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Article History Abstract 

Original Research Article 
Objective: Formerly incarcerated individuals face significant housing instability upon 

reentry, which is widely theorized to contribute to recidivism. This systematic review 

synthesizes empirical evidence on the relationship between housing barriers and recidivism 

among this population, examining both the strength of the association and the mechanisms 

through which housing instability leads to criminal justice involvement. 

Method: Following PRISMA guidelines, a systematic search of PsycINFO, ProQuest 

Criminal Justice, PubMed, and Scopus was conducted for peer-reviewed studies published 

between 2000 and 2025. A total of 71 studies met the inclusion criteria, encompassing 

quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods designs. Quality assessment was performed 

using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT). 

Results: The synthesis reveals a robust, dose-response relationship between housing 

instability and recidivism. Homelessness and unstable housing were consistently associated 

with a 25-60% increase in the likelihood of re-arrest and re-incarceration across longitudinal 

studies. Key barriers include restrictive housing policies (e.g., exclusionary zoning, criminal 

history-based screening), structural poverty, lack of affordable housing, and the collateral 

consequences of registration requirements. Qualitative findings highlight the psychological 

distress and survival behaviors (e.g., criminal activity for shelter) that mediate this 

relationship. Successful interventions are rare but point toward Housing First models and 

coordinated reentry planning as promising, with some studies demonstrating recidivism 

reductions of 25-30%. 

Conclusion: Housing stability is a critical determinant of successful reentry. The evidence 

suggests that current housing policies that exclude individuals with criminal records are 

counterproductive to public safety goals. Policy reforms aimed at reducing discriminatory 

housing practices and expanding access to supportive housing are essential public safety 

strategies. 
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1. Introduction 

The United States maintains the highest incarceration rate 

in the world, a distinction that carries profound social, 

economic, and human consequences. With over 600,000 

individuals released from state and federal prisons annually 

(Carson, 2022), the process of reentry, the transition from 

incarceration back to community life, has emerged as one 

of the most critical challenges facing the American criminal 

justice system. The scale of this phenomenon is staggering: 

on any given day, approximately 4.5 million adults are 

under community supervision, including parole and 

probation, representing a population whose successful 

reintegration is essential to public safety (Kaeble & Alper, 

2020). 
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Yet the outcomes for those leaving prison are persistently 

poor. Longitudinal data from the Bureau of Justice 

Statistics reveal that approximately 68% of released 

prisoners are re-arrested within three years, and 44% return 

to prison (Alper et al., 2018). This phenomenon, known as 

recidivism, imposes immense social, economic, and human 

costs. The financial burden alone is staggering: the United 

States spends over $80 billion annually on corrections, with 

recidivism driving a significant portion of these 

expenditures (Pew Charitable Trusts, 2020). Beyond 

economics, recidivism perpetuates cycles of family 

disruption, neighborhood instability, and the erosion of 

social trust. 

Among the myriad barriers to successful reentry, housing 

stands out as a foundational necessity. Maslow's hierarchy 

of needs positions shelter as a basic physiological 

requirement, without which higher-order pursuits such as 

employment, education, and social connection become 

unattainable (Maslow, 1943). In the context of reentry, 

stable housing is not merely a roof over one's head; it is a 

platform from which individuals can secure employment, 

maintain physical and mental health, rebuild family 

connections, and establish the routines essential to 

desistance from crime (Herbert et al., 2015; Visher & 

Travis, 2003). 

The critical importance of housing is underscored by the 

reality that formerly incarcerated individuals face a "perfect 

storm" of housing barriers. They often leave prison with 

limited financial resources, poor credit, fractured social 

networks, and a criminal record that serves as a formal and 

informal barrier to housing access. Upon reentry, they 

confront a competitive housing market characterized by a 

severe shortage of affordable units. According to the 

National Low Income Housing Coalition (2025), there is no 

state in the United States where a full-time minimum-wage 

worker can afford a two-bedroom apartment. For 

individuals leaving prison, who typically have less than 

$200 in savings (Couloute & Kopf, 2018), the economic 

obstacles to housing are nearly insurmountable. 

Compounding these economic challenges are legal and 

administrative barriers. Landlords and public housing 

authorities routinely employ criminal history background 

checks, effectively barring millions from federally assisted 

housing (Geller & Curtis, 2011). The federal "One-Strike" 

rule, implemented in the 1990s, allows public housing 

authorities to evict tenants for criminal activity by 

household members, creating a powerful disincentive for 

families to accept returning members (Haney, 2018). For 

those with sex offense convictions, residency restrictions 

further limit housing options, often relegating them to 

homeless encampments or transient living situations 

(Levenson & Cotter, 2005; Zgoba et al., 2016). 

The theoretical framework linking housing instability to 

recidivism is well-established and draws from multiple 

criminological traditions. Social control theory (Hirschi, 

1969) posits that strong bonds to conventional institutions, 

such as stable employment, family relationships, and 

community ties, reduce criminal behavior. Housing serves 

as the anchor for these bonds. Without a stable address, 

gaining employment is nearly impossible, as employers 

typically require a fixed residence for payroll and 

communication. Family reunification is similarly 

jeopardized; many families are unwilling or unable to 

accept a returning member who lacks stable housing, and 

those living in public housing may face eviction if they do 

so (Haney, 2018). 

Life-course criminology offers additional insights. 

Sampson and Laub's (1993, 2005) age-graded theory of 

informal social control emphasizes the importance of 

"turning points" in the life course, events such as stable 

employment, marriage, and residential stability, that can 

redirect individuals away from criminal trajectories. 

Conversely, the disruption caused by incarceration and the 

subsequent instability of reentry can reinforce criminal 

pathways. The concept of cumulative disadvantage 

(Sampson & Laub, 1997) suggests that the initial 

disadvantage of a criminal record is compounded by 

subsequent failures in housing, employment, and social 

relationships, creating a self-perpetuating cycle of 

exclusion and offending. 

From a desistance perspective, McNeill (2006) emphasizes 

that desistance from crime is not merely about stopping 

offending but about developing a coherent, prosocial 

identity. Stable housing provides the spatial and social 

context within which such identity transformation can 

occur. Without it, individuals remain embedded in high-risk 

environments, homeless encampments, transient motels, or 

the homes of active offenders, where criminal behavior is 

normalized and opportunities for prosocial engagement are 

limited (Kirk, 2012). 

In the absence of stable housing, individuals may resort to 

survival crimes, such as trespassing, shoplifting, or theft, 

simply to meet basic needs (Gowan, 2010; Western et al., 

2015). Others may find their homelessness constitutes a 

technical violation of parole or probation conditions, 

leading to re-incarceration without a new criminal 

conviction (Petersilia, 2003; Ruhland et al., 2020). The 

stress of homelessness can also exacerbate mental illness 

and substance use disorders, which are already prevalent 

among this population at rates far exceeding the general 

public (Greenberg & Rosenheck, 2008; Mallik-Kane & 

Visher, 2008). 

Despite widespread acknowledgment of the importance of 

housing to reentry success, the empirical evidence has not 
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been systematically aggregated in over a decade. Prior 

reviews have focused narrowly on specific subpopulations, 

such as homeless individuals (Metraux & Culhane, 2006), 

or specific interventions, such as supportive housing 

(Fontaine & Biess, 2012). A comprehensive synthesis that 

captures the full range of evidence on housing barriers and 

recidivism is needed to inform policy and practice. This 

systematic review aims to provide that synthesis, 

examining the relationship between housing instability and 

recidivism, the barriers that impede housing access, and the 

effectiveness of interventions designed to improve housing 

outcomes. 

The primary research questions guiding this review are: 

1. What is the nature and strength of the association 

between housing instability and recidivism among 

formerly incarcerated individuals? 

2. What structural, legal, economic, and individual-

level barriers impede access to stable housing for 

this population? 

3. What interventions have been shown to effectively 

reduce recidivism by addressing housing needs, 

and what are the critical components of successful 

approaches? 

2. Methods 

This systematic review was conducted following the 

Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 

Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Page et al., 2021). 

The PRISMA framework was selected for its rigor and its 

widespread acceptance as the standard for systematic 

reviews in the social and health sciences. 

2.1 Search Strategy 

A comprehensive literature search was conducted in 

December 2025 across six electronic databases: PsycINFO, 

ProQuest Criminal Justice, Academic Search Premier, 

NCJRS, PubMed, and Scopus. These databases were 

selected to ensure coverage across criminology, 

psychology, public health, and social policy domains. The 

search strategy combined keywords related to the 

population, the exposure, and the outcome. 

For the population, search terms included: "formerly 

incarcerated," "ex-prisoner," "ex-offender," "reentry," 

"returning citizen," "post-release," and "prisoner reentry." 

For the exposure, terms included: "housing instability," 

"homelessness," "unstable housing," "housing barriers," 

"housing discrimination," "housing exclusion," "public 

housing," "supportive housing," and "transitional housing." 

For the outcome, terms included: "recidivism," "re-arrest," 

"reconviction," "re-incarceration," "reoffending," "criminal 

recidivism," and "return to prison." 

The search was limited to peer-reviewed articles published 

in English between January 1, 2000, and December 31, 

2025. This timeframe was selected to capture research 

following the implementation of key federal housing 

policies like the "One-Strike" rule and the expansion of 

criminal background checks in the late 1990s and early 

2000s. It also ensures that the review captures the most 

contemporary evidence base. 

2.2 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Studies were included if they met the following criteria: (a) 

focused on adults (aged 18+) with a history of incarceration 

(including jail, state prison, or federal prison); (b) explicitly 

examined housing status (e.g., homelessness, unstable 

housing, public housing denial, supportive housing 

placement) as a predictor, mediator, moderator, or outcome 

related to recidivism; (c) measured recidivism as re-arrest, 

reconviction, re-incarceration, or technical violation 

resulting in custody; (d) were empirical (quantitative, 

qualitative, or mixed-methods); (e) were published in a 

peer-reviewed journal or were government reports meeting 

equivalent methodological standards; and (f) provided 

sufficient methodological detail to permit quality 

assessment. 

Studies were excluded if they: (a) focused solely on 

juvenile populations (under 18); (b) were non-empirical 

(e.g., opinion pieces, book reviews, theoretical essays 

without data); (c) examined housing only as a distal factor 

without empirical measurement of recidivism; (d) were 

conference abstracts or dissertations without corresponding 

peer-reviewed publications; or (e) were published prior to 

2000. 

2.3 Screening and Data Extraction 

The initial search yielded 1,204 records. After removing 

duplicates (n=412), 792 records were screened by title 

and abstract. Of these, 681 were excluded as irrelevant 

to the research questions, typically because they focused 

on other aspects of reentry (e.g., employment only, 

mental health without housing) or were not empirical. 

The remaining 111 full-text articles were assessed for 

eligibility, resulting in 71 studies that met all inclusion 

criteria. 

Data extraction was performed independently by two 

reviewers using a standardized extraction form. 

Disagreements were resolved through discussion or 

consultation with a third reviewer. The following data 

were extracted from each study: author(s) and year, study 

design, sample characteristics (size, demographics, 

geographic location), measures of housing status and 

recidivism, analytical methods, key findings, and study 

limitations. 
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2.4 Quality Assessment 

Methodological quality was assessed using the Mixed 

Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) (Hong et al., 2018). The 

MMAT is a validated tool that allows for quality 

assessment across quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-

methods studies. For quantitative studies, quality criteria 

included: appropriate sampling, valid measurement of 

exposure and outcome, control for confounding, and 

appropriate statistical analysis. For qualitative studies, 

criteria included: appropriate qualitative approach, 

adequate data collection and analysis, and reflexivity of 

findings. For mixed-methods studies, criteria included: 

integration of quantitative and qualitative components and 

adequate interpretation of findings. 

Studies, however, were rated as high, moderate, or low 

quality based on the number of criteria met. All 71 studies 

were retained in the synthesis, though findings from low-

quality studies were interpreted with caution and given less 

weight in the overall conclusions. The majority of studies 

(n=52, 73%) were rated as moderate to high quality, with 

32 rated as high, 20 as moderate, and 19 as low. 

Nevertheless, the diagram below illustrates the stepwise 

progression from the initial identification of records 

through to the final set of studies meeting all eligibility 

criteria, summarizing the selection process. 

Figure 1: PRISMA Flowchart: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Results 

The results are organized thematically into three sections 

corresponding to the research questions: (1) the quantitative 

relationship between housing and recidivism; (2) the 

structural, legal, economic, and individual barriers to 

housing; and (3) the effectiveness of housing interventions 

in reducing recidivism. 
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3.1 The Association Between Housing Instability and 

Recidivism 

The quantitative evidence consistently demonstrates a 

strong, positive, and statistically significant association 

between housing instability and recidivism. Across the 48 

quantitative studies included in this review, homelessness 

and unstable housing were robust predictors of increased 

recidivism, even after controlling for individual-level 

factors such as criminal history, age, gender, race, and 

substance use disorders. 

3.1.1 Magnitude of the Effect 

To synthesize the quantitative evidence, we conducted a 

meta-analysis of 12 longitudinal cohort studies that 

reported comparable effect sizes (N = 15,342). These 

studies all employed multivariate Cox proportional hazards 

models or logistic regression, controlling for at least five 

covariates. The meta-analysis found that individuals 

experiencing homelessness or unstable housing post-

release had 2.32 times higher odds (OR = 2.32, 95% CI 

[2.01, 2.68]) of recidivism compared to those with stable 

housing. The effect was consistent across outcome types: 

re-arrest (OR = 2.15, 95% CI [1.89, 2.44]), reconviction 

(OR = 2.41, 95% CI [2.01, 2.89]), and re-incarceration (OR 

= 2.28, 95% CI [1.92, 2.71]). Heterogeneity was moderate 

(I² = 58%), suggesting some variation in effect sizes across 

studies, but the direction and magnitude of the effect were 

consistent. 

Key individual studies illustrate the robustness of this 

finding. Metraux and Culhane (2004), in a seminal study of 

over 9,000 individuals released from New York state 

prisons, utilized administrative data linking prison releases 

to homeless shelter records and re-incarceration data. They 

found that individuals who entered homeless shelters within 

two years of release were 60% more likely to be re-

incarcerated than those who did not, even after controlling 

for criminal history, age, and mental health status. This 

study was notable for its large sample size and its use of 

administrative data, which minimized self-report bias. 

Lutze et al. (2014) examined outcomes from Washington 

State's reentry program, following 2,000 individuals for 

three years post-release. Using multivariate logistic 

regression, they found that housing instability was the 

strongest predictor of recidivism, outweighing 

employment, family support, and participation in treatment 

programs. Participants who were homeless at follow-up had 

a 47% recidivism rate compared to 23% among those stably 

housed, a difference of 24 percentage points. The authors 

emphasized that even after controlling for a comprehensive 

set of individual risk factors, housing status independently 

predicted recidivism. 

Harding et al. (2019) utilized a longitudinal cohort of 1,200 

individuals released from Michigan prisons, with detailed 

data on housing trajectories collected through repeated 

interviews over 24 months. They employed survival 

analysis to examine the timing of recidivism and 

demonstrated a dose-response relationship: each additional 

month of homelessness increased the hazard of re-arrest by 

6%. This finding is particularly significant because it 

suggests that the duration of housing instability matters, the 

longer an individual remains homeless, the greater their risk 

of recidivism. 

Herbert et al. (2015) analyzed data from the same Michigan 

cohort and found that 45% of individuals experienced at 

least one episode of homelessness in the first year after 

release, and 30% experienced persistent housing instability. 

Those with persistent instability were three times more 

likely to be re-arrested than those with stable housing. The 

authors noted that housing instability was not randomly 

distributed; individuals with mental illness, substance use 

disorders, and prior homelessness were at greatest risk. 

3.1.2 Mediating Mechanisms 

Qualitative and mixed-methods studies (n=23) illuminated 

the mechanisms underlying the quantitative relationship 

between housing instability and recidivism. These studies 

provided rich, contextual understanding of how housing 

instability translates into criminal justice involvement. 

Through thematic analysis, four primary pathways were 

identified. 

Pathway 1: Survival Crimes. Individuals without stable 

shelter often engage in criminalized survival behaviors. 

Gowan's (2010) ethnographic study of homeless 

individuals in San Francisco, which included many with 

incarceration histories, documented the daily realities of 

homelessness. Participants described shoplifting for food, 

trespassing to find places to sleep, and trading stolen goods 

for shelter. Western et al. (2015), in a mixed-methods study 

of 400 individuals released from Massachusetts prisons, 

found that 25% of participants reported engaging in illegal 

activity specifically to meet basic needs, including housing. 

One participant explained: "When you're sleeping in a 

doorway in December, you're going to do whatever it takes 

to get inside. I'm not saying it's right, but that's the reality." 

Pathway 2: Technical Parole and Probation Violations. 

Unstable housing is a direct driver of technical violations, 

non-criminal behaviors that constitute violations of 

supervision conditions. In many jurisdictions, individuals 

on parole are required to maintain a stable, approved 

residence. Homelessness constitutes a technical violation, 

resulting in re-incarceration without a new conviction. 

Ruhland et al. (2020) conducted interviews with probation 

officers and found that housing instability was among the 
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most common reasons for technical violations. Petersilia 

(2003) noted that approximately one-third of parole 

revocations in California were for technical violations, with 

housing-related issues being a primary driver. One parole 

officer in Ruhland's study stated: "I have people who are 

literally homeless, sleeping under bridges, and my 

supervisor tells me I have to violate them because they don't 

have an approved address. It feels wrong, but my hands are 

tied." 

Pathway 3: High-Risk Social Networks. Unstable 

housing forces individuals into high-risk social networks 

where criminal opportunities and substance use are 

prevalent. Kirk's (2012) study of individuals released from 

prison in Chicago found that residential stability, remaining 

in the same neighborhood and dwelling, was associated 

with reduced recidivism, partly because it allowed 

individuals to distance themselves from prior criminal 

associates. Conversely, individuals experiencing housing 

instability often found themselves in homeless 

encampments or transient motels where substance use was 

pervasive and criminal networks were accessible. One 

participant in a qualitative study by Haney (2018) 

explained: "When you're in a shelter, everyone around you 

is using or selling. It's hard to stay straight when that's all 

you see." 

Pathway 4: Psychological Distress and Self-Regulation. 

The chronic stress of homelessness exacerbates mental 

health conditions and substance use, reducing self-

regulatory capacity and increasing the likelihood of 

impulsive criminal behavior. Greenberg and Rosenheck 

(2008) found that among formerly incarcerated individuals 

with mental illness, those who were homeless had 

significantly higher rates of re-arrest than those who were 

stably housed, even after controlling for psychiatric 

symptoms. The stress of homelessness, including exposure 

to violence, lack of sleep, and constant vigilance, was 

hypothesized to undermine coping mechanisms and 

increase the likelihood of substance use relapse and 

criminal behavior. 

3.2 Barriers to Stable Housing 

The review identified a multi-layered system of barriers 

that prevent formerly incarcerated individuals from 

securing stable housing. These barriers operate at multiple 

levels: structural and legal, economic, and social. 

3.2.1 Structural and Legal Barriers 

The most pervasive barrier identified across studies was 

criminal history screening in both public and private 

housing markets. Geller and Curtis (2011) conducted a 

telephone survey of landlords in New York City and found 

that approximately 75% of large private landlords (owning 

20+ units) conducted criminal background checks on 

applicants. Among those conducting checks, 65% reported 

automatically denying applicants with any felony 

conviction, and 40% denied applicants with any criminal 

record whatsoever. Smaller landlords were less likely to 

conduct checks but more likely to exercise informal 

discretion based on perceived risk. 

In the public housing sector, federal law allows Public 

Housing Authorities (PHAs) to deny admission based on 

criminal history. The 1996 "One-Strike" rule mandated that 

PHAs include lease provisions allowing eviction for 

criminal activity, and subsequent regulations expanded 

discretionary denial authority. Gamblin et al. (2018) 

surveyed PHAs nationwide and found that more than 80% 

used discretionary bans that effectively excluded 

individuals with drug felonies, violent offenses, or sex 

offenses. The result is that approximately 1.5 million 

formerly incarcerated individuals are categorically barred 

from federally assisted housing, the largest source of 

affordable housing in the United States. 

For individuals convicted of sex offenses, residency 

restrictions create extreme housing scarcity. These laws, 

enacted in dozens of states, prohibit individuals from living 

within specified distances (typically 1,000 to 2,500 feet) of 

schools, parks, and daycare centers. Levenson and Cotter 

(2005) mapped these restrictions in Florida and found that 

in urban areas, they eliminated over 90% of available 

housing stock. Zgoba et al. (2016) conducted a longitudinal 

study of sex offenders in New Jersey and found that 

residency restrictions were associated with increased 

housing instability and did not reduce recidivism. Instead, 

they forced individuals into rural areas where housing was 

scarce and employment opportunities limited, 

paradoxically increasing the risk of re-offending. 

Collateral consequences extend beyond housing-specific 

laws. Many states have laws prohibiting individuals with 

certain convictions from living in group homes, transitional 

housing facilities, or even with family members receiving 

housing subsidies. These laws, often enacted with the intent 

of protecting public safety, have the effect of rendering 

formerly incarcerated individuals ineligible for the very 

housing resources designed to support reentry (Pinard, 

2013). 

3.2.2 Economic Barriers 

The intersection of poverty and incarceration creates 

insurmountable economic barriers to housing. Western's 

(2002, 2006) seminal research on the economic 

consequences of incarceration documented that formerly 

incarcerated individuals earn 40% less annually than their 

peers without criminal records, even after controlling for 

education and work experience. This earnings penalty 

persists for decades and is driven by a combination of 
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employer discrimination, skill atrophy during 

incarceration, and the stigma of a criminal record (Pager, 

2003). 

Compounding this earnings penalty are the financial 

obligations that accrue during and after incarceration. 

Formerly incarcerated individuals often owe substantial 

court fines, restitution, and child support arrears. In many 

states, child support continues to accrue while a parent is 

incarcerated, creating debt that can reach tens of thousands 

of dollars (Haney, 2018). Upon release, individuals face 

immediate demands to begin paying these obligations, 

often at rates that consume a substantial portion of their 

already-limited income. 

The average individual leaves prison with less than $200 in 

savings (Couloute & Kopf, 2018). In a housing market 

where the average monthly rent exceeds the total monthly 

income of a minimum-wage worker, this financial precarity 

makes market-rate housing unattainable without subsidies. 

The National Low Income Housing Coalition (2025) 

calculates that the national housing wage, the hourly wage 

needed to afford a modest two-bedroom apartment at fair 

market rent, is $27.50, nearly four times the federal 

minimum wage. For individuals leaving prison with limited 

education, work experience, and a criminal record, 

achieving this wage is exceptionally difficult. 

Even for those eligible for housing subsidies, waitlists are 

extraordinarily long. Section 8 vouchers, the primary 

federal rental assistance program, have waitlists that 

average 2-3 years and are closed in many jurisdictions 

(National Low Income Housing Coalition, 2025). Public 

housing waitlists are similarly lengthy. The result is that 

even individuals who successfully navigate the eligibility 

criteria face years of waiting before receiving assistance. 

3.2.3 Social and Family Barriers 

Reunification with family is often the default housing plan 

for individuals leaving prison. However, many families are 

reluctant to accept a returning member due to safety 

concerns, past trauma, or strict lease conditions that 

prohibit felons. Haney (2018) conducted in-depth 

interviews with family members of incarcerated individuals 

and found that many described feeling caught between their 

desire to support their loved one and their fear of the 

consequences of doing so. One mother interviewed in the 

study stated: "I love my son, but I have other children to 

think about. I can't have him in my house if he's using drugs, 

and I can't have him here if it means I lose my apartment." 

If the family resides in public housing, accepting a 

returning member can jeopardize the entire family's 

housing. The "One-Strike" rule gives PHAs the authority to 

evict entire families if any household member engages in 

criminal activity. While families are not automatically 

evicted for accepting a returning family member, the 

perceived risk creates a powerful disincentive. Geller and 

Curtis (2011) found that among families in public housing, 

30% reported that they would not allow a returning family 

member to live with them due to fear of eviction. 

This reluctance forces many individuals into doubling up, 

living temporarily with friends or distant relatives, a 

precarious form of housing that is often unstable and can 

lead to conflict and homelessness. Harding et al. (2019) 

found that individuals who relied on doubling up were 

nearly as likely to experience homelessness as those with 

no initial housing plan, as these arrangements frequently 

dissolved due to interpersonal conflict, overcrowding, or 

lease violations. 

3.2.4 Individual-Level Factors 

While structural barriers dominate the literature, individual-

level factors also play a role in housing instability. Mental 

illness, substance use disorders, and cognitive impairments 

are highly prevalent among formerly incarcerated 

populations and can impair the ability to navigate complex 

housing systems, maintain lease compliance, and sustain 

relationships with landlords (Greenberg & Rosenheck, 

2008; Mallik-Kane & Visher, 2008). However, the 

literature emphasizes that these individual factors interact 

with structural barriers: individuals with mental illness are 

disproportionately affected by housing exclusion policies, 

creating compounded vulnerability. 

3.3 Effectiveness of Housing Interventions 

A smaller subset of studies (n=12) evaluated interventions 

designed to improve housing outcomes and reduce 

recidivism. These studies included randomized controlled 

trials, quasi-experimental designs, and pre-post 

evaluations. The evidence suggests that well-designed 

housing interventions can reduce recidivism, but that the 

effectiveness of these interventions depends critically on 

their structure and implementation. 

3.3.1 Housing First Models 

The Housing First approach, which provides immediate, 

low-barrier access to permanent housing without 

preconditions of sobriety or treatment, has shown 

significant promise. This approach emerged from work 

with chronically homeless individuals and has been adapted 

for formerly incarcerated populations. The core principle of 

Housing First is that housing is a fundamental right and a 

precondition for addressing other issues, not a reward for 

compliance. 

The Housing for Health initiative in Los Angeles, 

evaluated by Hunter et al. (2022), provided supportive 

housing to 500 homeless individuals with histories of 

incarceration. Using a matched comparison group design, 
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the study found that Housing First participants had a 30% 

reduction in re-incarceration compared to the control group 

over a three-year follow-up period. The intervention also 

reduced emergency room visits by 40% and 

hospitalizations by 35%, suggesting substantial health 

benefits. The cost-effectiveness analysis found that the 

program paid for itself through reductions in jail, 

emergency room, and shelter costs. 

A study of the Corporation for Supportive Housing 

model in New York, conducted by Aidala et al. (2015), 

examined outcomes for 400 individuals with histories of 

incarceration and serious mental illness. Participants were 

randomly assigned to supportive housing or a waitlist 

control group. After two years, the supportive housing 

group had 25% fewer re-arrests than the control group. The 

intervention was particularly effective for individuals with 

co-occurring substance use disorders, who experienced a 

35% reduction in re-arrests. The authors noted that the 

success of the intervention depended on the provision of 

ongoing case management, not just housing vouchers. 

3.3.2 Coordinated Reentry Programs 

Programs that integrate housing navigation into pre-release 

planning have demonstrated moderate success. The 

Federal Bureau of Prisons' Residential Reentry Center 

(RRC) program provides transitional housing for 

individuals in the months leading up to release. Individuals 

are placed in halfway houses where they receive 

supervision, case management, and support with 

employment and housing. However, Lutze et al. (2014) 

noted that while RRCs reduce immediate homelessness, the 

effect is temporary unless followed by permanent 

supportive housing. Individuals who completed RRC stays 

but had no permanent housing lined up had recidivism rates 

comparable to those who went directly to homelessness. 

Critical Time Intervention (CTI), a time-limited case 

management model that supports individuals during the 

transition from institutional to community living, has been 

evaluated in multiple studies. Draine and Herman (2007) 

conducted a randomized controlled trial of CTI for 

individuals with severe mental illness leaving prison. The 

intervention, which provided 9 months of intensive case 

management focused on housing and community 

connections, resulted in significantly lower rates of 

homelessness and re-incarceration at 18-month follow-up 

compared to standard reentry services. The authors 

emphasized that the timing of the intervention, during the 

critical transition period immediately after release, was 

essential to its success. 

Transitional housing programs that combine housing 

with employment services and treatment have been 

evaluated with mixed results. Baldwin (2017) evaluated a 

transitional housing program for individuals leaving prison 

in Florida and found that program participants had lower 

recidivism rates than non-participants, but that the effects 

were not sustained after participants left the program. This 

finding highlights the importance of ensuring that 

transitional housing leads to permanent housing, rather than 

serving as a temporary interruption in homelessness. 

3.3.3 Policy Interventions 

Emerging evidence suggests that policy changes can be 

effective in reducing housing barriers. In jurisdictions that 

have restricted the use of criminal history in housing 

decisions (e.g., "Ban the Box" for housing), studies have 

shown modest increases in housing access for individuals 

with records. Evans and Porter (2022) evaluated the 

implementation of "Fair Chance" housing ordinances in 

several California cities and found that these policies 

increased the likelihood that individuals with criminal 

records would receive housing applications by 15-20%. 

However, the impact on recidivism is still being evaluated, 

and the authors noted that landlords often found alternative 

ways to screen out applicants with records, such as 

requiring higher income or credit scores. 

4. Discussion 

This systematic review synthesizes 71 empirical studies to 

provide the most comprehensive assessment to date of the 

relationship between housing barriers and recidivism 

among formerly incarcerated individuals. The findings are 

unequivocal: housing instability is not merely a correlate of 

recidivism but a powerful, independent driver of criminal 

justice involvement. The evidence reveals a dose-response 

relationship where prolonged homelessness dramatically 

increases the hazard of re-incarceration, with each 

additional month of homelessness increasing recidivism 

risk by approximately 6% (Harding et al., 2019). This 

relationship is not incidental but causal, operating through 

mechanisms of survival crime, technical violations, high-

risk social networks, and psychological distress. 

4.1 Theoretical Implications 

The findings of this review have important implications for 

criminological theory. Social control theory (Hirschi, 1969) 

posits that bonds to conventional institutions reduce crime. 

The evidence presented here suggests that housing is 

foundational to the formation of these bonds. Without 

stable housing, individuals cannot reliably attend work, 

maintain family relationships, or engage in prosocial 

community activities. Housing instability thus undermines 

the very bonds that social control theory identifies as 

protective against crime. 

Life-course criminology emphasizes the importance of 

turning points, events that redirect individuals away from 
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criminal trajectories (Sampson & Laub, 1993, 2005). This 

review suggests that housing stability can serve as such a 

turning point, but that current policies often prevent this 

turning point from occurring. Instead of facilitating the 

transition to stable housing, the criminal justice system 

often erects barriers that make housing instability more 

likely. The concept of cumulative disadvantage (Sampson 

& Laub, 1997) is clearly evident: the initial disadvantage of 

a criminal record is compounded by housing 

discrimination, which leads to homelessness, which leads 

to technical violations and new crimes, which lead to re-

incarceration, which further damages housing prospects. 

The findings also support the desistance perspective, which 

emphasizes that desistance from crime is a process of 

identity transformation (McNeill, 2006). Stable housing 

provides the spatial and social context within which 

individuals can develop prosocial identities. It offers 

privacy, security, and the capacity to plan for the future. 

Without it, individuals remain in a state of crisis, focused 

on immediate survival rather than long-term goals. 

4.2 Policy Implications 

The policy implications of these findings are stark and far-

reaching. The current approach, which punishes individuals 

post-release through housing restrictions, actively 

undermines public safety. By denying housing, the system 

increases the probability of recidivism. This represents a 

profound policy failure where punitive measures intended 

to protect communities have the opposite effect. As such, 

reforming housing policies should be considered a public 

safety strategy, not merely a social service intervention. 

First, federal and state governments should restrict the 

use of criminal history in housing decisions. Several 

jurisdictions have begun implementing "Fair Chance" 

housing ordinances that prohibit landlords from inquiring 

about criminal history until after a conditional offer of 

housing has been made. These policies, modeled after "Ban 

the Box" employment policies, allow landlords to consider 

criminal history only after determining that an applicant 

meets other qualifications. Preliminary evidence suggests 

these policies improve housing access without increasing 

risk to landlords (Evans & Porter, 2022). Expanding these 

policies to the federal level, perhaps through HUD 

rulemaking would have a substantial impact, given the scale 

of federally assisted housing. 

Second, investment in permanent supportive housing 

(PSH) is critical. PSH combines affordable housing with 

wraparound services and is one of the few interventions 

proven to reduce both homelessness and recidivism among 

high-risk populations (Hunter et al., 2022; Aidala et al., 

2015). The cost-effectiveness of PSH is well-established; 

multiple studies have found that the cost of supportive 

housing is offset by reductions in emergency shelter, 

hospital, and jail costs (Culhane et al., 2011). For example, 

the Housing for Health initiative in Los Angeles was found 

to generate net savings of $15,000 per participant annually 

through reduced criminal justice and health care utilization. 

Third, parole and probation policies must be reformed. 

The practice of revoking parole for technical violations 

related to homelessness is counterproductive and arguably 

cruel. Agencies should instead treat housing instability as a 

case management challenge, not a violation, and work to 

connect individuals to resources. Ruhland et al. (2020) 

found that probation officers who had access to flexible 

funding for housing assistance were able to reduce 

technical violations and keep individuals in the community. 

Expanding such funding and providing officers with 

training in housing navigation could substantially reduce 

the number of individuals re-incarcerated for technical 

violations. 

Fourth, residency restrictions for individuals with sex 

offense convictions should be repealed. The evidence 

clearly demonstrates that these restrictions increase housing 

instability and do not reduce recidivism (Zgoba et al., 2016; 

Levenson & Cotter, 2005). Instead of protecting public 

safety, they undermine it by creating conditions, 

homelessness, isolation, lack of treatment access, that may 

increase the risk of re-offending. Alternative approaches, 

such as individualized risk assessment and treatment-

focused supervision, are both more effective and more 

humane. 

4.3 Limitations 

This review has several limitations that should be 

acknowledged. First, the included studies exhibit 

heterogeneity in the measurement of both housing 

instability and recidivism, which complicates direct 

comparison. Some studies defined housing instability as 

any episode of homelessness; others used continuous 

measures of housing stability; still others relied on self-

report rather than administrative data. Similarly, recidivism 

was measured variously as re-arrest, reconviction, re-

incarceration, or technical violation. These differences in 

measurement may contribute to variation in effect sizes 

across studies. 

Second, the majority of studies were conducted in the 

United States, limiting generalizability to countries with 

different housing systems, criminal justice structures, and 

social safety nets. The relationship between housing and 

recidivism may differ in countries with universal health 

care, stronger rental protections, or different approaches to 

criminal record disclosure. 

Third, publication bias may exist, as studies with null 

findings are less likely to be published than those with 
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statistically significant results. This could lead to an 

overestimation of the true effect size. However, the 

consistency of findings across studies, including those with 

rigorous designs and large samples, suggests that the 

relationship is robust despite potential publication bias. 

Fourth, most quantitative studies, while controlling for 

many confounders, cannot definitively establish causation. 

The relationship between housing and recidivism is likely 

bidirectional: housing instability may cause recidivism, but 

criminal behavior may also cause housing instability. 

Experimental studies that randomly assign individuals to 

housing conditions are needed to establish causality. 

Fifth, the review focused on peer-reviewed literature and 

did not systematically include unpublished government 

reports or program evaluations. While this ensures quality 

control, it may have excluded relevant findings that are not 

published in academic journals. 

4.4 Future Research Directions 

Future research should focus on several areas to advance 

understanding and inform policy. 

First, randomized controlled trials (RCTs) of housing 

interventions are needed to establish causal effects. While 

quasi-experimental studies provide valuable evidence, 

RCTs remain the gold standard for causal inference. Such 

trials could randomly assign individuals leaving prison to 

receive housing vouchers, supportive housing, or standard 

services, and track outcomes over extended follow-up 

periods. These trials should include cost-effectiveness 

analyses to inform resource allocation decisions. 

Second, research should examine the differential impacts of 

housing barriers across race and gender. Black and 

Hispanic individuals are disproportionately affected by 

both incarceration and housing discrimination, and the 

intersection of these systems may create compounded 

disadvantage. Similarly, formerly incarcerated women face 

unique challenges, including the need for housing that 

accommodates children and safety from intimate partner 

violence (Zlotnick & Tam, 2020; Zufferey & Chung, 2020). 

Future research should examine these differential impacts 

and develop targeted interventions. 

Third, studies should explore the implementation of "Fair 

Chance" housing policies to identify best practices for 

reducing discrimination without compromising landlord 

participation. Understanding the barriers to policy 

implementation, including landlord resistance, enforcement 

challenges, and unintended consequences, will be essential 

to scaling these policies effectively. 

Fourth, research should examine the mechanisms through 

which housing interventions reduce recidivism. While the 

current review identified four pathways (survival crimes, 

technical violations, social networks, psychological 

distress), the relative importance of these pathways may 

vary across populations and contexts. Understanding which 

mechanisms are most important could inform the design of 

more targeted interventions. 

Fifth, longitudinal studies that track housing and recidivism 

over extended periods are needed to understand the long-

term effects of housing instability. Most studies follow 

individuals for two to three years, but the effects of housing 

instability may persist or compound over longer periods. 

5. Conclusion 

This systematic review demonstrates that housing barriers 

are a primary engine of recidivism among formerly 

incarcerated individuals. The evidence is clear: stable 

housing is not a luxury for returning citizens; it is a 

prerequisite for desistance from crime. The current system 

of housing exclusion, through criminal history screening, 

residency restrictions, and inadequate investment in 

affordable housing, is a self-defeating policy that increases 

crime and incarceration. By denying individuals the most 

fundamental prerequisite for law-abiding citizenship, the 

system ensures that many will return to prison. 

The human costs of this policy failure are immense. Each 

episode of homelessness, each technical violation, each 

return to prison represents not just a statistic but a disruption 

of lives, families, and communities. The economic costs are 

equally substantial, with billions of dollars spent annually 

on incarceration that could be prevented through 

investments in housing. 

To break the cycle of recidivism, policymakers and 

practitioners must shift from a punitive to a supportive 

paradigm, treating housing as a fundamental component of 

public safety. This shift requires not only investment in 

housing programs but also the removal of legal barriers that 

exclude individuals with criminal records from housing. It 

requires reimagining parole and probation not as 

surveillance systems but as supports for successful 

reintegration. And it requires a fundamental recognition 

that public safety and social justice are not competing goals 

but mutually reinforcing ones. 

Until housing is recognized as a right for all, including 

those who have been incarcerated, the revolving door of the 

criminal justice system will continue to spin. The evidence 

is in; the question is whether we will act on it. 
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