
A. Understanding the target population

Prior to incarceration, many individuals face societal disadvantages.

The majority of incarcerated individuals were indigent before serving time. One study 
found that over two-thirds of those in jail had incomes of less than $12,000 a year.21

Many returning citizens have experienced bouts of homelessness, unemployment, 
physical or sexual abuse, and have struggled with addiction and mental health 
challenges.22

Approximately 65 percent of prisoners do not have a high school degree and 14 percent 

have less than an 8th grade education.23 

Mass incarceration disproportionately impacts people of color. 

Exposure to the criminal justice system can cause financial and emotional strain for the 

individual and their family. 

Families of returning citizens often bear the costs of their incarceration and reentry. Many 
families not only lose an income due to an individual’s incarceration, but they also support 

21 DeVuono-Powell et al, 2015

22 Nelson, L.M. (Ed.). (2016). “Barriers to Reentry” From: A Handbook for Jewish Communities Fighting Mass Incarceration: After 
Incarceration. T’ruah.

23 Council of Economic Advisors Issue Brief. (2015, December). Fines, Fess, and Bail. Retrieved from https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/
sites/default/files/page/files/1215_cea_fine_fee_bail_issue_brief.pdf
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the individual while they are behind bars. The costs of phone calls and commissary 
packages are often inflated, and visits may be costly. The loss of income and increased 
expenses can make it difficult for family members to meet basic needs. When an 
individual is released from prison, they often depend on family for support. A study found 
that over a quarter of formerly incarcerated individuals cited family as the most important 
factor preventing recidivism.24 Another found that women disproportionately bear the 
costs of an incarcerated family member.25

Dealing with the criminal justice system can cause trauma. A survey of formerly 
incarcerated individuals and their families found that all family members frequently 
reported Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, nightmares, hopelessness, depression, and 
anxiety as a result of their own incarceration or a family member’s.26

Upon reentry, returning citizens face large barriers to obtaining employment.

60 percent of formerly incarcerated individuals are unemployed one year after release. 
Returning citizens are banned from certain professions and their job applications are 
often scrutinized not only for signs of a criminal conviction, but also for gaps in work 
history. Despite recent efforts to “ban the box,” which involves efforts to eliminate or 
mitigate the impact of criminal background checks, 87 percent of employers still conduct 
background checks, and a criminal record is often a barrier to accessing employment.27

24 The Urban Institute. (2008, May). “The Challenges of Reentry: Facts and Figures.” LIWF Fact Sheet.

25 DeVuono-Powell et al, 2015

26 Ibid DeVuono-Powell et al, 2015

27 Americans with Criminal Records, The Sentencing Project
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Often the only jobs available to returning citizens are low paying and unstable jobs with 
no opportunities for growth.28 One study found that prison time, on average, reduces an 
individual’s wages by 20 percent.29

Returning citizens have limited access to safe, affordable housing.

Individuals with a criminal record are typically not eligible for federally funded affordable 
housing. This limits access to safe and affordable housing. In a CBA survey of members 
who serve formerly incarcerated individuals, over 71 percent of respondents stated 
that their clients had difficulty accessing rental housing post-release. This aligns with 
other research including one study that reported 79 percent of formerly incarcerated 
individuals were denied or found ineligible for housing because of their criminal record.30

Many who cannot find housing turn to family members for housing support.31 For 
those who have no family to turn to, many end up homeless. Formerly incarcerated 
individuals are 7.5 to 11.3 times more likely to experience homelessness than the general 
population.32

Returning citizens often have poor or no credit, high debt loads, and limited access to 

safe financial products.

CBA members identified that many of the returning citizens that they serve lack 
knowledge about financial topics and distrust the financial system. Many did not have 
guidance on finances at critical moments in their lives and were targets of deceptive 
marketing of predatory financial products. 57 percent of those surveyed by CBA 
identified opening bank accounts as a challenge. 

Returning citizens often have damaged or no credit upon release. When pulling the 
credit reports of returning citizens, many CBA members found that the street address of 
the prison caused complications with accessing an individual’s credit report. In addition, 
many credit lines may go inactive due to lack of use. Some have issues with identify theft: 
someone—often a family member or friend—had used their credit products while they 
were incarcerated.

Returning citizens are often saddled with high debt-loads. Many incarcerated 
individuals fall behind on bills and debt payments—which damages their credit—while 
behind bars. Even without prior debt, returning citizens likely end up with debt due to 
the fines and fees imposed by the criminal justice system. 85 percent of returning citizens 
owe some type of criminal justice debt at an average amount of $13,607 for just fees and 
fines.33 Some of this debt is reported to credit agencies, further identifying an individual 
as someone with a criminal record. (For more on the common types of debt faced by 
returning citizens see Appendix X).

28 DeVuono-Powell et al, 2015

29 Ibid DeVuono-Powell, et al 2015

30 Ibid DeVuono-Powell et al, 2015

31 Ibid DeVuono-Powell et al, 2015

32 The Fortune Society. “Reentry: Coming Home.” Retrieved Nov. 3, 2017 from https://fortunesociety.org/coming-home/

33 DeVuono-Powell et al, 2015
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PROGRAM EXAMPLE 

The City of Lansing’s Office of Financial Empowerment provides financial counseling 
to incarcerated individuals and formerly incarcerated individuals related to debt, credit, 
savings, and banking. The City also provides a Bank On program specific to reentry 
citizens. In their first year of serving returning citizens through Bank On, they noticed 
three key issues. With a better understanding of their target population, they worked to 
form partnerships, develop knowledge, and create programmatic responses to address 
these issues:

Issue #1: Many returning citizens are victims of identity theft. 

Immediate response: The Lansing Financial Empowerment Center (a program of 
the City of Lansing and the Cristo Rey Community Center) is equipped to perform 
soft credit pulls. In their first session, the financial counselor will pull an individual’s 
credit report. If the individual is a victim of identity theft, the financial counselor will 
support them in taking the steps to report the theft and correct their credit profile.  

Proactive response: The Lansing FEC is taking steps to avert identity theft entirely, 
by working with individuals to freeze their credit report prior to incarceration. City 
staff meets with individuals at the time of their pre-sentencing interview to walk 
them through the steps of freezing their credit. 

Issue #2: Returning citizens leave prison with large amounts of child support debt 

that can be garnished from their bank account or paycheck. 

Immediate response: The Lansing FEC partnered with the State of Michigan Office 
of Child Support to help returning citizens, immediately upon release, understand 
how much they owe in child support.They determine if any of the balance is in one 
of two “forgivable” categories, and also can assist them inapplying for modification 
of the monthly amount that the court garnishes from their income. This can help in 
lowering the amount to be more manageable for the individual. 

Proactive response: In order to reduce the amount of child support debt that 
accumulates during incarceration, the Lansing FEC now works with individuals at 
the time of their pre-sentencing interview to modify their child support payments.

Issue #3: In Michigan, after 36 months of non-use, the bank accounts of incarcerated 

individuals go dormant and the funds are sent to the state as unclaimed property.  

Immediate response: Financial counselors work with returning citizens to search 
Michigan’s database of unclaimed property. If there is a match, the financial 
counselor will help the individual fill out paper work to reclaim their funds. 

Proactive response: The Lansing FEC worked to ameliorate this issue by reaching 
out to banks to understand their process for moving dormant funds and to develop 
a proactive response. Now, when financial counselors visit individuals before their 
sentencing interview, they help them transfer bank account funds to a certificate of 
deposit that will automatically renew each year.

The City of Lansing’s Office of 

Financial Empowerment
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Key Considerations:

Do staff have a working knowledge of 
the criminal justice system? 

Do staff have the training in the cultural 
competency necessary to work with 
individuals who may be in crisis and, 
have lived in generational poverty?  

Does your organization have the 
capacity to develop strong partners 
with stakeholders that support  
returning citizens?

Can staff help clients understand the 
implications of their money/credit 
choices and the inherent risks/rewards 
while still remaining positive. And,can 
staff maintain their objectivity and avoid 
judgment yet  stay realistic in their 
conversations?

Do staff acknowledge the cultural and 
ethnic characteristics that distinguish 
their clients' vision of and approach to 
money, credit and business?34

Do staff take into account responsivity 
issues such as learning disabilities and 
mental, physical, or substance use 
disorders that could impact a returning 
citizen’s capacity to manage their money 
and credit moving forward?35

Do staff provide more compliments than 
critiques (researchers have demonstrated that a ratio of four to one is most effective)?24 Is 
the connection between credit and self-worth reinforced? Multiple interviewees mentioned 
this as being an important message.

      
Needs

Basic needs 

Employment

Housing

Transportation

Debt 

Financial 
access

Other 

Specific Costs/needs

Food

Clothes

Identification/Legal documents

Cell phones/Voice mailbox services

P.O. Box

Job training/Certification

Decent paying job

First, last month's rent 
and security deposit

Furniture

Public transportation tickets

Driver’s License

Vehicle

Vehicle registration

Transportation related debt

Legal financial obligations

Child support

Past debt and collections

Student debt

Other debt associated 
with incarceration  
(legal fees, bail bonds)

Money owed to family and friends

Resolving identity theft

Checking/Savings account

Re-uniting with family and friends

Mental health support

Complying with probation

Education (i.e. tuition costs, books)

34  Identifytheft.gov, created by the Federal Trade Commission, provides helpful resources for tackling identity theft.

35 Regulations around dormant funds are different in every state.
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