
Returning citizens have many unique needs when reintegrating in society. These needs will 
depend on the amount of support they have from family and friends, other social networks, 
participation in community programs, and access to housing and employment. In addition, an 
individual’s needs may change over time. For instance, someone who has just been released will 
have very different needs from someone who was released a year or two years ago. 

Of the loans profiled above, The Fountain Fund is the only lender with a product specifically 
targeting returning citizens. The other loan products are profiled because their specific use 
(broad or narrow) aligns with potential needs of returning citizens. In addition to loans that meet 
personal needs of returning citizens, CBA has members, such as MercyCorps Northwest, that 
provide small business loans to returning citizens who are aspiring entrepreneurs. 

MercyCorps Northwest is a center for small business development with a reputation for tak-
ing chances on disadvantaged entrepreneurs. By providing loans, grants and education to over 
1,000 entrepreneurs each year, they are committed to increasing business ownership among 
diverse populations and creating a thriving economy in the Pacific Northwest. MercyCorps 
Northwest has a business incubator loan that is accessible to clients that come through their 
Reentry Transition Center. The loan is specifically for business-related expenses. It is a $1000 
loan with an 18 percent interest rate, $25 fee, and a 12-month term. The loan typically follows 
or is paired with: 

A one-on-one session with a professional credit counselor—in depth review of your 
personal credit report, then developing a step-by-step action plan to correct or repair 
your credit. 

MercyCorps Northwest’s Business Foundations I class: a 6 session Fundamentals of 
Business class. 

With a good repayment record and successful repayment, the borrower will be prequalified for 
a second loan of $2,500 with a 24-month term at the same rate.
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Another example is The Fountain Fund (profiled above). The Fountain Fund’s low- 
     interest loans to returning citizens with viable employment prospects can be used to:

repay court-imposed fees, costs, restitution or other obligations, or pay back child 
support;

purchase specialized equipment necessary for particular jobs; or

 start small businesses.

Other potential uses for a returning citizen’s loan could include:

Housing needs, including money for a security deposit and first and last month’s rent, bed/
furniture, etc.;

Bail bond debt, and other high cost predatory debt;

Basic needs, such as clothing;

Costs associated with getting a driver’s license or a vehicle registration; and

Fees for certificates, courses and job training.

These type of needs have varying costs. For example, the cost of clothing may be $200 or 
less, whereas the cost of a certificate or job training course may be several thousand dollars. In 
Washington State, one study found that the average LFO debt of returning citizens was $1,406, 
and in Philadelphia the median debt was $4,500.44 As mentioned above, the average child support 
debt of returning citizens is $20,000.45 Allowing for expansive use of the loan could be the best 
way to cater to returning citizens’ unique needs, but can also cause difficulties with standardizing 
loan procedures and minimizing risk. The more uses you allow, the longer it will take to learn 
patterns of risk by usage. 

When thinking about what your loans will be used for, consider:

What needs of returning citizens can be appropriately supported by a loan? (See section on 
“Understanding the Target Population” above.) Returning citizens have diverse needs that 
crop up as they rebuild their lives within a community. Not all of these needs are best met 
with a loan. For example, while many returning citizens have high debt loads, unless the 
debt has a high interest rate, it typically does not make sense to take out debt to pay off 
debt. Using the loan as a stepping-stone to meet smaller needs, such as the cost of getting 
a driver’s license, can be less risky for the organization and for the borrower.

44 Council of Economic Advisors Issue Brief. (2015, December). Fines, Fees, and Bail. Retrieved from https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/
sites/default/files/page/files/1215_cea_fine_fee_bail_issue_brief.pdf

45 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Child Support Enforcement (2006). Incarceration, Reentry, and Child Support 
Issues: National and State Research Overview. Retrieved from https://www.acf.hhs.gov/css/resource/incarceration-reentry-and-child-
support-issues.30 Ovwigho, Pamela, Correne Saunders, Catherine E. Born. (2005, July). The Intersection of Incarceration and Child 
Support: A Snapshot of Maryland’s Caseload, School of Social Work. University of Maryland; Griswold, Esther, Jessica Pearson, (2003, 
June). Twelve Reasons for Collaboration Between Departments of Correction and Child Support Enforcement Agencies, Corrections 
Today.65(3) pg 87-90.
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The amount of loan capital and number of loans you plan to provide. If you have limited 
loan capital and a target for the number of loans you hope to provide, this may limit the 
size of the loans and their usage. In some cases, you may connect returning citizens to other 
resources and provide gap funding for the remainder of the costs. For example, returning 
citizens may be eligible for some court fee waivers. In these cases, the loan could help cover 
the rest of the costs. 

What supports do your partners provide and how can loan uses connect to this wrap around 
support? The more support an individual has in their path to reentry, the more likely they are 
to succeed. If a partner is already supporting an individual with a specific goal, the loan can 
serve as a natural compliment to these ongoing efforts. 

PROGRAM EXAMPLE

The Community Reentry Project in Denver is an effort of the Denver County Jail 
management, its reentry staff, and community-based providers who collaborate 
to connect participants transitioning from jail with supportive skills, resources, and 
relationships to promote positive involvement and safety in the Denver community. 
Through coordination between partner organizations with different services and 
expertise, the CRP is able to provide individualized support, career development 
services, benefits assistance, and support for basic needs, to help previously 
incarcerated individuals reintegrate and succeed in their community.
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