
A Life Course Analysis of Homeless
Shelter Use among the Formerly
Incarcerated

Brianna Remster

Prior work finds that the formerly incarcerated are at an elevated risk of
homelessness. However, studies disagree regarding how these individuals
experience homelessness; quantitative research emphasizes homelessness as
a temporary obstacle experienced shortly after release, yet ethnographic
work suggests that formerly incarcerated individuals experience frequent
and/or lengthy bouts and are at risk long after release. Drawing on the life
course perspective and nearly eight years of administrative records post
release, this study examines patterns and correlates of homeless shelter use
in a cohort of individuals released from prison. The results suggest that both
immediate and delayed shelter use exist. Although the risk is highest soon
after release, approximately half of individuals who used shelters experienced
their first spell more than two years after release. Moreover, shelter use spells
were prolonged and repeated. Findings also highlight the influence of cumula-
tive disadvantage in understanding who is most at risk for shelter use.
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Introduction

Homelessness among the formerly incarcerated is a growing concern given the
rapid expansion of the American penal system over the past four decades. In

1974, there were 210,000 individuals in state and federal correctional facilities
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(Uggen, Manza, & Thompson, 2006). Today, there are 1.5 million, with nearly
641,000 released annually (Carson, 2016). Despite the dramatic rise in impris-

onment rates, little provision has been made for when individuals are released.
Traditional methods of reintegration, such as parole, have been reduced rather

5than expanded making reintegration more difficult for an unprecedented num-
ber of individuals (Petersilia, 2003; Travis, 2005). Furthermore, a burgeoning
literature documents adverse and far reaching consequences of incarceration

across a variety of life domains. For instance, research indicates that incarcer-
ation has harmful effects on employment and wages (Pager, 2003; Western,

102002), physical and mental health (Massoglia, 2008a, 2008b; Schnittker & John,
2007; Schnittker, Massoglia, & Uggen, 2012), and family relationships (Comfort,

2007; Massoglia, Remster, & King, 2011; Western & Wildeman, 2009). These
unintended consequences further complicate the reintegration process.

The present study contributes to this literature by examining an acute indi-

15cator of instability: homeless shelter use. Obtaining stable housing is perhaps

the most significant obstacle the formerly incarcerated face (Gunnison &
Helfgott, 2011; LaVigne, Visher, & Castro, 2004; Lutze, Rosky, & Hamilton,
2014; Petersilia, 2003; Rodriguez & Brown, 2003; Roman & Travis, 2006); fur-

ther, other reintegration challenges such as gaining employment and continuity

20of healthcare are difficult to achieve without a fixed residence (Geller & Cur-

tis, 2011; Nelson, Deess, & Allen,1999). Despite this, relatively little is known
about patterns of high residential instability. Research to date suggests that

the formerly incarcerated indeed struggle with homelessness. For instance,
research finds that individuals with a history of incarceration are more than

25twice as likely to use homeless shelters as at-risk individuals with no history
(Geller & Curtis, 2011). Another study shows that approximately 11% of individ-
uals released in New York rely on homeless shelters (Metraux & Culhane,

2004). Street ethnography chronicles how incarceration both creates and rein-
forces homelessness among the former incarcerated by “eroding employability,

30family ties and other defenses against homelessness” (Gowan, 2002, p. 500).
Similarly, Geller and Curtis (2011) reveal that shelter stays among individuals

who have been incarcerated are partially explained by depressed earnings and
public housing restrictions that prevent former felons from (re)joining their

families. Taken together, existing research suggests that formerly incarcerated

35individuals are at risk for homelessness and that other reintegration challenges

contribute to this risk.
However, questions remain concerning the nature of homelessness among

the formerly incarcerated. The bulk of existing quantitative work characterizes

homelessness as a transitional experience soon after release (Metraux &

40Culhane, 2004; Petersilia, 2003; Travis, 2005). Yet ethnographic research sug-

gests that individuals may be at risk for homelessness long after release,
because it takes time for reintegration challenges to unfold and accumulate,

and that some individuals experience repeated and/or prolonged homelessness
(Gowan, 2002). Prior quantitative research is limited to a two-year follow up

45period and no research to date examines how long or how frequently individuals
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are homeless post release. Thus a longer observation period as well as other
characteristics of homelessness is needed to more fully understand this key

indicator of reintegration.
In this study, I draw on life course and reintegration research to examine

5 the nature and correlates of homeless shelter use among formerly incarcerated
persons. This approach allows a more nuanced assessment of shelter usage by
highlighting (1) how individuals experience homelessness, including the timing,

duration, and frequency of spells, (2) incarceration as a potential turning point
which may redirect the life course into a negative, downward trajectory exem-

10 plified by homelessness, and (3) the role of cumulative disadvantage, in partic-
ular, how incarceration may exacerbate risk factors for homelessness. This

research uses administrative data on a cohort of men released from Pennsylva-
nia state prisons and their subsequent shelter usage. These data are well sui-

ted to the present study because they contain a range of detailed individual

15 characteristics and circumstances as well as records of shelter usage for nearly

eight years after release from prison.

Prior Research

Past studies indicate that formerly incarcerated individuals experience greater

residential instability (Baer et al., 2006; Harding, Morenoff, & Herbert, 2013;

20 Western, Braga, Davis, & Sirois, 2015). For instance, using data from the Frag-

ile Families and Child Well-Being Study, Geller and Curtis (2011) show that
individuals with a history of incarceration were more likely to move frequently
and rely on others to pay the rent than never-incarcerated males. Notably,

these findings held net of both prior disadvantage and housing instability. Using

25 nationally representative data and robust with-in person analyses, Warner’s

(2015) findings are consistent with Geller and Curtis’; Warner shows that indi-
viduals experience elevated mobility after incarceration compared to before,

suggesting that incarceration imposes impediments to obtaining stable housing.
As an acute form of residential instability, the magnitude of the potential

30 homeless problem is cause for concern: approximately 641,000 individuals are
released annually from prison and there are more than five million formerly
incarcerated persons in the general population at risk (Carson, 2016; Shannon

et al., in press; Travis, 2005). Yet far less is known about homelessness among
the formerly incarcerated compared to other aspects of reintegration such as

35 employment or family relationships (see Wakefield & Uggen, 2010 for a
review). Moreover, other aspects of reintegration are dependent on having

stable housing, and while homelessness itself is a proxy for reintegration chal-
lenges, it is also associated with recidivism (Lutze et al., 2014; Metraux &

Culhane, 2004; Steiner, Makarios, & Travis, 2015). Work to date on homeless-

40 ness among formerly incarcerated persons focuses on documenting the param-

eters, in particular: prevalence, correlates, and explanatory mechanisms.
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First though, it is necessary to define the phenomenon at hand. The current
study, like those before it (Geller & Curtis, 2011; Metraux & Culhane, 2004),

employs shelter use as a proxy for homelessness. This conservative definition

5captures a severe form of deprivation. To consider who uses homeless shelters,

it is helpful to conceptualize housing security on a continuum, on which many
weak, unstable forms of housing lie before literal homelessness and shelter use
(see Lee, Tyler, & Wright, 2010). Although most individuals enter tenuous

housing circumstances post release (LaVigne et al., 2004; Western et al.,

102015), those with someplace to stay other than a shelter have marginally more

resources to draw on. In addition to excluding individuals on the brink of
homelessness, shelter use estimates likely undercount street sleepers. How-

ever, experts submit that individuals who sleep outdoors or in other places not
intended for human habitation such as train stations, occasionally rely on shel-

15ters for services or shelter from extreme weather (Burt, Aron, Lee, & Valente,
2001).

Homeless shelter estimates across the country suggest that approximately
10% of individuals exiting prison rely on shelters (California Department of Cor-
rections, 1997; Hombs, 2002; Metraux & Culhane, 2004; Metraux, Roman, &

20Cho, 2008; Rossman, Sridharan, Gouvis, Buck, & Morley, 1999). Other work
shows that formerly incarcerated men are more than twice as likely to use

shelters as men who have never been incarcerated, net of disadvantage and
prior housing instability (Geller & Curtis, 2011). Regarding mechanisms, reinte-

gration challenges are central to understanding homeless shelter use among

25formerly incarcerated persons.

Primary mechanisms include stigma, which makes securing employment and
housing difficult, exacerbates physical and mental health problems, and dam-
ages family relationships (Gowan, 2002; Helfgott, 1997; Massoglia, 2008a,

2008b; Pager, 2003; Schnittker & John, 2007; Schnittker et al., 2012); educa-

30tion and skill deficits (Western, 2002); depressed wages (Geller & Curtis, 2011;

Western, 2002); and collateral consequences, which, in many states, prevent
individuals convicted of drug related crimes from living in public housing or

obtaining public assistance (Geller & Curtis, 2011; Travis, 2005). These expla-
nations, combined with correlates of shelter use in the general population and

35prior research, provide a set of risk factors for shelter use among the formerly
incarcerated.

Shelter use correlates in the general population include demographic charac-
teristics, institutional history, social buffers, and personal vulnerabilities; all of
which are concentrated in correctional populations (see Lee et al. (2010) and

40Metraux et al. (2008) for reviews). For instance, regarding personal vulnerabili-
ties: formerly incarcerated persons have elevated rates of mental illness, sub-

stance abuse and dependence, and physical ailments (Center on Addiction &
Substance Abuse, 2010; James & Glaze, 2006; Kushel, Hahn, Evans, Bangsberg,

& Moss, 2006; Massoglia, 2008a, 2008b; Mumola, 1999). Prior work also finds

45that individuals with previous institutional experiences such as incarceration or

shelter use are more likely to use shelters after release (Metraux & Culhane,

AQ2
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2004). Turning to demographics, formerly incarcerated Blacks individuals,
males, older individuals, and single persons are more likely to enter shelters

(Gowan, 2002; Kushel, Hahn, Evans, Bangsberg, & Moss, 2005; Metraux & Cul-

5 hane, 2004). Although a range of factors are associated with an increase in the

risk of shelter use, social buffers such as human and social capital (education
and family relationships) are negatively associated with shelter use (Kushel
et al., 2005).

Besides these established correlates of shelter use in the general population,

10 previous work suggests that criminal justice characteristics also differentiate

risk of shelter use among formerly incarcerated persons, specifically index
offense type, reason for index incarceration (new offense vs. parole violation),

and release status (parole vs. full sentence completion). Research is mixed
regarding release status (Metraux et al., 2008). On the one hand, research

15 finds that receiving discretionary parole is associated with an increased risk of
shelter use, as is an index stay for a parole violation (Metraux & Culhane,

2004). Given that individuals who receive discretionary parole are generally
better off than individuals who do not, and that to be incarcerated for a par-
ole violation one must have initially received parole (Petersilia, 2003), the

20 authors hypothesized that individuals may check into a shelter to satisfy parole
requirements. On the other hand, another study finds that individuals who

serve their full sentence, known as maxing out, experience greater risk of shel-
ter use than paroled persons (Metraux, 2008). Individuals who complete their

full sentence typically do so because they have a history of prison misconduct

25 (sometimes due to mental illness), do not have a home plan (a place to live

upon release), or the parole board perceives them as a threat to public safety.
Regarding offense type, prior work finds that individuals convicted of violent
offenses have a higher risk of shelter use (Metraux & Culhane, 2004).

The research reviewed above advanced our understanding of homeless shel-

30 ter use among formerly incarcerated persons considerably, but by applying a

life course perspective and insights from reintegration research, our under-
standing can be further developed.

A Life Course Perspective on Shelter Use among the Formerly
Incarcerated

35 Seminal work has established incarceration as a stage in the life course, partic-

ularly for low skill men of color (Pettit & Western, 2004). Placing incarceration
alongside other common life events such as college attendance and military

service, Pettit and Western suggest that incarceration can be a turning point
which redirects the life course. Today, a growing body of research indicates

40 that incarceration indeed disrupts life trajectories and is associated with
diminished life chances. In particular, incarceration reduces the likelihood of

marriage, limits schooling and employment opportunities, and harms health
(see Massoglia and Pridemore (2015) and Wakefield and Uggen (2010), for
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reviews). In short, incarceration confers considerable hardship after release,

5which may increase the risk of shelter use.

Turning points account for change in life chances, but there is also a great
deal of stability in life course trajectories (Sampson & Laub, 1997). The pro-

cess of cumulative disadvantage highlights this continuity, linking hardships
across the life course. Because incarcerated persons are disproportionately dis-

10advantaged prior to prison, reintegration challenges may help solidify down-

ward trajectories already in place. For example, approximately 50% of
correctional populations report falling below the federal poverty line prior to

their incarceration (Wheelock & Uggen, 2008). Consequently, Wheelock and
Uggen argue that incarceration “sustains and exacerbates” prior disadvantages.

15Thus both incarceration and shelter use may be part of an underlying cumula-
tive disadvantage process. Put differently, cumulative disadvantage acknowl-

edges the influence of selection processes, which suggest that some individuals
may have used homeless shelters regardless of whether they were incarcer-

ated. By examining how standard risk factors are associated with shelter use

20post release, this study will enhance our understanding of the role of cumula-
tive disadvantage in the reintegration process.

In addition to continuity, cumulative disadvantage recognizes the influence
of multiple risk factors for shelter use and views them as interconnected

rather than independent. Indeed, risk factors for shelter use are not uncom-

25mon in this population: approximately 68% of state prisoners do not have a

high school diploma, 24% have mental health problems, and 57% report using
drugs in the month prior to their incarceration (Harlow, 2003; James & Glaze,

2006; Lee et al., 2010; Mumola, 1999). These constellations of risk are often
deeply intertwined. Beyond highlighting the complexity of human lives, having

30multiple risk factors has consequences; in general, studies find that having

multiple risk factors is associated with more detrimental outcomes (Assink
et al., 2015; Jolliffe, Farrington, Piquero, Loeber, & Hill, 2017). In short, indi-

cators of vulnerability and hardship are not isolated, but rather are part of a
package of disadvantage that accrues overtime. Yet few studies have assessed

35how having multiple risk factors affects reintegration. The current study fills
this void by assessing how having multiple risk factors is associated with

shelter use.

The Nature of Homeless Shelter Use

Although much work has documented the varied vulnerabilities and challenges

40individuals experience post release, less is known about how long this process
takes. Thus identifying the nature of shelter use among formerly incarcerated

persons has implications for how we conceptualize reintegration. Scholars
often characterize incarceration as disruptive to a person’s life course (Pettit

& Western, 2004), but the extent of this disruption is unknown. If, for

45instance, individuals rely on shelters repeatedly or long after release then
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reintegration may take longer than currently theorized. However, there is also
reason to think that incarceration may only temporarily disrupt the life course.

The Reentry Perspective

In studies of reintegration, researchers tend to focus on the issues individuals

5 face immediately following release (Petersilia, 2003; Travis, 2005). Some even

emphasize the importance of the “moment of release” (Visher & Travis, 2003,
p. 96). From this “reentry” perspective, research suggests that the first few

months post release is critical. Indeed, research shows that individuals experi-
ence elevated mortality, unemployment, and recidivism rates shortly after

10 release (Binswanger et al., 2007; Langan & Levin, 2002; Western et al., 2015).
More pertinent to the research at hand, existing research suggests that this
time period is also important for shelter use.

Using two years of administrative data on individuals released from New
York state facilities, Metraux and Culhane (2004) find that 54% of released indi-

15 viduals’ shelter stays occurred within the first 30 days post release, leading the
authors to conclude that shelter use is a proximate problem post release. In

this view, individuals temporarily rely on homeless shelters post release while
they secure employment and more stable housing. In other words, shelter use

is a passing experience, not part of a larger trajectory of disadvantage or pro-

20 longed hardship post release. Consistent with Metraux and Culhane’s work,

Hombs (2002) reports that 9.3, 10.5, and 6.3% of individuals released in 1997,
1998, and 1999 respectively from prison in Massachusetts went straight to shel-
ters. Relatedly, Western and colleagues’ (2015) find that housing security

increased with time since release. These three studies, which rely on observa-

25 tion periods ranging from six months to two years, are by no means unique;

most research on reintegration is limited to two years or less. For instance,
the Urban Institute’s Returning Home Studies, whose objective was to produce

a detailed portrait of reintegration among the formerly incarcerated, followed
individuals in four states for a maximum of 16 months (minimum = 6 months;

30 Urban Institute Justice Policy Center, n.d.).

The Delayed Perspective

Although homelessness has been primarily characterized as a reentry problem,

the follow up periods in prior studies have been too short to verify that this is
indeed the case. Furthermore, there is both theoretical and empirical evidence

35 suggesting that formerly incarcerated persons may also become homeless much
later. Drawing on five years of street ethnography in two cities supplemented

by interviews in shelters and drug treatment centers, Gowan (2002) finds that
some of her interviewees did not experience homelessness until years after
release. Gowan, describes her respondents’ slow progress along the housing
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continuum, moving to less and less stable living circumstances over time,
which involved burning through weak ties and limited resources. In her words,
sometimes “marginality did not manifest itself as literal homelessness for a
long time” (2002, p. 514). Beyond timing, Gowan (2002) chronicles extended
and/or repeated bouts of homelessness, but the scope of this is unknown in
quantitative work.

Harding, Wyse, Dobson, and Morenoff (2014) findings, based on three years of

qualitative research in Michigan, echo Gowan’s in terms of timing. Harding and

colleagues detail how housing security is in constant flux for respondents in their

sample and yet, like Gowan’s, the respondents who eventually became homeless

were able to avoid it for years. For example, one respondent, Lenora, sought out a

variety of services and assistance but each program had an expiration date, “after

which she had to struggle again to meet her basic needs” (Harding et al., 2014, p.

458). Eventually the stress from such instabil-ity led to a drug relapse, and

ultimately, homelessness.

Quantitative data also alludes to the idea that reintegration challenges are
not necessarily immediate. The Returning Home studies show that most indi-
viduals have a place to go immediately after release, but researchers note that
such generosity is unlikely permanent (LaVigne et al., 2004); most families and
friends cannot afford to support a loved one long term. Indeed, one third of
respondents in the Illinois Returning Home study categorized their living
arrangements as temporary (Baer et al., 2006).

Although the timing is unclear, the mechanisms Gowan and Harding docu-
ment for delayed homelessness are the same as those used to explain immedi-
ate homelessness. For instance, there is no expiration on the “mark” of a
criminal record for employment and housing discrimination (Gowan, 2002;
Helfgott, 1997; Pager, 2003). Not only does social exclusion persist, but voca-
tional and education deficits are rarely addressed, particularly because individ-
uals convicted of a felony are blocked from receiving federal education loans.
Individuals also continue to lack access to continuous medical care. Addition-
ally, family members’ goodwill may run out as formerly incarcerated persons
are unable to contribute to household expenses or, families may learn over
time that the bonds damaged by incarceration are irreparable or that partners
are no longer compatible (Gowan, 2002; Massoglia et al., 2011). Although the
bulk of work to date argues that homelessness is primarily an obstacle for
newly released individuals, a growing number of studies suggest that individu-
als may be at risk for homelessness well beyond the first few months post

release.

The Current Study

Building on prior work, this study provides a more comprehensive portrait of

homeless shelter use among formerly incarcerated individuals in three ways.

First, drawing on nearly eight years of data post release provides insight
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into the timing of homeless shelter use among released persons, specifically
allowing me to investigate the extent of delayed homelessness. Second, this

study further illuminates how the formerly incarcerated experience homeless-

5 ness by examining the frequency and length of spells as well as the timing

between spells. Third, I examine how risk factors, both individually and cumu-
latively, are associated with shelter use over time.

Data and Methods

Part of the reason little is known about homelessness among the formerly

10 incarcerated is due to data limitations. This highly mobile and disadvantaged

population is difficult to track. To address this, the present study combines
three different administrative data sources to gain detailed information. Data
from the first data source, the Pennsylvania Department of Corrections

(PADOC), defines the population at risk. The PADOC provided information on a

15 cohort of individuals released from PA state prisons between 1999 and 2002 to

Philadelphia. Individuals were either paroled to Philadelphia (71.1%) or, if they
completed their full sentence, originated from Philadelphia. The PADOC data

also include information on re-incarcerations in PA state prisons for new
offenses and parole violations through 2010 as well as a range of important

20 constructs needed to understand the risk of shelter use. All indicators included
in the analysis come from the PADOC at intake unless noted.

These individuals’ PADOC records were then matched with data from the
city of Philadelphia’s Office of Supportive Housing (OSH), which provided infor-
mation on who utilized Philadelphia homeless shelters. The OSH maintains

25 Philadelphia’s Homeless Management Information System (HMIS) which tracks
individuals’ homeless shelter usage. The HMIS data covers approximately 85%

of shelter beds in Philadelphia (Culhane, Dejowski, Ibañez, Needham, &
Macchia, 1994) and includes shelters run by both non-profit organizations and

the City of Philadelphia, which contracts shelter management to private com-

30 panies. According to the HMIS data, approximately 9,500 single adults use a

shelter annually. These data do not contain homeless episodes in which indi-
viduals sleep on the street or elsewhere (see Leginski, 2003 for a detailed dis-
cussion on limitations of HMIS data).

Although shelter users do not include all homeless persons, experts estimate

35 that the majority of homeless persons in urban areas occasionally rely on shel-

ter services, even if it is not their mainstay (Burt et al., 2001). The Census
does attempt to count street sleepers, however these estimates are highly

contentious (see Lee et al., 2010). Extreme poverty is vital to conceptualizing
the shelter user population (Lee et al., 2010), as individuals with even margin-

40 ally more resources have alternatives to shelters, which may include renting
cheap hotel rooms or couch surfing with family and/or friends. Unfortunately,

the Census does not assess the number of individuals in precarious housing,
who are on the edge of literal homelessness. Thus while shelter data is perhaps
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the most common way researchers study homelessness, it only provides conser-
vative estimates of extreme residential hardship.

The matching of HMIS and PADOC data was completed using software that
performs both probabilistic and deterministic matches based on social security
numbers, name, sex, and date of birth. The final data source is the Pennsylva-
nia Commission on Sentencing (PCS). The PCS data contain information on all
convictions in Pennsylvania from 1999 through 2010, with two exceptions: sen-
tences from district magistrates and Philadelphia Municipal Court are not
included. While the absence of Philadelphia Municipal Court data is a limita-
tion, available data suggest this is of minimal concern (Pew Charitable Trusts
[PEW], 2010).1 Although the PADOC data provides information on state re-
incarcerations, the PCS data adds jail spells. Matching on Pennsylvania inmate
identifiers, the PCS data contributes valuable information for defining when
individuals are at risk for homeless shelter use. Together, these three data
sources allow me to examine shelter use among a recent cohort of individuals
exiting prison for almost eight years post release.

Sample Description

The eligible sample consists of 12,338 men who were released to or originated
from Philadelphia between 1999 and 2002.2 After removing inconsistent cases, the
analytic sample contains 11,964 individuals.3 In this sample, 7.96% relied on
homeless shelters in the first 2,872 days (almost eight years) following release.
Below, I describe how shelter use is measured before describing measurement of
the independent variables. In addition to measures of criminal justice and
demographic characteristics, institutional history, social buffers, and personal
vulnerabilities, I adjust for individuals’ release date. Descriptive statistics for all
variables in the analysis appear in Table 1. The first column displays descriptives

Most municipal court cases involve summary offenses, which are generally punishable by up to
90 days in jail. Additionally, Philadelphia jail data, which includes individuals sentenced by the
City’s municipal courts, suggests that lengthy sentences are uncommon. A recent PEW (2010) anal-
ysis shows that of the 23% percent of Philadelphia jail inmates serving time for convictions in 2009,
approximately 45% stayed less than one month and another 31% stayed between one and four
months. Thus, given these short sentences, in combination with the current study’s lengthy obser-
vation period, the absence of City municipal convictions likely has minimal impact.

The sample is limited to men because the reentry process and pathways to shelter use differ for
men and women (Passaro, 1996; Richie, 2001). Historically, single adult men are eligible for the
least amount of aid while women often have dependents or are victims of domestic violence,
affecting the shelter options and aid available to them. Moreover, men comprise the bulk of cor-
rectional and homeless populations; approximately 96% of Pennsylvania state prisoners in 1999
were men

Multiple imputation was used for missing values on independent variables (Allison, 2001). All
measures had less than 5% missing, with the exception of the drug use index (35%), because it was
not administered to all entering inmates until 2001. When the listwise and imputed results for the
1999 and 2000 cohorts were compared to the 2001 and 2002 cohorts, there were no meaningful dif-
ferences, thus results using the imputed data appear in the tables that follow.
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5 for the full sample, followed by shelter users vs. non-shelter users. Asterisks
denote whether shelter users significantly differ from non-shelter users on each

measure.

Measurement

Dependent variable

10 Following precedent set by prior quantitative work, I utilize emergency shelter

usage to measure homelessness (e.g. Culhane et al., 1994; Metraux & Culhane,
2004; Poulin, Metraux, & Culhane, 2008). Philadelphia’s HMIS records the date
each time a person checks into and out of a shelter in the system. In Philadel-

phia, a person can enter a shelter 24 hours a day, no identification required.

15 To preserve beds for those with the greatest need, the intake worker is tasked

with confirming that the person has no other housing options, such as friends
or relatives. For instance, if a person is homeless due to a domestic dispute,

the intake worker attempts to mediate the situation. To stay in a shelter,
users are required to abide by a standard set of rules they receive upon entry.

20 Violating these rules, such as returning after curfew or being under the influ-
ence of drugs or alcohol result in removal. Aside from this, there are no fac-
tors that prevent individuals from using shelters. In fact, most shelters

distribute medication to clients daily and some offer drug and alcohol treat-
ment and or counseling services. Together, these factors suggests this measure

25 is a valid proxy for shelter use in Philadelphia.
In this analysis, timing of shelter use is measured as the number of days post

release until a person enters a shelter during the observation period. Any sub-
sequent shelter stays are also measured from the prison index spell day of

release.

30 Personal vulnerabilities

Two indicators representing mental illness are included in the analysis: receipt
of intensive mental health services and receipt of stable mental health ser-

vices. During prison intake, the Psychiatric Review Team (PRT) classifies indi-
viduals with mental health issues into two groups: the PRT roster, which

35 consists of individuals with severe mental health issues receiving intensive ser-
vices seen by a practitioner every 30 days, and the Mental Health/Mental
Retardation (MH/MR) roster, a less intense, clinically stable group actively

receiving mental health services seen every 90 days. All individuals on the PRT
roster and the vast majority of those on the MH/MR roster have been diag-

40 nosed with a serious mental illness and are receiving medication along with
other services. Both rosters are updated every 30 days post intake, thus the
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measures represent persons actively receiving mental health treatment at the
time of release.

Drug use is measured using the Texas Christian University Drug Screen II

5(TCU), which is administered at prison intake and references drug use in the

year prior to incarceration. This instrument was specifically designed to mea-
sure drug use in correctional populations and subsequently validated on inmate
populations (Knight, Simpson, & Morey, 2002). The TCU index is a summative

score of nine yes/no questions, with a score of 1–3 indicating the presence of

10drug abuse and a score over 3 indicating dependence. Mutually exclusive

dummy variables representing abuse and dependence are included in the
analysis.

BMI serves as a proxy for physical health status (Doll, Petersen, & Stewart-
Brown, 2000; Lean, Han, & Seidell, 1999). BMI is calculated using individuals’

15height and weight from prison intake and then categorized into four groups:
underweight, normal weight, overweight, and obese (Center for Disease

Control & Prevention, 2013). In the present study, normal weight serves as the
reference category.

Institutional history

20Incarceration history is comprised of the number of previous state incarcera-

tions as well as most out of state spells, ranging from zero to six previous
incarcerations. Philadelphia’s digital homeless shelter record system (HMIS) is
among the oldest in the country, dating back to 1995. A dummy indicator cap-

tures whether a person used a homeless shelter between 1995 and their index

25incarceration spell.

Social buffers

I include indicators of marital status and academic attainment to capture poten-

tial buffers from shelter use. A dummy variable indicates whether individuals are
married. Given low levels of education in this population, I include indicators for

30obtaining a high school degree and more than a high school degree, with the ref-
erence category representing less than a high school degree.

Demographic characteristics

Race was recorded at intake and age at the time of release. To facilitate inter-

pretation, age was top coded at 35. A likelihood ratio test comparing the

35results of the models with the top coded age variable to models with a cubic

term for age was non-significant, indicating that the top coded term ade-
quately captures the variation in age.
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Criminal justice characteristics

In Pennsylvania, individuals are discharged under one of two dispositions: they

5 either receive parole or serve their full sentence, thus I include an indicator

for full sentence completion in the analysis. The reference category is individ-
uals who received parole. I also include an indicator for whether individuals

were serving time for a parole violation. Sentence length, measured in months,
is mean-centered to facilitate interpretation. Index offenses are grouped into

10 violent versus nonviolent offenses using the Uniform Crime Report’s violent

crime definition (aggravated assault, forcible rape, murder, and robbery).

Method

This study uses Cox proportional hazards models to assess the timing of shelter
use post release and the factors which influence the timing. Cox models are

15 well suited for the present analysis because they make no assumptions about

the underlying distribution of the timing of shelter use (Allison, 1984). The first
portion of the analysis models the first shelter spell post release. Each person

is at risk for shelter use for the first 2,872 days following release, regardless of
when he was released. Following Allison (1984), individuals are right censored

20 when they (1) check into a shelter or (2) are re-incarcerated since they are
not eligible for shelter use while in prison or jail. Only individuals in prison/jail

return to the risk set upon release; once individuals use a shelter they are cen-
sored for the remaining portion of the observation period.

Yet 56.5% of those who used shelters did so more than once, thus I also uti-

25 lize an extension of the Cox model to model repeated events, which uses all
available data (Box-Steffensmeier & Jones, 2004). Stratified Cox models ana-

lyze ordered events, in this case, shelter spells, and allow the hazard to vary
for each shelter spell. In other words, stratified Cox models account for event

dependence. Coefficients are constant across events. Robust clustered stan-

30 dard errors are used to address the dependence among observations.

With repeated events, the risk set differs from the first portion of the analy-
sis in that once a person enters a shelter, he is right censored only until he

exits the shelter. Importantly, a person is not at risk for a second spell until
after he has experienced a first spell, and so on. Using an elapsed time

35 approach, any subsequent shelter spells are also measured from the day of

release from the index prison stay. For example, if a person first used a shelter
30 days after release and then again 60 days later, the second event time

would be 90 days. As with traditional Cox models, stratified Cox models esti-
mate the risk or hazard of homeless shelter use. More specifically, the coeffi-

40 cients for each covariate represent acceleration or delay in the likelihood of
shelter use.
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Logic of Analysis

The analysis proceeds in three parts. To understand the nature of shelter usage

among men leaving prison, I begin by presenting a variety of summary mea-

5sures. These measures include the average number of shelter spells, spell

duration, the total time spent in shelters, the time until the first shelter spell,
and the time between spells. Together, these indicators illustrate how for-

merly incarcerated men experience homelessness (via shelter use), specifically
whether shelter use is a brief hardship or indicative of more prolonged reinte-

10gration issues. Next, I use event history analysis to focus on the timing of shel-

ter use post release and whether delayed homelessness exists. I present the
unadjusted risk of shelter use for the first 2,872 days post release before show-

ing multivariate results for both time to first event and repeated events. Third,
because many individuals have more than one risk factor for shelter use, I

15assess how the accumulation of risk factors is associated with the risk of shel-
ter use post release.

Results

Univariate Results

Table 2 shows various shelter use characteristics over nearly eight years post

20release (2,872 days) among those who used shelters. The results suggest a com-

plex picture of shelter use. For one, the average number of shelter spells is
2.86 (SD = 2.64).4 To facilitate understanding, Figure 1 panel (a) graphs the

number of spells per person among shelter users. Approximately 39.5% of users
stayed once, suggesting that for some, shelters serve as a transitional resource

Table 2 Shelter usage characteristics

Mean Std. dev. Range

Number of spells 2.86 2.64 1–19

Spell duration 60.28 79.39 1–1055.5

Total time in shelters 162.51 210.03 1–2111

Time to first spell 958.49 831.97 0–2863

Time between spells1 419.49 459.43 31–2826

Notes. Time is measured in days. N = 952 shelter users.
1N = 548 shelter users.

4. These are discrete shelter spells; if a person enters and re-enters a shelter multiple times within
a 30 day period (known as mini spells), these are combined into one single spell (Culhane et al.,
1994).
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Figure 1 Total shelter spells and duration among shelter users (N = 952).

and after securing more stable housing, they did not return. Yet the majority of
those who relied on shelters stayed more than once during the observation per-
iod (60.5%). This repeated use highlights the difficulty of reintegrating today.
Turning back to Table 2, the average shelter spell lasted approximately two
months (60.3 days) and the average total time in shelters for the observation
period, the length of all spells combined, is over five months (162.5 days). The
latter is graphed in Figure 1 panel (b), demonstrating that the modal category

for total time spent in shelters is seven or more months. These results suggest
that it takes considerable time to get back on one’s feet; only 26.6% of shelter
users stayed for one month or less. Finally, we turn to the timing of shelter

use. Among those who used shelters, the first shelter spell on average occurred
several years after release (2.6 years) and among individuals who experienced
more than one spell, the average time between spells is more than a year (1.1
years). Thus while the first spell is delayed substantially, once a person users a
shelter, the amount of time until he enters again is reduced by more than half.
Given the variation on these five indicators in Table 2, the results
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collectively suggest that shelter use among men leaving prison is multifaceted
and that for most, shelter use is not a temporary hang-up.

Turning to the event history results, the top panel (a) of Figure 2 depicts
the unadjusted hazard for first shelter use for the full sample. Any point on

5the hazard line can be interpreted as the instantaneous risk of shelter use for
the first time, conditional that it did not already happen. The hazard illus-
trates two important points. First, as documented in prior work, the risk of

shelter use starts off relatively high and then declines dramatically with time
post release (Metraux & Culhane, 2004). Yet, the figure also shows that some

10individuals utilize homeless shelters for the first time long after release. If the
observation period ended two years post release, these results indicate that a

substantial portion of shelter use would be missed. More specifically, half of
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Figure 2 Hazard and cumulative hazard for time to first spell.
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first shelter spells (49.6%) did not occur until after two years. Indeed, 27.6% of
first shelter spells occurred more than four years after release.

5 The cumulative hazard appears in the lower panel (b) of Figure 2, which
shows that approximately 92.04% of men “survive”, or do not utilize shelters

during the observation period.

Multivariate Results

Having established the univariate risk of shelter use for nearly eight years after

10 release, I next examine whether and how criminal justice and demographic
characteristics, institutional history, social buffers, and personal vulnerabilities

are associated with this risk. The results for both the first shelter spell and
repeated events appear in Table 3. Beginning with the first event model
(model 1), the results suggest that personal vulnerabilities are strongly associ-

15 ated with the occurrence and timing of shelter use. Receipt of intensive or
stable mental health services in prison is associated with more than a twofold

acceleration in the risk of shelter use after release (RR = 2.47; 2.11). Regarding
drug use, the associated risk is accelerated by 34% for persons assessed with

dependence (RR = 1.34), whereas drug abuse, the lesser form, is not predic-

20 tive. Turning to physical health, being obese is associated with a slight slowing

in shelter use risk, which might indicate differential access to resources (i.e. if
one has enough food, then they probably have shelter).

Next, we see that a history of shelter use has a strong relationship with sub-
sequent shelter use, which is consistent with prior work. Indeed, prior shelter

25 use is associated with over an eight-fold hastening in the risk of post release

shelter use (RR = 8.33). However, in contrast to previous research in New York
City, where 45.1% of individuals leaving prison who used shelters had used

them prior to incarceration (Metraux & Culhane, 2004), only 7.4% of those who
used shelters after release utilized shelters prior to their index incarceration

30 in the present study (N = 70); meaning that while prior shelter use is the stron-
gest covariate in the model, this finding is driven by a relatively small number

of men. The magnitude of this association suggests two possibilities. It may be
indicative of cumulative disadvantage; that individuals disadvantaged prior to
their index stay are more likely to rely on shelters post release. However,

35 incarceration history is not related to shelter use. Alternatively, the pre-post
shelter association may be capturing resource differences. Perhaps individuals

with a history of shelter use are more likely to use shelters post release
because they are familiar with them, and thus know the rules, expectations,

and locations.

40 The results are mixed regarding social buffers. On the one hand, having

more than a high school degree is associated with an accelerated risk of shel-
ter use compared to having less than a high school diploma. This resonates

with Gowan’s (2002) work, which a respondent attributed to stigma. Because
incarceration was relatively rare in his middle class community, he was not
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5welcomed back. On the other, being married is associated with a dampened

risk of 35.4% among ex-prisoners (RR = .65).
Concerning criminal justice characteristics, the results indicate that full sen-

tence completion (maxing out) is strongly associated with an acceleration of
shelter use (RR = 2.78). This is in line with work suggesting that the most vul-

10nerable are more likely to max out, that individuals who max out receive no
transitional services, and that individuals who max out are more likely to be

unemployed and use substances post release than those who are paroled

Table 3 Cox regression predicting time to shelter use

Model 1: First event Model 2: Repeated events

b (SE)

Risk

ratio b (SE)

Risk

ratio

Personal vulnerabilities

Intensive mental health

services

.903*** (.179) 2.467 .355** (.115) 1.426

Stable mental health services .745*** (.097) 2.106 .290*** (.075) 1.336

Substance abuse −.033 (.108) .968 −.027 (.090) .974

Substance dependence .292*** (.086) 1.339 .101 (.072) 1.106

Underweight .053 (.384) 1.054 .066 (.272) 1.068

Overweight −.043 (.079) .958 −.027 (.060) .973

Obese −.186* (.091) .830 −.050 (.073) .951

Institutional history

Total incarceration history −.040 (.022) .961 .002 (.020) 1.002

Prior homelessness 2.120*** (.152) 8.328 .335*** (.098) 1.398

Social buffers

High school diploma −.009 (.069) .991 −.075 (.052) .928

More than HS diploma .376* (.158) 1.456 −.054 (.125) .947

Married −.438*** (.105) .646 −.172* (.085) .842

Criminal justice characteristics

Served full sentence 1.022*** (.070) 2.779 .206** (.066) 1.229

Parole violation index stay −.163* (.079) .850 −.042 (.060) .958

Sentence length −.038** (.012) .963 −.028** (.009) .972

Violent index offense .076 (.072) 1.079 .057 (.056) 1.059

Demographic characteristics

Age at release .161*** (.012) 1.175 .089*** (.011) 1.094

African American 1.027*** (.107) 2.794 .670*** (.096) 1.955

Release year: 2000 .076 (.092) 1.078 −.024 (.068) .977

Release year: 2001 .109 (.100) 1.115 −.045 (.082) .956

Release year: 2002 .024 (.099) 1.025 −.031 (.079) .970

Sample size 16,554 person-

observations

19,167 person-

observations

Notes. Reference groups: no mental health services; no substance use issues; normal BMI; less than
high school diploma; release year = 1999.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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(Metraux, 2008; Petersilia, 2003; Yahner, Visher, & Solomon, 2008). The results
also show that serving time for a parole violation compared to a new offense
is associated with a diminishing risk, as are above average sentences. Perhaps
individuals with one long sentence have more resources to draw on post
release compared to those with shorter sentences who, by cycling in and out,
drain their resources.

Turning to demographic characteristics, age and race are associated with

shel-ter use. Each additional year older is associated with a 17 % acceleration in

the risk of shelter use (RR = 1. ) and Black experience a threefold

hastening of the risk compared to individuals of other races and ethnicities (RR =

).
I next examine the repeated events results (model 2). In general, these results

are consistent with those for the first event. Receipt of mental health services in
prison, a history of shelter use, full sentence completion, age and race continue
to be associated with accelerations in the risk of shelter use. Meanwhile being
married or serving a longer sentence remain associated with a slowing of the risk.
Only a few factors associated with first shelter use are not associated with all
shelter use spells—most of which were only weakly associated with first shel-ter
use in model 1—specifically, substance use, physical health, education, and
incarceration for parole violations. For instance, substance dependence is asso-
ciated with an accelerated risk of a first shelter spell, but not all spells. Thus some
factors matter less for repeated spells than for the first spell, or are less
important for spells that occur later in the observation period.

Overall the magnitude of the associations are somewhat weakened between
models 1 and 2, but the prior shelter use association in particular is dramati-cally
reduced (RR = 8.33–1.40). That a history of shelter use is more strongly associated
with first shelter use than repeated spells, lends support for the idea that prior
shelter use affects post release shelter use through familiarity rather than
cumulative disadvantage.

The results presented thus far show how each predictor is associated with the
risk of shelter use with the remaining predictors held constant. However, many
individuals have more than one of these risk factors. For demonstration purposes,
and to test the influence of cumulative disadvantage, I estimate first event
hazards for the more common risk factors by category with the remain-ing
covariates held constant. Thus hazards are estimated for (1) individuals who
received some form of mental health services and were assessed with sub-
stance dependence, (2) older (over age 35) Black , and (3) individuals who
served their full sentence. I compare these hazards to hazards for
individuals who did not have any of these risk factors and individuals who had
all of them. The results appear in Figure 3, with panel (a) showing the hazards
and panel (b) the cumulative hazards.5 Together, these panels show that when

5. N = 6,128 observations for those who received some form of mental health services and were
assessed with substance dependence; N = 723 for older Blacks; N = 3,367 for maxing out; N = 87 for
all risk factors; N = 910 for no risk factors.
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individuals have multiple risk factors, their risk increases dramatically, over
and above any single risk category. In contrast, individuals without any of

5these risk factors have a relatively low risk of shelter use. These results sug-
gest that cumulative disadvantage helps understand shelter use risk.

Discussion

A growing body of research documents how formerly incarcerated persons
struggle to reintegrate, some of whom become homeless, an acute indicator of

10reintegration failure (Geller & Curtis, 2011; Harding et al., 2014; Western
et al., 2015). What remained less clear was the nature of shelter use among
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individuals released from prison. In this study, I leveraged the life course per-
spective and multiple administrative data sources to examine how the formerly
incarcerated use shelters for nearly eight years post release. The results show
that both immediate and delayed shelter use exist. In support of the reentry
perspective, the risk is greatest in the first few months after release and decli-
nes with time (Metraux & Culhane, 2004). Yet, consistent with ethnographic
work, 49.6% of persons who relied on homeless shelters did so more than two
years post release, emphasizing the need for longer observation periods in the
study of reintegration. These results indicate that reintegration is a prolonged
process; more than previously thought.

Not only is reintegration longer, but my findings also suggest that reintegra-
tion is a more complex process than current work conceptualizes. Indeed,
using nearly eight years of data post release reveals that most individuals who
use shelters rely on them more than once and these spells are spread out over
time, culminating in months on end spent in shelters. Indeed, these patterns
suggest that some individuals do not reintegrate, at least not in over seven
years post release, and this is not due to recidivism. Moreover, while I cannot
assess causality, the results are consistent with research showing that incarcer-
ation is a negative turning point, as 92.6% of individuals who used shelters post
release had not done so previously.

Yet the findings also point to the influence of cumulative disadvantage, pro-
viding a set of risk factors for both first shelter use and repeated use largely
consistent with prior work. Institutional history and personal vulnerabilities are
associated with shelter use; specifically a history of shelter use and receipt of
mental health treatment in prison are associated with accelerations in the risk
of shelter use, net of controls (Burt et al., 2001; Metraux & Culhane, 2004).
Also in line with previous research on shelter use in the general population
(Burt, 1992), being married is associated with a slowing of the risk among the
formerly incarcerated. Regarding criminal justice characteristics, maxing out is
strongly associated with an acceleration of shelter use whereas shorter, rather
than longer, sentences are associated with a slowing of shelter use risk. Per-
haps individuals with relatively short sentences have more resources to draw
on or experience less stigma post release than individuals with lengthy sen-
tences. Finally, echoing recent work, older and Black experience
heightened risks of shelter use. Neither is surprising given the correlation
between race and poverty in the U.S. and that older individuals have less
social support post release (Western et al., 2015).

Beyond independent associations, the findings suggest that the accumulation

of multiple risk factors help illuminate who is most at risk for shelter use. In

particular, the combined risk of being older, Black, receiving mental health

treatment, having a substance dependency, and maxing out places one at a

considerably higher risk above all others exiting prison. These risk patterns

highlight that even among this disadvantaged institutional population, the risk

of shelter use varies substantially and suggest that cumulative disadvantage is

central to understanding reintegration challenges.
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Though the present study furthers our understanding of shelter use among
the formerly incarcerated, it is worth noting a few limitations. First, several

covariates were measured at prison intake (e.g. marital status). Thus if individ-

5uals develop any risk factors while in prison or post release, their shelter use

risk is underestimated. Despite this, several factors measured at intake are
associated with shelter use, thus if time varying measures were available, the
observed relationships would likely be even stronger. In a related vein, the

current study does not have mortality data post release or information on

10whether individuals moved out of Philadelphia upon parole completion, mean-

ing, in either case, that individuals are not at risk for shelter use in Philadel-
phia. In short, the results presented are conservative estimates of shelter use

and its correlates. An important next step for future research will be obtaining
time varying measures, which will help ascertain why the formerly incarcer-

15ated use shelters. Moreover, because this study is among the first to examine
long term shelter use post release, more research is needed to corroborate

these findings. Nevertheless, my findings offer several clear policy recommen-
dations.

First, although the risk of shelter use is highest soon after release, the

20extended risk of homelessness post release shows that housing assistance and
resources are important to individuals long after release. This is concerning as

most programs only offer services to recently released individuals. Second, my
findings suggest ways that the limited reentry resources available could be

used more efficiently. Not all persons exiting prison share the same risk and

25using risk factors, especially multiple risk factors, can help identify who is

most at risk.
More generally, my findings are consistent with calls to make housing a pri-

ority of reintegration efforts (Metraux et al., 2008; Raphael, 2011; Roman &

Travis, 2006; Travis, 2005). Additionally, an emerging body of work lends sup-

30port for this endeavor. “Housing first” programs, premised on the idea that

providing stable housing ameliorates other challenges the homeless face, have
been successful in reducing homelessness among the general population,

including for individuals with a history of incarceration (Tsai & Rosenheck,
2012). Recently, Lutze and colleagues found that high risk individuals exiting

35prison who were provided supportive housing in conjunction with other ser-
vices had lower recidivism rates than the control group (see also Pleggenkuhle,

Huebner, & Kras, 2016). Given these studies and the current study’s findings,
it is time to prioritize housing assistance for individuals exiting prison, particu-
larly for those with multiple risk factors.
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