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Abstract 

THE EFFECTS OF CIVIC SERVICE ON  

COMMUNITY REENTRY OUTCOMES 

Trena W. Anderson 

Under the Supervision of Tom LoGuidice PhD 

 

 Mass incarceration based on a retributive justice system has led to an enormous felon 

class of Americans who cannot easily reintegrate within their communities upon release because 

of collateral sanctions we have created as roadblocks. These individuals have barriers that are 

insurmountable on their own. The restorative justice movement, while not yet gaining 

widespread adoption in the United States, has informed new practices that are being 

implemented within the community reentry process. The most prevalent theme is the need for 

law-abiding citizens to engage directly with offenders. These relationships serve many functions: 

helping offenders transform their sense of self and public identity, changing the narrative from 

negative to pro-social, providing a window on a different way of living and a new set of values. 

The most natural way to create opportunities for citizens and offenders to interact is through 

civic service, where they engage as peers. When offenders make positive contributions within 

their community, they are less likely to reoffend, and far more likely to reintegrate. Evidence will 

be provided that will demonstrate that successful desistance depends on the community 

accepting offenders back into the fold and supporting their efforts to reintegrate. This paper 

concludes with a recommendation that civic service projects be included in the community 

reentry process alongside practical supports.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

In the penal populism era of mass incarceration, every year approximately 650,000 

offenders are released from state and federal institutions in the United States (Leftridge Byrd, 

2008). Wisconsin can anticipate approximately 13,000 offenders reentering communities this 

year (Council of State Governments Justice Center, 2014). Although straddled by many obstacles 

that make reentry difficult, most offenders have a strong desire to succeed when released from 

prison (Petersilia, 2001). 

Yet among offenders released in 30 states in 2005, about two-thirds (67.8%) were 

arrested for a new crime within three years, and three-quarters (76.6%) were arrested within five 

years (Cooper, Durose & Snyder, 2014). Wisconsin fairs better, with only a 51% recidivism rate 

(Council of State Governments Justice Center, 2014). Is that good enough? Knowing that 97% of 

those currently incarcerated will eventually return to Wisconsin communities (Leftridge Byrd, 

2008), is it really acceptable to settle for a 50% rate of re-offense and recidivism? Something 

about the reentry process must not be working. 

In the mid-1970’s criminologist Robert Martinson released an influential study of 

correctional programming and declared “nothing works” when it comes to offender rehabilitation 

(Martinson, 1974). This came at a time when rehabilitation services for offenders had fallen from 

favor and the prevailing belief was that the role of the justice system was retribution. Thought 

has shifted in recent years. Researchers no longer accept the doctrine that “nothing works”, 

because there is strong evidence that, in fact, some things “DO work” (Petersilia, 2004). A 

current set of more effective interventions stems from a paradigm shift that regards justice as a 

restorative process which should include offenders, victims, and communities (Dhami & Joy, 

2007).  
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Bazemore and Stinchcomb (2004) acknowledge that communities can be “both a major 

stumbling block and a major resource” for returning offenders. There is strong public support for 

effective reentry programs because of their potential to reduce recidivism, saving taxpayer 

dollars (Latessa, 2008), yet at the same time there is also resistance to community-based 

approaches due to punitive and fearful attitudes about the risks offenders pose (Fox, 2013). At 

the government policy level, there is still a significant gap between agreeing that current 

evidence based practices for reintegrating offenders are good in theory, and actually adopting 

them in practice (Bazemore & Boba, 2007).  

Offenders face many challenges imposed by collateral sanctions as they reenter their 

communities, including immediate concerns to: secure housing, find employment, manage their 

mental and physical health, control substance use, and settle back into family life in spite of the 

many obstacles deliberately placed in their paths (Baer, et al., 2006). In addition to 

accomplishing these important concrete tasks, successful reentry also requires developing 

prosocial identities (Fox, 2010). Offenders need the opportunity to participate in and contribute 

to community life in meaningful ways. They must rebuild their social capital so they know where 

they fit into the community, and perceive themselves as an asset to the group (Bazemore & 

Stinchcomb, 2004). How to accomplish this? The literature suggests that one primary 

intervention not utilized enough during community reentry is civic service (Fox, 2012). The 

purpose of this paper is to report on the literature that relates to how reentering offenders may 

participate in civic service to increase their social capital and achieve better outcomes, including 

criminal desistance and lower rates of revocation and recidivism. 

Statement of the Problem 
 

 To what extent does civic service during community reentry increase social capital and 

improve outcomes? 
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Definition of Terms  

Civic service: a specific type/emphasis of community service in which participants address 

multiple outcomes for a variety of stakeholders in the reentry or other community supervision 

context (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). Unlike traditional community service judicially ordered as 

punishment, civic service is more likely to be focused on projects designed to meet community 

needs, build community capacity, and repair harm caused by crime to affected communities 

(Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). 

Collateral sanctions: an interconnected system of disadvantage that amplifies disparities in 

economic and social well-being (Wheelock, 2005). 

Community reentry: a broad term used to refer to issues related to the transition of offenders 

from prison to community supervision (U.S. Department of Justice, 2015b).  

Recidivism: criminal acts that result in the re-arrest, reconviction or return to prison with or 

without a new sentence during a three-year period following the offender’s release (U.S. 

Department of Justice, 2015a). 

Restorative justice: a way of responding to conflict, misbehavior, and crime that makes things 

as right as possible for all affected. Restorative Justice includes recognizing the conflict or harm, 

repairing the damage (physical and relational) as much as possible and creating future 

accountability plans and agreements that will prevent the same thing from happening again 

(Noll, 2003). [Those processes that engage the active and voluntary participation of community, 

victims, and offenders accomplish the goal of mending the damage caused by crime.] Specific 

processes may include different types of conferencing, peacemaking circles, or the use of 

community boards (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). 

Social capital: anything that causes or results in collective action, even when that action is 

limited to those affected by a criminal episode. The degree to which the social ties that bind 
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communities together are strengthened (Settles, 2009). The differential capacity of communities 

to develop shared norms and values, and build relationships of trust and reciprocity (Putnam, 

2000). 

Significance of the Study 

The literature review on the role of civic service in the community reentry process will be shared 

with the Wisconsin Institutions Literacy Council (WILC) Board of Directors, representing 17 

Wisconsin DOC institutions. Recommendations from this seminar paper will inform the 

development of a pilot civic service project partnership between Wisconsin Literacy member 

agencies and Wisconsin DOC institutional education programs. 

Delimitations of Research  

The references used for the review of literature were collected over a period of 60 days using the 

resources of the Karmann Library at the University of Wisconsin - Platteville. The several search 

engines provided by EBSCOHOST were used. The engines ERIC and Criminal Justice Abstracts 

with Full Text were especially useful. The key search terms included: “civic service”, 

“community reentry”, “desistance”, “recidivism”, “restorative justice”, and “social capital”. 

Method of Approach  
 

A review of literature on the significance of civic service during reentry, focusing on: research, 

studies, and task force reports on successful offender reentry using restorative justice principles 

applied within a reentry context. The findings were summarized and synthesized, and 

recommendations made. 
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Chapter Two: Review of Related Literature 

 This chapter begins with a review of the history of mass incarceration in the United 

States and the outcomes of the current retributive justice system. This is followed by a brief 

explanation of restorative justice and how elements of this alternative model may be applied 

during community reentry. Civic service is considered as a means to facilitate relationship 

building between law abiding citizens and offenders, and the effects are reviewed. The chapter 

closes by considering factors that increase criminal desistance.  

Mass Incarceration 

 In 1972, the US prison population was 174,379. Less than forty years later, it had reached 

over 1.5 million, a 700% increase (Pew Center on the States, 2010). The US incarceration rate of 

716 inmates per 100,000 residents greatly exceeds the rates of western European countries, all of 

which have rates of less than 200 per 100,000 residents (Walmsley, 2009) (See Figure 1). It is 

also higher than the incarceration rates of such countries as Russia and South Africa (Bauer & 

Owens, 2004). Yet the 2.3 million people incarcerated in a combination of American jails and 

prisons actually account for less than one-third of the total correctional population (Frost & 

Clear, 2012a). Probation levels grew by 284% between 1980 and 2010, and during that same 

period, the parole population increased by 621,000 (Glaze & Bonczar, 2011). More than 7.25 

million Americans live under some form of correctional supervision (Glaze, 2011), and more 

incarcerated and non-incarcerated felons are serving sentences today than at any other time in 

U.S. history (Uggen, Manza & Thompson, 2006). The U.S. can be fairly characterized as the 

most punitive nation in the world (Frost & Clear, 2012b). This was not always the case. 
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 Causes of mass incarceration. 

  

 

The period from 1920-1970 has been labeled the “Golden Era” of criminal justice in the 

United States (Tonry, 1999). The U.S. used an indeterminate sentencing model that gave judges 

discretion to sentence defendants to prison terms with low minimum and high maximum limits. 

Parole boards determined the actual time of release, and offenders completed the remainder of 

their sentence in supervised community corrections. The objectives of the system of supervised 

transition from prison to community were rehabilitation and reintegration, and correctional staff 

were given freedom to make decisions based on their assessment of offender’s readiness to 

return to community life (Travis, 2005). For fifty years the incarceration rate remained stable 

(Travis, 2005).  

The “Golden Era” was not perfect, and while the objective of rehabilitation was lofty, in 

practice there were abuses. Reforms led to new sentencing models and changes to correctional 

practices, and crime policies that had once been the jurisdiction of criminal justice professionals 

 
Figure 1. Comparison of the incarceration rates for nations in the Organization 

for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). The unit of measurement 

is 100 prisoners per every 100,000 citizens. Screen shot captured at 2:28 from 

“How We're Priming Some Kids for College and Others for Prison”, by A. 

Goffman, 2015, TED Talks. Copyright 2015 by TED Conferences, LLC. 

Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-2Dj9M71JAc on August 

11, 2015.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-2Dj9M71JAc
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became the domain of politicians (Zimriing, Hawking & Kamin, 2001). The steady increase in 

the imprisonment rate began in the early 1970’s with shifts in criminal justice philosophy, a 

series of legislative enactments, and new policies established by politicians to get tough on crime 

(Travis, 2005). This practice has been coined “penal populism” and manifests in contests where 

each political party tries to take the toughest stand on crime and accuses their opponents of being 

soft on crime (Fox, 2013). Truth-in-sentencing replaced indeterminate sentencing, “three strikes 

and you’re out” schemes were introduced, a war on drugs was declared, and educational 

programs and other activities considered frills were eliminated from prisons (Travis, 2005). 

Hundreds of thousands of people are serving decades-long sentences in federal prisons for non-

violent drug crimes (Tonry, 2004). 

In their review of correctional research, Frost and Clear (2012b) identify constructs important 

to our understanding of this punitive shift in corrections, including: increasing crime, increasing 

fear of crime, increasing insecurity, increasing economic precariousness, an increasing emphasis 

on individual responsibility, changing sensibilities, and racism, both overt and covert. This may 

help explain the turn from a justice model of rehabilitation to one of punitive retribution, but it is 

unlikely politicians anticipated that these changes would ultimately lead to the mass 

incarceration of today. 

 Costs of mass incarceration. 

 In the last forty years, cost analyses have been calculated for running courts, jails, 

probation, prisons, law enforcement, and victims’ property losses, lost earnings, medical costs, 

pain and suffering. And that is all real, but what has been lost from the equation is a concern for 

the offender, his or her family, and their community (Tonry, 2004). The costs of mass 

incarceration are enormous, both in fiscal consequences for tax payers, as well as wasted human 

capital. In 2008, federal, state, and local governments spent nearly $75 billion on corrections, 
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with the large majority on incarceration (Schmitt, Warner & Gupta, 2010). The federal Bureau of 

Prison (BOP) system, which holds less than 10 percent of the inmate population of the United 

States, requested a budget of $6.9 billion for fiscal year 2014; this would consume more than a 

quarter of the Department of Justice’s entire budget (Samuels, 2013). Locking people up is 

expensive. 

Yet the actual costs of mass incarceration are far greater because any calculation should 

reflect the consequences on the lives of millions of offenders, 80% of whom were imprisoned for 

non-violent crimes (Tonry, 2004). There are 16 million men and women currently living in the 

United States who have been convicted of felonies, and touched by our criminal justice system 

(Uggen et al, 2006). This represents 7.5 percent of the total adult population, and an astronomical 

33.4 percent of the black adult male population (Uggen et al, 2006). It has been argued that this 

group constitutes a “felon class”, and that the civil penalties imposed on them after release deny 

them the full rights of citizenship, while still expecting them to perform the duties of citizenship 

(Wheelock, 2005; Fox, 2012). Any analysis on the costs of mass incarceration should consider 

offenders’ lost lifetime earnings and productivity, reduced life chances and life expectancies, the 

lost earnings and pain caused to their families, and the continuing stigma they face long after 

release (Tonry, 2004).  

 Collateral consequences after release can include restrictions on: employment, access to 

public housing, securing loans, eligibility for educational benefits, parental rights, voting rights, 

and many more (see Table 1). This formidable array of open-ended, extended restrictions on the 

rights of citizenship continues despite any logical connection to public safety concerns 

(Bazemore & Boba, 2007). It is just punitive, and an extended regime of unlimited retribution 

that can only be justified as additional punishments that are somehow deserved (Bazemore & 

Boba, 2007). Fox (2014) explains the tangible obstacles that make reentry challenging for 
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released offenders this way, “It’s like fixing the car but leaving rocks in the road. Repairing the 

car is necessary, but not sufficient by itself” (p. 240). The stigma attached to the legal standing of 

offenders produces a unique status of dishonor that impacts their standing as citizens, their 

political participation, and their community involvement (Uggen, Manza & Thompson, 2006). It 

is not possible to quantify or monetize the cost of collateral sanctions on the millions of 

individuals who have been swept under by the riptide of mass incarceration. And citizens must 

ask which is more likely to ensure public safety – the permanent stigmatization of offenders or 

their reintegration? (Uggen et al, 2006).  

Table 1 

Collateral Sanctions: Rights and Opportunities Potentially Affected by a Felony Conviction 

Domain Examples States 

Employment Right to employment; public 

employment; licensure in specific 

occupations 

Twenty-nine states permit employers 

to consider arrests that never led to 

conviction. 

Financial Aid Eligibility for student grants and 

loans 

Fifty states restrict for those convicted 

of drug-related offenses. 

Firearm 

ownership 

Right to possess firearms Forty-three states have firearms, 

pistol, or handgun restrictions. 

Immigration 

status 

Residence in the United States Resident aliens may be deported in all 

states. 

Jury service Right to serve as a member of a jury Forty-seven states restrict right to 

serve on jury. 

Marital 

dissolution 

Allow criminal conviction as 

grounds for divorce 

Twenty-nine states consider criminal 

conviction as grounds for marital 

dissolution. 

Parental rights Termination of parental rights; 

restrictions on becoming an adoptive 

or foster parent 

Forty-eight states allow for 

termination of parental rights for some 

offenses. Fifteen states bar felons from 

becoming adoptive or foster parents. 

Privacy Registration and community 

notification for sex offenders 

Fifty states mandate criminal 

registration of sex offenders. 

Public 

assistance 

Receipt of Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program (SNAP) and 

Temporary Assistance for Needy 

Families (TANF) 

Seventeen states permanently deny 

benefits for those convicted of drug 

felonies. 

Public housing Right to reside in public housing Forty-seven states permit 

individualized determinations; three 

states have broad bans. 

Public office Right to hold public office Forty states restrict the right to hold 
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public office. 

Voting Right to vote Forty-eight states deny the right to 

current prisoners. Thirty-one states 

deny probationers the right to vote. 

 

 

Profile of Reentering Offenders 

Compared to the general public, incarcerated individuals are undereducated, 

underemployed, relatively poor, and disproportionately non-white (Uggen et al, 2006). The 

lifetime likelihood of incarceration for a black male is one in three (Bonczar & Beck, 2003). 

Race is fixed, and employment and socioeconomic status do not improve during incarceration, so 

it can be deduced that those who reenter communities, while perhaps better educated through 

correctional educational programs, are still predominantly non-white, poor, and seeking 

employment. Most returning prisoners are male, with a median age of 34 (Travis, 2005). They 

are likely to have a criminal history and previous involvement with the criminal justice system 

(Solomon, Waul, Van Ness & Travis, 2005). A high percentage of reentering individuals also 

have substance abuse and mental health issues which may not have been addressed through 

treatment (Travis & Petersilia, 2001). 

As previously mentioned, the length of prison sentences has increased which means 

longer periods within correctional facilities prior to release for offenders. Because they have 

been away longer, offenders may be less attached to jobs, their families, and the communities to 

which they return (Lynch & Sabol, 2001). Few would argue that prison is a wholesome, healthy 

place. Prison life disempowers inmates by constraining their ability to maintain the ties necessary 

for a functional life outside the institution (Fox, 2013). The prison environment teaches survival 

through violence, manipulation, and non-responsibility (Noll, 2003). A person subjected to five 

or ten years of de-humanization and deprivation from normal human relationships may not be 

Note: Adapted from “Citizenship, Democracy, and the Civic Reintegration of 

Criminal Offenders,” by C. Uggen, J. Manza, & M. Thompson, 2006, Annals, 

AAPSS, 605, p. 297. Copyright 2006 by the American Academy of Political and 

Social Science. 
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well positioned to re-enter society with an attitude of conformity (Noll, 2003). The lessening of 

status in the community from the collateral sanctions already discussed reinforces the 

debasement commonly experienced during incarceration, and further hardens resentment 

offenders feel toward society (Uggen et al, 2006). So, we can add the likelihood of emotional 

distress to the profile as well. The reentering offender is often poorly positioned to successfully 

reintegrate into the community, especially if they are returning to neighborhoods with greater 

disadvantage, resource deprivation and inequality (Duwe, 2012). 

Outcomes of a Retributive Justice System 

Mass incarceration and the sanctions imposed on reentering offenders are consistent with 

a justice system modeled on punishment and retribution (Noll, 2003). Yet, to accept the premise 

that the primary method to maintain social control is to “lock up those people and throw away 

the key” is short-sighted because eventually 97% of those people will be released back into 

communities (Leftridge Byrd, 2008). Released offenders with addictions, health problems, low 

socioeconomic status, minimal job skills, fractured families, and a myriad of punitive collateral 

sanctions are set up for failure. Accordingly, the United States has a very high recidivism rate, 

with approximately two-thirds of those released to community corrections reoffending within a 

three-year period (Cooper et al, 2014). The crimes with the highest three-year re-arrest rates 

include: motor vehicle theft (79%), larceny (75%), burglary (74%), and robbery (70%) (Solomon 

et al, 2005). Serious violent crimes, including rape and murder, are notably absent from this list, 

with recidivism rates of less than 50% (Solomon et al, 2005). Recidivism produces profound 

strains on communities where large numbers of residents come and go repeatedly from prison to 

home to prison again, and is so frequent it is called prison cycling (Frost & Clear, 2012a). It may 

seem a common sense notion that increased incarceration decreases a community’s crime rates, 
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but there is evidence that mass incarceration so thoroughly undermines the stability of families 

and social institutions that it actually increases crime (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). 

If the goal of punishment is to deter criminal conduct, forty years into our experiment 

with a retributive justice system, it would seem there is enough evidence to suggest that what we 

are doing is not working (Noll, 2003). We have attributed high recidivism to a lack of effective 

programs or the stubborn defiance of offenders, but punitive public attitudes have also had a role 

in negatively impacting successful reintegration (Fox, 2010). Perhaps there is another way. 

Travis (2005) shares a quotation from a keynote address before the American Bar Association in 

2003, when conservative associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court Anthony M. Kennedy said, 

“Our resources are misspent, our punishments too severe, our sentences too long…the more than 

two million inmates in the United States are human beings whose minds and spirits we must try 

to reach” (p. 4).  

Restorative Justice 

In most things, when the pendulum swings too widely in one direction, reform will come 

in a pull from the opposite direction, and such is the case with restorative justice. Restorative 

justice is grassroots, community response to retributive justice, and although it seeks many of the 

same outcomes, including: social control, reduced recidivism, accountability, and safety, it 

achieves them through very different methods (Noll, 2003). It is about making things as right as 

possible for all people involved in a conflict, and the primary stakeholders include the offender, 

the victim, and the community - not the government (Bazemore & Maruna, 2009). It is about 

restoring and reconciling relationships through a series of defined steps that include the offender 

voluntarily apologizing for the offense, the victim and community offering forgiveness and then 

efforts toward restitution and reintegration of the offender back into the fold. (Noll, 2003). The 

emphasis is on making amends, conflict resolution, and earned redemption (Maruna, 2001). It is 
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a non-stigmatizing approach to crime and social conflict resolution that works to reintegrate 

rather than exclude offenders (Pratt, 2007). Social control is encouraged through conferencing, 

peacemaking circles, or the use of community boards (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). In its 

purest form, restorative justice is a way of handling offenses that runs on a parallel track, apart 

from the criminal justice system, and places control in the hands of the community (Fox, 2012). 

Public reaction to restorative justice. 

Restorative justice is such a radical departure from retributive justice that this non-

violent, humanistic approach to conflict resolution may sound risky (Noll, 2003). The public may 

think that it is a soft response to crime, rather than a proven, effective process that holds people 

personally accountable for their actions (Dhami & Joy, 2007). It can provoke suspicion and 

distrust because restorative justice not only provides a path for offenders to make amends, 

empathize with those they wronged, and be reinstated in the community, but it also asks their 

victims to understand, empathize with, and ultimately forgive those who wronged them (Pratt, 

2007). This is inconsistent with the familiar language of penal populism and alienates public 

support (Pratt, 2007). Maintaining the balancing point necessary to meet the need of both 

offender and victim takes resolute political will (Fox, 2013).  

Evidence and implementation of restorative justice. 

The actual research on restorative justice has shown that it is more effective at victim 

compensation, social control and party satisfaction than retribution (Noll, 2003). Meta-analyses 

on two decades of research provide convincing evidence on the effectiveness of the restorative 

justice model over retributive justice when used with offenses both minor and serious (Bazemore 

& Maruna, 2009). In fact, the more serious the offense, the greater the effect size toward 

restorative programs (Bazemore & Maruna, 2009). Offenders who move through the restorative 

justice process are less likely to reoffend, and those that do, tend to commit less serious offenses 
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the next time (Dhami & Joy, 2007). It is also far more cost-effective in time, money and other 

resources, than the state system (Dhami & Joy, 2007).  

Modified versions of the restorative justice model have been implemented in many 

corners of the world. It is especially welcomed in places where the justice system is in flux, such 

as Northern Ireland, or where a new system is in development, like South Africa (Pratt, 2007). 

Canadian Mennonites introduced the framework that would become restorative justice in 1974 

and Canada continues to expand its use to the present (Dhami & Joy, 2007). Other western 

countries, where the criminal justice system is highly politicized, including England, New 

Zealand, Australia and the United States, have tried to superimpose or graft the principles of 

restorative justice on top of their existing structure (Fox, 2013). In some instances it becomes an 

add-on component to community supervision that extends the punishment process and ignores 

the potential to engage in more meaningful outcomes in the justice process (Settles, 2009). There 

is a myriad of reasons why this is problematic, but that discussion is outside the scope of this 

paper. In the era of penal populism, restorative justice has not yet gained widespread traction as 

an alternative to the court system in the United States; however, restorative principles are being 

used to model new frameworks in the community reentry process (Fox 2012).  

Community Reentry 

 A consequence of the mass incarceration policies over the last 40 years has been the 

release of an unprecedented number of former offenders back into their communities (Bazemore 

& Maruna, 2009). Eighty percent of the offenders who leave jails and prisons each year are 

released into community supervision programs as they transition into life after incarceration 

(Fox, 2012). Most offenders return to a small number of neighborhoods in urban areas that are 

often marked by high levels of social and economic disadvantage (Duwe, 2012). The 

communities weakened by poverty, unemployment, and homelessness that socially and 



 

20 

 

economically marginalized offenders are released into need healing (Settles, 2009). During this 

period of parole, there is usually an emphasis on practical supports, risk-need matrices, and 

surveillance (Bazemore & Maruna, 2009). Practical supports, or external stabilizers, include 

securing housing, finding a job, and substance abuse treatment (Fox, 2013).  

 Needs represent risk factors targeted for treatment interventions and are often addressed 

outside of the context of communities (Fox, 2013), which means that each need/risk may be 

treated in isolation, not as part of a larger whole which impacts the life and reentry success or 

failure, of the individual. Concentrating treatment on modifying risk factors is not the same as 

equipping a person with what they need to live a different kind of life. There is a void that needs 

to be filled (Ward & Brown, 2004). When treatment is solely avoidance-focused, offenders are 

looked at through the lens of “potential to do harm”, rather than the “potential to do good” 

(Steen, Lacock, & McKinzey, 2012). Few studies have evaluated how the adoption of risk 

programming has actually affected post release outcomes (Frost & Clear, 2012b), nor has it been 

clearly defined what an offender is supposed to do to fill the gaps while they are avoiding 

unwanted behaviors. This is an appropriate time to again consider what the restorative justice 

movement might contribute to the reentry conversation. 

 Restorative justice principles applied to community reentry. 

 Restorative justice is a good fit in the reentry conversation because both are about 

reintegration and healing (Settles, 2009). Restorative justice advocates see crime as a violation of 

individuals, communities and relationships that creates an obligation to make things as right as 

possible for all (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). Repairing harm, stakeholder involvement, and 

transformation within the community are core principles that fit well with the goals of reentry 

(Fox, 2012). Restorative justice is measured by outcomes, not intentions, so it is not a soft 

response to crime (Noll, 2003). In fact, when restorative justice is applied to reentry, it is actually 
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a more comprehensive process than traditional criminal justice because it depends on the larger 

community to assist the other stakeholders in their restoration.  

 Through restorative justice, victims have an opportunity to understand  

 their victimization and seek to restore the losses they have suffered.  

 Offenders have an opportunity to take responsibility for their behavior,  

 repair the harm they have caused, and work to abstain from re-offending.  

 The community has an opportunity to support victims, reintegrate 

 offenders, and reinforce community values (Dhami & Joy, 2007, p. 11). 

 

 Offenders may never interact directly with their victims, but the community can take on 

the role of the victim in reentry as an entity that can offer and accept forgiveness (Ward & 

Brown, 2004). Restorative justice encourages the role of community organizations, including the 

academic, education and faith communities, in teaching and establishing the moral and ethical 

standards that build up the community (Noll, 2003). It is vitally important for the success of 

reentry efforts that offenders reestablish, or establish for the first time, social ties, and the 

community helps set standards of good conduct for offender behavior (Settles, 2009).  

 This emerging model of restorative justice within reentry addresses systematic and 

community-level barriers to reintegration, and it depends on the community willingly 

participating. It has been called a civic engagement model, or strengths-based reentry, or a good 

lives model, and it is about creating ways to change the self-image and public image of former 

offenders from liabilities to community assets (Bazemore & Maruna, 2009). The extent to which 

an offender can be expected to successfully reintegrate depends on both their ability to resist 

criminogenic influences linked to recidivism, and the community’s capacity for reintegration 

(Bazemore & Boba, 2007). It is messy work that cannot be accomplished from a distance; it 

requires law abiding citizens to directly interact with offenders and actively help them transform 

their identities and reintegrate. 
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Identity Transformation 

 Identity transformation means changing how individuals view themselves and how they 

shape the way others view them. This involves repairing harm, developing a new public identity, 

and changing their self-image (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). Self-images are shaped by social 

interaction with others, either good or bad, and social interactions with law-abiding citizens can 

help them develop new, pro social roles (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). People by nature are 

active, goal- seekers who are consistently engaged in the process of constructing a sense of 

purpose and meaning (Ward & Brown, 2004). 

 Sense of self. 

 Identity transformation research suggests that offenders can create new identities for 

themselves by inter-mingling with pro-social individuals and performing valuable services (Fox, 

2010). Positive identity formation comes from interactions between the offender and community 

members that acknowledge and mark progress, encourage success, and create a sense that 

someone cares (Fox, 2010). Optimism and self-efficacy are important. The straight, desisting life 

can be boring, with setbacks, failures, frustrations, and inequities. It takes a lot of confidence and 

determination to persevere (Maruna, 2001). Reverend Charles See says “It’s easier to act one’s 

way into better thinking than to think one’s way into better acting” (Bazemore & Boba, 2007, p. 

38). A key aspect of this new identity is seeing oneself as a person who helps others through 

service, and demonstrates an unselfish commitment to promote the next generation through 

parenting, teaching, mentoring, and helping others (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). The 

transformation by the change in role from someone who harms to someone who helps can be 

enhanced by assisting someone disadvantaged. Working with those in need lets the offender 

improve their interpersonal skills, gain more empathy, and make new connections in the 

community (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). Working with young people or the elderly allows the 
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offender to shift roles from service client to service provider, and builds a sense of 

accomplishment and self-worth (Bazemore & Boba, 2007).  

 Changing the narrative. 

 Persisters (in crime) have a condemnation script that makes them feel powerless, while 

“desisters “reconfigure their criminal stories to maintain their basic goodness (Fox, 2015). 

“Making good” is finding a reason and purpose in the worst life histories. The failing history is 

reinvented/reinterpreted/reconstructed so that what came before was accidental, but the new 

identity is the real self. The old behavior is remembered as a necessary prelude to the new self 

(Maruna, 2001). Change is more than discontinuance of bad conduct; offenders retire their old 

self and invent a new one, with new purposes, a fresh set of meanings and a satisfying new role 

(Maruna, 2001).  

 In a strengths-based model, offenders become true collaborators in helping communities, 

not just recipients of assistance, which inspires genuine community inclusion (Fox, 2010). A 

strengths-based perspective implies that the offender is capable of helping others. That 

implication creates a set of expectations that the offender can make amends and make a positive 

contribution to the community (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). Changing the public image 

from liability to asset comes from making amends by having productive accomplishments that 

are visible to community members – doing good and having it seen (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 

2004). Thus, building positive relationships and community engagement is central to the 

community changing their narrative and recognizing the offender as a resource (Fox, 2012). A 

strengths-based approach reduces risks while building competencies. The offender interacts with 

community members to change their own identity and “do good” (Fox, 2013). The change of 

public image moves away from entitlement to the principle of social exchange – lawbreakers can 
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give back to those they have harmed as a form of earned redemption. This demonstrates 

competency and trustworthiness (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). 

Reintegration 

 Successful reintegration is not just a matter of whether the offender is ready to return to 

the community; it is also dependent on whether the community is prepared to meet the returning 

offender (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). The state cannot integrate offenders; communities 

can (Maruna, 2006). Newly released offenders may feel very isolated from ordinary life. 

Estranged from families, with bad reputations around town, they can be unfamiliar with the 

normal routines of conventional life, detached, and lonely, all of which put them at a higher risk 

for reoffending (Willis & Grace, 2009). After a long prison sentence, newly released offenders 

can become overwhelmed (Fox, 2013). Community members can model what ordinary, pro-

social, noncriminal life looks like, and direct former offenders towards better ways of handling 

stress and resolving conflicts that will not get them re-arrested (Fox, 2015). Social distance right 

after release can be far apart from offender to community member, but when people show 

genuine human concern, and build relationships with offenders, it lessens the distance and 

communicates belonging (Fox, 2012). Building friendships with conventional people also 

communicates their rightful place in the community (Fox, 2012). 

 Rehabilitation is a psychological process, while reintegration is social (Fox, 2013). 

Socially excluded offenders have a harder time because they may never have been integrated in 

the first place. They cannot fall back on a middle class life (Maruna, 2001). We make 

assumptions that offenders can be restored to autonomous, self-disciplined, self-regulating 

people who are forward thinking, responsible and empathetic; however, these may be skills they 

have yet to acquire (Ward & Brown, 2004). So the work may actually be integration, not 

reintegration, and should entail more than service provision for basic needs, but also 
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mobilization of community members to model different ways of being (Fox, 2012). In order to 

motivate offenders to buy in to the goals we think are socially acceptable, they need to find that 

alternative ways of living are personally meaningful to them (Ward & Brown, 2004). 

 Community support.  

 One function of the restorative process is to bind offenders to their communities (Fox, 

2012). A community is not just a location, but a feeling of personal connectedness to other 

people and a group (Dhami & Joy, 2007). Levels within a larger community include: family, 

friends, neighborhoods, and local organizations like service clubs, schools, churches, and 

businesses (Dhami & Joy, 2007). It has been noted with irony that once offenders go straight, the 

social support networks and resources often dry up right at the point when they need them most 

(Maruna, 2001). Social isolation comes from a lack of community relatedness. It is a basic need, 

a common human good, and when it is absent, a person will look for it somewhere (Ward & 

Brown, 2004). Offenders need the opportunity to have pro-social roles that fill the sense of 

empowerment and potency they looked for through criminal behavior (Maruna, 2001). Most 

offenders have more in common with us than not and need to be valued, need the opportunity to 

function competently, and need to be part of a community (Ward & Brown, 2004). Stereotyping 

is lessened when neighbors get to know each other personally and see that they are not so 

different from each other (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). True inclusion alongside 

conventional citizens allow offenders to develop a stake in conformity to conventional 

commitments (Fox, 2010). 

 Reintegrative shaming. 

 Reintegrative shaming is the respectful disapproval of a behavior by family and friends 

and can reduce recidivism to the degree that the offender is concerned about the loss of status 

and affection. Denouncing an offense and confronting the offender is intended to support them in 



 

26 

 

stopping a harmful behavior. The purpose is not to cast out, but to encircle within (Bazemore & 

Stinchcomb, 2004). It works because people value self-esteem and the opinion of those who are 

meaningful. The offender acknowledges responsibility for wrong doing to the victim, community 

and their family, and is shamed, but the offender experiences that while the community 

condemns their wrong behavior, they do not condemn the offender themselves (Noll, 2003). 

Reintegrative shaming can be a powerful tool but only “works” if the person deeply cares about 

the opinion of their community, and that only happens when social bonds are strong. 

 Social bonds and capital. 

 Social bonds are varying informal ties with family, employment, education programs, etc. 

and the perceived strength, quality and interdependence of these interactions. It takes 

maintenance to keep these going – just marrying or getting a job is not enough to keep someone 

on the right path (Maruna, 2001). Social capital is similar, the ability to form beneficial 

community relations (Fox, 2012), and has been linked to positive outcomes for the reentry 

process (Settles, 2009). Increased social capital improves public safety because it mobilizes 

informal social control and support, which means that the individual cares what others think and 

buys into societal norms enough to go straight (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). The expected 

behavioral outcome of social capital is collective efficacy, which is the ability of the community 

to intervene to prevent and/or respond effectively to harmful behavior (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 

2004). If the social ties that bind communities together are strengthened, community members 

will be healthier, families will flourish, and the effects of crime will have less opportunity to 

damage the fabric of the community (Settles, 2009).  
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Civic Service 

 Everything discussed thus far suggests that civic engagement, offenders interacting with 

law abiding citizens, plays a significant role in helping people successfully reenter their 

communities. They need to brush up against law-abiding citizens in authentic, meaningful ways 

to transform their identities. One way to create this much needed communication between 

offenders and their neighbors is by inviting offenders to participate in civic service, which is 

different than community service. Community service is often court ordered as a punishment, 

while civic service is more likely to be a focused project designed to “meet community needs, 

build community capacity, and repair the harm caused by crime to affected communities” 

(Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004, p.15). Civic service that is voluntary, not coerced, is more 

meaningful (Fox, 2010). It should be “strengths-based and relationship-focused, rather than risk-

based and control-focused, or need-based and treatment-focused” (Bazemore & Boba, 2007, p. 

42). The community can create meaningful service opportunities that are full of consequential 

responsibility and sustained community interaction (Fox, 2012).  

 The literature provides ample models of volunteer projects that would be suitable for 

reentering offenders. Appropriate community building civic service includes work that 

“promotes repair and redemption, changes personal and public identities of participants, provides 

assistance to those in need, or improves the physical structure of the natural environment” 

(Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004, p. 19). Review Table 2 for a sampling of projects that fall 

within each category given above. 
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Table 2 

Examples of Civic Service Projects 

 

Function Civic Service Projects 

Promotes repair and 

redemption 

◦ Teaching conflict resolution and peacemaking skills in schools 

◦ Mediating interracial conflicts 

◦ Organizing support groups for victims and perpetrators of 

family violence 

◦ Organizing victim support groups through churches or other 

local groups 

◦ Mentoring and providing positive guardianship for youth at risk 

◦ Mentoring and tutoring youth and disabled populations 

◦ Tutoring adults at a community based literacy organization 

◦ Service to individual victims (e.g., offender crime repair crews) 

◦ Service to groups of victims (e.g., service provided to domestic 

abuse shelters) 

Changes personal and public 

identities of participants 

◦ Planning and implementing voter registration drives 

◦ Participating in racial tolerance and peacemaking initiatives 

◦ Promoting and participating in informal neighborhood 

restorative processes 

◦ Assistance with public fundraiser for community based 

organizations 

◦ Leading anti-drug initiatives 

◦ Facilitating community discussion groups on drugs, guns, and 

police profiling 

Provides assistance to those 

in need 

◦ Building domestic violence “safe houses” 

◦ Building homeless shelters 

◦ Firewood delivery  

◦ Elderly assistance (yard work, shoveling snow, etc.) 

◦ Food bank assistance 

◦ Transportation assistance for youth or the elderly 

Improves the physical 

structure of the natural 

environment 

◦ Habitat for Humanity home construction 

◦ School improvement projects 

◦ Participate in a local clean up event 

◦ Constructing safer parks 

◦ Park equipment repair 

◦ Redesigning neighborhood common areas to reduce fear and 

victimization 

◦ Conservation, beautification, and public works projects 

◦ Planting trees and maintaining community gardens 

Note: Source material includes: Bazemore & Stinchcomb (2004, p. 19); Bazemore & Boba 

(2007, ps. 39, 41); Bazemore & Maruna (2009, p. 379); Fox (2010, p. 347); Fox (2012, p. 111) 
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 Identity transformation through civic service. 
 Giving back allows offenders to modify their self-image and public image. A returning 

offender may initially be perceived as a liability but by engaging in civic service, offenders come 

to see themselves more positively while the community’s view of them changes as well (Fox, 

2012). Civic service rewrites an offender’s reputation from one full of deficiencies to a new 

status that includes: a portfolio of volunteerism, new personal references, demonstrable work 

skills, a reliable support network, and the reputation as a contributor (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). 

Civic service develops the offender’s public image through increasing skills as human capital, 

and creates the opportunity to make connections to law-abiders who will give social support 

(Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004).  

 Elements of restorative justice within civic service. 

 Visible, voluntary civic service is a concrete demonstration that the offender 

acknowledges the damage caused and is doing something to make things right and get back in 

good graces with the community (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). Repairing harm emphasizes 

humanity, shared values and decreases social distance. And an attitude of “we will do this 

together” involves community members working side by side with the returning offender (Fox, 

2012). A socializing force and quite possibly the first taste of success an offender has outside of 

an institution may come while serving at a community non-profit organization. It is not a “just 

say no” but an actively saying “yes” to something different (Maruna, 2001). Offenders need the 

opportunity to demonstrate their value and potential and experience success in both supportive 

and leadership roles (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). 

 Prosocial adult community members working as volunteers alongside offenders represent 

the voice of the larger community (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). Community volunteers who 

give unconditional support and non-judgement to offenders increase the offender’s sense of 
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obligation to go straight, as opposed to working with professionals such as parole officers (Fox, 

2013). Having community volunteers vouch for a returning offender they have worked alongside 

creates a bond and informal control because offenders do not want to disappoint people who put 

themselves on the line for them (Fox, 2010). These relationships create a virtuous cycle of the 

individual making pro-social choices, receiving positive feedback, and then continuing to impact 

their community for good. 

 Community impact of civic service. 

 It is important to create opportunities for offenders and community members to work 

together to meet basic needs including literacy and education, employment, health care and 

housing which encourages reciprocity and obligation between offender and community. These 

efforts help the offender, but also address needs in the community (Settles, 2009). Service should 

be aimed at responding to the needs of those less fortunate as well as crime victims and 

victimized communities (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). If offenders are consistently involved in 

community-building civic service, community organization will improve and neighborhoods will 

have increased capacity to provide public goods for their citizens (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 

2004). 

 Outcomes of civic service. 

 Service learning programs are encouraged among non-offending students in public 

schools because of the positive effect on academic outcomes as well as prosocial behaviors. 

There is a strong negative relationship between voluntary, unpaid service in the community 

during adolescence and crime in early adulthood (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). It is not surprising 

then that civic service has been linked to lower rates of recidivism among former offenders in 

Israel, the United Kingdom, and Switzerland (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). No studies that formally 

evaluate civic service with offenders indicate negative outcomes, and most report positive impact 
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on reoffending and other measures (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). When offenders make positive 

contributions in the community, they are less likely to persist in criminal behavior. 

Desistance 

 Long-term studies of serious offenders suggest that virtually all will desist from crime 

eventually (Uggen et al, 2006). One of the common ways to arrive at desisting is just to age out 

of crime (Maruna, 2001). Eighty percent of those released under age 18 will be rearrested, while 

that is true for only 45% of those aged 45 and older (Solomon et al, 2005). Desistance may be 

difficult and halting, but it is inevitable. It will happen (Uggen et al, 2006). Although most 

offenders will eventually desist as they age, few will go on to become successful by conventional 

standards in work, family or community life (Uggen et al, 2006).  

 The difference between successful integration versus alienation from the mainstream 

depends on a decrease in the social distance between offenders and law-abiding citizens (Fox, 

2013), and a new life purpose, a generative motivation, such as dedication to helping others 

(Maruna, 2001). The likelihood of achieving a more “desistant state”, as evidenced by a sense of 

belonging, can depend on one’s experience during the first months after release (Fox, 2015). 

Community inclusion both precedes and promotes desistance (Fox, 2015). Once again, 

relationships matter. 

 Desistance process. 

 Desistance is an ongoing process. It is continuing in good behaviors, and choosing to 

maintain that change over time (Maruna, 2001). Desistance zigzags much the same way that drug 

abuse cessation does (Fox, 2013). It is not neat little categories people are or are not in. Desisters 

make mistakes. Persisters take breaks from crime. Instead of going straight and being crooked, 

many offenders are “going curved” and “straight enough” (Maruna, 2001, p. 43). Cognitive 

change, how offenders regard their desistance, is key to cementing a new lifestyle and identity. 
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McNeill (2006, p.383) asserts that offenders vacillate between “crime and conformity” and as 

such, the process of moving from one to the other provides an occasion to promote change (Fox, 

2015). When setbacks come, and they will, offenders need to hear inclusive language that 

reframes the setback as a relational disappointment as opposed to a clinical risk (Fox, 2012). One 

turn of phrase reminds the offender that they are part of a larger group that depends on them to 

be healthy; the other isolates the problem behavior with criminology language rather than 

addressing it within the context of the offender’s life. 

 Even learning to enjoy pro-social behavior is a process. Difficult jobs like raising 

children, earning a technical school credential, or working on a big civic service project can be 

redefined as rewarding and pleasurable. How? By interacting with others who can reinterpret 

hard work as good (Maruna, 2001). Civic engagement between offenders and citizens teaches 

community values explicitly through interactions designed to guide and support the transition, 

but also implicitly by expressing values of inclusion, citizenship, and forgiveness (Fox, 2013). 

Desisting periods can be aided by the testimony of others who claim the desisting state of the 

offender (Maruna, 2012). In other words, hearing someone remind the offender that they are 

doing well reinforces their commitment to stick with it.  

 Employment. 

 Securing work within the first six months of release is negatively associated with 

recidivism, reducing the likelihood of re-arrest or any return to prison by 45% (Duwe, 2012). 

Offenders with the personality traits of low conscientiousness and a high need for excitement 

dislike low-status, repetitive jobs. Rewarding work is more effective than punishing work in 

encouraging desistance (Maruna, 2001). Not surprisingly, offenders tend to have better long term 

outcomes when they have leadership roles in their families, community groups, and volunteer 

organizations (Maruna, 2001). This may fill the need for interesting activity when their actual job 
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may be menial. Correctional departments tend to target interventions based on evidence that they 

reduce risk without a clear understanding of the mechanics of how they reduce risk (Fox, 2013). 

How does having a job reduce risk? Is it merely the employment in itself? Or does the job reduce 

risk because of the community it provides, access to a friend group, a sense of camaraderie, 

money, developing goal-setting skills, etc.? Work and civic service may both fill similar roles in 

reducing recidivism and their relationship should be studied more closely. 

Summary 

 Mass incarceration based on a retributive justice system has led to an enormous felon 

class of Americans who cannot easily reintegrate within their communities upon release because 

of collateral sanctions we have created as roadblocks. These individuals have barriers that are 

insurmountable on their own. The restorative justice movement, while not yet gaining 

widespread adoption in the United States, has informed new practices that are being 

implemented within the community reentry process. The most prevalent theme is the need for 

law-abiding citizens to engage directly with offenders. These relationships serve many functional 

needs: helping offenders transform their sense of self and public identity, changing the narrative 

from negative to pro-social, providing a window on a different way of living and a new set of 

values. The most natural way to create opportunities for citizens and offenders to interact is 

through civic service, where they engage as peers. When offenders make positive contributions 

within their community, they are less likely to reoffend, and far more likely to reintegrate. 

Evidence shows that successful desistance depends on the community accepting offenders back 

into the fold and supporting their efforts to reintegrate. 
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Chapter Three: Conclusions and Recommendations 

Conclusions 

No one should underestimate the difficulty of successful reintegration. First, offenders 

released back into communities often find that their attachments are ruptured by long 

incarceration (Fox, 2013). Research studies in the last eight years have shown that length of stay 

in custody is estimated to have a small or nonexistent effect on deterrence or persistence in crime 

(Frost & Clear, 2012b). Confinement policies during mass incarceration have been based on 

“common sense” that more people in prison means lower crime rates, while the evidence shows 

that because mass incarceration undermines the stability of families and communities, it actually 

increases crime (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). Reentry theories of intervention that focus on a risk-

need model or treatment only tend to be narrow and do not consider the broad impact of families, 

support groups, and community on outcomes (Bazemore & Maruna, 2009). Models of risk 

provide principles of risk to target but are not undergirded with a coherent theory of what 

actually contributes to reoffending or desisting – even if we think we know what works, we do 

not understand why it works (Fox, 2015; Maruna, 2001; Ward & Maruna, 2007). So the penal 

populism “tough on crime” policies that the United States has embraced for over a generation are 

not leading to the expected outcomes, and the risk management models used during reentry 

constrains effective reintegration.  

 Secondly, the most formidable challenges released offenders face are the many 

restrictions placed on them that exclude them from the life of the community and enhance social 

stigma (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). All of the collateral sanctions previously discussed 

inhibit their ability to do the very things asked of them which are to finish atoning for their 

crimes, and quietly fit back into society. Extending exclusionary practices beyond incarceration 

is actually very inconsistent with a retributive justice model which is supposed to make sure 
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punishment is neither too lenient nor too harsh; communities that punish need to also signal 

punishment’s end (Fox, 2013). Civil society is affected negatively when offenders are excluded 

during reentry because if they find that they do not fit anywhere, they may persist in criminal 

activity (Fox, 2015). 

Third, offenders must still meet all of the challenges associated with attending to their 

basic needs including employment, housing, and treatment for substance abuse. The United 

States has poured millions of dollars into developing programs and structural supports in these 

areas of reentry, and national evaluations show that they do lead to positive effects in terms of 

placement, yet only have a small impact on recidivism – if this was enough to ensure that 

offenders “go straight”, then recidivism should also be impacted (Fox, 2013).  

To review, we persist in locking up lots of people for long periods of time away from 

their families and their communities, although research shows that does not work in reducing 

crime. We have created a system of disadvantages that puts released offenders in “civic 

purgatory” without a pathway out. We try to meet their concrete needs and they still re-offend. 

Perhaps we are missing something. The literature on desistance is growing and indicates that 

practical supports without concern about relationships and motivation to change, will lead to 

disappointing results (Fox, 2015; Maruna, 2001; Ward & Maruna, 2007).  

All three of the challenges identified above could be remedied with an increase in social 

capital and civic engagement. It would seem that what reentry needs to add to the recipe beyond 

the very important structural support programs, are three more ingredients: 1) identity 

transformation through meaningful relationships with law-abiding citizens, 2) attachment to 

support systems that increase their social capital and lead to acceptance of informal social 

controls, and 3) an inclusive community that embraces restorative practices. Both concrete 

“instrumental” supports and social “affective” supports are needed (Fox, 2010). 
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Restorative justice programs have strong elements of social capital and civic engagement 

and have been shown to deeply affect re-offending and recidivism rates (Noll, 2003). In one 

study of released offenders in California, those involved in mentoring, restorative justice circles, 

and faith-based programming had a significantly lower hazard for rearrests, down 65%, and 

reconviction, down 78% (Duwe, 2012). Surveys consistently show that the general public is 

misinformed, and believes that the average crime is more serious than it is, underestimates the 

severity of punishments, and generally supports less severe punishments than what are currently 

imposed. For the nearly 80% of people incarcerated for nonviolent crimes, there is broad public 

opinion support for alternative sanctions (Tonry, 2004). Unfortunately, for reasons previously 

discussed, the United States is not ready to widely adopt restorative justice as an alternative to 

our current system, but its principles can inform our practice within community reentry. One of 

the most promising practices is the inclusion of civic service within the community reentry 

process. 

Even considering volunteerism apart from a correctional context, it is well established 

that the civic service tradition is part of the American psyche and social movements, from civil 

rights to labor unions, fraternal clubs to church groups, and there is substantial sociological 

research on the positive effects of civic engagement (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). Yet, community 

investment is undertheorized and understudied within the reintegration setting (Tonry, 2004). 

This is not exactly surprising because federal funds are almost exclusively for external stabilizers 

– housing, employment, and substance abuse treatment – and it is just recently that reengaging 

released offenders with their communities has been recognized by funding agencies and human 

services (Fox, 2015).  

Regardless, there is sound sociological theory that underpins why this should work. 

Community engagement contributes to building a positive self-image, just as employment does. 
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When community members and former offenders participate together in civic service, there is a 

synergic effect and a public good created that benefits everyone to a degree beyond what might 

be expected (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). For instance, values are shared and reinforced both 

explicitly and implicitly; just by being together values of “inclusion, citizenship, fundamental 

human rights and forgiveness” (Fox, 2015, p. 5) are expressed. This exchange helps the offender 

rewrite their narrative, transform their self-identity, and increase their social bonds. It also helps 

the community members work through personal biases, overcome irrational fears, and 

accomplish much needed community improvement projects. And at a systems level, it can create 

a shift in cultural attitude away from risk obsession toward community capital formation.  

Empathy and remorse have been identified as key variables in the prediction of 

reoffending (Bazemore & Stinchcomb, 2004). There is a stereotype that current and former 

offenders lack empathy and awareness of the needs of others, yet un-coerced, voluntary service 

projects are carried out by these individuals every day in prisons and in communities (Bazemore 

& Boba, 2007). In the field of sociology there is an entire body of empirical evidence relevant to 

the impact of civic service on reoffending and other outcomes, but evaluations of actual civic 

service practice are small compared to other correctional interventions (Bazemore & Boba, 

2007). 

Recommendations 

 Allow evidence to drive practice and policy. 

In 2008 the National Research Council (NRC) reviewed what is known about parole and 

desistance from crime and concluded that it is unclear what the characteristics are of 

interventions that are effective in increasing parolees’ desistance (Frost & Clear, 2012b). That is 

a rather shocking admission! Billions of dollars are spent each year and we do not actually know 

or understand what activities support desistance from crime. Taking a step further back, there is 
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also very little research conducted on the theories surrounding how, why, and when reentry 

works (Bazemore & Maruna, 2009). A coherent theory of what leads to offender change is 

needed so programs can be designed to bring about that change – it is necessary to know what 

works, but equally importantly, to understand how it works (Frost & Clear, 2012b). The 

literature advises that researchers should theorize criminal persistence, desistance, and offenders’ 

place within communities as fundamentally social processes (Maruna, 2001; Ward & Maruna, 

2007; Bazemore & Boba, 2007; Fox, 2015). It is recommended that studies are designed to 

assess the validity of Fox’s recent theoretical model of restorative reentry which places 

community investment as the key variable that intervenes in the balance between support and 

accountability (see Figure 2 on page 38). 

Another concern is that academics and practitioners are moving on independent tracks. 

Scholars amass literature that they hope will inform and guide practitioners, but evidence is 

currently not driving public policy (Petersilia, 2004). This means that even if a researcher has an 

idea grounded in solid evidence that is worth pursuit, it may never disseminate to the point of 

practice. Extra-scientific factors, such as politics and funding, distort the shape of policy (Fox, 

2013). 

Yet one more factor that has impacted the implementation of evidence based practices in 

the area of community engagement is that correctional professionals have been reluctant to 

release partial control of reentry into the hands of volunteers. They harbor a concern that 

volunteers will be manipulated or some other collusion will occur (Fox, 2010). It would be 

consistent with the current literature to allow released offenders to have more direct contact with 

faith groups and community based organizations where they may be able participate in civic 

service opportunities, and these entities should be regarded as valuable stakeholders. A powerful 
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message is conveyed to an offender when someone outside of the correctional field voluntarily 

chooses to invest their time and energy working alongside them as peers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conduct civic service projects within reentry programming. 

Most reentry programs try to stabilize offenders first and then consider community 

engagement. The problem with setting aside the affective variables of reentry is that by the time 

they are worked into the equation, the individual may already have reoffended. We should study 

the effects of running civic service programs in conjunction with and simultaneous to the 

programming offered to meet the released offender’s concrete needs of housing, employment, 

and substance abuse treatment. As previously discussed, this would fulfill many of the social 

needs that are currently being ignored, as well as provide an opportunity to study whether civic 

service fills similar roles as employment in reducing recidivism – access to prosocial adults, a 

 

Figure 2. A theoretical model of restorative reentry. Adapted from “Restoring 

the Social: Offender Reintegration in a Risky World”, by K. J. Fox, 2013, 

International Journal of Comparative and Applied Criminal Justice,38(3), p. 

250. Copyright 2013 by the School of Criminal Justice, Michigan State 

University. 
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sense of shared purpose, goal-setting, and skill development. Volunteering in meaningful 

projects puts community and offender engagement squarely at the center of reentry, which would 

provide an opportunity to apply Fox’s theoretical model of restorative reentry (refer again to 

Figure 2). This would require a high level of engagement from law-abiding volunteers, asking 

them to personally work alongside offenders. Right now there is little information on how 

community members perceive the offenders they volunteer with; this is just one example of an 

outcome that is currently not being measured but should be. 

Develop new metrics. 

 An important step in evaluating the relationship between restorative justice practices and 

social capital is developing metrics that view other key indicators of social capital alongside the 

usual criminal justice measures (Settles, 2009). There should be ways beyond recidivism to 

judge if programs are working or not. If only recidivism rates are considered, the correctional 

community may miss the more powerful impacts of civic service program participation such as: 

repairing harm, rather than causing additional harm, engaging the community, building capacity, 

and allowing offenders to build a new public image through service (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). 

The ultimate goal of reentry programs is reintegration, which includes more than staying arrest-

free for a specified period of time (Petersilia, 2004).  

 Researchers need ways to measure intermediate results of programs, such as community 

engagement and pro-social bonding, and not just the long-term goal of permanent desistance 

(Bazemore & Boba, 2007). Researchers should ask a new question - At what point can a person 

be reliably expected to not offend again, or considered fully redeemed? If this determination 

could be made, then perhaps policy changes to remove more of the stigma of those with criminal 

histories would follow, which would drastically improve the lives of formerly incarcerated 

individuals (Frost & Clear, 2012b). 



 

41 

 

 Remove collateral sanctions. 

The problems of recidivism and desistance can be recast as problems of reintegration and 

restoration of the rights of citizenship (Uggen et al, 2006). Research has not been done yet to 

show a causal relationship between civic participation and desistance; however, there is a strong 

negative association between political participation and recidivism. In other words, those who 

vote are less likely to get re-arrested. More research must be done to consider the impact of other 

collateral sanctions on offender reintegration (Uggen et al, 2006). It is unfair to enforce tight 

controls and high expectations on released offenders after their legal obligations have been 

fulfilled, while the liberties they enjoy as citizens are artificially low. These barriers inhibit their 

ability to re-engage in their communities and should be eliminated. As one correctional 

employee said: 

Punishing them more severely isn’t going to make any difference. 

What’s going to make the difference is someone believing in 

them…You don’t need to read a book on criminology or meeting 

criminogenic needs to work this stuff out. This is basic, decent, caring 

for people, doing the right thing. I mean, it’s how you bring up your 

own kids (Fox, 2013, p. 242). 

 

End policies of mass incarceration. 

There are signs that the era of mass incarceration may be drawing to a close, primarily 

due to economic constraints (Frost & Clear, 2012b). It costs $37,994 annually to house one 

prisoner in Wisconsin, but less than $4,000 a year to supervise an offender released into 

community corrections (Henrichson & Delaney, 2012). On October 1st of this year, a bipartisan 

group of senators led by Republican U.S. Senator Chuck Grassley of Iowa introduced a 

substantive criminal justice reform bill entitled the Sentencing Reform and Corrections Act of 

2015 (Grassley, 2015). It is aimed at reducing some mandatory minimum sentences for 

nonviolent drug offenders and curbing recidivism. It is the most significant federal legislative 
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initiative on criminal justice reform since the passage of the Fair Sentencing Act of 2010, which 

the new bill would make retroactive.  

One provision of the bill would require the Department of Justice to conduct risk 

assessments to classify all federal inmates and to use the results to assign inmates to appropriate 

recidivism reduction programs, including work and education programs, drug rehabilitation, job 

training, and religious studies. Eligible prisoners who successfully completed these programs 

could earn early release and spend the final portion, up to 25%, of their remaining sentence in 

home confinement or a halfway house (Grassley, 2015). If passed, the impact of this bill would 

be substantial, and it is possible that a growing wave of bipartisan political will may carry the 

day. The bill does not address the civic engagement needs of offenders, but if they return home 

to their communities after less time in institutions, their prospects for community reintegration 

are improved. 

Study global justice reforms. 

Correctional research in the US is very parochial, and disappointingly, correctional 

policies and studies from other places are not published in American journals (Frost & Clear, 

2012b). The federal government could take cues from beyond our borders and look to Canada, 

New Zealand, Israel, England, and other European nations for examples of best practices. For 

instance, in Switzerland they conducted a study of the recidivism rates of those who participated 

in civic service versus a control group just on parole, and found that in the volunteer group only 

29% reoffended vs. 50% for the control group, even though the civic service group had been 

incarcerated for more violent crimes (Bazemore & Boba, 2007). Correctional policies and 

practices outside the US could inform our correctional decisions (Frost & Clear, 2012b). 
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Move beyond fear. 

 Hundreds of thousands of offenders are released each year. Most try to lead quiet lives 

living and working among us. They pay taxes, and raise their families, just like us. They try to 

find meaning in their lives, just like us. They make mistakes and face challenges, just like us. If 

we want them to embrace our values, norms, and laws then we need to offer them a way back 

into community life. Reintegrating released offenders is what keeps everyone safe.  

 Civic service is as an activity that will help remove the perceived distance between “us” 

and “them”. We are all “us”, and when we work and serve together, some of the biases and 

distance disappears. We can repair damaged neighborhoods and communities together. When 

released offenders have success with these opportunities it reinforces desisting behavior and 

builds them up as people. Communities must suspend irrational fears about risk, recognize that 

our neighbors’ strengths are capital to be harnessed for good, and take responsibility for helping 

reintegrate all our community members. No one is disposable. 
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