Improved discharge planning will help
put an end to prison revolving door for
the homeless
What is this research about?
Discharge planning and prisoner re-entry
programs exist to ease the transition of
prisoners back into society. But there are
limited resources for these programs.
Those who work in services providing
support to homeless populations (shelters
and drop ins) have argued that a large
number of ex prisoners wind up using their
services. The question becomes, what is
the relationship between incarceration,
discharge planning and homelessness?
What did the researchers do?
The researchers looked at the available
literature on discharge planning and
prisoner re-entry. They also used
questionnaires and interviews to gather
information from prisoners and the
homeless.
What did the researchers find?
The researchers found that prisoners
returning to the community with inadequate

What you need to know:
The issue of homelessness and
prisoner re-entry deserves more
political attention. Almost every
prisoner will eventually be released
back into the community. Therefore, it
is important to improve discharge
planning and re-entry programs for
inmates.

discharge planning and transitional
supports are at a higher risk of becoming
homeless. Prisoners who are sentenced or
who are awaiting trial often lose their jobs
and housing, and without support, wind up
in homeless shelters and drop-ins upon
release, where staff do not have the skills
to support prisoner reentry.
When prisoners become homeless, their
chances of reoffending increase. People
who are homeless are more likely to be
involved in the justices system because of
their poverty, substance use and economic
survival strategies not to mention their
criminal records. In addition, the police
tend to devote more attention to the

homeless, often because of community and
political pressure. There is thus a
reciprocal relationship between
homelessness and prison. Many inmates
who become homeless, go back to prison.
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How can you use this research?
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Policymakers, those involved in corrections
and community groups must ensure that
prisoners – whether convicted criminals or
those in prison on remand – must have
access to appropriate discharge planning
and transitional supports. This will not only
better assist inmates who are returning to
the community, but will decrease
homelessness and lower incarceration
rates, stopping the prison/homelessness
cycle.
About the Researchers
Dr. Stephen Gaetz is Associate Dean,
Research and Field Development in the
Faculty of Education, York University. Bill
O’Grady is an Associate Professor with
Guelph University’s Department of
Sociology and Anthropology.
Knowledge Mobilization at York

sgaetz@edu.yorku.ca
Citation
Gaetz, S., & O’Grady, B. (2006). The
missing link: Discharge planning,
incarceration and homelessness. Toronto:

York’s Knowledge Mobilization Unit provides services
and funding for faculty, graduate students, and community organizations seeking to maximize the impact of
academic research and expertise on public policy, social programming, and professional practice. It is supported by SSHRC and CIHR grants, and by the Office of
the Vice-President Research & Innovation.
kmbunit@yorku.ca
www.researchimpact.ca

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons
Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 2.5

2008

