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Dedication

To those impacted by long-term incarceration, I dedicate this work to you. Your
experiences vary greatly, but one thing remains certain: incarceration has played a
significant role in shaping who you are today. It is my hope that despite the challenges
encountered, you have found or are finding your way through life with renewed hope.
Through this thesis, I aim to capture many of the concerns you have faced through
incarceration and to highlight the kinds of support that can ease the transition back to
society. I look forward to being part of the teams that support individuals impacted by
incarceration and contributing to the decision-making process that expands the

availability of meaningful support.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This thesis argues that the process of reentry cannot be fully understood without
recognizing the profound and lasting effects that incarceration has on individuals after
their release. While many scholarly, journalistic, and autobiographical accounts of
reentry acknowledge these effects, they often fail to explicitly emphasize the deeply
interwoven material, psychological, and social ways in which incarceration reshapes
people. These transformations influence everything from personal identity and trust in
others to how individuals engage with institutions, navigate freedom, and rebuild
relationships after years, sometimes decades of confinement. Without understanding the
internal and external changes that take place during incarceration, we cannot fully
comprehend the complexity of returning to society.

This research seeks to identify and analyze the specific aspects of incarceration
that continue to shape formerly incarcerated individuals’ lives post-release. Although it is
widely accepted that incarceration can have harmful consequences, including trauma,
institutional dependency, social alienation, and mental health deterioration, there remains
a gap in the literature concerning which experiences inside prison are most enduring and
how these continue to manifest after release. This study focuses on the long-term effects
of carceral experiences, particularly the lingering psychological burdens, altered
perceptions of self and others, and shifts in interpersonal behavior that persist into the
reentry process.

To explore these issues, this study draws from rich, personal narratives featured in
the Life on the Outside podcast, a series dedicated to the stories of individuals who have

returned home after serving long-term prison sentences. Although the podcast’s title



suggests a focus on post-release life, the narratives frequently provide detailed accounts
of what occurred inside prison—offering rare insight into the internal transformations,
traumas, routines, and survival strategies that shaped participants' lives long before
release. In many cases, these reflections on life inside are more fully developed than
those on life after release, highlighting just how inseparable the incarceration experience
is from the reentry process. Using Whisper Transcription and qualitative coding through
Dedoose, I analyzed 48 of the 50 available podcast episodes to identify patterns in how
incarceration influenced participants’ reentry experiences. This methodological approach
allowed for an interpretive, thematic analysis that highlights the voices of the people most
impacted by carceral systems.

In addition to highlighting individual transformations, this study also noted some
broader social consequences of incarceration and its enduring effects on families and
communities. The conditions people experience while incarcerated, ranging from
overcrowding, emotional deprivation, lack of autonomy, solitary confinement, to the
persistent threat of violence, are not isolated to the carceral setting. These conditions
persist throughout people’s lives following them like a shadow and influencing how they
reconnect with loved ones, seek employment, access healthcare, and reestablish a sense
of belonging. Interestingly, however, the LOTO participants did not emphasize these.
Nevertheless, the trauma of incarceration is not something left behind at the gate; it
moves with them through neighborhoods, directly impacting children and partners, and
contributes to cycles of instability that reach far beyond the prison walls.

Importantly, this thesis also highlights perspectives of individuals sentenced to

life, who subsequently served long-term sentences and became eligible for parole and



have been released. These releases are often the result of a combination of internal
transformation, participation in rehabilitative programming, and changes in state-level
sentencing policy; this thesis focuses on the former two aspects. Many of the released
individuals interviewed articulate how trauma, reflection, and support, create
opportunities for meaningful change. As a result, a significant number of these
individuals have reentered society and are now leading some semblance of a stable,
purpose-driven, and community-oriented life. Their stories challenge punitive
assumptions about rehabilitation, question the logic of extreme sentencing, and
demonstrate the importance of second chances. Moreover, they underscore the need to
develop reentry policies and prison programming that are rooted in healing, opportunity,
and humanity. Their success is not accidental, it is the result of deliberate and sustained
effort, internal growth, and systems that, though imperfect, succeeded in making their

release possible.



Chapter 2: The Lasting Effects of Incarceration on Reentry: A Literature Review

Reentry from prison is a complex and highly variable experience. It involves
significant, diverse, contradictory, and overlapping challenges. Understanding the
multifaceted difficulties faced by individuals post-release is essential to developing
interventions that are both practical and humane. Using the lived experiences of
reentrants as well as insights from prior research is essential to help guide change-
makers, program designers, and policymakers toward more informed decisions.
Reviewing existing literature highlights gaps in current knowledge, thereby identifying
areas where further study is needed. This chapter reviews existing knowledge about
reentry to establish a foundational context on how carceral experiences impact the reentry
process. It will also offer a theoretical framework underpinning this research and offer
academically grounded justifications for this line of inquiry.

The Importance of Understanding Reentry:

Reentry refers to the time a formerly incarcerated individual leaves the carceral
site and returns to the community. This return may be through sentence completion or
under supervision through parole and, less often, probation. Reentry is not as a singular
event but a transitional period that continues well into the years following release. While
reentry is frequently framed in terms of personal decisions and accountability, it is
equally shaped by the structural supports, and lack thereof, available to individuals upon
their return (Martin & Garcia, 2022). This thesis argues that what occurs in prison has
great influence on the reentry process, and seeks to find out what influences are. The
experiences that define a reentrant’s journey, such as securing housing and employment,

rebuilding relationships, and managing stigma, are directly shaped by encounters and



systemic inequalities that begin before release. Many of these challenges are rooted in
experiences while incarcerated and continue after the sentence ends (Western, 2021;
Rodriguez, 2016).

Understanding reentry is vital in and beyond the field of criminology because it is
deeply intertwined with the long-term effects of incarceration on individuals, families,
and communities. Though this number fluctuates, approximately 600,000 a year people
return to US communities from state and federal correctional institutions. More broadly,
approximately 97% of those incarcerated will one day reenter society (Dumont et al.,
2012; Gramlich, 2021; Prison Policy Initiative, 2019). These transitions are shaped by
years of carceral experiences that often include trauma, routine surveillance, and the
stripping of autonomy—none of which are undone at the point of release (Western, 2021;
Wildeman et al., 2014).

One of the most critical and enduring aspects of reentry is the role of collateral
consequences, the civil, legal, and social penalties that follow after an individual has been
incarcerated. These consequences include restrictions on employment, housing, voting,
and access to public benefits (Western, 2021; Wildeman et al., 2014). For the purposes of
this thesis, collateral consequences are defined as the extended and often
unacknowledged costs of incarceration that structurally limit reentrants’ capacity to
reintegrate. Although collateral consequences can be understood as affecting both
individuals and their families, in this thesis the focus is primarily on the individual, since
these consequences most directly restrict their opportunities for successful reintegration.

In most cases, preparation for reentry begins only shortly before release, even

though research shows that successful reintegration requires sustained planning



throughout one’s sentence (Travis, 2005; Petersilia, 2003). Despite the decades that have
passed since their publications, this issue continues to persist largely due to poor
communication and limited resources which highlight the persistent systemic gaps
(Grabenstein, 2022; Osher, 2007). Some people leave prison or jail with little to no
preparation for reentry. Despite increasing recognition of the importance of reentry,
prison programming to prepare for release remains deeply uneven. Both prisons and
external organizations have, in some cases, taken steps to improve this pattern, including
to make informational materials and resource guides available in prison libraries
(Cottrell, 2017; Robinson & Service, 2021). However, uneven access to written
information alone is not enough to overcome the institutional and social barriers
individuals face after incarceration (Keene et al., 2018; McMaken, 2025). Without
sustained preparation, many encounter immediate obstacles to finding housing,
employment, and even securing basic identification documents, which can delay or derail
their ability to stabilize after release (Beaulieu, 2025; Beck et al., 2023). To overcome
these barriers, individuals need consistent support while incarcerated, including through
programming (Kjellstrand et al., n.d.). Strengthening reentry preparation is therefore
essential, as its absence undermines not only individual success but also the larger
rehabilitative goals that prison programming is intended to serve.

This unevenness is compounded by the fact that much of the prison-based reentry
programming that currently exists is designed around adult male populations, often
leaving other groups, including women, mothers, and juveniles underserved (Wesely &
Dewey, 2018). Scholars note that frameworks developed by and for men often fail to

account for the distinct realities faced by women, particularly mothers, in the aftermath of



incarceration (Crenshaw, 1989; Pratt-Clarke, 2013). The same concern applies to racial
and age-related differences. Although programming for juveniles is somewhat tailored,
other demographics, such as older individuals and people of color, continue to receive
less attention and fewer resources (Snyder et al., 2009; Western, 2021). These gaps
highlight how reentry preparation cannot be separated from broader structural
inequalities, a connection explored in the following section.

Inequalities tied to race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status are a defining feature
of the U.S. criminal justice system, and incarceration often reflects and deepens these
disadvantages (Ghandnoosh, 2023). Far from being neutral institutions, prisons often
intensify pre-existing inequalities, deepening the racial, ethnic, and class-based disparities
that already structure American society. Studies show that while different crimes are
committed across all demographics, arrest and incarceration rates are disproportionately
high in communities of color compared to their non-minority peers (Craigie et al., 2020;
Prison Policy Initiative, 2025; Ghandnoosh, 2022). In 2020, for example, Black
Americans had an arrest rate of 4,223 per 100,000 people, more than double the rate for
White Americans. Indigenous and Latinx populations also face disproportionately high
rates of criminal justice contact, reflecting a broader pattern of disadvantage that
compounds across generations (Ghandnoosh, 2022). Class inequalities intersect with
racial and ethnic disparities, as individuals from low-income communities are more likely
to experience targeted policing, harsher sentencing, and reduced access to quality legal
representation. These disparities illustrate how arrest operates as one example of the
broader structural inequalities that shape criminal justice involvement (Larrabee

Sonderlund et al., 2022). Importantly, the disadvantages do not end at incarceration; they



continue to affect reentry, shaping the kinds of resources and supports available and
exacerbating barriers to housing, employment, and mental healthcare (Wildeman et al.,
2014; Western, 2021).
I1. Foundations of Reentry Literature
A. Overview of Reentry Research

In 2003, Petersilia identified four key criteria for successful reentry: improving
the carceral experience, re-establishing discretionary parole, “front-loading” post-release
services, and strengthening connections with communities (Petersilia, 2003). In his 2005
publication, Jeremy Travis outlined five foundational principles that similarly
emphasized the need for early, structured, and community-focused reentry planning
(Travis, 2005). Like Petersilia, Travis stressed that preparation for reentry should begin at
the very start of an individual’s incarceration rather than in its final stages (Travis, 2005;
Petersilia, 2003). Both scholars underscore the importance of building strong
relationships between correctional institutions and the communities to which individuals
will return, recognizing that reintegration depends heavily on sustained community
support (Petersilia, 2003; Travis, 2005). They also highlighted the need for robust post-
release services: Petersilia advocates for “front-loading” services to provide support
during the critical early period following release, while Travis calls for reentry efforts
that promote public safety and assess success through measurable, post-release outcomes
(Petersilia, 2003; Travis, 2005).

While Petersilia strongly focuses on policy-level reforms, such as re-establishing
discretionary parole, Travis draws attention to the broader civic dimension of reentry,

particularly the restoration of full citizenship and civil rights (Travis, 2005). Central to



Travis’s framework is the idea that reentry must be a continuous and intentional process
initiated at the outset of incarceration—an idea that has since gained widespread support
among scholars, practitioners, and policymakers. Despite the significant alignment
between these two influential frameworks, many of the challenges Petersilia identified
remain unresolved, underscoring the continued need for systemic change in reentry
policy and practice (Petersilia, 2003).

Individuals continue to face dehumanizing and traumatic conditions while
incarcerated, such as prolonged solitary confinement, overcrowded and unsanitary living
spaces, and exposure to physical and psychological violence. Upon release, they are often
subjected to rigid and overly punitive parole systems that impose strict surveillance and
technical conditions oftentimes without reason, which frequently result in re-
incarceration for non-criminal violations (Petersilia, 2003). Access to stable housing,
meaningful employment, and mental health care is often critically delayed and public
resources are stretched thin. Community reintegration efforts are frequently fragmented
or underfunded, with nonprofit providers often struggling to fill the gaps left by
inconsistent federal and state-level investment (Travis, 2005). The fact that these barriers
persist, despite clear recommendations from scholars like Petersilia (2003) and Travis
(2005) over two decades ago, underscores how deeply entrenched these systemic failures
are, and how urgently those long-standing calls for reform need to be translated into
urgent, sustained, widespread policy change.

While many gaps remain in reentry support, the current framework does prioritize
a few core areas—particularly stable employment, housing, and supervision—as key

strategies to reduce recidivism (Budd et al., 2023). These components are widely



recognized as essential to a successful reintegration process. Employment in particular
plays a critical role, as a steady job provides the financial stability necessary to cover
basic living expenses and reduces economic stress (Goger et al., 2021; Harding et al.,
2014; Jonson & Cullen, 2015; Scott, 2010). Without reliable income, individuals are
more likely to struggle with housing costs and daily necessities, making them more
vulnerable to reoffending (Harding et al., 2014). The link between financial instability
and recidivism underscores the importance of continuing to support employment
initiatives as a central part of reentry planning.

Beyond the goal of reducing recidivism, reentry initiatives aim to equip formerly
incarcerated individuals with the tools and support needed to become productive
members of society (Kurki, 2000). One approach to achieving this outside of correctional
facilities involves community-based programs that emphasize restorative justice and
center victims’ needs (Kurki, 2000; Skinner-Osei & Osei, 2024). These programs are
believed to promote civic engagement and prosocial behavior, thereby helping to deter
future criminal activity. Models such as Collaborate, Amend, Reintegrate, and Empower
(CARE)— are designed to meet individuals’ needs and support their progress toward
personal and social success (Lee, 2025; Skinner-Osei & Osei, 2024). However, while
these emotionally responsive models offer promise, they are uncommon and not
universally effective. Their success often depends on participants’ willingness to be
vulnerable and fully engaged, which can be a substantial hindrance for many (Denney et
al., 2014).

B. Traditional Models & Gaps
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The Risk-Needs-Responsivity (RNR) model is a framework for assessing and
treating individuals based on their specific risk factors. It enables practitioners to allocate
greater priority, resources, and support to those assessed as having higher levels of risk
(McNeill et al., 2012). A key feature of the model is its emphasis on responsiveness, the
ability to tailor interventions based on an individual’s characteristics, allowing for timely
adjustments as needed. Ultimately, the RNR model functions as a dynamic assessment
tool that can evolve into a flexible matrix, adaptable to unique or mitigating
circumstances. Commonly evaluated risk factors include substance use, pro-criminal
attitudes and associations, poor academic or job performance, and a lack of leisure or
recreational engagement (Bonta & Andrews, 2017). In addition, a person’s prior criminal
history, including past convictions, arrests, and the nature of those offenses, is
incorporated into the overall risk assessment (Bonta & Andrews, 2017). Although the
Well-Being Development Model (WBDM) was developed in response to other data, it
aims to address five indicators of reentrant success: “healthy thinking patterns,
meaningful work trajectories, effective coping strategies, positive social engagement, and
positive interpersonal relationships” (Pettus et al., 2021). These factors may address the
concerns considered by the RNR assessment tool.

The Structural Barriers Framework focuses on identifying and understanding the
systemic factors—such as limited access to employment, housing, and food—that hinder
an individual’s successful reentry (Hahn & Simms, 2021; Fiveable, 2025). This approach
shifts the focus away from personal blame and instead emphasizes addressing these
obstacles through policy-level solutions. It is often positioned in contrast to the Individual

Responsibility Framework, which holds individuals accountable for the outcomes of their
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lives, including their reentry experiences (Quintero, 2015). The Individual Responsibility
Framework promotes the idea that people should “pull themselves out” of the barriers
they face as a consequence of past choices, offering little acknowledgment of the

systemic and structural factors that may lie beyond their control (Quintero, 2015).
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[II. The Transformative Impact of Incarceration on Individuals
A. Psychological and Emotional Transformations
Trauma

Incarceration often leads to significant psychological and emotional changes,
influenced by many factors including the length of a person’s sentence and the level of
support they receive during and after confinement. Although many correctional facilities
make efforts to reduce the harmful impacts of incarceration, their primary focus remains
on institutional safety rather than long-term well-being of individuals. As a result, the
structural trauma produced by incarceration, especially in long sentences, contributes to
difficulties with reentry, exacerbates health disparities, and influences both identity and
behavior (Smelser et al., 2004; Wildeman et al., 2014). These effects extend beyond the
individual, impacting families and communities and creating cumulative disadvantages
that perpetuate high incarceration rates (Wildeman et al., 2014).

Violence is a significant contributor to the trauma experienced during
incarceration, whether individuals are direct victims or witnesses. Within prison culture,
violence is often normalized as a means of asserting dominance and maintaining social
order (Jackson, 2013; Johns, 2018; Pleasants, 2007). In response to this environment,
individuals may adopt new identities or behavioral strategies as coping mechanisms.
These shifts in attitude and moral orientation are frequently reinforced by the need for
self-protection, as engaging in violence may serve as a form of defense otherwise
unavailable to them (Johns, 2018; Pleasants, 2007).

The conditions of confinement, whether solitary, shared cells, or other

arrangements, significantly shape the effects of incarceration. According to the Vera
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Institute of Justice, between 80,000 and 100,000 individuals are placed in solitary
confinement each year (Vera Institute of Justice, 2015). Isolation occurs under numerous
terms, including often in Solitary Housing Units (SHUs) and administrative segregation
(or ad-seg). Time spent in these units frequently results in severe psychological trauma,
largely due to the extreme reduction in social interaction and distorted sensory
stimulation (Abdur’Rahman, 2015; Franke, 1992; Patler et al., 2018). While correctional
authorities claim that SHUs are intended to promote self-reflection and behavioral
regulation, their design more often produces individuals who are psychologically
subdued and institutionally compliant—what Foucault describes as “docile bodies”
(Franklin, 2013; Foucault, 1995). Solitary confinement has been described as a form of
social death and has been linked to a range of mental health disorders, including
hallucinations, paranoia, anxiety, and depression (Bacak et al., 2019; Franke, 1992;
Smith, 2006; Polizzi & Arrigo, 2018).
Loss of Autonomy and Agency

Loss of self-agency in carceral settings occurs through a systematic stripping of
autonomy and control over one’s daily life. While this often involves overt forms of
regulation—such as controlling meals, clothing, and personal routines—the deeper and
more enduring impact is psychological. Incarceration reshapes how individuals perceive
their ability to make choices and exert influence over their environment. Rather than
facilitating growth or rehabilitation, these constraints reinforce compliance by
conditioning individuals to accept that their decisions are no longer theirs to make. Over

time, this erosion of autonomy contributes to a population that complies not out of

14



agreement with rules, but from recognition of their inability to resist them (Adams, 1992;
Western, 2021).

Although men and women often encounter different gendered expressions of
confinement, the mechanisms that erode agency operate in strikingly similar ways across
carceral contexts. For example, incarcerated women are often required to ask for basic
menstrual hygiene products, a process that is both demeaning and disempowering,
reinforcing dependency on institutional approval (Zaitzow, 2004). Similarly, the
regulation of meals, what, when, and how one eats, functions as an infantilizing practice
that deliberately undermines one's sense of self-determination (Jones, 2017; Zaitzow,
2004).

Control over physical space compounds this loss of agency. Incarcerated
individuals have little to no control over their surroundings, including how they organize
or decorate their cells. Surveillance technologies further erode autonomy, as constant
monitoring necessitates self-censorship and strategic behavior driven by fear of
punishment (Foucault, 1995; Moran & Jewkes, 2015). This pattern frequently creates a
state of hyper-compliance, not necessarily because individuals adopt institutional values,
but because they are continuously reminded of the consequences of resistance (Buntman,
2003). The design of prison spaces, built to restrict movement, isolate individuals, and
minimize personal expression, intentionally limits freedom and fosters a deep sense of
powerlessness (Cornwell & Gabel, 1996; Kaye, 1996; Moran & Jewkes, 2015).
Institutionalized Behavior

Institutionalization refers to the process by which individuality is stripped away

and replaced with the norms and routines of the institution—ostensibly to create order
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and minimize undesirable behavior (Wolfgang, 1961). However, this process is often
swift, punitive, and psychologically taxing. Rather than offering rehabilitation, it tends to
foster a rigid, disciplinary environment that can be more harmful than beneficial.
Research shows that institutionalization is especially difficult for younger individuals—
particularly those in their late teens and early twenties—as well as those who are newly
incarcerated and still adjusting to the carceral environment (Adams, 1992; Wolfgang,
1961).

Maladaptive responses to institutionalization are common, and frequently include
emotional disturbances such as depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation or attempts
(Adams, 1992). Notably, studies have found that white inmates are more likely to exhibit
psychological distress compared to their Black or Hispanic counterparts—a pattern that
may reflect differing levels of exposure to institutional settings (Adams, 1992). Due to
disproportionate incarceration rates in Black and Hispanic communities, individuals from
these groups may have greater familiarity with institutional norms, which can mitigate
visible psychological symptoms but not the underlying harm. Nevertheless, Black
inmates, younger individuals, and those newly incarcerated are statistically more likely to
violate prison rules than their counterparts (Adams, 1992). As with other aspects of
carceral transformation, difficulty complying with institutional norms is often a broader
indicator of one’s struggle to function in other structured environments post-release
further complicating their prospects for successful reentry (Adams, 1992).

In the context of incarceration, hypervigilance is a critical concept for
understanding how individuals psychologically adapt to the demands of carceral

environments. Often rooted in prior experiences and observations, hypervigilance
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emerges as a survival strategy—requiring individuals to remain constantly alert,
prepared, and responsive to potential threats. Within the highly racialized and gang-
influenced culture of many prisons, this heightened awareness becomes essential, as an
acute understanding of social dynamics can mean the difference between safety, violence,
or death (Skarbek, 2011). During the COVID-19 pandemic, the reduced presence of
correctional staff further intensified these conditions, requiring incarcerated individuals to
engage in even greater levels of self-regulation and self-protection (Jefferson et al.,
2021).

Bottoms argue a significant factor in the development and persistence of
hypervigilance is the role of labeling—both within prison and post-release. Inmate-led
disciplinary systems, often employed to maintain informal social order, create
environments where individuals must always be prepared to either assert or defend
themselves. This dynamic fosters cumulative labeling, whereby individuals become
marked as either enforcers of dominance or as those who must constantly prove their
resilience (Bottoms, 1999). This cycle not only perpetuates violence and institutional
hyper-awareness but also reinforces long-term psychological vigilance.

The effects of hypervigilance often extend beyond the prison walls. In many
cases, formerly incarcerated individuals return to their communities and pass along
carceral survival strategies—either directly or through broader cultural messaging
(Yunkaporta, 2020). As Reed and Reed (1997) note, exposure to prison narratives within
families and neighborhoods can instill hypervigilance in youth, which has been linked to

increased likelihood of future criminal behavior. In this way, hypervigilance becomes
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both a consequence and a driver of the carceral cycle, deeply embedded within individual
and communal experiences of incarceration.
Mental Health Consequences:

Prisons are commonly understood to be intended for rehabilitation and/or
punishment. In practice, given the high levels of people with mental illness in prisons,
they also have at times become de facto mental institutions at least in part but lacking
therapeutic structure and the necessary support (“Mentally Disordered Offenders; Jails
and Prisons,” 2008). Many individuals enter prisons with mental illness but leave with
new or exacerbated mental health concerns as a result of the lack of support available
during incarceration and the traumas that precipitate or often untreated conditions.

Anxiety is a common mental health consequence faced by formerly incarcerated
individuals, particularly during the transition out of prison (Schnittker, 2014). Its onset is
frequently traced to the early stages of incarceration when individuals are first confronted
with the loss of autonomy and control (Adams, 1992). The abrupt shift in power
dynamics—beginning at booking and continuing throughout one’s sentence—requires
individuals to make strategic decisions within a highly regulated environment in order to
secure favorable outcomes (Kaye, 1996). Anxiety often resurfaces or intensifies during
the release process and persists throughout reentry, underscoring systemic shortcomings
in the preparation and support provided at the point of release (Schnittker, 2014; Van
Wyck & Pratt, 2020). These effects are exacerbated for individuals with weaker support
systems, who are more likely to exhibit heightened levels of anxiety both during

incarceration and upon reentry (Bewley & Morgan, 2011; Cornwell & Gabel, 1996).
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Among the many mental health challenges that persist during and after
incarceration, depression is frequently reported, often stemming from the profound sense
of loneliness and social disconnection that individuals experience while incarcerated
(Moore et al., 2021; Quandt & Jones, 2021). This emotional isolation is compounded by
an overwhelming sense of hopelessness and a pervasive loss of control, both of which are
embedded in the highly regulated and often dehumanizing culture of prison life (Moore
et al., 2021; Quandt & Jones, 2021; Schnittker, 2014) Opportunities for emotional
expression, coping, or resolution are scarce, which can further entrench depressive
symptoms over time. Like anxiety, depression is closely linked to the structural effects of
institutionalization and the erosion of autonomy, common and often unavoidable features
of the carceral environment (Heather, 1977). These conditions not only exacerbate
psychological distress during incarceration but also contribute to ongoing mental health
struggles following release, particularly for individuals lacking adequate support systems
or access to care.

Identity Reconstruction

Within carceral facilities, individuals frequently undergo profound shifts in
personality, often resulting in a reconstruction of identity. This process is largely shaped
by the institutional structure of prison, which is inherently rigid, depersonalizing, and
frequently violent (Schmid & Jones, 1991). The environment not only discourages the
expression of individuality but actively promotes conformity and compliance through
both formal mechanisms and informal social hierarchies. Identity is not static and can
become a survival tool—malleable and responsive to the demands of incarceration. Many

individuals are coerced into adapting their behaviors and self-presentations as a matter of
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survival. These changes manifest in various forms, including gang affiliation, shifts in
sexual identity, and significant alterations to one’s moral code (Gilmore, 2000; Johns,
2018; Pleasants, 2007; Plastas & Raimon, 2013; Ponticelli, 1999; Schmid & Jones, 1991;
Skarbek, 2011).

Gang involvement, for example, often becomes a necessary means of protection
and social navigation, particularly in facilities where institutional control is weak and
informal governance among incarcerated populations dominates (Skarbek, 2011).
Similarly, sexual identity may be temporarily reconfigured to establish connection,
intimacy, or safety within an environment otherwise marked by deprivation and control
(Plastas & Raimon, 2013; Ponticelli, 1999). For many, these adjustments are not merely
strategic—they alter individuals’ sense of self and moral framework, reshaping who they
are and how they understand the world around them (Gilmore, 2000; Johns, 2018;
Pleasants, 2007). As Schmid and Jones (1991) note, identity reconstruction in prison is a
dialectical process—an ongoing negotiation between imposed limitations and internal
agency. It is a reflection of both the dehumanizing aspects of incarceration and the
adaptive capacity of those forced to survive within it.

Lastly, for women, identity reconstruction is further complicated by the
challenges they often experience in relation to their families (Harlow, 1986; Pratt-Clarke,
2013). This dynamic reinforces gendered expectations and adds another layer of
complexity to the process of identity formation in carceral settings. Pratt-Clark (2013)
argues that Black women in particular undergo significant shifts in identity shaped not
only by incarceration but also through culturally grounded practices. She explains that

many Black women draw upon rites of passage and cultural frameworks such as Ma’at,
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an ancient Egyptian concept emphasizing truth, justice, order, balance, and harmony, as
tools for re-centering and reconstructing their sense of self during and after incarceration.
B. Material Transformations

Incarceration typically profoundly shapes life trajectories. First, people might
frequently miss out on opportunities simply because they were locked up at the time, like
not being able to start or finish a college program. Second, even after they are released,
they might be turned away from opportunities because they have been incarcerated, for
example, being denied entry into a program or school based on their record, no matter
how qualified they are. In both cases, incarceration creates real and lasting barriers that
continue to affect people’s access to education, work, and stability long after they have
served their time.

Educational opportunities are often interrupted or denied during incarceration,
locking individuals out of paths that could change their economic futures. Many
incarcerated people fail to complete high school or postsecondary programs, limiting
their chances for better jobs and career growth once released (Ewert et al., 2014; Apel &
Sweeten, 2010). These setbacks worsen existing inequalities, especially for marginalized
groups who already face barriers to education and economic stability (Western, 2007,
Lyons & Pettit, 2011). The effects of limited education go beyond just employment.
Lower educational attainment contributes to unstable housing and restricted participation
in community and civic life. Lyons and Pettit (2011) show that formerly incarcerated
individuals experience significant wage stagnation, which reduces financial security and
makes stable housing harder to find. Educational and economic hardships together create

obstacles to social inclusion and political engagement (Aneja & Avenancio-Leon, 2019;
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Western, 2007). Education and economic instability feed into each other. Lack of
education worsens material hardships, which then make it harder to access educational
opportunities. This ongoing struggle makes it especially tough for marginalized
individuals to rebuild their lives after incarceration (Western, 2007; Lyons & Pettit,
2011).

Many formerly incarcerated individuals find themselves shut out of formal
education and credentialing, pushing them toward informal work and community
programs. Marek (2018) describes how food justice and mutual aid initiatives provide
employment and social connection for people excluded from traditional job markets.
While these grassroots efforts offer important opportunities, they also highlight the gap
left by limited access to formal education and vocational training.

Parental incarceration disrupts family stability and negatively impacts children’s
educational achievement and economic prospects (Aneja & Avenancio-Ledn, 2019; Jones
et al., 2022; Wakefield et al., 2016). This sets up a cycle where the material consequences
of incarceration ripple through generations, deepening social and economic inequalities.
Supporting family stability and ensuring children’s education continues uninterrupted are
crucial steps to breaking this cycle.

Many of the collateral consequences of incarceration are heavily shaped by
economic disadvantage, often worsened by policies that require individuals to “check the
box” indicating whether they have ever been convicted of a felony (Selbin et al., 2018;
Smith & Simon, 2020). Research shows that this practice systematically reduces access to
employment and exacerbates racial and socioeconomic inequality. Selbin et al. (2018)

argue that these structural barriers legally and socially isolate formerly incarcerated
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individuals, reinforcing cycles of poverty and limiting reintegration. First, in automated
hiring systems, checking this box frequently results in an applicant’s materials being
filtered out before they are ever reviewed by a human (Agan & Starr, 2018; Western,
2007). Agan and Starr (2018) found that the stigma associated with criminal records
persists even when “Ban the Box” policies are implemented, and in some cases, these
reforms unintentionally increase racial discrimination as employers fall back on
assumptions when criminal history is unavailable.

Second, it undermines the reality that many individuals have undergone
significant rehabilitation, and their past convictions no longer reflect who they are or
what they are capable of contributing. While “Ban the Box™ policies are intended to
improve access to employment, they can shift opportunity geographically without
correcting employer bias, ultimately failing to ensure real access to jobs (Moving to Job
Opportunities?, 2017). For these individuals, the stigma of incarceration compounds the
already significant challenges of finding and maintaining stable employment (Apel &
Sweeten, 2010; Smith & Simon, 2020; Western, 2007). As Smith and Simon (2020) note,
economic reintegration is not simply a matter of securing employment, but overcoming
stigma, structural policy barriers, and deeply embedded systems that continue to punish
people long after their official sentence has ended.

The difficulty does not end with securing a job. More significantly, many
individuals find that entire fields they previously worked in, or aspired to enter, are now
inaccessible due to their criminal record. These include professions involving children,
finance, healthcare, or any position requiring licensing or background checks (Kling,

20006). As a result of these blocked pathways, reduced opportunities, and persistent
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employment stigma, formerly incarcerated individuals are often forced into unstable,
low-wage, and undervalued work (Apel & Sweeten, 2010). This combination of barriers
contributes to cycles of economic instability and long-term income loss that are difficult
to break (Western, 2007). These effects are particularly concentrated among Black and
Latino individuals and communities, compounding existing racial and class disparities in
the labor market (Aneja & Avenancio-Ledn, 2019).

Among the many challenges that hold reentrants back is the persistence of legal
constraints and financial obligations even after release. These obligations, including
restitution, court fines, and legal fees, can be especially burdensome given the financial
instability many individuals face upon reentry (Wildeman et al., 2014). The burden is
further intensified by pay-to-stay fees, in which individuals are billed for their own
incarceration after release, treating punishment like a consumer transaction (Friedman et
al., 2021). This commodification of incarceration adds an additional layer of debt and
stress, reinforcing economic insecurity and complicating the process of successful
reintegration.

Like many other problems tied to economic disenfranchisement, healthcare access
after incarceration is usually also deeply compromised. Because public benefits and
employer-based health coverage are often linked to stable employment, which many
formerly incarcerated individuals struggle to obtain, access to adequate care becomes
nearly impossible for many (Massoglia & Remster, 2019; Schnittker & John, 2007).
Incarceration itself creates or worsens a range of chronic physical and mental health
conditions, and these often go untreated both during confinement and after release (Kim,

2015; Massoglia & Remster, 2019). The lack of consistent access to providers,
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medication, or follow-up care leaves individuals with untreated conditions that grow
more severe over time, leading to long-term suffering and increased dependence on
emergency services (Schnittker & John, 2007). The common lack of preventative care
increases health system costs and perpetuates cycles of instability for reentrants, who are
often released without a clear plan for medical continuity (Massoglia & Remster, 2019).

Upon reentry, individuals face numerous barriers to securing consistent health
care: lack of insurance, difficulty navigating complex bureaucracies, housing insecurity,
and few affordable providers willing to treat formerly incarcerated populations (Kim,
2015; Schnittker & John, 2007). These obstacles are particularly acute in low-income
urban and rural communities, where health resources are already strained and stigma
around incarceration is often more intense (Massoglia & Remster, 2019). For many,
being uninsured or underinsured means minor or manageable illnesses can quickly
escalate into serious conditions that limit their ability to work, support themselves, or
remain out of the criminal justice system (Kim, 2015; Schnittker & John, 2007). Physical
and mental health struggles post-release are not isolated or circumstantial—they are
patterned, predictable, and deeply rooted in the structure of incarceration itself (Kim,
2015; Schnittker & John, 2007).

These burdens are not evenly distributed. Individuals who were medically or
socially vulnerable before incarceration, such as people of color, those from
impoverished neighborhoods, or those with low educational attainment, are far more
likely to experience extreme declines in health while inside and after release (Kim, 2015;
Massoglia & Remster, 2019; Schnittker & John, 2007). The cumulative effects of

incarceration include poor nutrition, inadequate medical care, exposure to violence, and
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mental health deterioration—all of which disproportionately affect marginalized
communities (Kim, 2015; Massoglia & Remster, 2019). This health inequality continues
post-release, as individuals return to environments with limited resources, few supportive
networks, and high levels of surveillance and stigma (Massoglia & Remster, 2019;
Schnittker & John, 2007). The psychological toll of incarceration often includes elevated
rates of anxiety, depression, PTSD, and feelings of social alienation, especially among
those who served long sentences or spent time in solitary confinement (Kim, 2015;
Schnittker & John, 2007).

Stigma also plays a major role in preventing individuals from seeking help
(Schnittker & John, 2007). Even when services are technically available, formerly
incarcerated individuals often internalize public rejection and are reluctant to engage with
care providers for fear of discrimination or judgment (Massoglia & Remster, 2019;
Schnittker & John, 2007). Additionally, many healthcare institutions do not have
culturally responsive or trauma-informed systems in place to work effectively with
people returning from incarceration, further deterring engagement (Massoglia & Remster,
2019). Mental health decline post-release may not only be a lingering side effect of
confinement but a direct consequence of how society continues to treat and isolate those
with criminal records (Schnittker & John, 2007).

Incarceration should be understood as a key social determinant of health, one that
interrupts care continuity, severs people from family and institutional supports, and
exposes them to environments that generate long-term harm (Massoglia & Remster,
2019). Rather than functioning as a space of rehabilitation, prison becomes a setting

where medical needs are often ignored or exacerbated, producing illness that continues
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after release (Kim, 2015; Massoglia & Remster, 2019). Incarceration during early
adulthood has ripple effects across the life course, as health problems interfere with
employment, parenting, education, and reintegration (Kim, 2015).

This makes rebuilding a stable life significantly harder and perpetuates the cycle
of poor health and economic instability (Massoglia & Remster, 2019; Schnittker & John,
2007). When healthcare, employment, and social inclusion are all interconnected,
neglecting healthcare post-incarceration ensures that many will remain trapped in a loop
of disadvantage. This leaves them unable to achieve the reintegration that both justice and
public health systems claim to support (Massoglia & Remster, 2019; Schnittker & John,
2007).

Housing instability is another critical challenge faced by formerly incarcerated
individuals, closely linked to both criminal records and financial insecurity. Criminal
records often disqualify people from public housing or make private landlords hesitant to
rent, while the accumulation of legal debt, including fines, fees, and restitution, limits
their ability to afford market-rate housing (Pattillo et al., 2022). These economic
pressures make it increasingly difficult for reentrants to establish stable living conditions,
which are foundational to successful reintegration (Pattillo et al., 2022). Monetary
sanctions not only burden individuals financially but also create long-term housing
instability that can lead to cycles of eviction, temporary housing, or homelessness
(Pattillo et al., 2022).

Formerly incarcerated individuals are nearly ten times more likely to be homeless
than the general public, a stark indicator of how incarceration disrupts housing stability

(Couloute, 2018). This increased risk stems from both structural barriers, like housing
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bans for people with records, and personal barriers, including lack of family support or
job security (Couloute, 2018). Homelessness further complicates access to health care,
employment, and social services, reinforcing the multiple layers of disadvantage that
many face after release (Couloute, 2018; Pattillo et al., 2022). The lack of stable housing
is not simply a side effect of incarceration—it is a direct and systemic consequence that
underscores the broader failures of reentry infrastructure (Couloute, 2018; Pattillo et al.,
2022).
C. Social and Relational Transformations
Stigma and Social Exclusion After Release

It is exceedingly common for formerly incarcerated individuals to face significant
stigma and social exclusion after their release. This exclusion manifests across multiple
domains, including employment, education, and community reintegration (Copenhaver et
al., 2007; Snyder et al., 2009; Visher & Travis, 2003). One contributing factor is the
disproportionately low levels of formal education among incarcerated populations who
had often dropped out of high school or were unable to complete postsecondary
education programs while incarcerated (Ewert et al., 2014). These educational disparities
not only reflect broader patterns of racial and economic inequality but also compound the
structural disadvantages individuals face post-release (Ewert et al., 2014; Western, 2021;
Wildeman et al., 2014). The stigma surrounding incarceration further impedes access to
higher education and employment opportunities, particularly because it is often
internalized, contributing to low self-esteem and diminished aspirations (Copenhaver et

al., 2007; Ewert et al., 2014; Rodriguez, 2016).
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In addition to the psychological toll of stigma, many individuals return home to
find themselves socially and structurally disconnected from their communities (Visher &
Travis, 2003). Formerly incarcerated people often have weakened social networks and
may not fully understand or have access to the policies and resources that support
reintegration. Successful reentry is highly dependent on social capital, including familial
and community support, which is not always guaranteed (Rodriguez, 2016; Visher &
Travis, 2003).

Stigma does not affect all formerly incarcerated individuals equally. Gender, age,
and race intersect to shape the nature and intensity of exclusion experienced (Crenshaw,
1989; Snyder et al., 2009; Wildeman et al., 2014). For example, older individuals face a
distinct set of challenges during reentry. Their advanced age is often viewed with
suspicion, especially when it is perceived as indicative of a severe or violent offense,
further contributing to negative public perceptions (Snyder et al., 2009). In addition to
managing the physical and psychological effects of aging, elderly individuals must also
navigate service delivery systems that are often ill-equipped to meet their specific needs.
This combination of factors contributes to heightened isolation and social disconnection,
leaving older reentrants particularly vulnerable to marginalization (Copenhaver et al.,
2007; Snyder et al., 2009; Western, 2021).

Family disruption:

The impacts of incarceration extend well beyond the prison walls to also disrupt
the lives of the families and communities of incarcerated individuals. Incarceration
frequently strains or severs family ties, as individuals struggle to maintain parental or

familial responsibilities from behind bars, often under restrictive conditions or with
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limited institutional support. One of the most pressing challenges for families is the
cyclical nature of incarceration, marked by repeated arrests, trials, imprisonment, and the
looming threat of recidivism. This cycle makes it increasingly difficult for families to
establish new routines or to heal from the trauma associated with system involvement
(Rodriguez, 2016; Taylor, 2012; Wakefield & Wildeman, 2014).

Caregivers of children with incarcerated parents often report emotional strain and
concern for the child’s well-being. These concerns include the stigma children face, the
unconventional and often strained relationship they have with the incarcerated parent, and
the complicated grieving processes that result from that absence (Arditti et al., 2003;
Comfort, 2008). The instability and ambiguity caused by incarceration can hinder
children's emotional development and coping capacities. Reduced family stability is not
only emotionally damaging but also developmentally harmful. Research suggests that
children from destabilized family structures may have greater difficulty learning pro-
social behaviors, increasing the risk that they replicate cycles of criminality within their
communities (Jones et al., 2024; Murray & Farrington, 2008; Taylor, 2012).

Since families serve as the primary site where children learn how to function in
broader social contexts—such as school, work, and relationships—the absence of
supportive, stable role models can significantly impede healthy development and
community stability (Arditti et al., 2003; Foster & Hagan, 2007). These disruptions are
compounded in communities where incarceration is normalized and expected, further
entrenching disadvantage and limiting opportunities for social mobility (Wildeman,
2009).

Changes in Networks and Support Systems:
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Upon release, formerly incarcerated individuals often return to communities that
have changed significantly or that may no longer exist in the same form. The people they
once relied on may have moved, become disconnected, or passed away, and the internal
transformations individuals undergo during incarceration, especially in terms of identity
reconstruction, further complicate efforts to reestablish old connections (Schmid & Jones,
1991; Wildeman et al., 2014). Many individuals must unlearn the habits they developed
while incarcerated, including hypervigilant behaviors or institutionalized thinking
patterns that no longer serve them post-release (Adams, 1992; Jefferson et al., 2021).
Changes in social networks can either support successful reentry or present additional
barriers, as having reliable social support is one of the most critical indicators of reentry
success (Rodriguez, 2016; Taylor, 2012).

This shift in social networks represents a double-edged sword: individuals must
now choose whether to surround themselves with peers who encourage prosocial
behaviors or those who reinforce patterns of criminality. During incarceration, many
individuals build relationships for protection and survival, often joining prison gangs,
aligning by race, or engaging in illicit activities such as drug trafficking or alcohol
production (Calvo-Armengoi & Zenou, 2004; Johnsen & Khoury, 2024; Skarbek, 2011).
These associations are often necessary for survival in the carceral environment, where
conformity to group norms is tied to safety and social capital (Skarbek, 2011). As a
result, people may find themselves befriending cellmates who produce contraband
alcohol or distribute drugs within the facility (Calvd-Armengoi & Zenou, 2004; Johnsen

& Khoury, 2024). Unfortunately, these prison-based connections can extend beyond
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release, with many individuals co-offending alongside peers they met during
incarceration (Johnsen & Khoury, 2024).

Despite these risks, peer networks in and out of prison can also hold the potential
to support positive transformation. Some individuals seek out or are placed in targeted
reentry programs that encourage behavior change and foster new, prosocial relationships.
Through group-based interventions, mentorship, or structured programming, incarcerated
individuals may encounter others who share a desire to abandon criminal identities and
pursue new trajectories (Johnsen & Khoury, 2024; Rodriguez, 2016). Such networks
offer a critical counterpoint to the otherwise isolating and potentially criminogenic
environment of incarceration and communities with high levels of crime.

VII. Conclusion and Implications

Research about reentry overwhelmingly points to the need for a deeper and more
nuanced understanding of how the negative effects of incarceration shape and hinder
reintegration. The multifaceted consequences of incarceration—ranging from
psychological trauma and economic disenfranchisement to identity reconstruction and
social exclusion—create substantial barriers that persist long after release (Western,
2021; Rodriguez, 2016; Wildeman et al., 2014). These challenges are often compounded
by structural inequities rooted in race, gender, and socioeconomic status, making the
journey of reentry especially difficult for already marginalized populations (Crenshaw,
1989; Snyder et al., 2009).

Given these complexities, it is critical to conduct research that does more than
identify barriers—it must also explore the adaptive strategies individuals develop during

incarceration, as well as the support systems that can be leveraged to ease their transition
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back into society (Schmid & Jones, 1991; Skarbek, 2011). Studies like those by Visher
and Travis (2003) and Travis (2005) have emphasized the importance of preparing
individuals for reentry from the onset of their incarceration and fostering strong
community ties, yet widespread implementation of these best practices remains rare.
Furthermore, current programming often fails to account for the lived realities of
particular groups including women, the elderly, and other groups, highlighting the urgent
need for both intersectional and individualized approaches to reentry (Wesely & Dewey,
2018; Adams, 1992).

It becomes all the more necessary, then, to conduct research that builds upon what
is already known about the carceral experience while amplifying the underrepresented
narratives of those who continue to be shaped by it. A project grounded in both existing
literature and emerging lived experiences holds the potential to inform policy, reshape
programming, and guide communities toward more equitable and effective models of
reintegration. Without such work, the cycle of incarceration and re-incarceration will
remain intact—fueled by systems that fail to account for the long-term, transformative

impacts of imprisonment (Wakefield & Wildeman, 2014; Johns, 2018).
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Chapter 3: Methodology

This thesis seeks to understand how certain formerly incarcerated lifers reflect on
their reentry, and especially how prison experiences may have impacted the reentry
process. To do so, I draw on Life on the Outside (LOTO), a podcast hosted and produced
by Lucy Copp. Copp interviewed forty-five individuals she met through her work in
reentry services in California (Hazzard, 2020), most of whom had been incarcerated in
Mid to Southern California (Map of California’s Correctional and Rehabilitation
Institutions, n.d.). Each of the interviewees had been given life sentences with no initial
expectation of release or parole. After they spent decades incarcerated, however, they
were eventually released. In each episode, Copp asked a few guiding questions, typically
fewer than five, and gave participants the opportunity to speak freely and share their
experiences. The resulting episodes, which range from 11 to 34 minutes and average 23
minutes in length, each highlight a distinct personal narrative shaped by what the
participant feels is most important to share.

Speakers are apparently left with the space to share what they would like to,
which leaves listeners with what appears to be largely unmediated voices. It is not
possible to determine whether or how many questions were asked off-microphone or
what content may have been edited out during production. Similarly, it is unclear what
occurs during musical interludes, as these may obscure portions of the recorded
conversation. While such unknowns could provide additional clarity in interpreting what

is said and its relevance to the research, the analysis must proceed without them.
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Overall, various features of the podcasts suggest very little editorial or production
inference. The podcast remains a valuable and authentic source of firsthand reentry
experiences, offering insights that may be difficult to capture in other research methods.

For research of this nature, a qualitative approach is particularly appropriate
because, while the frequency or quantity of experiences individuals encounter holds
relevance, it is the quality of these experiences that offer deeper insight into the
challenges they face. Understanding the specific kinds of experiences individuals
undergo allows for a more nuanced analysis of how these experiences shape reentry
outcomes and informs more effective strategies for intervention and support. By focusing
on the content and meaning of experiences, rather than solely on their number, qualitative
methods allow for a richer exploration of the complex dynamics involved.

Copp always began with some variation of the question, “Do you remember your
first day out?”” This opening typically shaped the thematic direction for the remainder of
the episode, setting the emotional tone and guiding the topics discussed. Her subsequent
interjections were minimal. (As noted, outsiders cannot know the extent of editing and
mostly limited to prompts encouraging guests to elaborate or occasional follow-up
questions.) Some of these appear to be questions to which she already knew the answer
but wanted the audience to hear expressed in the guest’s own words. Only rarely did she
invite participants to shift direction, such as when she asked about experiences of
lockdown.

The LOTO podcasts are based on interviews with thirty-six male and nine female
interviewees who were formerly incarcerated. Among the interviewees, fifteen identified

as Black, fourteen as White, four as Asian, and eleven as Latino. One participant’s race
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could not be identified and was not stated. Some participants are identified by first and
last name, and others only by one name. The following participants appeared in more
than one episode, including group episodes with multiple people: Ken Hartman, Tobias
Tubbs, Anthony, Kanaka, Crystal, Uncle Lew, Duncan, Xanar, Candance, and Taewon
Wilson.

LOTO Participants (Table 1)

Black White Latino Asian Unknown
Male 12 9 11 2 1
Female 3 5 1 1

Data Collection Procedures

To prepare the LOTO episodes for transcription and later coding and analysis, |
downloaded each MP4 recording and used Whisper Transcription to transcribe all of the
episodes. Although this yielded fairly accurate results, I listened to the recording a second
time to edit the transcripts for greater accuracy. In that round of edits, I corrected
punctuation, spacing, incorrect language, and added or corrected the names of speakers.
These edits ultimately clarified the text without altering the content of the interviews.

With each transcript completed, I then uploaded the separate transcripts into
software called Dedoose, which is used to collect and organize data, including creating
visual representations. Dedoose allows the researcher to identify and create codes for the
appropriate portions of texts. The software allows for the collation of all material

corresponding to the code that I, as the researcher, identified.
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Dedoose allows researchers to ‘translate’ the coded information into various
charts and graphs to help the user to analyze and interpret the data to find the most
prevalent codes. I most frequently used the “Frequency X Code” function, which allowed

me to compare the data against other codes to produce a clear analysis.

Data Analysis

I primarily used grounded theory when considering which codes would be useful
to answer my research question and to sort each code. Grounded theory provides a
framework for analyzing qualitative data; this theory posits that within one code (called
the parent code) there are several other codes (called subcodes or childcodes) that are
related (The Practical Guide to Grounded Theory, n.d.). Through a clear understanding
of the relationship subcodes have with one another, researchers are able to determine
possible, and perhaps the best, answer to their research question.

The most challenging aspect of grounded theory is the need to continuously
restart the coding process as new subcodes emerged. Aside from selecting parent codes
and subcodes from the content of the episodes, I used literature from the reentry literature
to ascertain important themes to look for within my dataset. Grounded theory works best
when parent codes are predetermined; however when going through transcripts looking
for both hidden and apparent codes, it is inevitable that as you continue there will be new
parent codes and subcodes. Throughout my research, I added codes such as finances, and
mental health.

Generally I used binary categories of positive or negative for each subcode.
“Positive” reflected either a favorable experience, or indicated whether something had

occurred. In a similar fashion, “negative” reflected something unfavorable. Factors that
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did not fit within the binary were placed under the parent code, which signifies a neutral
occurrence or ones yet defined. Additionally, I quickly realized some codes work better
with a scale instead of a binary, an example of which is length of incarceration. Subcodes
of that nature were titled, and only selected if applicable.
Coding

Before coding the LOTO episodes in Dedoose, I identified several factors that
seemed important to reentry. Actually coding the transcripts revealed that each factor has
multiple facets that shape the differences in participants’ experiences. For example, |
could see it was important to note the differences between the timing of reentry, length
of incarceration/types of sentences, and the age at which they were sentenced; time had to
be broken down further.

The first round of coding began with six parent codes. These were

29 ¢ 99 ¢¢

“characterizations of family,” “characterization of friends,” “characterization of

99 ¢

childhood,” “memories of incarceration,” “experiences post-incarceration,” and “time
frame.” In turn, they were subcoded for positive and negative.
The parent code “Time Frame” was unique as it had three sub-codes, “length of

99 <6

incarceration,” “pre-release," and “post-release", opposed to the more frequent use of
binary subcodes. The “length of the incarceration” code became a necessity, as the time
spent incarcerated gives context to how they were released and the mind frames they had
at the time. The difference between someone incarcerated for fifteen years and forty is
immense, as time can either be a help or a hindrance to one’s opportunities for success in

reentry (Morenoff & Harding, 2014). Research shows that having time to plan and

organize one’s life after release is crucial to an individual’s success during the reentry
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period (Wolff et al., 2012). Lastly, the time between release and when the interview took
place was important to influencing recollections of the past and shaping contemporary
reality (Juda, 2016).

During the second evaluation of my codes, I identified several gaps. [ added a
“Finances” parent code, with the subcodes of “Identified as Challenge” and “Success in
Finance.” Additionally, the following parent codes were added with positive and negative
subcodes for each: “Employment Insecurity,” “Housing Insecurity,” “Food Insecurity,”
and “Basic Needs Insecurity.” These insecurities are common among reentrants,
identifying which insecurity has the most impact on reentrants who were incarcerated and
later returned, mostly to Southern California (Menart, 2018). Unfortunately, these are not
the only issues reentrants are likely to face; many face discrimination, which bars them
from opportunities to advance. Reentrants often face difficulties with continuing their
education due to inconsistent funds, and a lack of scholarship or loan options, which
commonly perpetuates cycles of need (Yucel, 2022). I also added a code for the way
reentrants believe themselves to be perceived will be under the parent code “Perception,”
with “Perceived Perceptions,” and “Self-Perception” as subcodes, each with positive and
negative subcodes. After years of incarceration, reentrants often feel lost in the world
they left behind. Many of the interviewees discussed the challenges they experienced as a
result of coming back to a society that operates very differently than the one they left.
The parent code that will capture these experiences is “Social Awareness” with subcodes
“Similarities” and “Differences.”

Throughout the episodes, the theme of trauma was acknowledged extensively. (It

is embedded in the systems that bring individuals and, oftentimes their families, through
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the justice system, the carceral facilities, and beyond in many varied ways [Pettus et al.,
2022; Davis & Maskolunas, 2024].). The interviewees discussed traumatic events in
several different ways; some indirectly, including as inferred from the emotion in their
voices, and some clearly naming it as such. The parent code, “Trauma” included the
following subcodes: “Childhood,” “Adolescence,” “Adulthood,” “Trial/Sentencing,”
“Incarceration,” and “Post-Release.”

Ethical Considerations

Although this research did not require Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval
due to its exclusive use of publicly available podcast material, several important ethical
considerations remain central to the project. Analyzing participants’ responses from
podcast interviews raises complex questions regarding consent, representation, and
interpretation. The individuals featured in Life on the Outside shared their personal
stories with the podcast host in a different context and with different intentions,
presumably not anticipating that their narratives would later be examined for academic
research purposes. It underscores the responsibility of the researcher to approach the
material with care and respect.

This project commits to honoring the vulnerability of the participants and the
sensitivity of their experiences. The aim is to present their narratives thoughtfully, with
cultural humility and an awareness of the broader social and historical contexts shaping
their lives. The research seeks to humanize the process of reentry and the enduring effects
of incarceration, and therefore, a respectful, nuanced approach is imperative. The absence

of participant feedback places an even greater ethical burden on me as the researcher to
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uphold the integrity and dignity of the stories shared, ensuring they are represented with

the utmost fidelity, impartiality, and ethical responsibility.

Limitations

Life on the Outside garnered less widespread public attention than other podcasts
in its niche. Perhaps as a result, there are significantly fewer interviews or public
discussions featuring the show or its host, Lucy Copp. Had there been more publicity,
some of my questions, such as those concerning the show's production or participant
selection, may have been answered.

A limitation of the LOTO podcast is not knowing how interviewees were
selected, how many persons of interest refused to participate, or what made those who
participated comfortable. Additionally, consumers of the podcast have uneven
information about the participants. Although, as noted, Copp appeared to enable
participants to shape the conversation with minimal prompting, how much editing and
mediation occurred is unknown.

Because Life on the Outside is produced by a smaller team, it lacks some of the
features typically offered by podcasts with larger production resources. Because the
interviewer offers minimal guidance and seems to allow the conversation to unfold
organically, the content and focus vary significantly from episode to episode. This
variation means there is unevenness in what participants address, which is arguably

potentially both a strength and a weakness of the podcasts as a research source.
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Chapter 4: Findings

This chapter presents key findings from the LOTO podcasts. This study focuses
on how incarceration reshapes individuals and influences their reentry to communities,
affecting daily life, mental well-being, and personal relationships long after release. This
research project was guided by the central question asking how incarceration shapes and
informs reentry outcomes. The research aimed to identify specific factors and experiences
within incarceration that significantly shape participants’ experiences after release.
Through qualitative and thematic analysis, recurring insights, and shared struggles,
distinct experiences and noteworthy patterns among participants are both highlighted and
summarized. This section presents the results by broad themes that capture the complex
and interconnected ways incarceration affects, informs, and often complicates reentry
into society.

Being a lifer

What makes the people whose experiences are shared on Life on the Outside
unique is that they were all sentenced to life imprisonment. At best, being a lifer means
receiving a sentence that includes a numerical value attached to the word “life” (e.g., 25-
to-life). In that case, it is typically a parole board that decides whether and when a person
can be released after that minimum sentence. At worst, it is a sentence to life without the
possibility of parole. Lifers face particular challenges in gaining release, as they do not
have a built-in release date like many of their peers with determinate sentences.

Over time, many lifers learn how to adapt to life inside, creating routines and
finding ways to be content within the institution. Reflecting back on her time in prison

before she had been released, and having not expected to experience freedom again,
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Shone recalled accepting she would spend her life incarcerated, saying, “This is it for me.
This is my life” (S3, E9). In contrast, individuals with set release dates often focus more
on preparing for life after prison from earlier in their sentence. On average, those
interviewed for the podcast had served thirty years, meaning many had spent the majority
of their lives behind bars.

Being a lifer does not only feel different for those serving the sentence, but also
results in being treated differently by fellow prisoners and staff. Shone described how
correctional officers would often remind lifers that they were not going home, rubbing it
in their faces and reinforcing a sense of exclusion and hopelessness (S3, E9). This
treatment served as a constant reminder of their indefinite incarceration and shaped their
daily interactions within the prison environment. Similarly, Jon Grobman reflected on the
ways lifers were regarded as “less than” their peers who had release dates or were cleared
for certain jobs, creating a divide between those with the possibility of leaving and those
without (S2, E20). These perceptions affected eligibility and/or motivation from lifers
engaging in programs, classes, and work opportunities, as they struggled with a skewed
sense of identity and belonging.

Perhaps one of the most notable findings of the podcast is that, despite its stated
focus on reentry—and Copp consistently beginning by asking about her respondents’ first
day out of prison—most guests devote substantially more time to reflecting on their
incarceration than on their post-release experiences. This pattern suggests that prison
itself continues to occupy a central place in people’s narratives, often overshadowing
what happens after release. As a result, reentry emerges as only a minor theme within the

series, while conversations about prison life and its lasting impact dominate the
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interviews. When reentry does appear, it is often addressed briefly and in surface-level
ways, framed primarily around positive moments such as reconnecting with family or
experiencing the simple joys of freedom. What is largely absent, however, are more
detailed accounts of the difficulties of reentry, including persistent barriers to securing
stable employment, accessing housing, or navigating the stigma attached to a criminal
record. The absence of these discussions underscores how incarceration remains the
defining experience for many participants, even when asked explicitly about life after

prison.

Theme 1: Family on the outside

Family, friends, and other supporters provide support to help incarcerated people
cope with or manage their imprisonment. Several participants shared that their family
support actually strengthened while they were incarcerated, even from parents who had
not been especially supportive before. Many said that visits from loved ones made them
want to show up differently and become better people. These visits gave them something
to look forward to and reminded them that they were still part of something beyond the
prison walls (S1, E2; S2, E20).

Family relationships influenced people in different ways. Sam said what kept him
going was the fact that his family had been with him every step of the way, from trial to
incarceration to his eventual release (S1, E2). Xanar shared a different but similarly
powerful story. Prior to prison, he had never been especially close with his family,
particularly his father, and ended up turning to a party crew, similar to a gang, a kind of
group that gave him identity and protection, which became his chosen family. But when

his father passed away from liver cancer while he was still in prison, everything changed.
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He began to really understand the weight of what he had done, and the pain he had
caused. That loss helped him see how much he still needed connection and how
important it was to show up for his mother. From that moment on, he became committed
to rebuilding those relationships and to becoming someone his remaining family could be
proud of (S3, E15). The experiences of Xanar and Sam demonstrate how the loss of loved
ones and the enduring presence of family influence personal transformation, showing that
meaningful change during incarceration is often rooted in relationships, reflection, and a
deepening sense of responsibility.

Duc Ta’s story adds a clear example of how facing a personal crisis—serious
illness—can sharpen focus on what truly matters. When his health declined, everything
shifted for him. He realized all he really wanted was to be with the family he had left.
Being sick made everything else fade into the background. He no longer cared about
prison politics or day-to-day drama—he just wanted time with the people who still
mattered to him. That experience gave him clarity and urgency. It became a reason to
push harder for release, and it reminded him that family, however small, was worth
holding onto (S2, E3). This focus on family as a fundamental source of motivation
closely echoes the ways in which loss and connection influenced other participants’
journeys during incarceration.

A number of participants said they wanted to live better lives specifically for their
children. They hoped to break harmful cycles, set a better example, and return home as
someone their children could be proud of. For some, this desire became a major reason
they committed to programs, education, or spiritual development while inside (S1, E3;

S2, E20).
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One of the most painful aspects of incarceration for many participants was the
inability to be present as parents in the ways they had envisioned or believed they should
be. Missing milestones, offering day-to-day care, or simply being there to provide
comfort created a deep sense of loss. Lisa James spoke openly about the heartbreak of
being absent in her children's lives and how that lingering grief became a driving force in
her push for release. She wanted to show up for her children in whatever capacity
remained (S3, E14). Mischelle Garcia also described the anguish of hearing about her
children’s struggles from behind bars and feeling helpless to guide or protect them (S3,
ES). For her, that emotional distance became a source of determination, fuel to stay
focused on getting out. Similarly, Lewis Richard reflected on how incarceration denied
him the opportunity to be the father he had hoped to be (S3, E12). The guilt of that
absence weighed heavily, but it also gave him clarity. His desire to reconnect and rebuild
those bonds gave him purpose and anchored his hope for life after prison. For each of
them, parenting, even at a distance and in the future,remained central to how they
understood both their incarceration and their path toward healing and release.

While many people struggled with the pain of absence, Ken Hartman’s story
offers another perspective on parenting from prison—one that speaks to transformation
and emotional presence despite physical separation. Given his life sentence, Hartman
initially believed it would be unfair to start a family for whom he might never be
physically present. He encouraged his wife to pursue whatever would bring her
fulfillment, even if it meant moving on without him. In time, she decided what would
fulfill her most was becoming a mother, and she became pregnant with Hartman’s child

following their next conjugal visit. That news shifted something in him. He became
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committed to being a different kind of father than the one he had known—someone
emotionally grounded and morally present, even from behind bars. Years later, his
daughter Aliyah appeared on LOTO and described the powerful relationship she shared
with her father. She spoke about how his emotional growth in prison helped shape her
own understanding of love, healing, and forgiveness. Hartman’s story illustrates how,
even under the harshest conditions, individuals can still forge meaningful family

connections and redefine what it means to parent (S1, E10).

Theme 2: Prison life/experiences and their effects

Emotional Turbulence

Imprisoned individuals commonly report experiencing emotional turbulence, or
emotional ‘rollercoasters’, that result in deep emotional and psychological
transformation. These rollercoasters often begin with the immediate shock of the new
environment—an abrupt immersion into a world governed by strict routines, unspoken
rules, and constant vigilance. Anthony McDuffie and Sean Holmes describe traumatic
first days on the yard, emphasizing how quickly the harsh realities of incarceration
become apparent and how immediate the sense of threat and disorientation can be (S2,
E10; S3, E10). Once they settled into a routine, another wave of emotional turbulence
surfaced: the fear that release may never come. These kinds of emotional extremes are
not isolated events but instead recur describe the unsettling uncertainty of whether
freedom is even a real possibility or simply a cruel mirage (S2, E2; S2, E2; S3, E1). This
lingering doubt is compounded by the repetitive and monotonous structure of prison life,
which can distort time and make the outside world feel throughout incarceration, shaping

how individuals cope with their environments day to day which makes survival as much a
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mental task as a physical one. The result is a long-term psychological imprint that affects
both how they survive inside and how they envision life beyond prison walls, often
leaving them uncertain, cautious, and emotionally guarded even as they prepare to reenter
society. These sustained emotional experiences also profoundly affect relationships,
influencing trust, attachment, and the ways formerly incarcerated individuals connect
with family, friends, and community after release.

Violence:

Incarcerated individuals often endure and witness violence. At times, such
violence is the result of targeted attacks, while at other times it emerges from
misunderstandings (S2, E2). Fewer than half of the podcast participants discussed
violence in their respective episodes, yet those who did described experiencing or
witnessing significant and often traumatic events. These accounts highlight how violence
is not only a pervasive feature of prison life but also a force that shapes the daily realities
and psychological well-being of those incarcerated.

Thomas Eirls’ incarceration was marked by repeated exposure to violence,
including because he is white, ranging from harrowing assaults and gas grenades to being
targeted by black factions within the prison (S2, E2). Unlike many of the other
interviewees, Thomas initially approached his life sentence with confidence and even
satisfaction in the prison lifestyle. Over time, however, his painful encounters with
violence forced a shift in perspective. He began approaching parole hearings with a
different mindset, prioritizing truthful answers to the difficult questions posed by the

board. This drive to seek release after several close calls with death not only led to his
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eventual freedom but also gave him a deeper understanding of himself, the factors that
drove his actions, and the strategies he needed to overcome his triggers.

Allan Burnett similarly described how witnessing violent events shaped his
mindset and behavior. In one instance, he saw someone struck in the head with a
horseshoe, a shocking act that reinforced his belief that survival depended on maintaining
perfect behavior (S3, E4). In the same episode, Burnett recalled a massive riot that broke
out on September 26, 1996. By chance, he had remained in his cell and witnessed the
chaos unfold from inside. For over thirty minutes, correctional officers opened fire as
helicopters circled overhead. “So many people got shot,” he recalled. “So many people
went to the hole... A guy lost his spleen. Someone got shot in the face. One guy was
killed. People were stabbed up” (S3, E4). The aftermath included a three-month
lockdown with no showers, no movement, and only sack lunches three times a day (S3,
E4).

Richard Morellis’s experience of violence was complicated. He had not been part
of a gang or used drugs before prison and was not initially sentenced to life. Once in
prison, he witnessed a man lose his life on the yard one day, and the desensitization of
those involved. He decided the solution was to affiliate with a Mexican American prison
gang and began engaging in drug use. He faced new charges and was resentenced to life
imprisonment. After continuing his drug use, and nearly dying from a cocaine and heroin
overdose, he rationalized with himself that he needed to live a better life, that at the age
of twenty-one, he had both the opportunity and the need to change his circumstances in
order to get away from the violence in his level four classification (S3, E7). Through self-

advocacy efforts, he was able to be placed in a level three, where he was able to
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participate in programming, he hadn’t formerly had access to. Thus began his long
journey to release.
Lockdowns:

Kanaka described how lockdowns can happen for all types of reasons, including
what she called “frivolous reasons,” such as a missing ladle in the kitchen that wasn’t
actually missing but just miscounted. Kanaka explained, “And they decide to cancel
everybody’s visits, cancel everybody’s educational programs, cancel everybody’s
vocational learning programs just because there’s a ladle missing.” Usually, after a week
or two, the supervisor ends up finding the missing item, but by then people have been
confined without showers, movement, or contact for the entire duration. This shows how
lockdowns, even when triggered by minor or mistaken causes, result in prolonged
isolation and deprivation (S2, ES).

Kanaka also shared the emotional toll these lockdowns took on those confined,
saying, “Some people couldn’t take it. People were actually like telling the guards they
wanted to commit suicide just to get out of the room, just to go into another cell with no
clothes, with nothing for three days without taking a bath, taking a shower or anything.”
She emphasized how harsh these conditions were, with no chance to leave the cell or
maintain basic hygiene for days at a time. These lockdowns interrupted daily routines and
halted all external programs, leaving people in extreme isolation for extended periods.
This testimony underscores the severe psychological and emotional effects of lockdowns

during incarceration (S2, ES).

Theme 3: Mental Health Challenges and Survival Skills
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Depression/Suicide:

In 5 out of the 46 episodes participants shared that mental health was often a
challenge. Some participants used the language of health professionals and other more
descriptive and emotional language. Jon Grobman, for example, offered a personal
account of the psychological toll of receiving a life sentence, describing how it stripped
away hope and purpose. He recalled initially contemplating suicide, feeling overwhelmed
by the thought of never again hugging his family, and sinking into deep depression
without an outlet to express it. Grobman emphasized that “where there is a lack of hope
there’s the potential for great danger,” and explained that lifers are treated differently by
peers and staff, regarded as having less worth because they are ineligible for jobs and
classified at higher security levels (S2, E20). Grobman’s reflection is consistent with the
other examples presented earlier—feelings of isolation, despair, and lack of purpose are
experienced by many incarcerated individuals.

Allan Burnet reflected on the heavy emotional toll that incarceration took on those
around him, explaining that use of meth during incarceration was sometimes not just a
coping mechanism, but a deliberate means of self-destruction (S3, E12). He spoke about
knowing that some people inside would intentionally use drugs to overdose, using meth
as a way to commit suicide. “Yeah, a couple of them paroled, a few of them died. Yeah,
from different illnesses, the medical neglect, things that, overdoses of drugs. But for the
most part, even in that, watching that, seeing that, being part of that, made me realize
that's not the life I want.” (S1, E6) During COVID, when nurses frequently called out
sick, the absence of sufficient (medical) support staff made it just as easy for timely care

to be missed. Kenneth Hartman and Adnan Khan were among the few who spoke openly

51



about this issue, explaining that the lack of staff had serious consequences for the safety
and wellbeing of incarcerated individuals (S2, E18).
Survival:

Five interviewees talked about the need to survive prison. In practice, this meant
different things depending on the person and even on the point of their imprisonment, as
modes of adaptation often shifted over time. Incarcerated individuals described adopting
multiple ways of thinking to endure what they characterized as the hardest period of their
lives. Xanar explained that survival, for him, meant believing he would never go home:
“I had to figure out how to maneuver in this type of life... in my mind, I’m like, this is
the rest of my life. They told me I’'m not going home. Everybody here that I’ve talked to
has been doing 20, 30 years and they don’t expect to go home. So why am I any
different?” (S3, E15).

For others, survival took the form of fighting to establish a reputation strong
enough to deter potential threats. Je’anna reflected on being in “survival fight mode” for
her first ten years inside, explaining that her reputation for quickly responding to conflict,
even with staff, eventually secured her safety. She recalled, “I would fight and drop a hat,
no problem. No problem, I didn't care who you were. I would even fight with the cops. It
didn't matter because I knew where I was going and I had this preconceived idea that if |
didn't establish myself first, then all bets would be off when I got there” (S3, E15).
Je’anna later in the episode admitted that, “In the back of my mind, in reality, told me, if
you continue this behavior in this lifestyle, you'll never get out of prison. You don't

wanna die here.”

Theme 4: Programming
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One of the most commonly discussed topics in LOTO was programming in prison
and the impact it had on people’s lives, both in prison and, ultimately, impacting the
possibility of release and the likelihood of successful reentry. Participants often used the
term “programming” to describe educational and therapeutic opportunities. This theme
was mentioned in 32 out of the 46 episodes, with 95 mentions of the word “program”
throughout the show. From a substantive perspective, the two major categories of
programming are education and therapeutic services. Notably, for many people, a third
substantive field emerges out of the substance and processes of engaging in
programming, namely taking responsibility and leadership in programs.

Exploring these areas in sequence helps to illuminate the varied ways
programming influences reentry experiences and highlights both the benefits and
challenges faced by individuals within the system. People’s discussion of their
experiences of programming tended to describe a pattern whereby rehabilitation was
enabled in a cycle. Programming often created full cycle opportunities, where formerly
incarcerated individuals would take what they learned and use it to inspire others to get
involved, forming a cycle of mentorship and transformation. The full cycle typically
looked like: someone participating in a program, gaining insight and new skills, applying
those lessons in their own life, and then encouraging someone else to join. That new
participant eventually completed the program as well, often growing in ways that
mirrored the original participant’s progress.

Importantly, although a number of LOTO participants described what amounted
to a cycle, that reflects personal growth and taking responsibility more than a

programmatic requirement. Of the 32 participants who spoke about programming, 6
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described a powerful shift from student to teacher, stepping into facilitator roles that
extended beyond their own participation and carried forward lessons. One such was
Tobias Tubbs, mentor to Anthony McDuffie, who would ask probing questions that
slowly changed Anthony’s perspective from “I’ll be a martyr to gang activity” to “once I
made that clear distinction between the two, then that's when I started to walk towards a
better positive change for myself” (S2, E10). The critical issue, as Anthony explained,
was that self-reflection helped him recognize how the actions he had been taking to that
point were misaligned with the lifestyle he believed he should have been pursuing.
Similarly, Richard Cruz has carried this cycle forward into his life after release, bringing
his appreciation and understanding of programming back to those who remain
incarcerated, ensuring that the lessons of transformation continue to spread (S2, E14).
Although rehabilitation programs were widespread, not everyone went through
the full cycle from participant to facilitator. Why some people did and others did not
make the transition into leadership was seldom addressed. Presumably, however, some
people were released before they could take on influential roles or responsibilities.
Many types of programming, including educational services, require a release
date and are structured so people receive services prior to release. This setup makes sense
for people with determinate sentences but becomes a major barrier for lifers, who are not
“expected” to come out (S3, E9). As a result, they are often excluded from opportunities
that could provide meaningful engagement during their incarceration. Beyond this
structural issue, general difficulties, such as limited space, long waitlists, or scheduling

conflicts, make access even harder for those who do qualify (S2, E18). A further
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challenge is that not everyone who gets released is informed in advance, leaving some
people unable to prepare for or take advantage of programming in time (S1, E4).

Programming was generally spoken of positively by participants, with
disappointment mainly expressed when individuals could not access more opportunities
(S2, E15). For many, programming is a benefit they have to earn, and individuals work
hard to get into and remain in programs as they see the many benefits of being involved.
Several participants explained that participation not only occupied their time but also
gave them purpose and a sense of direction (S1, E7). These experiences often translated
into noticeable shifts in mindset, reinforcing the idea that programming can serve as a
catalyst for personal growth (S2, E12). Because of this, the denial or restriction of access
was often described as especially discouraging (S3, E10).
The Value of Programming

Participants expressed varied experiences with programming, often emphasizing
both the opportunities and challenges they encountered. Fred “Magic” Price noted that he
attended so many programs that “they called him Programming Price.” While he objected
to the association of his nickname with being a “snitch,” it served as evidence of his
consistent commitment to educational and rehabilitative efforts (S1, E4). Alan Burnett
described how programming became a source of healing after receiving a letter from the
district attorney stating, “it would be fitting that I'd never be released from prison.” He
participated in a range of programs including Spanish, parenting, and self-help, indicating
a broad involvement in activities that extended beyond basic education (S3, E4). Shone
shared that programming “opened her up,” helping her talk about her crime and access

needed support, which she described as “a direct line to her release.” She attended all
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available programs, driven by a desire “to get out and be called by her name,” reflecting
the personal significance these opportunities held for her (S3, E9). Crystal Wheeler spoke
about how anger management, codependency treatment, and AA programs helped her
understand why, in committing her crime, she “continued to shoot someone who she had
already killed,” Her ability to reflect on not just her crime but how engaging in the
programing allowed her to interrogate her past actions helped her grow and develop a
transformed way of thinking (S3, E2).

Additional details from these participants further illustrate the diverse ways
programming was experienced. Fred “Magic” described participating in an inside-outside
writing program, indicating involvement that bridged the prison and community
environments (S1, E4). Alan Burnett’s mention of attending self-help programs along
with language and parenting classes highlights a range of personal development activities
undertaken. Shone’s reference to wanting to be “called by her name” suggests the
importance of identity and recognition in her programming experience. Crystal Wheeler’s
acknowledgment of multiple therapeutic programs points to a layered engagement with
addressing personal and emotional challenges through structured services (S3, E2). Each
participant’s account reflects different impacts of programming as encountered during
incarceration.

Education

Education emerged as one of the most influential factors shaping participants’
outlooks during incarceration and their prospects after release. Ten of the interviewees
discussed how access to education changed their projected post-carceral experiences (S1,

E4; S1, E6; S1, E7; S2, E6; S2, E14; S2, E17; S2, E18; S2, E20; S3, E4; S3, ES8). They
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explained that education contributed to mindset shifts and opened their minds to new
opportunities. Many participants also described how education gave them something
productive to focus on while incarcerated, helping them avoid involvement in drama or
trouble. Of the opportunities they encountered while incarcerated, most carried the
knowledge and skills they gained into their employment after release. The opportunities
they were presented with thus served as stepping-stones, connecting their in-prison
learning to practical experiences in the community.

For those who felt like school was “never for them,” due to negative schooling
experiences, discouraging family messages, or the pull of street life, excelling
academically while incarcerated offered a vital confidence boost that helped push them
forward (S2, E16). Several participants noted that engaging with education also helped
them reconnect with parts of themselves they had neglected or hidden away before
incarceration. Some emphasized that learning within prison environments felt radically
different from traditional schooling, largely because the motivation was self-driven rather
than imposed. Many chose to prioritize legal studies, including Fred, Je’Anna, and
Crystal, who each turned to law as a way of making sense of and challenging their
circumstances (S1, E4; S1, E6; S3, E2). Others pursued subjects connected to their
personal experiences, such as counseling for drug use or abuse. For many, these personal
transformations not only reshaped their sense of self but also influenced how they
approached relationships and responsibilities after release..

Therapeutic Services
Participants described therapeutic programs as one of the most integral parts of

their incarceration experience. Rather than focusing on the specific content of Alcoholics
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Anonymous (AA), Narcotics Anonymous (NA), Anger Management, or similar support
groups, individuals emphasized the lasting value these programs added to their lives.
They shared reflections such as, “I would never have understood why I was wrong,” or
“Now I feel sympathy and empathy”—statements that highlight personal growth and
emotional development. Not a single participant reported that the therapeutic services
offered were negative or unhelpful. While this perspective may not represent all
incarcerated individuals, it stands out as a substantial and noteworthy finding among this
group. For many, these programs served as a foundation for self-reflection and behavioral
change, contributing meaningfully to their sense of accountability and readiness for life
after incarceration. Participants often linked these realizations directly to becoming more
thoughtful and empathetic in their daily interactions. They described these programs as
rare spaces within the prison setting where honesty, vulnerability, and personal growth
were not only possible but encouraged.

For many participants, the emotional insight they gained during incarceration
played a critical role in their suitability for parole. Understanding themselves, their
childhood experiences, and the reasons behind their crimes was seen as essential to being
found suitable for release. Most individuals who received counseling or participated in
support groups described these services as valuable, allowing them to confront and
process repressed, impactful moments in their lives—often in the company of others with
similar experiences. This environment of shared vulnerability helped individuals develop
humility and patience with their own journeys. Beyond incarceration, support groups
remained relevant: participants mentioned involvement in programs focused on religion,

parenting, and other aspects of life. Several participants emphasized that the self-
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awareness developed through these programs was not only helpful for parole hearings but
continued to shape their everyday decisions after release. The ability to reflect on one’s
past with clarity and accountability was described as a key tool for maintaining stability
and avoiding recidivism.

The Virtuous Cycle:

Duc Ta, Ken Hartman, and Jon Grobman each shared experiences of going from
being participants in programs to eventually leading them. Duc Ta mentioned that he
“went from being a programee to a programmer” (S2, E3), showing how his role shifted
over time through continued involvement. He described how programming helped him
stay focused and gave his time inside a sense of meaning. Similarly, Ken Hartman said
that after transferring to Lancaster, he ended up on the honor yard and transitioned from
being on the “A-list” for participating in programs to actually running them (S3, E17).
This shift seemed to come from his deep familiarity with the programs, and wanting to
keep contributing to them in a bigger way.

Jon Grobman talked about creating a program of his own while he was still
incarcerated. He said it came out of “his own depressing experience,” and was shaped by
the things he thought were missing in the programming he had seen (S2, E20). His
program brought dogs into the facility, and being in charge of it had a clear emotional
impact, as he explained that it made him “feel younger,” and gave him “self-worth” (S2,
E20). All three men described how programming went beyond just filling time. Being
involved led them to take on leadership roles, and eventually, they became part of the

reason why programs continued to exist and grow for others.
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Personal growth and change, and engagement with rehabilitation programs, is not
necessarily a linear process. Participants’ stories revealed that progress often involved
setbacks, contradictions, and moments of reckoning before deeper change could take
hold. Emblematically, Xanar shared that even after participating in many programs, he
continued to exhibit destructive behavior, and it was an interaction with the warden that
became the true catalyst for introspection and eventual transformation. He recalled the
warden asking, “Why are you being so self-destructive?”, a question that forced him to
confront the contradictions between his involvement in self-help, mentoring, and
programming, and the destructive behavior he continued to engage in (S3, E15).

Beyond shaping individual transformations, participants also described how
programming could influence the broader prison environment itself. In some cases, the
collective participation of incarcerated individuals appeared to shift the overall
atmosphere of the institution, reducing conflict and fostering stability. Duncan Martinez
described a period in 2003 when all the people who participated in programs from the
entire institution were placed together on one yard, designated as a level four yard.
During that time, he recalled, “we didn't have fights. Not stabbing. We didn't have
fights.” He also noted, “there wasn't a write-up the entire year... A level four prison in
California, level four yard in California, didn't have a write-up for an entire year” (S3,
E17). His description paints a picture of a place where programming participants were
concentrated in one area, coinciding with a notably calmer and more peaceful
environment. The emphasis on the absence of fights and write-ups suggests this period
stood out from what might usually be expected in such facilities. This example

underscores an important implication: programming, when widely accessible, has the
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potential not only to promote personal growth but also to transform institutional culture

by creating safer and more orderly conditions.

Theme 6: Lack of Preparedness when Reentering

Individuals who have been incarcerated for long periods often return to a society
that has changed significantly, with aspects such as technology feeling entirely
unfamiliar. Several participants, for instance, described difficulties navigating online
banking, social media platforms, and smartphone applications, illustrating how even
routine tasks can pose challenges during reentry. These experiences highlight the broader
adjustments required for reintegration, as individuals must not only adapt to new tools
and systems but also negotiate the social and cultural shifts that have occurred during
their absence. One such example is Eric, he shared the overwhelming nature of his early
experiences after release, highlighting how even the most ordinary tasks felt foreign and
frustrating (S1, E1). One of the first challenges he faced was not knowing how to use a
debit card, something so routine to most people but entirely unfamiliar to him after
decades inside. Simple acts like buying breakfast became sources of anxiety and
confusion. He described standing in line, staring at an overwhelming array of options,
unsure of what to choose or how to order. These moments underscored how deeply
incarceration had separated him from everyday life and how reentry involves far more
than just physical freedom. It is also about relearning the basics of a world that has long
since moved on without you.

Fred “Magic Man” (S1, E4), shared that one of the most significant decisions he
made was to leave his gang ties behind at the prison gate. That symbolic act represented a

commitment to living differently on the outside. But even with that clarity of purpose, he
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described how disorienting the outside world could be. Environmental factors, like the
sight of trees, the smell of fresh air, and the general pace and unpredictability of life,
were overwhelming at times. After years of living in a highly controlled and confined
environment, the sensory overload and openness of freedom could feel destabilizing
rather than liberating. Fred’s story reminds us that the transition home is not just social or
logistical, it is physical, emotional, and sensory, and even the simplest aspects of the
outside world can trigger confusion, discomfort, or even anxiety.

Kenneth Hartman (S1, E10) described the overwhelming experience of seeing a
Walmart for the first time after his release. He had gone into the store simply to find
Advil or Tylenol, something for pain relief, but was instantly struck by the sheer number
of choices available. What should have been a straightforward errand turned into a
moment of sensory and emotional overload. The rows of shelves, the endless brands, and
the bright packaging all contributed to a sense of disorientation. For someone who had
spent decades in an environment where every aspect of daily life was limited, regulated,
and simplified, this sudden exposure to consumer choice was not just unfamiliar, for him
it was jarring. His experience illustrates how the smallest moments of reintegration, like
shopping for medicine, can become unexpectedly difficult in the face of a world that has
changed dramatically while someone has been away.

Femininity

One emotional coping mechanism is identity transformation and, especially, the
creation of chosen prison families and roles. This pattern emerged from the women
interviewed on LOTO. Women who are incarcerated share several experiences related to

identity transformations that are less common across genders. In prison, women often
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adopt familial roles, such as mother, sister, or grandmother, that shape social hierarchies,
guide interpersonal behavior, and assign responsibilities within the community, as
explained by Shone and Kanaka (Evans & Forsyth, 2003;S1, E15; S3, E9). These roles
form an informal social structure that helps women navigate the complex social
environment of prison, providing both support and clear expectations. Kanaka (S2, E5)
discussed how these familial roles include reflecting a sense of solidarity and protection
that is essential within women’s prisons.

Shone described the ways prison strips away femininity, explaining the
psychological toll it took on her (S3, E9). She explained as follows:

I want to say de-sex you, but that's not even a word. I just made a word up, but it

makes you feel less than a woman because they take all of the things that make

you a woman away. That means the clothing, everything in there is made for men,

not women. They don’t cater anything to women. (S3, E9)
Shone’s reflection reveals how systemic neglect in prison contributes to a sense of
invisibility and dehumanization. She went on to say, “I think society feels that a woman's
place is at home, having children, or doing the things women used to do back in the days
when women didn't have rights. So if a woman commits a crime, they believe she
deserves to be treated like a man and not get the things women are entitled to in the
outside world. Because she’s doing the ‘woman thing’, making dinner, staying home, not
working—the very things we fought to move beyond.” These harsh attitudes, often
enforced by correctional officers and staff, reinforce gender biases and deepen the
emotional struggles women face while incarcerated, making it harder for them to

maintain a positive sense of self.
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Summary of Key Findings

This chapter explored five central themes that came up repeatedly across the
podcast interviews. First, the role of family proved to be deeply meaningful in shaping
participants’ decisions while incarcerated. Whether through letters, visits, or simply
thinking about being reunited, family gave many people something to hold onto and
provided a sense of responsibility that encouraged positive change (S1, E2; S2, E20).
Second, participants talked about the psychological toll incarceration took through
experiences like lockdowns, strip searches, gender-specific trauma, and violence. These
often led to harmful decisions and left lasting emotional strain (S2, E15; S3, E12; S3,
E6). The third theme dealt with mental health issues—things like depression, suicidal
thoughts, and survival-driven behavior—that were constant companions inside. Many
described how surviving prison required emotional regulation and resilience, even when
outside support was scarce or nonexistent (S3, ES; S1, E4; S2, E14).

The fourth theme focused on programs, which many described as both tools for
personal growth and vital connections to the outside world. Participants often spoke
about how structured programming gave them direction, boosted their self-worth, or even
offered leadership roles during incarceration (S2, E20; S3, E17; S1, E3). Some went on to
create their own programs based on what they felt was missing from the existing ones
(S2, E20). Duncan Martinez remembered a year at a level four yard when “all of the
programmers from the entire institution” were placed together. That year, there were no
write-ups and no incidents of violence—*“not stabbing. We didn’t have fights”—which he
directly linked to the concentration of programming participants in one place (S3, E17).

Finally, the fifth theme was about the many practical and psychological barriers people
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faced when reentering society. Challenges like stigma, housing instability, constant
surveillance, and job insecurity were common, yet many felt they had already learned
how to handle these struggles while still inside (S2, E9; S1, E6).

Looking across all five themes, it became clear that programming and having a
real reason to come home were some of the most often mentioned factors in a person’s
transformation. These repeated patterns in the interviews suggest that successful reentry
is shaped less by the services or conditions people encounter after release and more by
the social, emotional, and developmental experiences they went through while
incarcerated. What happened inside—whether it was trauma, healing, support, or
structure, played a defining role in how people imagined and managed life after prison
(S1, E3; S3, E6). Some talked about never imagining freedom until programming or
family intervention gave them new hope and possibility (S2, E20; S3, E1). Others
described prison as the place where they learned how to survive, care for themselves and
others, lead, or heal—skills that later helped them navigate life beyond those walls (S1,
E4; S2, E13).

As this project moves toward discussing implications, the next chapter will
explore how these insights should shape reentry policy and programming. If the most
important turning points happen inside, then support systems need to start well before
release day. The next chapter will also question how we define reentry “success”—
whether it’s about stable housing and steady jobs, or if it’s more about harder-to-measure
internal changes like self-awareness, accountability, or resilience (S2, E12; S3, E10). It
will consider how policy, program design, and our collective ideas might better reflect

the real experiences the participants shared.
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Even though the podcast is called Life on the Outside, the findings show that the
roots of reentry begin long before release. The interviews rarely focused just on the
months after freedom—instead, they emphasized what it meant to endure and grow while
inside (S2, E3; S3, E1). Many of the practical struggles people faced after release were
often framed through the experience of prison itself—whether that was finding housing
with a felony record, dealing with parole, or managing mental health. Participants
described these as continuations of the lives they had already been living behind bars (S2,
E9; S1, E6). Reentry, then, isn’t simply a moment of transition, but rather the
continuation of a long personal, emotional, and structural journey that starts well before

release.
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Chapter 5: Discussion

This chapter will discuss the main themes that emerged from the LOTO podcast
and connect them to the existing literature, with attention to their implications for
understanding reentry. The discussion will begin with the theme of personal
transformation, particularly the mindset shifts participants identified as the foundation of
both release and reentry. This emphasis on inner change emerged as the most notable
finding of the study, even though it receives less attention in current scholarship. This
section will consider how participants explained their own changes and how these
accounts both support and challenge what is found in the literature. The chapter will then
turn to the theme of negativity in incarceration, looking at how participants described
harmful aspects of imprisonment and comparing these accounts to established research
on the psychological and social effects of incarceration. Finally, the chapter will address
the role of family relationships and other external factors in shaping the reentry process.
Ultimately, this discussion emphasizes the importance of including personal and
relational dimensions of reentry in future research and practice.

These themes are best understood as part of a cycle rather than fixed categories.
Some experiences acted as catalysts, shifting participants from antisocial to prosocial
thinking and behavior, while others served as enablers, sustaining growth in that
direction. In practice, the line between the two was often blurred, with catalysts becoming
enablers and then shifting back again in a feedback loop. For this reason, the subsections
that follow should not be read as unidirectional, but rather as overlapping reflections of

how participants themselves described their journeys.
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Catalysts to Personal Transformation

The findings reveal key catalysts that lead to people wanting to reject criminal
paths and embrace prosocial lives in prison, including to enable their release despite their
life sentences. These catalysts fell into four general categories; family, fear of prison
violence, programming, and mentoring. As noted, there are sometimes overlaps between
these categories, including a common cross-cutting theme of embracing responsibility.

Incarceration causes loss of and changes in relationships with people on the
outside, which LOTO participants especially highlighted regarding family members.
Family contact is highly restricted for imprisoned people, such as requirement for eligible
visits and experiencing time-limited and monitored phone calls. Many people were
housed far from their communities. Absence and/or stigma shifted family roles, as noted
by scholars such as McLeod and Travis et al. (McLeod, 2021; Travis et al., 2003).
Interviewees Xanar, Sam, Je’Anna, James, Duc’Ta, Lisa, Mischelle, Lewis, and Ken all
described gaining, losing, or struggling to maintain relationships during their sentences.
Ken, Lisa, and Je’ Anna spoke about the difficulty of raising children from prison,
explaining how that challenge fueled their determination to seek release so they could
fulfill their roles as parents. James, Duc’Ta, and Sam were motivated to seek release
primarily to reunite with their families. They recognized both the fragility of life and the
value of the support they received, which motivated them to participate in programming
that ultimately contributed to their release. Receiving news of someone’s death at home
often led LOTO interviewees to confront the question of who would still be alive by the

time they were released. For Thomas and Lewis (Uncle Lou), this reality prompted a shift
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in mindset, from resignation, “I’1l die here, what’s the use of thinking otherwise,” to
determination, “what could I do to be eligible for release?”” Xanar experienced both the
loss of his father and a renewed closeness with his mother following this death which
deepened his appreciation for life and strengthened his desire to be released so he could
spend meaningful time with his mother. His story illustrates how loss and renewal can
operate simultaneously as both a catalyst for change and a motivator for release.

The losses that shaped participants’ time in prison are far from unique and are
well documented in the literature. Such challenges are widely shared among others
serving long sentences, particularly those with aging relatives or with children, especially
young children, who continue to grow up during their absence (Arditti et al., 2003;
Dallaire, 2007; Turney, 2015). These losses often compound the psychological burden of
incarceration, reinforcing feelings of disconnection, guilt, and grief (Muentner & Charles,
2023).

The above-noted sources do not, however, highlight how the negative experiences
in incarceration fuel a desire for positive inner change. (Muenter and Charles do note that
parents are motivated to desist from crime by their children’s loss and needs.) Few
studies explicitly address the ways in which hardship becomes a turning point for
incarcerated individuals. In contrast, participants consistently described how such
moments of loss or hardship motivated them to seek change. Recognizing this gap could
shift how reentry frameworks conceptualize the role of adversity in personal
transformation, allowing research to reflect the dual nature of incarceration, both harmful

and, at times, catalytic.
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Additionally, while the desire to strengthen family relationships is often a central
aspiration, participants also described other personal motivations for seeking release. One
such motivation involved maintaining romantic relationships while incarcerated.
Ordinarily, the growth of such relationships occurs with minimal outside interference, but
in prison, this is no longer a given (CBC News, n.d.; Nickels, 2020). The challenges that
arise include limited opportunities for open communication, stigma associated with being
partnered with an incarcerated individual, financial strain, and heightened struggles with
infidelity (Maier-Gordon, 2023). For Ken Hartman, maintaining a relationship became a
turning point in his personal transformation. He spoke openly about wanting his partner
to have the best version of him, as well as wanting the best for her (S2, E18). This
motivation to be a better partner and husband led Hartman to participate in programming,
which served as the catalyst for beginning the cycle that ultimately contributed to his

release.

Violence in prison

For most interviewees, incarceration included exposure to trauma; for fewer
interviewees the trauma was defined by physical and emotional violence became defining
experiences. These encounters not only shaped how they endured their sentences but also
forced psychological adaptations necessary for survival. Over time, the violence they
endured or witnessed reshaped how they viewed themselves, their relationships, and their
futures, influencing both survival inside and the way they approached life upon release.
While existing literature has well documented the harms of exposure to prison violence
(Haney, 2006; Steiner and Wooldredge, 2015; Toch, 1992; Wolff and Shi, 2011), less

attention has been paid to how these experiences may also motivate incarcerated men to
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reassess their choices, identities, and futures (Johnson and Dobrzanska, 2005; Maruna,
2001). Factors such as observed violence and perceived danger thus highlight the
centrality of prison trauma in shaping pathways to transformation. Research on
prisonization and adaptation further suggests that individuals often recalibrate their self-
concepts under such conditions (Clemmer, 1940; Crewe, 2011; Sykes, 1958), but these
findings point to how this recalibration can foster personal transformation rather than
only reinforcing institutional survival strategies. This underscores the need to expand
reentry and desistance frameworks to recognize how adversity and survival inside can

become unexpected catalysts for change.

Mentorship and Programming

Many LOTO interviewees identified programming as a key link to their personal
change that also enabled their release. Notably, a small but significant subset of LOTO
participants made strong connections between mentorship and programming,
Specifically, from these accounts, it was mentors who encouraged their engagement in
programming. In other words, the catalyst to participating in programming is often
another incarcerated individual who holds a position of mentorship (S2, E3; S2, E20; S3,
E2; S3, E3; S3, E16; S3, E20). Arguably, therefore, without the cycle of mentorship,
programming would be less effective. The desire to change was strengthened by mentors
who encouraged participation in programs and educational opportunities, even for those
facing the reality of a life sentence.

Programming is mostly provided officially by the institution, and key to
participating in rehabilitation, treatment, or educational efforts is how someone is

classified. Classification is based on criteria such as risk level, criminal history, and
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institutional needs. California uses a point system as the basis of classification, which
also determines placement within specific prisons or sections of prisons. Participants’
descriptions of the classification process, however, focused primarily on the initial
assessment and placement into different yards upon arrival, rather than on subsequent
distinctions in treatment or programming.

Available programs depend on lots of factors, including which models or
assumptions prisons make about the goal of imprisonment, the possibility of
rehabilitation, and related fears and hopes about change. Unsurprisingly, LOTO
participants do not refer to these models by name. Their descriptions of certain
programming can, however, be tied to common approaches. One is the Risk-Needs-
Response (RNR) Model which prioritizes responding to the risks and needs an individual
has that will enable their reform, as well as post-release (McNeill et al., 2012). For
individuals serving life sentences, placement was described as less differentiated
compared to those with determinate terms, making institutional responses less tailored to
the specific characteristics of the population. Groups like Alcoholics Anonymous are
consistent with RNR programming and LOTO participants spoke about these as valuable
opportunities.

The Well-Being Development Model (WBDM) focuses less on identifying an
individual’s risks and needs and instead emphasizes providing programming that supports
personal growth. Je’ Anna, for example, participated in classes tailored toward decreasing
codependency and improving communication. By targeting specific behavioral
challenges and offering tools to build healthier relationships, the WBDM seeks to foster

prosocial development and long-term well-being. Interviewees described programming
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most consistently and emphatically when programming was aligned with the WBDM.
From what they shared, it is clear that programming that seeks to address people's self-
identified shortcomings, unrelated to their status, or racial or gang affiliations, had the
greatest impact on their confidence and preparedness for release, since it helped them feel
that the most damaged parts of themselves were at least in the process of being addressed
or reformed.

Although the WBDM approach often falls secondary to the RNR model due to
availability and institutional status, participants’ accounts conveyed such enthusiasm that
their descriptions alone underscored the perceived effectiveness of these programs.
Among the most common and effective forms of programming that do not neatly align
with either model are educational programs. These programs provide incarcerated
individuals with the opportunity to spend their time engaged in activities that are both
constructive and conducive to personal reform. Moreover, the credentials earned through
such programs often enhance post-release employment prospects (Shand, 1996). Pursuing
degrees while incarcerated demonstrates a strong commitment to prosocial behavior and
to self-improvement aimed at achieving a more stable and positive lifestyle (Gambosi,
2024). Although educational programs can be difficult to access, they frequently serve as
gateways to other forms of programming, as participation in academics fosters openness
to new ways of thinking (Young Sturdivant et al., 2021). The structured nature of
academic study within prison also supports personal growth and facilitates opportunities
for identity transformation (Pike & Hopkins, 2019).

The Collaborate, Amend, Reintegrate and Empower (CARE) Model similarly

intends to support incarcerated individuals through their incarceration. It also has the
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capacity to support individuals post-release as it is designed for “social success” (Lee,
2025; Skinner-Osei & Osei, 2024). Participants did not use language that suggested that
they experienced beyond the ‘Collaborate’ step of the CARE model which suggests that
the CARE model may be used more often post release or not at all.

The Structural Barriers Framework (SBF) and the Individual Reform
Frameworks (IRF) are both designed for individuals to overcome systemic barriers like
housing, employment and financial security. SBF sets the expectation for individuals to
seek support to address structural barriers while the IRF expects individuals to somehow
navigate through them seamlessly. Interviewees did not allude to these frameworks as
they did not discuss the challenges of systemic barriers in their episodes. This is quite
distinctive considering the podcast is titled Life on the Outside, and the participants brief
mentions of life after release did not address what the literature identifies as among the
most difficult challenges to successful reentry.

Enablers of/to Transformation

The experiences individuals have while incarcerated often fall into two categories:
catalysts and enablers of transformation. Catalysts set the stage and prepare individuals
for change, but they are rarely the factors that bring transformation to fruition. Enablers,
by contrast, emerge from these catalysts, such as strained family relationships, exposure
to or witnessing violence, and the presence of mentors who provide encouragement
during a sentence. Ultimately, it is the enablers that drive transformation and, in many
cases, make release possible.

The most notable finding from this study is that podcast participants consistently

emphasized the importance of mindset transformation during incarceration as the
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foundation for both achieving release and navigating reentry. Even after years in the
community, many individuals interviewed on LOTO continued to describe this change in
perspective as the key to their adjustment in, and progress after, prison. While much
existing literature on reentry stresses structural barriers to successful reintegration,
participants in the podcast largely highlighted personal growth and psychological change
as decisive factors in shaping their trajectories. It is not possible to conclude that this was
the single most decisive factor, as they did not discuss other potential influences with
comparable depth. This finding also does not discount the importance of external support
and opportunities, or the lack thereof. Rather, it underscores the critical role of
individuals reframing their outlook during incarceration, first, to become eligible for
parole from a life sentence, and second, to recognize and use opportunities for successful
reentry.

Scholars frequently frame the challenges of reentry in terms of structural barriers,
particularly those tied to poverty, housing, employment, and limited resources, while
giving less attention to individual-level constraints (Apel & Sweeten, 2010; Couloute,
2018; Pattillo et al., 2022; Selbin et al. 2018; Smith & Simon, 2020; Western, 2007). This
perspective is not inaccurate, but it stands in contrast to the interviewees’ accounts, which
emphasized the enduring psychological and emotional impact of incarceration itself over
the external conditions they faced after release (Harding et al., 2017). With the
introduction of ‘desistance’ into the scholarly literature, however, it becomes clearer that
alongside persistent structural challenges, there is also recognition of the personal
transformations that emerge during incarceration and play a critical role in sustaining

prosocial behaviors (Bushway & Uggen, 2021; Desistance from Crime, n.d.).
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These personal transformations are brought about by many different means,
however LOTO participants mostly credit programming and family and external factors
for being the catalyst to changing their mindsets which ultimately shifted their
experiences. Many interviewees credited this transformation with their release, as they
continued to engage in criminal and aggressive behaviors during their incarceration.
While continued violence during incarceration is common, as less common but common
no less (Bottoms, 1999; Ellis et al., 1974; Sim 2017). Time and personal conviction are
equally responsible for these changes, as is the facilitation of programs (Maier &
Ricciardelli, 2022). For many, programming provided a space to make academic strides
such as earning degrees, learning a new skill or trade, or participating in non-educational
opportunities like rehabilitative or life-skills programs (Salzillo, 2025). This pattern is
consistent with the literature and reflects a common experience among incarcerated
individuals.

Education was one of the most important vehicles for this transformation, and it
consistently surfaced as a theme across multiple narratives. Ten interviewees explained
that access to education reshaped how they envisioned their lives after release, serving as
both a practical and symbolic turning point (S1, E4; S1, E6; S1, E7; S2, E6; S2, E14; S2,
E17; S2, E18; S2, E20; S3, E4; S3, E8). For some, excelling academically in prison
countered earlier struggles in school and provided the confidence to pursue new
opportunities in ways they had never imagined possible.

Education offered not only formal knowledge but also self-worth, discipline,
structure, and focus, all of which translated into the ability to adapt in other settings such

as the workplace or family life (Franklin-Best & Zoukis, 2025). Beyond these tangible
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skills, education represented a way of reclaiming identity, a demonstration to themselves
and others that they could grow, learn, and contribute to both within and beyond prison
(Conway, 2024; Szifris et al., 2018; The Positive Impact of Education on Prisoner
Wellbeing, 2025). These accounts suggest that rehabilitative programs are valuable not
simply for the skills they provide but also for the confidence and agency they help

individuals rebuild, which in turn sustain their reentry efforts.

Conclusion

For lifers, release from prison carries heightened meaning. Their unique position
makes being released an achievement in ways that are different from people with
determinate sentences. A common theme is that LOTO participants began turning their
lives around in prison because they wanted to leave crime and criminogenic
communities, even without leaving prison being an option. Upon reentry, their
commitment to avoid recidivism appears especially strong, often shaped by the change of
heart in prison as well as the pain of their incarceration and the long and uncertain
journey toward release. This pattern is consistent with existing literature, which
highlights the heightened motivation for desistance among individuals who have served
lengthy or life sentences (Bishop & Nellis, 2021; Johnson & Dobrzanska, 2005; Maruna,
2001). In turn, programming plays a crucial role in enabling this path to prosociality and,
ultimately, release and reentry.

The emphasis participants placed on programming aligns closely with broader

scholarly findings. While they consistently voice this in the podcast episodes, previous
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work of scholars confirms that programming is practically an essential factor that
contributes both to release and successful reentry.

The scholarly literature about reentry primarily focuses on the structural barriers
to successful reentry. In contrast, the perspectives of the former lifers this podcast
features have a very different focus when asked about reentry, the ostensible focus of
LOTO. The interviewees in the podcast focus on the significance of family connections,
personal growth, and the varied experiences that propelled them toward release.

For the interviewees of the podcast, it was abundantly clear that relationships with
prison violence, family outside prison, and mentors in prison were the biggest
contributors to starting the journey to release. For some, wanting to be a better parent or
partner, coupled with the experience while incarcerated, prompted them to seek out
support through programming. For others, the journey to programming began with
encouragement from someone who had already begun or even completed programs. For
fewer participants, the journey began through feeling unsafe in prison (perceived and
observed danger) and seeking a plausible way out. Regardless of their catalyst, success 1
in programming led to discovering more about themselves including to embrace and
exhibit prosocial behaviors.

In sum, the discussion of lifers’ reentry experiences illustrates how incarceration
profoundly shapes their personhood, a point made evident by how little attention was
given to life after release despite the podcast’s title. Their reflections demonstrate that
release is not only rare and hard-won but also shaped by deep personal commitments and
the relationships that sustained them throughout their sentences. The podcast accounts

make clear that reentry cannot be understood solely through the lens of barriers, as
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scholarship often suggests, but must also include the transformations and motivations
voiced by those who have lived the process (Mathlin et al., 2022; Mourao et al., 2025;
The Fortune Society, n.d.). These perspectives remind us that programming, mentorship,
and family connections are not peripheral but central to both release and reintegration. By
centering lifers’ voices, this chapter contributes a fuller understanding of reentry and the

differences between the literature and the experiences interviewees had.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

This thesis’ use of the Life on the Outside (LOTO) podcast highlights the
importance of understanding how incarceration shapes reentry. Participants typically
described aspects of their journey through incarceration and the conditions that led to
their release, while spending less time addressing their experiences since release. These
episodes, and ultimately the show, offer insight into prison culture, the varied realities of
reentry, and reveal some of the reasons for the challenges individuals face following
incarceration. Participants rarely discussed their lives after release directly; instead, their
stories remain centered on their prison experiences.

These accounts reveal that what these formerly incarcerated people emphasize
when sharing their stories of reentry was their personal transformations in prison, and
what enabled those. The LOTO participants identified catalysts to their change, and then
enablers of that change, including programming. This emphasis on programming is
consistent with research on successful reentry, as well as people changing within prison;
the type and quantity of programming is directly correlated with a successful release
(Duwe, 2017; Duwe, 2019; Bryne, 2019). This finding underscores the value of
programming as more than just an in-prison activity, but as a foundation for long-term
reintegration. The information gained from research would best be used to determine how
we can ameliorate the prison experience and further set individuals up for success after
incarceration, especially those who had long-term sentences.

Considering the participants found results programming to be a crucial accessory
to release but to personal transformation; it becomes clear that even without release as a

consideration, programming contributes to a safer and more productive carceral
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experience. Programming equipped individuals to handle difficult situations better,
understand themselves, and exhibit pro social behaviors. The apparent range and types of
programming seemed to cater to many different needs.

The most common criticism that formerly incarcerated individuals raise about
reentry, echoed as well by scholars and advocates, is the lack of access to programming
at the start of a person’s sentence. Research shows that those who reenter most
successfully are often individuals who had access to reentry planning and conversations
from the very beginning (Martin & Garcia, 2022). While programming should not be
mandatory, it should be made available to all. For lifers in particular, self-help and
educational programs should be accessible as soon as they arrive (Zweig, 2014). Having
something positive and productive to engage in may deter individuals from succumbing
to negative peer pressures for survival and instead provide positive models to follow
(Martin & Kaledas, 2010; Madden, 2019; The Benefits of Purposeful Activity in Prisons
for Both Learners and Society, 2025). Aligning this focus with the first weeks of
incarceration could provide individuals with a goal to work toward and a reason to
remain focused on the possibility of release (Olaghere et al., 2025; Schaefer, 2022).

To encourage individuals to participate in available programs, it is first
recommended to conduct a study of the population and their incentives, ensuring that the
incentives are appropriate and effective for the intended group. For the LOTO population,
based on the identified catalysts, granting additional privileges related to family, such as
increased phone call time, visits, and conjugal visits, could serve as motivation. Family
ties, even when strained, often motivate incarcerated people to pursue personal change,

and correctional leaders could build on this by treating family contact as an incentive for
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prosocial behavior, rather than withholding it as a punishment (Folk et al., 2019;
Pennsylvania Prison Society, 2024). Secondly, individuals who participate in
programming could be housed together, with the goal of exposing them to less violent
and aggressive behavior. Finally, attaining the status of mentor or program facilitator
could either be tied to reduced time or accompanied by other larger incentives, further
encouraging engagement in positive programs.

While this thesis was revealing in nature concerning the value and experiences
incarcerated people share, there are more questions to be answered in this field. Most of
the LOTO participants were men; I question how the results would differ with other
groups, including women, non-lifers, or juveniles. Additionally, the participants of the
LOTO podcast were all incarcerated in California, a state well regarded by many for its
progress towards rehabilitation (The College of Law, 2025). Local and regional
particularities need to be examined before implementing new policies and programs.
Similarly, the research I have conducted calls into question how these kinds of programs
can be sustained in and through reentry, and what programming is most helpful during
versus after incarceration. These gaps I have identified are important considering the
overall success and wellbeing of reentrant populations.

It is my hope that both the much needed and completed research will be
considered prior to the design of new policies geared towards helping reentrant
populations. Without the research being done, policies change risks not being effective
and not truly supporting those who are in need. May we all endeavor to support those

who make up our communities in one way or another.
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