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The impacts of criminalization, poverty, and involvement in the criminal legal system on health are significant and harm
children, families, and communities. In 2012, nearly 7% of youth in the US (5 million youth, 1 in every 14 youth) had
experienced parental incarceration at least once during their childhood.1 Incarceration is identified as a key issue within
one of the five social determinants of health domains developed by Healthy People 2030.2 By reducing jail-time and
increasing access to treatment, we can improve health outcomes. Decarceration is a critical public health intervention.

Narrative:

● Incarceration, like socio-economic status, is considered a “Fundamental Social Cause of Health Inequalities”
because it is related to multiple disease outcomes, related to multiple risk factors of disease, and affects access to
resources.3

● Incarceration is both a symptom and a cause of poor health: the link between involvement in the criminal-legal
system has two pathways:

○ First, there is a causal link between incarceration and health outcomes.
■ Chronic health problems as a result of incarceration; the impact of the length of incarceration on

health is less important than the fact of incarceration itself.4

■ Short-term outcomes:
● Being imprisoned leads to higher risk of hypertension, asthma, stress-related disease,

mental health issues, and general health functioning.5

● People with mental health/addiction issues are overrepresented in the carceral system:
16% of men and 31% of women in jail have a serious psychiatric condition, compared
with 5% in the general population and at least 50% experience problems related to drug
or alcohol use.6

○ Only about 10% of people who cycle through jails ever receive any form of
mental health or substance use treatment.7

● State prisons are becoming more and more deadly.8

8 Wang, L. & Sawyer, W. (2021). New data: State prisons are increasingly deadly places. Prison Policy Initiative. Retrieved from
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2021/06/08/prison_mortality/.

7 Belenko, S., Hiller, M., & Hamilton, L. (2014). Treating Substance Use Disorders in the Criminal Justice System. Current Psychiatric
Reports. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3859122/.

6 Cloud, D.H., Bassett, M.T., Graves, J., Fullilove, R.E., & Brinkley-Rubinstein, L. (2020). Documenting and Addressing the Health
Impacts of Carceral Systems. American Journal of Public Health. Retrieved from
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6987922/.

5 Binswanger, I.A., Redmond, N., Steiner, J.F., & Hicks, L.S. (2011). Health Disparities and the Criminal Justice System: An Agenda for
Further Research and Action. Journal of Urban Health. Retrieved from
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s11524-011-9614-1.pdf.

4 Schnittker, J., John, A. (2007). Enduring stigma: the long-term effects of incarceration on health. Journal of Health and Social
Behavior, 48(2):115–30. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

3 Novisky, M.A., Nowotny, K.M., Jackson, D.B., Testa, A., & Vaughn, M.G. (2021). Incarceration as a Fundamental Social
Cause of Health Inequalities: Jails, Prisons and Vulnerability to COVID-19. The British Journal of Criminology. DOI:
10.1093/bjc/azab023.

2 Social and Community Context. Office of Disease Prevention and Heath Promotion. Retrieved November 19, 2021 from
https://health.gov/healthypeople/objectives-and-data/browse-objectives/social-and-community-context.

1 Murphey D., & Cooper P. (2015). Parents behind bars: What happens to their children?. Retrieved from
http://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/2015-42ParentsBehindBars.pdf.
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○ In 2018, the rate of mortality was higher than it had been since the BJS started
collecting data in 2001.9

○ Mariame Kaba: prisons are “death-making institutions”.
○ Suicide, homicide, and death by drug or alcohol intoxication are rising.

■ Between 2016-2018, suicide rose by 22% (now higher than ever).
■ Drug and alcohol-related death rose by 139%.

■ Long-term outcomes:
● Over a 25 year period, former inmates were more likely to die from homicides, accidents,

substance use, HIV, liver disease, and liver cancer.10

● Each additional year in prison produced a nearly 16% increase in the odds of death and a
2-year decline in life expectancy. Thus, for someone 30 years old, 5 years in prison would
increase the odds of death by approximately 80% and result in a loss in life expectancy of
approximately 10 years.11

● Incarceration can add 10-15 years to someone’s life, and can take 2 years off their life
expectancy per year behind bars.12

● Rates of hospitalization are higher for those who have been previously incarcerated.13

○ Second, the same factors that make certain populations more likely to interact with the criminal legal
system are also related to poorer health outcomes (racism, criminalization, hyper-surveillance by police,
poor resources, poverty, neighborhood, etc.).14

■ People who enter the criminal legal system tend to have many health problems, AND being
incarcerated increases the risk of health problems.15

● These effects are racialized and especially impact Black women:
○ Black survey respondents reported greater health declines after release than white counterparts.16

○ Women: In comparison with other low-income women, those who interact with the criminal legal system
have higher rates of chronic substance use challenges, PTSD, and mental health issues.17

○ Women: Having a family member incarcerated increases the likelihood of women to experience heart
attack, stroke, obesity, or poorer health.18

○ A Louisiana study found that there was a higher risk of preterm birth for Black women who live in parishes
with higher incarceration rates - maybe because of economic and social impacts stemming from mass
incarceration.19

19 https://bmcpregnancychildbirth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12884-019-2690-z.

18 Lee H, Wildeman C, Wang EA, Matusko N, Jackson JS. A heavy burden: the cardiovascular health consequences of having a family
member incarcerated. Am J Public Health. 2014;104(3):421–27. Retrieved from
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

17 Freudenberg, N. (2002). Adverse Effects of US Jail and Prison Policies on the Health and Well-Being of Women of Color. American
Journal of Public Health. Retrieved from https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.92.12.1895.

16 Kuper, J.L. & Turanovic, J.J. (2021). The Consequences Are Black and White: Race and Poor Health Following Incarceration. Race
and Justice. Retrieved from https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/2153368721998053.

15 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK201966/

14 Binswanger, I.A., Redmond, N., Steiner, J.F., & Hicks, L.S. (2011). Health Disparities and the Criminal Justice System: An Agenda for
Further Research and Action. Journal of Urban Health. Retrieved from
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s11524-011-9614-1.pdf.

13 Incarceration and Health: A Family Medicine Perspective. American Academy of Family Physicians. Retrieved from
  https://www.aafp.org/about/policies/all/incarceration.html.

12 Wang, L. & Sawyer, W. (2021). New data: State prisons are increasingly deadly places. Prison Policy Initiative. Retrieved from
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2021/06/08/prison_mortality/.

11 Patterson, E.J. (2013). The dose-response of time served in prison on mortality: New York State, 1989–2003. American Journal of
Public Health.;103(3):523–28. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

10 Spaulding AC, Seals RM, McCallum VA, Perez SD, Brzozowski AK, Steenland NK. Prisoner survival inside and outside of the
institution: implications for health-care planning. Am J Epidemiol. 2011;173(5):479–87. Retrieved from
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

9 Carson, E.A. (2021). Mortality in State and Federal Prisons, 2001-2018. Bureau of Justice Statistics. Retrieved from
https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/msfp0118st.pdf.
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● Effects on families and children:
○ Impact of incarceration on health and mental health extends to family members.20

○ Having a family member incarcerated is an adverse childhood experience (ACE).21

■ The cumulative effect of ACEs over the course of a childhood → poor mental health and
behaviors (alcoholism, depression, suicide), poor physical health in adulthood (heart disease,
cancer, chronic lung disease, skeletal fractures, liver disease).22

○ Intermediate mechanisms of parental incarceration that affect children’s health:
■ Family processes23,24

■ Relationships among partners25

■ Changes in economic well-being26,27

■ Educational performance28

■ Toxic stress leads to mental and physical health problems for children29

■ The trauma of witnessing arrest30

■ Separation from a caregiver31

■ Stigmatization of the incarcerated person’s family32

32 Braman, D. (2004). Doing time on the outside: Incarceration and family life in urban America. University of Michigan Press, Ann
Arbor. Retrieved from

31 Murray, J. & Murray, L. (2010) Parental incarceration, attachment and child psychopathology. Attachment & Human Development, 12:
289-309, 10.1080/14751790903416889. Retrieved from
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740918309034?casa_token=HuGOD6KfRgAAAAAA:hCHCMHTSg2TQW1MTV
UFzjYv8HKsGCGCLE5uSLcsJBBlDFqw8sMMTVuaERf5-kheN0rnh6yutb5M#bb0420.

30 Kampfner, C.J.. Children of incarcerated parents: The conspiracy of silence. Lexington Books, New York (1995). Retrieved from
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740918309034?casa_token=HuGOD6KfRgAAAAAA:hCHCMHTSg2TQW1MTV
UFzjYv8HKsGCGCLE5uSLcsJBBlDFqw8sMMTVuaERf5-kheN0rnh6yutb5M#bb0420.

29 J.P. Shonkoff, A.S. Garner & the Committee of Psychosocial Aspects of child and family health, committee on early childhood,
adoption, and dependent care, and section on developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics. The lifelong effects of early childhood
adversity and toxic stress. Pediatrics, 129 (2012), p. e232, 10.1542/peds.2011-2663. Retrieved from
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740918309034?casa_token=HuGOD6KfRgAAAAAA:hCHCMHTSg2TQW1MTV
UFzjYv8HKsGCGCLE5uSLcsJBBlDFqw8sMMTVuaERf5-kheN0rnh6yutb5M#bb0420.

28 Cho RM. Impact of maternal imprisonment on children’s probability of grade retention. J Urban Econ. 2009a;65(1):11–23. Retrieved
from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

27 Schwartz-Soicher O, Geller A, Garfinkel I. The effect of paternal incarceration on material hardship. Soc Serv Rev.
2011;85(3):447–73. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

26 Geller A, Garfinkel I, Western B. Paternal incarceration and support for children in fragile families. Demography. 2011;48(1):25–47.
Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

25 Comfort M. Doing Time Together: Love and Family in the Shadow of the Prison. Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press; 2008. Retrieved from
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

24 Waller MR, Swisher R. Fathers’ risk factors in fragile families: implications for “healthy” relationships and father involvement. Soc
Probl. 2006;53(3):392–420. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

23 Arditti JA, Lambert-Shute J, Joest K. Saturday morning at the jail: implications of incarceration for families and children. Fam Relat.
2003;52(3):195–204. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

22 Felitti V. J., Anda R. F., Nordenberg D., Williamson D. F., Spitz A. M., Edwards V., Marks J. S. (1998). Relationship of childhood
abuse and household dysfunction to many of the leading causes of death in adults. The adverse childhood experiences (ACE) study.
American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 14(4), 245–258. Retrieved from
https://journals.lww.com/forensicnursing/Fulltext/2018/06000/Health_Outcomes_of_Youth_in_the_United_States.3.aspx?context=Featu
redArticles&collectionId=3&casa_token=k9j0C9iNW6oAAAAA:MytArrNO9RCLKSJ_3fOel4f7L6p3LJDmhksVic16EWOzIqrGBCvsMH2Al
mOhEcoINSQz3pzmdv2TL3DTMj5AmtHL.

21 Felitti, V.J., Anda, R.F., Nordenberg, D., Williamson, D.F., Spitz, A.M., Edwards, V., & Marks, J.S. Relationship of childhood abuse
and household dysfunction to many of the leading causes of death in adults: The adverse childhood experiences (ACE) study.
American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 14 (1998), pp. 245-258, 10.1016/S0749-3797(98)00017-8. Retrieved from
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740918309034?casa_token=HuGOD6KfRgAAAAAA:hCHCMHTSg2TQW1MTV
UFzjYv8HKsGCGCLE5uSLcsJBBlDFqw8sMMTVuaERf5-kheN0rnh6yutb5M#bb0420.

20 Wakefield S, Wildeman C. Children of the Prison Boom: Mass Incarceration and the Future of American Inequality. New York: Oxford
Univ. Press; 2013. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.
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■ Residential instability33

■ Child’s behavior may change and affect health:
● physical aggression34

● criminality35

● increased drug and alcohol use among children36

○ Parental incarceration → child’s mental health and behavior problems.37

● Effects on community health - mass incarceration is directly related to public health.
○ Neighborhoods with high levels of incarceration have damaged social capital, interfere with family and

social connections, and increase overall rates of mental health issues.38

○ Mass incarceration and poor health among U.S. children, especially Black children:
■ Community incarceration rates positively predict infant mortality, child mortality (for Black children

only), preterm births, and low-weight births.39

○ Higher rates of incarceration → poorer population health.40

○ Incarceration → higher rates of AIDS infection throughout the entire community.41

● Utilization of/Access to healthcare and medical treatment
○ Leading cause of death for ex-inmates immediately after release is drug overdose - in part because they

were receiving healthcare in prison but suddenly are not.42

○ People with multiple arrests have serious health needs (higher rates of serious mental illness,
psychological distress, substance use disorders, and HIV infection). BUT they are less likely to have
health insurance: Individuals who were arrested and booked more than once were over 3 times more
likely to have no health insurance (27%) compared to those with no arrests in the past year (8%), and
slightly more likely to lack insurance than people arrested just once (23%).43

○ Access to Medicaid coverage reduces recidivism rates among offenders convicted of violent and public
order crimes.44

● Covid-19

44 Aslim, E.G., Mungan, M.C., Navarro, C.I., & Yu, H. (2020). The Effect of Public Health Insurance on Criminal Recidivism. Journal of
Policy Analysis and Management. Retrieved from https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3425457.

43 Jones, A. & Sawyer, W. (2019). Arrest, Release, Repeat: How police and jails are misused to respond to social problems. Prison
Policy Initiative. Retrieved from https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/repeatarrests.html.

42 Moller LF, Matic S, Van Den Bergh BJ, Moloney K, Hayton P, Gatherer A. Acute drug-related mortality of people recently released
from prisons. Public Health. 2010;124(11):637–39. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

41 Johnson, R.C. & Raphael, S. (2009). The effects of male incarceration dynamics on acquired immune deficiency syndrome infection
rates among African American women and men. Journal of Law and Economics, 52(2):251–93. Retrieved from
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

40 Wildeman C. Imprisonment and infant mortality. Social Problems. 2012;59(2):228–57. Retrieved from
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

39 Conway, J.M. (2021). Mass Incarceration and Children's Health: A State-Level Analysis of Adverse Birth Outcomes and Infant, Child,
and Teen Mortality. Family and Community Health. Retrieved from https://europepmc.org/article/med/33646979.

38 Weidner, R.R. & Schultz, J. (2021). Examining the Relationship Between Incarceration and Population Health: The Roles of Region
and Urbanicity. Criminal Justice Policy Review. 32(4) 403–426. DOI: 10.1177/0887403420916907.

37 Wakefield, S. & Wildeman, C. (2013). Children of the Prison Boom: Mass Incarceration and the Future of American Inequality. New
York: Oxford University Press.

36 Roettger, M.E., Swisher, K.D. & Chavez, J. (2011). Paternal incarceration and trajectories of marijuana and other illegal drug use from
adolescence into young adulthood: evidence from longitudinal panels of males and females in the United States. Addiction,
106(1):121–32. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

35 Roettger ME, Swisher R. Racial and ethnic differences in associations between father’s incarceration and son’s delinquency and
arrest. Criminology. 2011;49(4):1109–47. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

34 Wildeman C. Paternal incarceration and children’s physically aggressive behaviors: evidence from the Fragile Families and Child
Wellbeing Study. Soc Forces. 2010;89(1):285–309. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124689/.

33 Genty, P.M. (2002). Damage to family relationships as a collateral consequence of parental incarceration
Fordham Urban Law Journal, 30: 1671-1684. Retrieved from http://ir.lawnet.fordham.edu/ulj/.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740918309034?casa_token=HuGOD6KfRgAAAAAA:hCHCMHTSg2TQW1MTV
UFzjYv8HKsGCGCLE5uSLcsJBBlDFqw8sMMTVuaERf5-kheN0rnh6yutb5M#bb0420.
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○ Covid death rate in prisons is 3x greater than the general public, even after controlling for other factors.45

■ Insufficient testing, not enough PPE, no social distancing.
● More than 412,000 people in prisons have contracted covid - 2,700 have died behind bars.46

○ Doesn't even account for the covid spread in surrounding communities.
● Very low vaccination rates in prisons: 17 state prison systems and the Bureau of Prisons had vaccinated

less than half of their incarcerated populations by mid-May 2021, and 20 states and the Bureau of Prisons
are reporting that less than half of their prison staff had received their first dose of a vaccine by the end of
April.47

● The best way to slow the spread of covid in jails and prisons is to decarcerate.
○ Early on in the pandemic, some jurisdictions made decisions to admit fewer people into jails etc.,

and this was effective in reducing Covid cases and deaths. But now, those changes are returning
to the pre-pandemic status quo.48

● Recommendations
○ Redirect taxpayer dollars from jails to fund healthcare.49

■ People experiencing mental health crises are often sent to jail because there are more beds
available than there are in psychiatric treatment centers: The Treatment Advocacy Center
estimates it is 2.5 times quicker for law enforcement to transport someone to a jail compared to a
medical facility.

■ Invest in community-based mental health and substance use treatment services: this is estimated
to yield a $12 return for every $1 spent, as it reduces future crime, costly incarceration, and
lowers health care expenses.

■ Though unfortunately only about 10% of those who cycle through jail recieve any mental health or
substance use treatment, numerous programs such as diversions to treatment, jail-based and
prison-based drug treatment, and drug courts have seen notable success in long-lasting
treatment adherence and reduced recidivism.50 The research highlights the urgent need to
connect people to treatment before, during, and after they have been incarcerated.

○ Connect people with social services.51

○ Reduce arrests and jail time.52

○ Divert people to other service providers before arrest, and away from jails after arrest.53

■ For those struggling with substance use disorders, diversion-to-treatment programs have shown
success, but are not offered to enough people.54

54 Belenko, S., Hiller, M., & Hamilton, L. (2014). Treating Substance Use Disorders in the Criminal Justice System. Current Psychiatric
Reports. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3859122/.

53 Jones, Alexi & Sawyer, Wendy. (2019). Arrest, Release, Repeat: How police and jails are misused to respond to social problems.
Prison Policy Initiative. Retrieved from https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/repeatarrests.html/

52 Jones, Alexi & Sawyer, Wendy. (2019). Arrest, Release, Repeat: How police and jails are misused to respond to social problems.
Prison Policy Initiative. Retrieved from https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/repeatarrests.html/

51 Jones, Alexi & Sawyer, Wendy. (2019). Arrest, Release, Repeat: How police and jails are misused to respond to social problems.
Prison Policy Initiative. Retrieved from https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/repeatarrests.html/

50 Belenko, S., Hiller, M., & Hamilton, L. (2014). Treating Substance Use Disorders in the Criminal Justice System. Current Psychiatric
Reports. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3859122/.

49 Jones, Alexi & Sawyer, Wendy. (2019). Arrest, Release, Repeat: How police and jails are misused to respond to social problems.
Prison Policy Initiative. Retrieved from https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/repeatarrests.html/

48 Reinhart, Eric. (2021). How Mass Incarceration Makes Us All Sick. Health Affairs. Retrieved from
https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hblog20210526.678786/full/?s=09.

47 Widra, E. (2021). With over 2,700 deaths behind bars and slow vaccine acceptance, prisons and jails must continue to decarcerate.
Prison Policy Initiative. Retrieved from https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2021/06/23/june2021_population/.

46 Widra, E. (2021). With over 2,700 deaths behind bars and slow vaccine acceptance, prisons and jails must continue to decarcerate.
Prison Policy Initiative. Retrieved from https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2021/06/23/june2021_population/.

45 Widra, E. (2021). With over 2,700 deaths behind bars and slow vaccine acceptance, prisons and jails must continue to decarcerate.
Prison Policy Initiative. Retrieved from https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2021/06/23/june2021_population/.
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○ Use decarceration (through front-end diversion away from potential incarceration, ending pretrial
detention, and the release of currently incarcerated people who do not currently pose a threat to public
safety) to confront public health crises.55

○ Public health experts should develop a narrative around the relationship between public health and
incarceration: it is not incarceration, but economic security, environmental protections, labor rights, and
housing that improve public health.56

56 Reinhart, Eric. (2021). How Mass Incarceration Makes Us All Sick. Health Affairs. Retrieved from
https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hblog20210526.678786/full/?s=09.

55 Reinhart, Eric. (2021). How Mass Incarceration Makes Us All Sick. Health Affairs. Retrieved from
https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hblog20210526.678786/full/?s=09.
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