Barriers to Reentry
Center for Women in Transition | 2022
Introduction
The United States released 614,051 individuals from federal and state prisons in 2019, citing
similar statistics each year. Missouri accounted for 18,617 (3%) of those released.1
Justice-involved people are attempting to reenter successfully into their communities but are
navigating housing, employment, education, treatment, and other systems with inequitable
access2. Without stability, the likelihood of recidivism increases.
With high numbers of individuals released from correctional institutions each year, rates of
recidivism indicate the efficacy of justice-involved persons reintegration into society. Recent
reports from the U.S. Department of Justice detail 36.8% of impacted individuals are arrested
within one year of their release, 61.5% were arrested in the first three years, and 70.8% were
arrested within 5 years3. This data concludes only 30% of individuals are rehabilitated under the
current reentry system. The percentage of those individuals arrested that are returning to prison
due to parole or probation violations or new sentences within five years after their initial release
is 45.8%4. This demonstrates the failure in policies and programs to reenter justice-involved
people long-term. However, the data reports each year post-release the likelihood of arrest
declines from 24.0% of post-release arrests occurring in the first year, 19.3% occurring in the
third year, and only 17.2% occurring in the fifth year post-release5. It is critical that reentry
services begin supporting justice-involved individuals immediately after release, if not while still
incarcerated, to increase the wellbeing of justice-involved people and the communities in which
they interact.
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Due to the above information and experience working in the field, the Center for Women in
Transition prioritizes discussing and working towards equitable policies to overcome barriers to
housing access, employment access, child support debt relief, and expungement.

Housing Access
Securing stable housing is a critical step for the reentry process. The Center for Women in
Transition utilizes principles from the housing-first model which states The housing-first model is
guided by the principle that having a place to live is a baseline necessity that must be met
before substance-use treatment, securing employment, or learning life-skills6. This model
practices the belief that all people deserve stable housing, regardless of criminal history,
substance use, employment status, and more. In conjunction with the housing-first model, the
transitional housing programs through the Center for Women in Transition have been proven to
support justice-involved women during their initial stages of reentry. Funding for transitional
housing should not be restricted in order to fund housing-first initiatives.
Housing is essential because it provides people with consistent shelter, and it also serves as a
gateway to other benefits. Housing helps people with access to employment, prosocial
activities, and maintaining sobriety7, along with reunification of guardians and their children8.
However, opportunities to access housing are limited for justice-involved individuals due to lack
of low-income housing spaces and limitations on Housing and Urban Development services.
When released from the Missouri Department of Corrections, a housing plan must be approved
by the parole officer and field officer of the housing area proposed9. Many addresses proposed
are for temporary placement, sometimes with family members, and individuals plan to later
secure a more permanent housing solution10. Other options for housing include finding housing
through the private market, federally subsidized housing units through voucher programs,
supportive housing programs, community correctional facilities, or homeless shelters11. Even
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with numerous types of housing to choose from, the barriers in securing housing often limit the
options for people.
Housing access for re-entry is restricted by low-income affordable housing availability, an issue
impacting every county in the United States12. In Missouri, 27% of renter households are
extremely low income13. Extremely low income (ELI) households are categorized by household
incomes 30% of the area median income or at or below the poverty line14. A shortage of
122,075 rental homes exists for ELI individuals and families in the state15. On top of the lack of
rental homes, there is a lack of rental subsidies as well. Often, the wait lists for federal, state,
and local programs are no longer accepting new applicants or have waiting lists as long as 10
years16. The median income for the first year after prison release is $6,00017, increasing the
demand for low-income housing for justice-involved individuals. The St. Louis Housing Authority
indicates the waitlist for public housing is currently only open to senior housing developments
and the housing choice voucher wait list is closed18.
Solutions proposed to overcome the lack of low-income housing units include capitalizing on
resources and changing policies to increase the quantity of accessible units for low-income
individuals and families. Proposed programs include utilizing vacant and public space to
accommodate individuals with housing needs, specifically immediately post-incarceration. .
Another solution can be to change current zoning and construction policies to assure more
opportunities for increasing the lack of low-income housing units. Important components to
change include banning zoning rules that only permit single family homes and mandating all
new construction projects are mixed-income.
Discrimination from landlords is a prevalent barrier to securing housing during the reentry
process. Although Housing and Urban Development only list restrictions for convictions of
methamphetamine production on federally funded housing property and people who have a
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lifetime registration requirement under a state sex offender registration program,19 states are
permitted to make their own provisions for restricting access to housing. Missouri, along with
other states and local ordinances, allow for a case-by-case review of criminal history; however,
with the shortage of Extremely Low Income units available, potential tenants with felony
convictions are often overlooked20. This will disproportionately impact Black and Brown people
because the United States carceral system impacts communities of color at a higher rate21.
Black Missourians only make up 12% of the Missouri population, but they make up 39% of the
Missouri jail population and 34% of the Missouri prison population22.
Solutions to housing discrimination require policies that protect justice-involved individuals in the
housing selection process, and if running background checks on applicants, only looking at
recent and relevant histories23. In 2016, HUD released guidelines about how to implement the
Fair Housing Act in terms of criminal histories. The considerations landlords must make include
evaluating the nature of the crime, severity, and length of time that has passed since the crime
took place, and making a decision based on evidence.
Since HUD adds restrictions for methamphetamine production and lifetime registration on sex
offender registry, these individuals are not able to receive federal subsidies for housing, such as
living in public housing or qualifying for emergency housing grants or section 8 vouchers24.
Missouri’s Shelter Plus Care program intentionally includes those falling into restrictive
categories from HUD, as long as they meet the other criteria such as being unhoused or having
a disability25. Therefore, in order for these individuals to receive government assistance from the
program, unless they meet another requirement, they must meet HUD’s definition of
homelessness. Unfortunately, HUD’s definition of homelessness does not include individuals
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living in correctional institutions if they have done so for 90 days or more26. Individuals who have
nowhere to go as they reenter society risk living in places not meant for human habitation or
transitional housing placements. They will have to remain in these conditions until they meet
other characteristics of homelessness as outlined by HUD to qualify for services. Since being
unhoused impacts the likelihood of recidivism, this is a barrier to successful reentry. To assist
individuals reentering society, specifically those with methamphetamine production charges or
have a lifetime requirement to register on the sex offender registry, HUD’s definition of
homelessness needs to consider individuals leaving the Department of Corrections and other
institutions.

Even Higher Barriers to Access
Under the framework of the housing first model, housing is an essential component of
maintaining wellbeing for each individual and their community. Sex offenders are a population
with high barriers to housing access; however, every person deserves housing. Public housing
excludes individuals registered on sex offender registries with the intention of maintaining safety
in their public housing spaces27. Not all individuals required to be registered on the sex offender
registry will pose a threat to their community, since people have lifetime requirements for failure
to protect a child from sexual abuse and indecent exposure28. People convicted of violent sexual
crimes will be incarcerated for a longer sentence29, hence blanket policies about offenders
registered on sex registries cause harm to rehabilitated individuals seeking a place to live. In
Missouri, justice-involved individuals on sex offender registries cannot live within 1,000 feet of
certain organizations, such as schools and day cares30.
Another group of individuals experiencing increased barriers to housing are those with
convictions for producing methamphetamine on the premise of federally assisted housing.
Public Housing Authorities are mandated to deny access to public housing and housing choice
vouchers to these individuals31. However, just as all people need access to housing to reduce
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recidivism, individuals convicted of the production of methamphetamine on public housing
premises need access to stable housing.

Employment Access
Having income is important to pay for food, housing, utilities, transportation, among others.
However, finding employment for people reentering society from incarceration has added
barriers, such as employers hesitant to hire justice-involved individuals, occupational licensing
restrictions, limited education or employment skills, and transportation issues32.
Many employers are hesitant or unwilling to hire previously incarcerated individuals. A survey
conducted revealed that approximately 60% of employers were not going to hire anyone with a
criminal record33, 70% of employers have hesitancy in hiring people with property offences and
75% for violent crimes34. This stigma limits the job availability for individuals reentering society,
despite the fact that gainful employment, with income, benefits, and other resources, can bolster
an offense-free lifestyle35. Steady employment opens possibilities for a more stable life, social
support, and income. Communities will be healthier and safer as more individuals have steady
employment and consistent income.
A nation-wide initiative to confront the discrimination from employers is the “Ban the Box”
legislation. It has been passed in several cities and counties, banning employers from asking
questions about criminal history during the first stages of applications36. The intention was to
allow justice-involved people to rejoin the workforce by overcoming employer discrimination.
However, “Ban the Box” has no restriction on the use of background checks after the interview
is conducted. This upholds the space for employers, with a hesitancy to employ people with
criminal records, to discriminate based on criminal history for job openings. It is estimated that
92% of employers use criminal background checks in the hiring process37.
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If discrimination for criminal history did not exist, barriers would arise since most jobs require
certain years of experience and education for employment. More than half of people
incarcerated in state prisons do not hold a high school diploma38. Having a high school diploma
will increase wages and decrease unemployment39. People who participate in programs to
continue education while incarcerated are projected to have better employment outcomes
during their reentry process. Individuals who participate in correctional education programs are
43% less likely to reoffend and 13% more likely to find a job post-release40. The funding for
human capital building programs while individuals are incarcerated and immediately upon
release needs to be a priority. Justice-involved people earn 40% less annually than people with
no involvement in the justice system41. Individuals incarcerated lose the ability to build job
experience and skills, so supplementing these experiences with programs can help rebuild the
job market for justice-involved people during reentry.
Another barrier for employment during reentry is occupational licenses. People with criminal
records are often banned from being able to apply and receive licensure for certain professions.
In Missouri, the Fresh Start Act, loosens restrictions to this licensure for many professions by
limiting exclusions for only offenses that relate directly to the work42. Also, individuals can learn
whether their record would disqualify them from licensure before completing the training and
requirements, saving individuals time, money, and other resources43. However, this policy needs
to be expanded to include all professional licensure. Right now, this act does not impact
accountants, teachers, podiatrists, dentists, physicians, surgeons, pharmacists, veterinarians,
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nurses, and real estate brokers44. The policy should also block boards from considering
non-conviction records and old convictions45.

Child Support Debt Relief
Debt is a rising issue for people who are in jails and prisons. Estimates show that some people
are reentering into society with $5,000 in debt, accumulated from legal fees46, not including child
support debt. When child support debt is added, there are people leaving prison with up to
$100,000 in debt47. The average child support debt falls around $20,000 for individuals
reentering society48. Failure to pay off debt during probation or parole can result in returning to
jails and prisons, upholding the cycle of incarceration.
For individuals who have child support obligations while incarcerated, appealing for modification
for a substantial change of circumstances is permitted in several states49. This is different for
individuals incarcerated for non-compliance with child support orders. Missouri is a state in the
majority which allows incarceration to be categorized with involuntary unemployment as a
substantial change of circumstances. Some states had viewed incarceration as voluntary
unemployment, meaning child support ordinances cannot be adapted to fit the current
circumstance of the individual50; however, the updated policy from the Child Support
Enforcement Office prohibits states from classifying incarceration as voluntary unemployment,
mandating all states allow people with child support orders in jails and prisons to appeal to
change their circumstances on their orders51.
There is policy prohibiting individuals to retrospectively change their child support orders, so
people needing adaptations made to circumstances in their child support order must initiate the
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process as soon as possible52. Otherwise, the debt can continue to accumulate. Certain states
add additional provisions to the rule to help protect individuals from rising debt. California
immediately suspends child support requirements for individuals once incarcerated53.

Expungement and Clean Slate
When it is publicly available to access records of conviction and arrest, the likelihood of
justice-involved individuals being impacted during the reentry process is huge. Expungement
allows these records to be sealed to the public, only allowing the court to reopen the file.
Under the most recent Missouri law, the expungement process cannot begin until the individual
seeking an expungement has paid their fine and completed probation or parole54. The individual
must not have added to their record in the previous three-years55. In Missouri, crimes that are
ineligible for expungement are those that require people to be registered on the sex offender
registry, felonies that included death or assault, felonies or misdemeanors for domestic assault,
and felony offenses for kidnapping, among others56.
The process for expungement of offenses not protected under the law includes a petition from
the individual with the record to all relevant courts and agencies. If all parties agree to the
petition, a hearing will not be needed to expunge the record. When a hearing is necessary, the
court is assessing, based on evidence provided by the petitioner, that the expungement would
not decrease public safety57.
When the court has expunged a record, all rights of an individual before the crime was
committed will be restored. This will limit the barriers to reentry to education, housing access,
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employment access, and more. The public will no longer be able to see the record; however,
certain records will be kept for purposes of certain occupational licensing issues58.
There exists a need to pass clean slate legislation in order for justice-involved individuals to
have just and equitable access to expungement of records. In Pennsylvania, the clean slate
legislation qualifies individuals for automatic expungement if people were convicted of
misdemeanors punishable by two years or less in prison and their charges did not result in
convictions59. Utah and Michigan followed Pennsylvania’s push for clean slate legislation, and
Michigan was able to do so with bipartisan support60. This legislation has made it easier for
individuals in these states to reenter into society after completing sentencing for crimes
committed. It will decrease barriers to reentry for housing and employment access.

Conclusion
Justice-involved individuals face barriers to reentering into society that make it difficult for them
to find stable employment and housing, among other necessities. The Center for Women in
Transition supports women in reentering society and has found shortcomings in policy which
make the systems in which justice-involved people less equitable. Therefore, in alignment with
the Center for Women in Transitions’ policy priorities to support individuals during the reentry
process, we advocate for the following changes in policy to support justice-involved people.
First, immediate and automatic suspension of child support orders when people become
involuntarily unemployed due to incarceration. Debt upon release from incarceration
destabilizes the process of finding reliable employment and housing. Both factors can increase
recidivism. Creating an automatic suspension of child support orders while incarcerated can
ensure retrospective payments are not accumulating while individuals are categorized under
involuntary unemployment. Second, model expungement processes after those outlined in
the Clean Slate legislation passed in Pennsylvania, Utah, and Michigan. Public records are
also contributing the discrimition in employment, education, and housing applications.
Expanding the expungement process can increase public safety by connecting more individuals
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to the workforce, ultimately decreasing potential for recidivism. Third, change HUD’s definition
of “homelessness” to include people living in correctional institutions for a period
greater than 90 days. People leaving prison are required to list a housing address for
post-release to avoid placement in correctional transitional housing. Oftentimes, these
addresses are temporary, leaving individuals leaving prison vulnerable for being unhoused.
Changing HUD’s definition will allow people in transition access to services provided through
HUD funding. Finally, increase funding for reentry programs, like the Center for Women in
Transition. Additional funding could help provide more holistic support for justice-involved
people during the reentry process. Greater financial resources also allow for expansion of
existing services to reach a greater number of people reentering communities.
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