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A FIRM FOUNDATION
“Most people don’t realize how much their families mean to them and how much they 
mean to their families until they lose them. Incarceration puts an incredible burden on 
the family unit, causing extreme grief and hardship. We are working to build a legacy of 
stronger families to ultimately support a stronger society. In essence, we work to help 
families establish a firm foundation to impact generations to come.” 

Ron Tijerina, Executive Director and Co-founder, The RIDGE Project

Families are often referred to as a central unit or foundational building block for society. Families play a vital role 
in building positive and prosocial traits, including morals, character, values, and ethics; all of which are subse-
quently transmitted to other individuals as well as local communities. Whether family structures differ based on 
size, ethnic origin, and member makeup, it is clear that families support and encourage many of the most impor-
tant components of an individual’s health and well-being. Simply stated, strong families help produce and sus-
tain strong communities.  Few would argue with the notion that strong families help to undergird and strengthen 
society.

What Makes a Strong Family?

Researchers at the University of Nebraska - Lincoln have spent over 35 years trying to effectively answer the 
question, “What makes a strong family?” With data collected from over 24,000 family members in all 50 U.S. 
states and 34 countries around the world, these researchers have concluded that family strength is framed along 
six key characteristics: 

(1) appreciation and affection;   (4) enjoyable time together;
(2) commitment;      (5) spiritual well-being; and
(3) positive communication;    (6) successful management of stress and crisis.1

 
These characteristics are not always easy to model or teach; however, common sense suggests, and good research 
confirms, the many positive outcomes that a strong family foundation can afford its members.2  A strong family 
unit can extend its family members intimacy and trust. A strong family can be a source of inspiration and growth. 
Strong families can promote socialization, independence, and spiritual development. And although a stable family 
unit can help its members endure and thrive in the midst of life’s trials and tribulations, it is also the case that an 
unstable and/or dysfunctional family can yield significant deleterious outcomes that have the potential to seri-
ously limit or harm the development of its members. The relational well-being of families is critical in affecting a 
family’s physical and mental health, the readiness and success of children in school, the engagement of youth in 
positive and prosocial activities, and ultimately, economic success.  In sum, the strength of family bonds is crucial 
to a family’s capacity to support, cultivate, and care for its members.

STRONGER FAMILIES, STRONGER SOCIETY:
AN ANALYSIS OF THE RIDGE PROJECT, INC.
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1   DeFrain, J. & Asay, S.M. (2007). Strong Families Around the World: Strengths-Based Research and Perspectives. New York & London: Hayworth Press/Taylor & Francis.
2  Encouraging Strong Family Relationships: A Series of Policy Briefs from the Policy Matters Project, Brief No. 6. Center for the Study of Social Policy.

5



SOCIAL OUTCOMES OF 
INCARCERATION
A key challenge that contributes to the disinte-
gration of many families is incarceration. When 
a father or a mother is put in prison, the family 
unit can become volatile. The incapacitation of 
a family member, of course, means s/he is 
unable to commit another crime while 
incarcerated,3  but it is important to consider 
that there are many positive social functions 
the inmate is also unable to perform while 
detained.4

Income potential becomes constrained as the 
inmate might otherwise have held a job that 
would contribute to the family. The day-to-day 
responsibilities related to maintaining a house-
hold either shifts to another family member or 
becomes neglected entirely. Perhaps, most im-
portantly, the responsibility of raising children 
rests on the shoulders of a spouse, significant 
other, family member, or even the government. 
The incarcerated bear the burden of their prison 
sentence, but inmates’ children and families 
may pay an even greater price when a parent is 
turned over to the prison system.

The impact of incarceration significantly af-
fects the family unit throughout the detention 
period; however, incarceration also has lasting 
effects well beyond the conclusion of a prison 
sentence. Reintegration into society and into the 
family can be a multi-tiered challenge

Former prisoners may have difficulty finding 
post-incarceration employment opportunities. 
Those released from prison may suffer from the 

enduring stigma of their sentence, limiting their 
ability and willingness to become involved in 
community activities and meaningful relation-
ships. Even for those with good intentions and 
strong motivation, incarceration can lead to 
mounting disadvantage and poverty.5  

Incarceration also interrupts many positive 
social outcomes specifically related to the father-
child relationship. Father-child contact encour-
ages stronger socio-emotional and academic 
functioning.6  High levels of father involvement 
can also yield stronger social abilities, confi-
dence, and self-control among his children.7  
Conversely, children who come from homes 
where fathers have been absent for an extended 
period of time are more likely to suffer from 
abuse or neglect.8  Fatherless children have a 
greater risk of becoming involved with drugs 
and alcohol,9  increased sexual activity and teen-
age pregnancy,10  and/or increased involvement 
in criminal activity,11  and incarceration.12  In 
sum, incarceration directly challenges the well-
being of the offender’s family.

U.S. PRISONS: A POPULATION 
ON THE RISE
The United States prison population has seen 
significant growth over the past 40 years. Prison 
population growth of over 700 percent since the 
1970’s has strained the resources and capacities 
of individual prisons, has created an increas-
ing challenge for policy makers, and is becom-
ing an increasing liability for U.S. taxpayers.13  
Although many practitioners and scholars argue 
that prisons provide the most efficient solution to 
our nation’s crime problem, there is also evi-
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   3  Zimring, F. E., & Hawkins, G. (1995). Incapacitation: Penal confinement and the restraint of crime. New York: Oxford University Press.
  4  Western, B., & McClanahan, S. (2000). Fathers behind bars: The impact of incarceration on family formation (pp. 309-24). Princeton University
  5  Sampson, Robert J. and John H. Laub. 1993. Crime in the Making: Pathways and Turning Points through Life. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
  6   Howard, K. S., Burke Lefever, J. E., Borkowski, J.G., & Whitman , T. L. (2006). Fathers’ influence in the lives of children with adolescent mothers. Journal of Family Psychology, 20, 468- 476.
  7   Anthes, E. (2010, May/June). Family guy. Scientific American Mind
  8   “CPS Involvement in Families with Social Fathers.” Fragile Families Research Brief No.46. Princeton, NJ and New York, NY: Bendheim-Thomas Center for Research on Child Wellbeing and Social 
     Indicators Survey Center, 2010. See also P. R. Amato and J. G. Gilbreth, “Nonresident Fathers and Children’s Well-Being: A Meta-Analysis,” Journal of Marriage and Family 61 (1999): 557-573; Robert 
     Bauserman, “Child Adjustment in Joint-Custody Versus Sole-Custody Arrangements: A Meta-Analytic Review,” Journal of Family Psychology 16 (2002): 91-102.
  9  National Fatherhood Initiative. “Family Structure, Father Closeness, & Drug Abuse.” Gaithersburg, MD: National Fatherhood Initiative, 2004: 20-22.
  10 Burn, V. E. (2008). Living without a strong father figure: A context for teen mothers’ experience of having become sexually active. Issues in Mental Health Nursing, 29, 279–297.
  11 Harper, Cynthia C. and Sara S. McLanahan. “Father Absence and Youth Incarceration.” Journal of Research on Adolescence 14 (September 2004): 369-397.
  12 Johnson, B. R. (2014). Mentoring Children of Prisoners: A Randomized Controlled Trial Study of Amachi Texas. Program on Prosocial Behavior, Special Report, Baylor Institute for Studies of Religion.
  13 Wildeman, C. (2014). Parental incarceration, child homelessness, and the invisible consequences of mass imprisonment. The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 651(1), 
     74-96; Wildeman, C., Andersen, S. H., Lee, H., & Karlson, K. B. (2014). Parental Incarceration and Child Mortality in Denmark. American Journal of Public Health, (0), e1-e6



dence that confirms a prison sentence may actually 
promote a cyclical pattern of incarceration, creating 
a series of additional long-term consequences that 
are harmful for inmates and their families.14 

Prisoners are often ill-equipped to achieve and 
maintain a crime-free lifestyle during or after in-
carceration. Without opportunities, resources, and 
accountability, many ex-offenders will end up back 
in the same communities and relationships that 
promoted their deviant behavior in the first place. 
Prison, therefore, may only serve as a temporary 
escape from the reality of an individual’s destructive 
tendencies and environments. 

Studies that come closest to providing a “national” 
recidivism rate estimate that three-in-five, or 60% of 
former prisoners will recidivate within three years 
of release.15  If these statistics are accurate, then 
what has often been deemed an effective solution to 
criminal activity, is only successful about 40% of the 
time. When one considers the financial obligation 
of the U.S. prison system each year totals approxi-
mately $50 billion, it is clear that we need to rethink 
how we approach incarceration as well as prisoner 
reentry.

The U.S. prison system must work to more effectively 
leverage its resources to prevent future victimization. 
People and organizations that work to systematically 
help transform prisoners and promote long-term 
lifestyle changes must be encouraged and supported. 
Indeed, equipping individual organizations with the 
resources needed to create sustainable change may 
be the first step in finding a solution to address many 
of the key issues that face inmates, ex-offenders, and 
their families.
 

A SOLUTION FROM WITHIN:
RON AND CATHERINE TIJERINA

“The Tijerina family has successfully taken 
their experiences in the criminal justice system 
and turned them into a positive for society. Ron 
and Catherine’s dedication to their own family 
coupled with a genuine desire to help others is 
what has made their work so successful.” 

Lynn Wachtmann, 
Ohio State Representative, House District 75

For some, a general understanding of the value of 
developing strong families is enough to drive action. 
For Ron and Catherine Tijerina, personal experience 
provides a whole different context for this important 
work.

Wrongful Incarceration

In September 1991, the Tijerina family was upended: 
Ron was convicted of a crime that he did not com-
mit. With the reality of a 14-25 year sentence hang-
ing over their heads, the Tijerinas rapidly shifted 
from a young family hopeful of a bright future to a 
family torn apart by incarceration. And though the 
sentence ultimately landed Ron behind bars, the 
impact on Ron’s family was equally devastating.

As Catherine remembers:

“I walked out of the courtroom and the weight 
of Ron’s incarceration hit me – how am I going 
to explain what just happened to our two sons? 
How will our family endure 14-25 years without 
a father or husband in our day-to-day lives? I 
was devastated, and the pain, shame, and isola-
tion we all experienced were overwhelming.”

STRONGER FAMILIES, STRONGER SOCIETY:
AN ANALYSIS OF THE RIDGE PROJECT, INC.
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14  Turney, K., & Wildeman, C. (2013). Redefining Relationships Explaining the Countervailing Consequences of Paternal Incarceration for Parenting. American Sociological Review, 78(6), 949-979.
15  Allen J. Beck and Bernard Shipley (1989). Recidivism of Prisoners Released in 1983. Bureau of Justice Statistics. Recidivism of Released Prisoners Series, NCJ 116261, http://www.bjs.gov/index.
cfm?ty=pbdetail&iid=1135. Patrick Langan and David Levin (2002). Recidivism of Prisoners Released in 1994. Bureau of Justice Statistics. Recidivism of Released Prisoners Series, NCJ 193427, http://www.
bjs.gov/index.cfm?ty=pbdetail&iid=1134.
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As expected, Ron’s time in prison did create 
many obstacles for the Tijerina family. Living 
on welfare and enduring extreme financial hard-
ship, the Tijerinas experienced the prejudices 
and severe societal pressures that are hung on 
the wife and children of an incarcerated man. 
Separation from Ron created a new family 
dynamic for the Tijerinas, as communication 
with Ron was limited to the confines of a prison 
visiting room only a few times each month. 
Living without a husband and father can tear a 
family apart; but imprisonment actually brought 
the Tijerina family closer together.

Hope and a Vision

The day Ron went to prison represented a 
significant turning point for the Tijerina family. 
Struggling to understand and process the reality 
of an extended prison sentence, Ron committed 
to becoming a stronger husband and father from 
the confines of his prison cell.

Just two months later, Ron and Catherine shared 
another significant moment from a prison visit-
ing room. The Tijerinas experienced a new 
sense of hope that would allow them to partner 
together in a whole new journey.

Ron recalls this day:

“I remember celebrating with Catherine as 
we prayed together in the prison visiting 
room. We knew our family had a long road 
ahead of us, but we knew that we would 
overcome the difficulties of my incarcera-
tion and the separation of our family. Our 
prayer became, ‘Lord, send us where no one 
else will go. Use this time in prison to bring 
glory to Your name.’”

The Tijerinas had no idea just how transforma-
tive this prayer would be as their calling began 
to unfold in the coming years.

As Ron was transferred between seven differ-
ent penitentiaries, the Tijerinas failed to find 
programs or support groups to aid families and 

children with incarcerated parents. Their family 
had to find new ways to deal with Ron’s time in 
prison, and it became clear that there were oth-
ers struggling with the same issues. It was in this 
struggle that Ron and Catherine saw an opportu-
nity for outreach designed to aid families, provide 
a safe haven to encourage youth to make positive 
lifestyle choices, and to support those who have 
made mistakes to effectively build a new life.

The Tijerinas witnessed many families falling 
victim to extreme suffering without a parent/
spouse in the picture. Of course, Ron had a unique 
perspective as an inmate, as did Catherine as an 
inmate’s wife. This led to an opportunity for the 
Tijerinas to endeavor in outreach to help others 
beyond their own family. 16

Thinking Forward

“[The Tijerinas] focus on the future. So many 
people fail to think forward. Ron and Cathy 
do that and they do it in an incredible way.”

Gary Mohr
Director, Ohio Department of Rehabilitation 
and Corrections

In 1993, while Ron was inside the walls of the 
penitentiary, he and Catherine developed a pro-
gram called Keeping FAITH (Keeping Families 
and Inmates Together in Harmony), now referred 
to as the TYRO Program.  The program began 
without grant funding, with Ron mentoring other 
men in prison and Catherine providing encour-
agement and support to inmates families outside 
the prison.  These outreach efforts to inmates and 
their families continued to grow during Ron’s 
incarceration, and significantly expanded af-
ter Ron’s release in 2006, through a Promoting 
Responsible Fatherhood federal grant.  Begin-
ning only two years into Ron’s sentence, this 
dual-pronged approach (support for the inmate 
and support for his family) was a unique and 
much-needed service for offenders and their 
families. Together, the Tijerinas began building a 
program and curriculum to provide transforma-
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16 Matthew T. Lee, Paige S. Veta, Byron R. Johnson, Maria E. Pagano (2014). “Daily Spiritual Experiences and Adolescent Treatment Response,”
Alcohol Treatment Quarterly, v 32 (2): 290-317. 



tional opportunities for offenders and their families 
to combat the root issues inherent to incarceration.  
Little did the Tijerinas know, Keeping FAITH would 
also serve as the foundation for The RIDGE Project 
which was founded only seven years later in Decem-
ber 2000.  In 2002, The RIDGE Project was awarded 
its first state grant, funding a nine county youth-serv-
ing collaborative.  Since 2002, The RIDGE Project 
has received numerous state and federal grants to 
provide highly effective services to tens of thousands 
of youth, fathers, and families.

Ron was released from prison in September 2006 
after serving 15 years of his 14-25 year sentence. 
Within two weeks of his release, the Tijerinas were 
awarded a grant from the Office of Family Assis-
tance (OFA) to continue their work with incarcerated 
fathers and their families. Serving as co-directors of 
RIDGE, Ron oversaw the prison ministry and Cath-
erine continued to lead the youth division.

THE RIDGE PROJECT: BUILDING 
A LEGACY OF STRONG FAMILIES

“What began as an effort in survival for our 
family became a pathway of healing for others.” 
       
Ron Tijerina

Officially founded in 2000 by Ron and Catherine Ti-
jerina, The RIDGE Project, Inc. is a nationally-rec-
ognized, Christian 501(c)(3) non-profit organization 
based in McClure, Ohio. The RIDGE Project exists 
to “establish a path of honor, discipline, and integ-
rity; by way of education, motivation, and inspira-
tion; in order to lead families into a future defined 
by hope, peace, and righteousness for generations to 
come.”

The RIDGE Project is an innovative organization 
that is meeting an increasingly important unmet 
need for those who currently suffer or are at-risk of 
suffering the effects of incarceration. The Tijerinas’ 

personal experience with the prison system and the 
lack of support available for family units before, 
during, and after imprisonment makes the work of 
The RIDGE Project especially relevant and influen-
tial. As the Tijerina family discovered, both inmates 
and inmates’ families need help to successfully 
overcome many of the peripheral consequences of 
incarceration. And more than providing a “band aid” 
to address these issues, The RIDGE Project works 
to provide a long-term solution for the entire family 
unit.

The RIDGE Project takes a holistic approach to 
building strong families to overcome the challenges 
of incarceration. In fact, The RIDGE Project oper-
ates under the mantra Building a Legacy of Stronger 
Families. With programs that address generational 
cycles of welfare dependency, fatherlessness, and 
imprisonment, The RIDGE Project provides youth 
and families with the resources and skills to become 
healthy, contributing members of society. Taking 
a holistic approach to supporting the entire family 
unit provides a number of important outcomes for 
families, including promoting a greater likelihood 
that inmates will effectively reintegrate into society 
upon release.

TRANSFORMATIVE 
PROGRAMMING

“[The RIDGE Project] is the first resource that 
genuinely cares for the lives of [the men they 
serve], and both [the men] and their women 
know it. It is working with the entire family, al-
lowing these men to actually do tasks with their 
kids so they can build relationships. The women 
are changing, along with the incarcerated men, 
so that when they come home there is a com-
pletely different dynamic then when they left. 
That is the key to their success.” 

Kelly Kollen, 
Unit Manager, Toledo Correctional Institution

STRONGER FAMILIES, STRONGER SOCIETY:
AN ANALYSIS OF THE RIDGE PROJECT, INC.
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Built from the outreach Ron and Catherine originally 
provided from within the prison system, The RIDGE 
Project currently operates through three divisions: an 
Adult Division, a Workforce Development Division, 
and a Youth Division. These divisions work in tan-
dem to provide unique programming that systemati-
cally serves incarcerated men, families of incarcer-
ated men, and at-risk youth.

The majority of the services The RIDGE Adult 
Division provides begin inside the walls  for people 
already in prison, although courses are offered for 
those who are low income parents, those who have 
recently been released from prison,  and those who 
want to improve their personal and family lives, as 
well. Eligibility is dependent primarily on parental 
status and the age of the children.  Fathers with chil-
dren under age 22 who are either within six months 
from being released or up to six months after incar-
ceration are admitted under a Re-entry Grant, and 
low-income fathers with children age 18 or under 
(ex-offenders and non-ex-offenders) are admitted 
through a Pathways Grant.

The RIDGE Project currently offers programming 
to incarcerated fathers in 17-out-of-28 Ohio De-
partment of Rehabilitation institutions (over 60%), 
five community-based corrections facilities, and 
two county jails.  It also provides programming to 
formerly incarcerated fathers in 10 community loca-
tions throughout Ohio. Altogether, RIDGE provides 
approximately 75 individual class sessions each 
week.

TYRO Program 

The TYRO Program is the cornerstone of The 
RIDGE Project’s work. “TYRO” (Latin in origin) 
means “an apprentice, novice, or young warrior” or 
“someone learning something new.”  Framed around 
supporting the incarcerated father and his partner, 
this program promotes key qualities of healthy indi-
viduals and a healthy relationship.

Unlike traditional couples-related programming, the 
TYRO Program works from the “inside-out” – both 
literally and figuratively – to strengthen and support 
families. Literally speaking, coursework is adminis-
tered to the inmate (inside) and his family (outside).  
Figuratively speaking, coursework is designed to 
fortify the character and skills of the individual (in-
side) to produce responsible, healthy fathers, fami-
lies, and citizens (outside). 

The RIDGE Project recognizes the key obstacles 
that fathers and families will face post-incarceration. 
The TYRO Program 36-hour curriculum includes 
a series of courses over a 9-18-week period that 
addresses these key issues, including courses to pro-
mote healthy marriages, responsible parenting, and 
economic stability.

After being accepted into RIDGE programming, the 
first course fathers are exposed to is the TYRO Dads 
course. These men learn important lessons through 
the curriculum, and are encouraged to begin taking 
responsibility for their actions and to act with honor 
and integrity. Simply put, the TYRO Dads course-
work provides imprisoned men with a healthy model 
for becoming a responsible father and husband.
The men that graduate from the TYRO Dads course 
earn the title of “TYRO,” as they now stand “as 
warriors for their families; defending their children 
and their legacies and embracing their role as father 
as the highest call on their life.” Graduates also have 
the ability to join a TYRO Fraternity, a mentoring 
network that promotes accountability and brother-
hood within the prison and as they reintegrate back 
into their families and society.

The TYRO Dads course is foundational to all other 
courses and programs offered by The RIDGE 
Project.  By molding fathers into men of honor and 
integrity, the course instills in them the attitudes and 
character qualities that are required for successful 
relationships with their families and that are neces-
sary for success in the workplace.

STRONGER FAMILIES, STRONGER SOCIETY:
AN ANALYSIS OF THE RIDGE PROJECT, INC.
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“The TYRO Dads program has been an amaz-
ing experience for me. TYRO Dads has helped 
me gain confidence in myself, and I truly be-
lieve my dreams will come true. I have learned 
what it means to be a man of honor, integrity, 
and promise… I know everything won’t be 
easy, but I know in my heart that I am ready 
to be a better father and a husband… I am a 
TYRO and I will not quit!” 
       
RIDGE Participant

Following the TYRO Dads coursework, the men 
may join with their spouse/significant other for the 
eight-hour Couples Communication I course. The 
Tijerinas recognized the importance of commu-
nication in a healthy relationship - and also that 
many inmates and families lack the skills neces-
sary to be effective communicators. This intro-
ductory, basic communication course teaches the 
importance of collaboration and communication, 

and provides couples with a framework to incor-
porate strong communication-related habits into 
their relationships. Coursework is concluded with 
Couples Communication II, an advanced com-
munication class that promotes conflict resolution, 
anger management, and relationship stability.
The TYRO/Keeping FAITH Program has been 
implemented in 17 Ohio prisons and has served 
over 8,500 individuals (i.e. inmates and families). 
Pre- and post-survey results show important out-
comes, as well, for participants (See Exhibit 1).

Workforce Strengthening
 
Complementing the TYRO Program, The RIDGE 
Project offers specific workforce strengthening 
services to those who have completed TYRO 
Dads, to help prepare them for employment and 
open doors to economic stability for their fami-
lies.  

Some of the specific work-
force-related services offered 
include:

Job Ethics Training 
This 16-hour course teaches 
TYROs how to be successful 
at work and provides cross-
over skills designed to make 
TYROs valuable employees.

Prison-Based Commer-
cial Driver License (CDL) 
Training
The RIDGE Project has 
partnered with two prisons in 
Ohio, the Ohio State High-
way Patrol, a CDL training 
company, and PI&I Motor 
Express, a truck driving com-
pany, to provide CDL train-
ing for TYROs while they 
are still incarcerated.  After 
being released from prison, 
TYROs who have completed 
this program are offered 
employment by PI&I Motor 
Express.  This innovative 

12.....................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

17 Results come from The RIDGE Project Survey Data.



partnership not only provides TYROs with opportu-
nities for good-paying truck driving jobs to support 
their families, but also serves as a collaborative 
model that can be replicated throughout the nation.

Prison-Based Welding Training
A second program that the The RIDGE Project of-
fers to TYROs while they are still incarcerated is a 
3-course welding training program.  This program is 
available due to a partnership between The RIDGE 
Project, a prison in Ohio and an Ohio college.  TY-
ROs who complete this program are prepared for 
high-demand welding jobs upon release from prison.

Farm-to-Plate/Culinary Arts Program
TYROs in this program learn everything needed 
to take a seed, grow it into a plant, and turn it into 

a gourmet meal.  This one-of-a-kind training gives 
TYROs opportunities for employment in high demand 
jobs in the food service industry and sustainable agri-
culture.

Collaboration with One Stop 
Employment Centers
The RIDGE Project’s case managers help TYROs 
connect to local One Stop Employment Centers to 
obtain important job seeking skills, including resume 
and cover letter development, interviewing skills, and 
online job searching.  These case managers also as-
sist TYROs with pursuing Workforce Investment Act 
funds, through the One Stops, for job skills training 
programs in CDL, welding, etc. and education. 

Staffing Services
The RIDGE Project also operates 
a staffing company that helps con-
nect TYROs (and non-TYROs) to 
employment opportunities. These 
services specialize in placing 
temporary workers in production, 
industrial and clerical environ-
ments and recruiting candidates 
for specific hard-to-fill positions 
at all levels.  The staffing com-
pany works with employers to fill 
temporary and permanent positions 
with qualified applicants, and also 
arranges temp-to-permanent hires, 
while limiting the employers’ cost 
and risk in the hiring process. 

Participants in The RIDGE Proj-
ect’s workforce strengthening 
programs are providing important 
outcomes for employers, including 
improved profits and stronger re-
tention rates. All of the profits that 
The RIDGE generates through its 
staffing services help to self-fund 
its workforce and additional youth 
programming (see Exhibit 2). 

STRONGER FAMILIES, STRONGER SOCIETY:
AN ANALYSIS OF THE RIDGE PROJECT, INC.
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Youth Development

To help today’s youth combat negative societal influ-
ences and pressures, The RIDGE Project also pro-
vides programmatic outreach for youth ages 13–19. 
The RIDGE Project serves as the fiscal lead agent 
for the Ohio Adolescent Health Centers collabora-
tive, which is comprised of 18 organizations work-
ing together to provide programs designed to build 
students’ prosocial and healthy relationship skills, as 
well as encourage them to make healthy choices.  

These programs are currently provided in over 400 
schools, community-based locations, and juvenile 
detention centers throughout Ohio.  The RIDGE 
Project itself provides a nationally recognized Rites 
of Passage youth program in seven schools and one 
juvenile detention center in Northwest Ohio.  During 
the 2012-2013 school year, 531 students participated 
in the Rites of Passage program, which focuses on 
leadership development, mentoring, the benefits of 
sexual abstinence, and promoting healthy lifestyles. 
Youth-focused programming works proactively to 
help teens achieve a higher standard of living, and 
addresses issues related to fatherlessness, welfare 
dependency, drug and alcohol abuse, and premarital 
sexual activity. Rather than just telling them what 
not to do, The RIDGE project helps teens develop 
confidence and knowledge that will help them to 
desire a healthier, more productive future for them-
selves.
 

RIDGE’S ECONOMIC AND 
SOCIETAL IMPACT – 
AN ROI ANALYSIS
 
For many non-profit organizations, quantifying 
the impact of their services is an onerous task. The 
metric most commonly employed to convey value is 
the number of “touches” the organization made; that 

is, how many clients or participants it “served” in a 
given year. For the casual observer, the figures re-
ported may seem impressive: 1,500 families provid-
ed with free health care, or 10,000 tons of food given 
through the food bank. Neglecting the opportunity to 
consider a measure of economic and societal impact, 
though, can undercut an organization’s true value 
among its constituents and within the communities it 
serves.
  
An economic Return on Investment (ROI) model 
can help organizations begin to quantify their eco-
nomic and societal impact. In light of the opportu-
nity to minimize costs and maximize the impact of 
resources invested in the criminal justice system, the 
economic ROI of RIDGE’s TYRO Dads program 
is an important measure that helps stakeholders, 
constituents, and other observers understand the true 
value of the time and money invested in the organi-
zation. 

The economic ROI analysis provided here captures 
a particular sub-set of the TYRO Dads completers.  
The reason for selecting this sub-set is based on 
three factors:

1.  There are still many TYRO Dads completers 
that have not yet been released from prison.  
One of the key requirements for conducting an 
outcomes-based ROI analysis is for the com-
pleters to demonstrate changes in behavior (i.e., 
through employment, child support, etc.) as a 
result of their training.  We therefore limited our 
focus to those TYRO Dads completers that were 
released from prison;
 
2. A number of TYRO Dads completers are in 
non-ODRC20  (i.e., non-state) prison facilities, 
and we were not able to obtain release and re-
cidivism data for these TYRO Dads completers 
in time for this study; and 
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3. ODRC reports only 3-year recidivism 
rates.   In order to capture a comparable 
rate among TYRO Dads completers, we 
had to limit our calculation to TYRO Dads 
completers that were released between 2008 
and 2010 to allow for the 3 years needed for 
calculating the recidivism rate.  

This analysis projects the economic ROI for the 
107 TYRO Dads completers released in 2012, 
and assumes the same recidivism rate as for 
those TYRO Dads completers released between 
2008 and 2010.  

Capturing the Investment of TYRO 
Dads (The “I” of ROI)

We estimated the costs for this subset of TYRO 
Dads completers based on the average cost/
completer multiplied by the 107 TYRO Dads 
released in 2012.  The cost/completer is calcu-
lated by taking the total TYRO training costs 

and dividing it by the total number of com-
pleters.  Using the cost/completer, as opposed to 
the cost/trainee, reflects the outcomes-focused 
approach of this analysis, which is focused on 
results (i.e., completion), not process (i.e., train-
ing).  We estimated the average cost/completer 
at $1,673 which, multiplied by the 107 TRYO 
Dads completers released in 2012, comes to an 
estimated cost of $178,968 (see Exhibit 3).  

Capturing the Return of TYRO Dads 
(The “R” of ROI)

This study considers two key categories of 
return (or impact): Economic Savings and Eco-
nomic Gains. Quantifying specific outcomes, 
such as the additional federal and state tax 
revenue generated by TYRO Dads completers, 
savings in incarceration costs from reduced re-
cidivism, and reduced dependency on public as-
sistance, among others, a tangible return on the 
resources invested in and through TYRO Dads 

begins to take shape. As-
sessing these categories of 
impact alongside RIDGE’s 
total projected expenditures 
for these 107 TYRO Dads 
completers reveals an esti-
mated yield for each dollar 
invested in the program.  In 
Exhibit 4 we provide the 
details of our ROI analysis.  
The summarized findings 
of the ROI are presented in 
Exhibit 3. As can be seen, 
the total estimated econom-
ic gain from the 107 TYRO 
Dads completers released 
from ODRC in 2012 is 
$178,968.  Additionally, the 
total estimated economic 
savings from these com-
pleters is $372,291.  The 
total estimated economic 
impact (Gains + Savings) 
for these 107 TYRO Dads 
released from ODRC in 
2012 is $557,991. There-
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fore, the total estimated economic impact per TYRO 
Dads completer for 2012 is $5,215.  Thus, the one-
year comprehensive ROI is 312 percent. This means 
the total estimated economic impact per $1 invested 
in The RIDGE’s TYRO Dads program is $3.12.  
Over time, the ROI would be expected to increase, 
as both the benefits of increased tax revenues and 
child support payments from higher projected em-
ployment rates and the savings from reduced recidi-
vism and public assistance continue, without any 
additional costs.  This would increase the projected 
ROI to $9.35 per $1 invested over three years, and 
$15.59 over five years.

We estimate that TYRO Dads’ one-year ROI is 
312% - that is, for every $1 invested in TYRO Dads, 
the economy sees a $3.12 return in year one. After 
three years, the initial $1 invested multiplies into a 
ROI of $9.35. After five years, the economic impact 
of the initial investment yields approximately $15.59 
in economic impact – a 1,559% ROI. Though it is 
obviously helpful to begin to quantify TYRO Dads’ 
overall impact, it is equally important to empha-
size this figure is based on a subset of TYRO Dads’ 
completers, and does not include each and every 
potential economic gain and savings related to the 
TYRO Dads program.  For example, our ROI analy-
sis does not consider the cost savings associated with 
reduced crime victimization as a result of the crimes 
averted due to the TYRO Dads’ intervention. As 
stated earlier in this study, it was estimated that the 
annual cost associated with crime victimizations to-
taled $450 billion in 1993. Clearly, that figure would 
be higher today. In sum, more than just the quanti-
fication of 107 TYRO Dads released from prison in 
2012, it is clear that many TYRO Dads completers 
generate significant economic returns for the local, 
state, and federal economy.

Initiatives like TYRO Dads are our best chance to 
achieve scalable solutions in addressing the prisoner 
reentry crisis in Ohio – and elsewhere. These volun-
teer coalitions have the potential to bring together 
a “coalition of the willing” able to coordinate job 
placement, housing, life-skills, and most importantly, 

match prisoners (before they leave prison) with men-
tors who can hold them accountable on the outside 
while providing the social and spiritual support they 
need to live crime-free lives and be productive citi-
zens. This combination of accountability and assis-
tance is essential for any effort to effectively change 
the lives of offenders and lower recidivism, thereby, 
creating safer communities, fewer victims, and less 
cost to taxpayers.  (See Exhibit 4 - ROI)

LOOKING AHEAD – 
THE FUTURE OF THE 
RIDGE PROJECT
As an entrepreneurial organization, The RIDGE 
Project is looking to strengthen its sustainability 
through a number of social enterprises in order to 
assure ongoing services to fragile families as well 
as to expand its pool of job placement and business 
ownership opportunities for its graduates.  Continu-
ous improvement is extremely important to Co-
Directors, Ron and Cathy Tijerina so The RIDGE 
Project consistently seeks out best practices to meet 
the ever-changing needs of their funders, clients, and 
staff.  They have identified technological innovations 
that will revolutionize service delivery and tracking 
through Mobile Digital Engagement.

Mobile Digital Engagement is the use of mobile 
technology (e.g. smartphones and tablets) to further 
engage participants by delivering services digitally 
in between classroom sessions.  The RIDGE Project 
is currently implementing a Mobile Digital Engage-
ment strategy by integrating their program into 
a mobile technology platform that will allow for 
significantly deeper and more regular interactions 
with clients by filling the gap between class sessions 
with activities that reinforce their learning.  The 
technology will also allow for streamlining and rapid 
expansion and replication of The RIDGE Project’s 
service model and programs, as well as enhanced 
data collection, staff training, facilitator training, and 
increased facilitator to client engagement.
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The RIDGE Project is firmly committed to expand-
ing the depth and scope of its services as a direct 
service provider within the state of Ohio.  The 
RIDGE Project is also committed to helping other 
states implement the TYRO Programming in order 
to break generational cycles of incarceration and 
poverty that are the result of the disintegration of 
families.  There are a number of service providers 
and agencies in other states that have implemented 
or are in the process of implementing the program, 
with the RIDGE Project providing training, curricu-
lum sales, and technical assistance.  Building strong 
families is needed to reverse generational incarcera-
tion, and The RIDGE Project has been intentional in 
creating programs to bring effective, transformation-
al, and sustainable services to the most vulnerable 
families. This work is impacting individuals today 
and liberating generations for tomorrow. 

CONCLUSION
Citizens across the country are concerned because 
some 700,000 inmates are now returning to soci-
ety each year, with approximately 21,000 of those 
returning to Ohio communities annually.21  The 
prisoner reentry crisis is especially bad news for 
the disadvantaged communities to which most ex-
prisoners will return. But the news is even worse for 
those inmates leaving prison. 

Most prisoners are unprepared to leave and are 
unrealistic about their chances to “make it” outside 
of prison in society. Generally, ex-prisoners do not 
have the education, skills, or positive social supports 
necessary to assist them in returning to society. As a 
result, many ex-prisoners commit new crimes in the 
first few weeks or months after release. 

Research published in 2007 in the New England 
Journal of Medicine found that during the period 
immediately following release from prison, deaths 

among former prisoners were more than 12 times the 
average for the general population.22   Furthermore, 
the death rate for drug overdose among ex-prisoners 
was 129 times the death rate for comparable citizens. 
This is why leading experts uniformly agree that the 
successful reintegration of former prisoners is one of 
the most formidable challenges facing society today. 
Indeed, prisoner reentry is a very dangerous time for 
ex-prisoners as well as society at large. 

Ohio, like most states, does not have enough money 
to “fix the problem.” We need a new series of public-
private and secular-sacred partnerships that will 
enlist thousands of new volunteers to assist cor-
rectional authorities in the delivery of much needed 
educational and vocational programs, not only in 
prisons, but in the communities to which prisoners 
will be returning. The RIDGE Project’s TYRO Dads 
Program is the perfect example of such an effort and 
has been working in Ohio prisons for over a decade 
to reduce recidivism and the substantial human and 
social costs resulting from it. 

The realities of recidivism open a new window of 
opportunity for society to do something about the 
mass release of prisoners back into our communities. 
Shrinking state budgets are making it necessary to 
consider new approaches that emphasize cooperation 
between secular and sacred entities in order to help 
former prisoners remain crime-free after leaving 
prison. Innovative approaches like those offered 
through The RIDGE Project will only be successful 
if many new volunteers and groups are encouraged 
to partner with governmental agencies in confronting 
the prisoner reentry crisis.
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21 ODRC Data from FY 2013
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Recidivism refers to the first return to an ODRC institution for a new crime within a given follow-up period. We 
follow the ODRC’s methodology and employ a three-year follow-up period. 23  The three-year follow-up period is 
specific to each offender released and depends on their release date. For instance, an offender released on Feb-
ruary 2, 2010 will have a three-year follow-up period until February 1, 2013, whereas an offender released on 
October 10, 2010 will have a three-year follow-up period until October 9, 2013.24  

All TYRO release cohorts for whom it was possible to compute a three-year follow-up period were included in 
the sample.  Thus, we included all TYRO completers released in 2008, 2009, and 2010. For each of these TYRO 
completers, we identified any prison admission date for a new crime that was subsequent to their release date. 
The first of these admission dates was coded as a return for a new crime on the condition that it fell within the 
offender’s three-year follow-up period. Offenders with multiple admission dates within their three-year follow-up 
period are only counted once. For comparison, we averaged the ODRC’s 2008,25  2009,26 and 2010 27  new crime 
recidivism rates for males.

............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

23   ODRC Recidivism Rates Methodology: < http://www.drc.ohio.gov/web/Reports/Recidivism/Recidivism%20Rates%20Methodology.pdf>.
24   ODRC Recidivism Rates Methodology.
25   ODRC Key Recidivism Information CY2008 < http://www.drc.ohio.gov/web/Reports/Recidivism/Key%20Recidivism%20Information%20CY2008.pdf>.
26   ODRC Key Recidivism Information CY2009 < http://www.drc.ohio.gov/web/Reports/Recidivism/Key%20Recidivism%20Information%20CY2009.pdf>.
27   ODRC Key Recidivism Information CY2010 < http://www.drc.ohio.gov/web/Reports/Recidivism/Key%20Recidivism%20Information%20CY2010.pdf>.
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