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How Involvement in the Criminal
Justice System Affects Health

Impacts extend to education, employment, housing, and even family member well-being

COURTHOUSE

Education
Individuals with more education live longer and have a lower risk of chronic disease. But youth who have been
involved in the juvenile justice system are less likely to attend or graduate from college than their peers who have
no juvenile justice history, potentially raising their risk of negative health outcomes.

Employment
Stable jobs and livable wages improve people’s ability to meet basic needs, access health insurance, and afford
resources such as nutritious foods. However, formerly incarcerated individuals earn less than the general
population and often face restrictive hiring policies, reducing their opportunity to receive the health benefits
associated with steady, well-paid employment.

Housing
Affordable housing helps people pay for basic needs, such as utilities, food, and medical care, which can reduce
negative health outcomes. But people with criminal records face barriers to securing housing, which not only
can reduce their ability to afford other necessities but also can lead to difficulty maintaining employment and
increase their likelihood of reoffending.

Family well-being
Families of individuals who are incarcerated may face financial hardship associated with lost income, legal
fees, and travel and visiting costs. In addition, children with a parent in jail or prison are at higher risk of low
educational attainment and placement in the foster care system than other youth, and those whose fathers are
incarcerated have a greater chance of being homeless.

Behavioral and physical health and access to care
Incarcerated individuals have a higher prevalence of infectious diseases, substance use disorders, chronic illness,
and mental health issues compared with the general population, and a history of incarceration is associated with
increased risk of negative health outcomes. Incarceration can also interrupt continuity of health care coverage,
which can affect people’s access to treatment and medications.
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