situation that in-
cludes former prisoners or current substance users,41 which 
could increase the likelihood of reincarceration. Addition-
ally, state jail inmates tend to have low levels of self esteem 
and sense of control over their lives and are less likely to 
have supportive family relationships.42 

Families do not just influence offenders, however; of-
fenders influence the families they return to. Children of 
justice-involved individuals are more likely to become 
involved in the criminal justice system, wind up in foster 
care, have behavior problems, be exposed to substance 
abuse, perform poorly in school, and experience poverty.43 
These disadvantages put these children at greater risk of 
substance abuse, gang involvement, and frequent and early 
incarceration.44 Parental involvement in the criminal justice 
system is often predictive of their children’s frequent and 
early contact with the justice system. Thus, families and 
communities may feel the effect of one person’s incarcera-
tion for decades.45

A similar pattern of mutual influence appears to emerge 
in the broader community. More rehabilitative reentry 
services could help insulate communities from any poverty, 
unemployment, or crime that may increase with released 

offenders while simultaneously providing offenders more 
resources that could improve their chances at successful 
reintegration.46 About 15 years ago, Harris County strongly 
showed these patterns and prospects. A fourth of all people 
released from Texas state jails and prisons returned to Har-
ris County.47 At the time, 52 percent of the county’s return-
ing confinees were unsupervised upon release.48 And the 
majority was concentrated in the most disadvantaged areas 
of Houston.49 Many people leaving jail for these disadvan-
taged communities were from there originally.50 This study 
is an example of how the cycling of residents in and out of 
the criminal justice system may create social disorder and 
increase crime.51 These communities tend to have more 
poverty, unemployment, and crime.52 They also gener-
ally lack human service providers to help with needs such 
as housing, employment, and substance abuse.53 Profiles 
of these neighborhoods indicate a significant disparity in 
financial and human capital. Reentry services could give 
people returning to these disadvantaged communities a 
better chance at successful reentry.

The State
The cost of dealing with crime in Texas is significant. In 
fiscal year 2010, for example, the Texas Department of 
Criminal Justice spent $3.3 billion on and off budget to 
incarcerate an average daily population of 154,576, which 
comes to a $21,390 average annual cost per inmate.54 Cur-
rent state jail offenders cost the state about $42.90 per day.55 
By comparison, supervision and rehabilitative services are 
much cheaper: community supervision costs $1.38 per 
person per day; substance-abuse outpatient treatment costs 
$5.30 per person per day; and the Treatment Alternatives to 
Incarceration Program costs $6.65 per person per day.56 

The goal of all this spending is to protect the public safety. 
One measure of whether this goal is being met is recidi-
vism. With a rearrest rate of 62.7 percent and a reincar-
ceration rate of 30.6 percent for state jail offenders our 
current solution is failing most of the time—an unfortunate 
outcome for such a significant financial obligation.57 The 
outcomes for state jail offenders released from our criminal 
justice system coupled with Texas’ criminal justice system 
expenditures indicate the current correctional system is 
not efficiently reaching its goal of improving public safety. 
If rehabilitative reentry programs can combat recidivism, 
implementing these services would be a more effective way 
to reduce crime and its costs to society than the efforts of 
the traditional criminal justice system.
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Reentry Programs and Public-Private Partnerships
It’s not just the government that can provide reentry ser-
vices. Indeed, some of the most innovative reentry pro-
grams have been designed and implemented by private 
organizations, including the Prison Entrepreneurship 
Program (PEP) in Texas and Peerstar, LLC in Pennsylva-
nia. Peerstar and PEP both assist in providing essential 
services to offenders like job training, housing, and life 
skills, which have been shown to reduce recidivism.58 

These programs have three com-
mon characteristics: they use an 
“inside-out” or “reach-in” strat-
egy; they rely on mentors; and 
they provide narrowly tailored 
case management.59 An inside-
out or reach-in strategy engages 
participants during incarceration 
and continues providing services 
after release.60 Both Peerstar and 
PEP have successfully reduced 
recidivism among those using 
their services. Between 5 to 7 
percent of PEP’s participants 
recidivate within three years.61  
A Baylor University study attri-
butes much of this success to the 
scope and depth of PEP’s post-
release support system.62 PEP 
graduates tend to have better 

post-release outcomes than participants in TDCJ’s other 
rehabilitation programs.63 And Peerstar’s reentry pro-
gram has reduced the recidivism rate among individuals 
with mental illness by 65 percent. 

Peerstar and PEP have two major differences. One is that 
Peerstar focuses on the incarcerated population with 
mental illness, which may have a limited effect on recidi-
vism except for the minority of offenders for whom men-
tal illness is the primary driver of criminal behavior.64 
Mental health treatment may prevent some crimes, but a 
recent study implies that mental health treatment alone 
will not improve outcomes for most offenders given their 
broad spectrum of risk factors.65 This study also suggests 
that those with mental illness may benefit from interven-
tions that reduce recidivism for the general population. 
The other is that Peerstar is paid for by Medicaid and 
county government and PEP is paid for solely through 
private donations.66 Although PEP is expanding, the 

sheer number of state jail felons released every year sug-
gests that entirely privately funded programs are not likely 
to be able to provide reentry services in the near future for 
all those discharged from state jails. However, the solution 
lies not in expanding government-run programs, but in 
eliminating competing government programs—and the 
taxes that support them—so that non-profits like PEP can 
expand their capacity in this area.

The government should limit its role to make room for the 
expansion of organizations that enlist volunteers to help 
offenders return to their communities. The government 
is simply not as well-situated to operate reentry programs 
like PEP that leverage business leaders, incorporate a 
faith-based component, and rapidly innovate in ways that 
bureaucracies are rarely able to do.67 The more sustainable 
solution is charitable and private sector organizations that 
create a coalition of volunteer organizations “to coordinate 
job placement, housing, life skills, and most importantly, 
match prisoners (before they leave prison) with men-
tors who can hold them accountable on the outside while 
providing the social and spiritual support they need to live 
crime-free lives and be productive citizens. This combina-
tion of accountability and assistance is essential for any 
effort to effectively change the lives of offenders and lower 
recidivism, thereby, creating safer communities, fewer 
victims, and less cost to taxpayers.”68 Although private indi-
viduals may be willing to help meet this critical need, they 
may lack necessary infrastructure. Texas should pass legis-
lation that removes obstacles to robust private, community-
based partnerships, like PEP, that provide evidence-based 
reentry support to offenders.

Fortunately, reentry services can be provided by the private 
sector to all inmates now being discharged from state jails 
without any net additional cost to taxpayers. The ideal solu-
tion lies in adopting a policy that allows state jail inmates 
to volunteer to leave one month early in exchange for 
spending three months connected to such reentry services 
that would be paid for with private funding. If necessary, 
public funding might also be provided with the savings 
from less incarceration. This reentry component would 
be different from parole in that the individual would not 
be subject to being revoked to prison unless they abscond 
from the reentry provider during those three months. In 
that case, by agreeing to the early discharge, they would be 
agreeing to be returned to state jail for six months should 
they abscond. Of course, while not subject to revocation, 
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those discharged to a privately operated reentry partner-
ship program would of course be subject to prosecution for 
any new offense, including “three strikes” and other repeat 
penalty enhancements based on their prior record.  Finally, 
ongoing performance measures such as recidivism and 
employment should be used to determine which private 
providers continue in the partnership. 

Conclusion
Texas can greatly improve the process of releasing offend-
ers from state jail. Maximizing the potential of ex-offenders 
by providing post-release supervision could help create 
a safer society at a lower cost. Effective reentry stops the 
cycle of offenders perpetually moving in and out of jail. 
Unaddressed criminal thinking patterns, addiction, mental 
health, and socioeconomic problems can be obstacles to 
successful reintegration.69 Although we only have limited 

research on the long-term outcomes of reentry programs, 
short-term studies show reduced recidivism rates, which 
if sustained in the long-term would greatly benefit justice-
involved individuals and society at large.70 

The government cannot meet all the needs of the 70,000 
offenders who reenter society in Texas each year, but it can 
facilitate the work of private organizations that willing and 
able to help. In the words of George W. Bush, “[w]e know 
from long experience that if [individuals] can’t find work, 
or a home, or help, they are much more likely to commit 
more crimes and return to prison. . . . America is the land 
of the second chance, and when the gates of the prison 
open, the path ahead should lead to a better life.”71 Allowing 
charitable and private sector organizations to take the lead 
in enhancing post-release support for state jail offenders in 
Texas could provide that second chance for a better life.
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