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In order to be effective, America’s response to crime needs to be constantly reevaluated.  
New policing methods and technologies continue to emerge as options to address changes 
in patterns of crime, delinquency, gang violence, drug use, and more.  The same can be 
said for our courts and correctional systems.  Taxpayers, scholars, and policy makers 
alike have a serious interest in determining what works and what does not when it comes 
to crime reduction, the effectiveness of new sentencing guidelines, or the impact of new 
programs designed to rehabilitate prisoners.  Since the current study deals with prison-
ers and ex-prisoners, our brief discussion of the traditional response to crime will have a 
specific focus on how correctional authorities have attempted to address problems linked 
to prisoner rehabilitation, prisoner reentry, and recidivism.

First and foremost, prisons are built and run to keep prisoners incarcerated and thereby 
insure public safety.  Most wardens are not opposed to the rehabilitation of prisoners. 
That said, most wardens understand that, while prisoners have problems needing atten-
tion, regrettably, wardens have limited resources and rarely, if at all, have the ability to 
implement wide-ranging treatment programs. Thus, decision-makers and correctional 
administrators always tend to put issues related to safety and security ahead of factors 
related to the treatment and rehabilitation of prisoners. Unfortunately, a lack of emphasis 
on how to address core problems through innovative programs has had the inadvertent 
effect of stymieing correctional practices and thus has allowed the emphasis to remain on 
developing better and more effective techniques for safely incarcerating more and more 
offenders.  While correctional budgets have soared over the last three decades, govern-
mental support available to confront issues like the prisoner reentry crisis has not kept 
pace.
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the unintended and mounting costs 
of incarceration

For many, the U.S. prison system is considered 
a societal black hole. Often deemed the most 
efficient and simplistic solution to our nation’s 
crime problems, offenders can easily be consid-
ered “out of sight and out of mind” when they 
are incarcerated.  Whether prisons are viewed as 

1) a means of punishing offenders for their 
actions – guided by a philosophy of retri-
bution and what criminologists have long 
referred to as “just deserts,” 

2) a vehicle simply to incapacitate offenders 
(i.e. offenders cannot harm others while they 
are incarcerated and isolated from society), 
or 

3) a deterrent to future crime – the notion 
that justice will be administered swiftly and 
the punishment severe enough to prevent 
potential offenders from committing illegal 
behavior (e.g., “three strikes” laws and other 
mandatory sentences are so harsh they will 
send a message to the general public that will 
significantly deter future criminal behavior),

most government officials would at least agree 
that correctional facilities are first and foremost 
about insuring public safety. What many do not 
realize, though, is that the unintended conse-
quences of incarceration (as it is widely prac-
ticed in the U.S.) have created a growing burden 

that the entire nation bears. When one citizen is 
incarcerated, taxpayers “pay” once for his sen-
tence - in both social and economic terms 1 - but 
if he is not successfully rehabilitated and reinte-
grated, taxpayers “pay” again for his subsequent 
crimes, incarceration, and loss of economic ac-
tivity.  The comprehensive cost of incarceration 
in the context of the efficacy of the U.S. prison 
system is unfortunately far more pervasive and 
consequential than many scholars and policy-
makers have understood.  Consequently, under-
standing and maximizing the effective use of the 
human and financial capital expended within the 
criminal justice system is of utmost importance.

A Growing Social Epidemic
	
Since the 1970s, the United States prison popu-
lation has grown by over 700 percent. In fact, 
1-in-100 adults currently reside behind bars in 
the U.S. 2  Furthermore, based on current trends, 
one out of every 15 American citizens will go 
to prison in his or her lifetime, meaning over 20 
million of our nation’s current population may 
be incarcerated at some point. 3  This dramatic 
growth in the prison population represents an 
increasing challenge for policy makers and cor-
rectional authorities, and translates into a costly 
liability for U.S. taxpayers. 4 

U.S. prisons are comprised of convicted offend-
ers largely coming from economically disadvan-
taged communities where poverty is pervasive 
and highly concentrated. Many prisoners were 
raised in broken and dysfunctional homes and 
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1 Wakefield, Sara, and Christopher Wildeman (2013). Children of the Prison Boom: Mass Incarceration and the Future of American Inequali-
ty.  New York, NY: Oxford University Press; Wildeman, Christopher, and Christopher Muller (2012). “Mass Imprisonment and Inequality in 
Health and Family Life.” Annual Review of Law and Social Science 8:11-30; Wang, Emily A., and Christopher Wildeman (2011). “Studying 
Health Disparities by Including Incarcerated and Formerly Incarcerated Individuals.” JAMA 305:1708-1709; Wildeman, Christopher (2010). 
“Paternal Incarceration and Children’s Physically Aggressive Behaviors: Evidence from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study.” Social 
Forces 89:285-310; Wildeman, Christopher, and Bruce Western (2010). “Incarceration in Fragile Families.” The Future of Children 20:157-177; 
Wildeman, Christopher (2009). “Parental Imprisonment, the Prison Boom, and the Concentration of Childhood Disadvantage.” Demography 
46:265-280.
2 According to a 2008 report by Pew’s Public Safety Performance Project, for the first time in history, more than one in every 100 adults in 
America were in jail or prison—a fact that significantly impacts state budgets without delivering a clear return on public safety.  
3 See http://www.pewstates.org/research/reports/one-in-100-85899374411.
4 Wildeman, Christopher (Forthcoming). “Parental Incarceration, Child Homelessness, and the Invisible Consequences of Mass Imprisonment.” 
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science; Wildeman, Christopher, Signe Hald Andersen, Hedwig Lee, and Kristian 
Bernt Karlson (Forthcoming). “Parental Incarceration and Child Mortality in Denmark.” American Journal of Public Health; Turney, Kristin, and 
Christopher Wildeman (Forthcoming). “Redefining Relationships: Explaining the Countervailing Consequences of Paternal Incarceration for 
Parenting Quality,” American Sociological Review.



may have had a parent that was incarcerated. In 
urban centers across the country, inner-city youth 
residing in distressed neighborhoods attend schools 
that are not performing well.  Along with poor 
functioning inner-city schools, a disturbingly high 
percentage of students are dropping out from these 
poorly functioning inner-city schools.  Indeed, the 
dropout rate in many disadvantaged urban environ-
ments can reach 60 percent, about twice the national 
average. Moreover, we know from decades of re-
search that school performance and dropping-out of 
school are significant predictors of criminal behavior 
as well as the increased likelihood of incarceration. 5  
And while many believe that exhausting the limits of 
our nation’s criminal justice system brings resolution 
to society’s criminal issues, there is considerable evi-
dence that a prison sentence may actually reinforce a 
cyclical pattern of incarceration. 6 

Beyond the cyclical and individual impact of prison 
life, the ongoing generational impact of criminal 
behavior also contributes to the growing prison 
population epidemic. When a parent is incarcerated, 
the lives of children can be disrupted in tragic ways.7  
Children of prisoners may end up in foster care 
placement. 8  Repeated changes in family structure 
due to parental incarceration can be disruptive in 
children’s lives which often creates instability and 
insecurity that can be harmful to youth. 9  Consider 
that children of prisoners are more likely to observe 
parental substance abuse, perform poorly in school, 

and experience poverty and disadvantage. 10  As 
might be expected, children of prisoners are also 
more likely to experience aggression, anxiety, and 
depression. 11  Children of prisoners, therefore, are 
at-risk for alcohol and drug abuse, delinquency and 
crime, gang involvement, and subsequent incar-
ceration. 12  Moreover, parental criminality is a risk 
factor for juvenile delinquency, and the link between 
the incarceration of a parent and a variety of anti-
social behaviors among their children is well-docu-
mented. 13  Taken together, these debilitating factors 
can lead children of prisoners into early and frequent 
contact with the criminal justice system.  

Indeed, research confirms that children of prisoners 
experience much higher rates of criminal behavior 
and subsequent incarceration. 14  Thus, the impact of 
one man’s incarceration may be felt by families and 
communities for decades. The nature of prison life 
yields a host of negative outcomes for all of society, 
and the cumulative effect of the outcomes will have 
important implications for generations to come.  

Rather than providing offenders with the oppor-
tunities and resources necessary to achieve real 
life-transformation, incarceration often serves only 
as a temporary reprieve from a troubled existence. 
Within a short period of time after release, many 
ex-offenders find themselves back in the same com-
munities and circles of influence that enabled, if not 
encouraged, their criminal activity in the first place. 
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5 Farrington, David. P. (1998). Predictors, Causes and Correlates of Male Youth Violence. In Youth Violence, Crime and Justice, Vol. 24, edited by M. Tonry 
and M.H. Moore; Catalano, R.F., and Hawkins, J.D. (1996). The social development model: A theory of antisocial behavior. In Delinquency and Crime: Cur-
rent Theories, edited by J. D.Hawkins. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, pp. 149–197; Hawkins, J.D., Farrington, D.P., and Catalano, R.F. (1998). 
Reducing violence through the schools. In Violence in American Schools: A New Perspective, edited by D. S. Elliott, B. A. Hamburg, and K.R. Williams.  
New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, pp. 188–216.
6 Turney, Kristin, and Christopher Wildeman (Forthcoming). “Redefining Relationships: Explaining the Countervailing Consequences of Paternal Incarcera-
tion for Parenting Quality,” American Sociological Review. 
7 Elizabeth Johnson and Jane Waldfogel (2002). Children of Incarcerated Parents: Cumulative Risk and Children’s Living Arrangements. JCPR Working 
Paper #306. Chicago: Joint Center for Poverty Research, Northwestern University/University of Chicago. Accessed at http://www.jcpr.org/wp/wpprofile.cfm.
id=364.
8  Lauren Glaze and Laura M. Maruschak (2008). Parents in Prison and Their Minor Children. Bureau of Justice Statistics, Special Report, Washington, DC: 
U. S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs.
9  Denise Johnston (1995). “Effects of Parental Incarceration,” in Children of Incarcerated Parents, (eds.) Katherine Gabel and Denise Johnston. New York: 
Lexington Books.
10  John Hagan and Ronit Dinovitzer (1999). “Collateral Consequences of Imprisonment, Communities and Prisoners,” in Michael Tonry and Joan Petersilia 
(eds.). Crime and Justice, Volume 26. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.
11  Child Welfare League of America. Federal Resource Center for Children of Prisoners. See http://cwla.org.
12  Barry Krisberg (2001). The Plight of Childen Whose Parents are in Prison. Oakland, CA: National Council on Crime and Delinquency, Focus.  
13 William H. Sack and Jack Seidler (1978). “Should Children Visit Their Parents in Prison?” Law and Human Behavior 2: 261-266.
14  Katherine Gabel and Denise Johnston (1995). Children of Incarcerated Parents, (eds.). New York: Lexington Books.



National three-year recidivism rates fluctuate 
around 60 percent, exposing the reality that 
crime reduction is not easily achieved. 15   In the 
wake of the recent economic downturn, many 
jurisdictions are for the first time experiencing 
shrinking correctional budgets.  This reality 
means correctional treatment and vocational 
programs, even if found to be effective, are 
being curtailed and may be in danger of being 
eliminated.

Overreliance on Incarceration is  
an Economic Drain

In Texas, the average annual cost per inmate is 
over $21,000 and represents over $3.3 billion of 
the state’s financial obligations each year.16  Na-
tionwide, correctional budgets for state govern-
ments exceeded $46 billion in 2010. 17  In com-
parison, the price tag for correctional budgets in 
1980 was approximately $4 billion. We know 
that these figures are often underestimated, as 
well; most prison budgets fail to include other 
state agencies’ expenditures on imprisonment; 
inmate health care, employee health insurance, 
and pension contributions, among others, are 
overlooked costs when it comes to analyzing 
states’ corrections budgets.  Moreover, these 
figures do not include the budget for the Federal 
Bureau of Prisons, which exceeded more than 
$6.5 billion for 2012. 18

What this all means is that the true economic 
cost of prison is likely far higher than previ-
ously thought.  And while policy makers, prison 
officials, and concerned citizens work to reform 
and eradicate the nation’s criminal activity 

problems, the outcomes achieved through the 
criminal justice system and the bottom line of 
our states’ budget sheets confirm that many 
of the resources leveraged in the correctional 
system are ineffective at addressing the true is-
sues at the heart of crime and recidivism. From 
a purely economic perspective, the cumulative 
effect of these practices has placed a serious and 
debilitating financial and social drain on society.

Minimizing Cost, Maximizing Impact

A 60% national recidivism rate means that ap-
proximately three-in-five current or previous 
criminals will be repeat offenders in years to 
come. But is the 60% recidivism figure accu-
rate?  Two studies come closest to providing a 
“national” recidivism rates for the United States. 
One study tracked 108,580 state prisoners 
released from prison in 11 states in 1983. 19  The 
other tracked 272,111 prisoners released from 
prison in 15 states in 1994. 20  The prisoners 
tracked in these studies represent two-thirds of 
all the prisoners released in the United States for 
that year. For prisoners released in 1994, 67.5% 
were rearrested (but not necessarily reconvicted) 
within 3 years, an increase over the 62.5% rear-
rest rate for those released in 1983.  Overall, 
reconviction rates did not change significantly 
from 1983 to 1994.  Among prisoners released 
in 1983, 46.8% were reconvicted within three 
years compared to 46.9% among those released 
in 1994; thus, in the two largest studies to date, 
47% were reconvicted within three years. These 
two national level studies confirm that measur-
ing recidivism is more complicated than many 
assume.  For example, an arrest is different than 
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15 The Bureau of Justice Statistics provides two studies that come closest to providing “national” recidivism rates for the United States. BJS’s 
“Reentry Trends in the U.S.” confirm this rate often hovers around the 60% rate. See http://www.bjs.gov/content/reentry/recidivism.cfm for
additional information. 
16 Vera Institute of Justice, The Price of Prisons: Texas Fact Sheet; January 2012.
17  Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics Online, State University New York at Albany, http://www.albany.edu/sourcebook/pdf/t192010.pdf.
18  U.S. Department of Justice Federal Prison System FY 2013 Performance Budget: Congressional Submission (Washington, DC: 2012), http://
www.justice.gov/jmd/2013justification/pdf/fy13-bop-se-justification.pdf; Nancy La Vigne and Julie Samuels (2012). The Growth & Increasing 
Cost of the Federal Prison System: Drivers and Potential Solutions, Justice Policy Center, Urban Institute, Washington, DC.
19 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.
20  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.



a conviction.  Similarly, a technical violation (e.g., 
failure to report to a parole officer or to meet some 
other condition of parole) of probation or parole is 
not synonymous with an arrest or commission of a 
new crime, though it is quite possible that a technical 
violation may result in a revocation of probation or 
parole, and a subsequent return to prison.  

If a primary goal of the criminal justice system is to 
prevent offenders from engaging in criminal activity 
once they are released and then returning to prison, 
then our most effective “solution” is only achiev-
ing its goal about half of the time – an unfortunate 
outcome for almost $50 billion in financial obliga-
tion each year. Therefore, intentionally leveraging 
the programs and people that successfully minimize 
costs and maximize the impact of the human and 
financial capital invested in the correctional system 
helps to prevent future victimization and ensures as-
sets are being utilized most effectively.  Economists 
are now helping us to estimate the total cost per 
victimization by the number of victimizations in the 
United States.  According to these figures, in 1993, 
the one-year cost of crime to victims totaled $450 
billion.21  Regrettably, scholars, practitioners, and 
policy-makers alike have largely ignored the enor-
mous cost of victimization to American society. 22 

the prison entrepreneurship program: 
a new crime reduction model

This program is probably one of the best things 
that ever happened in my life. I knew that I 
wanted to change, but I wasn’t even sure what 
I wanted to be. Throughout this experience in 
PEP I’ve been blown away by the people in-
volved and the process of change. We are asked 
to hold each other accountable and work on our 
character flaws which only made me stronger 
and more confident. I took the passion for my 
dream of owning my own business along with my 
newfound confidence and worked this program. 
The work was difficult and very challenging, 

but we were always reminded that this program 
wouldn’t be easy. At the end of six months, I 
felt totally different with a new outlook in life. I 
gained the courage to give a presentation of my 
dream in front of hundreds of people including 
executive volunteers, PEP staff, PEP graduates 
and all my brothers in Class 17.  My family was 
able to attend graduation to witness me gradu-
ate for the first time in my life. I’ve seen God 
work in lives through this program, now He’s 
working in my life. PEP gave me a sense of di-
rection and purpose; they led me down the path 
to where I am today.  

PEP Participant	              

The Prison Entrepreneurship Program represents an 
innovative, holistic approach to achieving dramati-
cally lower recidivism rates.  PEP declares itself 
to be comprised of “servant leaders on a mission 
to transform inmates and executives by unlocking 
human potential through entrepreneurial passion, 
education and mentoring.”  Unlike most other pro-
grams, PEP uses an “inside-out” strategy that begins 
by working with participants while they are still 
incarcerated, and continues by providing services to 
participants after their release.
	
Currently, PEP operates exclusively in Texas.  It 
is a selective program and, with the support of the 
Texas Department of Criminal Justice, recruits from 
over 60 men’s correctional facilities across the state.  
Candidates passing through PEP’s initial screen-
ing are transferred by TDCJ at PEP’s request to the 
Cleveland Correctional Center, a 520-bed prison 
operated by Geo Group, in Cleveland, Texas, where 
PEP provides all of its in-prison programming.  
In addition, PEP provides extensive post-release 
services (including job development, transitional 
housing, and continuing education) in Houston and 
Dallas, communities to which approximately 90% of 
PEP’s graduates are released.
  

9

RECIDIVISM REDUCTION AND RETURN ON INVESTMENT: AN EMPIRICAL ASSESSMENT OF THE PRISON ENTREPRENEURSHIP PROGRAM

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

21 T. R. Miller, M. A. Cohen, and B. Wiersema, “Victim Costs and Consequences: A New Look,” National Institute of Justice Research Report, NCJ-155282, 
http://www.ncjrs.org/pdfiles/victcost.pdf.
22  The Office for Victims of Crime (OVC) is one of seven components within the Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice, and was estab-
lished in 1988 to enhance the Nation’s capacity to assist crime victims and to provide leadership in changing attitudes, policies, and practices to promote 
justice and healing for all victims of crime.





The centerpiece of PEP’s in-prison business edu-
cational experience is the Business Plan Competi-
tion (BPC).  The core curriculum is taught by PEP 
staff, with business executives and others lecturing 
periodically on topics within their areas of expertise.  
The experience is highly interactive and “hands on,” 
with each student required to conceive of a business 
that he would start upon release and research and 
write a complete business plan for doing so.  Each 
student receives extensive feedback from volunteer 
executives and MBA students over the duration of 
the course.   
	
Woven into this fabric is a Character Assessment 
and Development process that is based on PEP’s Ten 
Driving Values and begins during a course on Effec-
tive Leadership preceding the BPC.  PEP works with 
each individual to identify and remove the character 
traits and behaviors that stand in the way of positive 
life transformation.  The program is also designed 
to assimilate each participant into PEP’s diverse 
community of accountability and encouragement, 
one that begins in prison and continues following 
release.

At the very core of the Prison Entrepreneurship 
Program is the recognition that many inmates come 
to prison with a thirst for entrepreneurship, as well 
as a practical knowledge of concepts such as compe-
tition, relationship-building, risk management, and 
sales channels.  Beginning with its first encounter, 
and before it actually became PEP, the program lead-
ers understood and responded to the needs, passions, 
and aspirations they sensed from the inmates they 

met.  Phi Tran, COO at PEP and part of its very first 
BPC, describes the very first meeting with the future 
PEP leaders in the prison:

There were about 70 inmates in the room, and 
when they asked who was interested in learning 
business skills, over 50 of us signed up on the 
spot.  That was how PEP began.

 
In addition, PEP believes that the resilience and 
determination required to survive in prison and to 
overcome the consequences of their past lives make 
its participants exceptionally strong candidates for 
success in business and in life.  Indeed, PEP leaders 
saw these talents and competencies as raw materials, 
while also recognizing the character and decision-
making flaws that ultimately led these offenders to 
prison.  The PEP vision, therefore, is that by equip-
ping prisoners with the proper education, coupled 
with life skills training, character-building, and a 
new social support network, offenders can turn their 
lives around in a dramatic and fundamental way.  
In so doing, it is believed that the success of PEP 
graduates will translate into a positive Return on 
Investment (ROI), whose impact will be felt not only 
by the prisoner’s families, but by local communities, 
and even the economy.

Founded by Catherine Rohr in May of 2004, the 
Prison Entrepreneurship Program has served close 
to 1,000 inmates, 840 of whom have been released 
from prison in good standing.  As the program has 
fully developed, especially in the scope and depth of 
its post-release support system, the recidivism rate of 
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PEP graduates has steadily declined, to the point 
that fewer than five percent of the PEP graduates 
released in good standing in 2008 recidivated 
within three years, and fewer than seven percent 
of those released in 2009 recidivated within three 
years.  Though a three-year recidivism rate 23 of 
five to seven percent seems remarkably low by 
any measure, it is nonetheless important to know 
how PEP graduates compare to others prisoners 
following release from Texas prisons.  According 
to the most recent data available (see Table 1), the 
Texas statewide recidivism rate stands for men at 
approximately 23%. 24  The Texas statewide three-
year recidivism rate for the 2008 cohort of all 
male prisoners released from prison was 23.1%.  
The three-year recidivism rate for the 2009 cohort 
is 23.4%. The 2008 and 2009 prison release 
cohorts are almost identical and represent the 
most recent groups for which complete three-year 
follow-up data are available.  Simply put, PEP 
participants are dramatically less likely than other 
former prisoners to be reincarcerated following 
release from Texas prisons.  

However, one might reasonably argue that com-
paring PEP participants to all other Texas inmates 
is not a fair comparison – especially since the vast 

majority of prisoners do not have the opportu-
nity to participate in rehabilitation or treatment 
programs specifically designed to help inmates 
succeed during their transition back to society.  
Moreover, most prisons do not offer well-devel-
oped vocational programs that provide new skills 
or marketable trades that improve employment 
prospects in the free world.  A more systematic 
or objective assessment might be to compare PEP 
recidivism rates to those of other rehabilitation 
programs within the Texas Department of Crimi-
nal Justice. As it turns out, TDCJ performs evalu-
ations of all their rehabilitation tier programs and 
provides these reports to the Texas Legislature 
biannually. 

As can be seen in Table 2, five of the nine pro-
grams tracked showed a lower recidivism rate 
(highlighted in red) than the comparison group 
after the two-year follow-up, and six showed a 
lower recidivism rate for the three-year recidivism 
window.  In sum, findings presented in Table 2 
indicate that, in general, rehabilitation programs 
within TDCJ are having a positive impact by sig-
nificantly reducing recidivism.  
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However, an examination of recidivism among 
PEP graduates during the same two and three-year 
periods reveal significantly reduced recidivism when 
compared with all of the nine rehabilitation pro-
grams within TDCJ. 25  The two-year recidivism rate 
for PEP graduates released in 2009 is 2.78 percent 
and the three-year recidivism rate is 7 percent.  In 
sum, PEP graduates are far less likely than other 
prisoners to be reincarcerated, and are also less 
likely to recidivate compared to inmates complet-
ing one of TDCJ’s other exemplary rehabilitation 
programs.  Finally, we take a look at another com-
parison group – those prisoners who qualified for 

PEP, but for personal or institutional reasons did not 
participate in PEP.  The three-year recidivism rate for 
this group is approximately 24% percent – more than 
three times that of PEP graduates and virtually identi-
cal to the recidivism rate of non-PEP inmates. 

Return on Investment (ROI) calculations for PEP 
demonstrate that resources invested in the organiza-
tion yield significant social and economic outcomes, 
including financial benefits for society and employers 
and savings for taxpayers, as well as positive impacts 
on the families of ex-offenders who successfully re-
integrate into society. These figures, presented later in 
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23  Recidivism can be measured a number of different ways. For example, an ex-prisoner can have their parole revoked for a technical violation (e.g., failure 
to report to the parole office) and go back to prison without even committing a new felony. A new arrest (whether or not convicted of a new offense) can also 
be a measure of recidivism. PEP counts as recidivists all men who have been returned to TDCJ custody (i.e., reincarcerated) according to the Department of 
Public Service records, whether due to a parole violation or conviction of a new crime. This is the same methodology used by the Legislative Budget Board in 
reporting “reincarceration” rates the cited report. Consequently, we will use the term recidivism and reincarceration interchangeably.
24  Offenders released from Texas prisons during fiscal years 2008 and 2009 were monitored to determine the percentage reincarcerated within three years of re-
lease. Each offender who returned to state jail or prison at least once during the three-year follow-up period was considered reincarcerated.  Source: Statewide 
Criminal Justice Recidivism and Revocation Rates, Texas Legislative Budget Board, p. 27, January 2013.
25 Both the LBB (which reports to the Texas Legilature each two years on TDCJ activities) and PEP use systematic and objective approaches for calculating 
reincarceration rates.  We have gone to considerable lengths to successfully verify and thus validate PEP rates in comparison wtih those of TDCJ.
26 The InnerChange Freedom Initiative (IFI) rehabilitation tier program was initiated by Prison Fellowship Ministries (PFM) in cooperation with TDCJ in 
March 1997. IFI is a faith-based prerelease program targeting offenders within 18 to 30 months of release who are returning to the Greater Houston or Dallas/
Fort Worth areas. Operated by PFM, IFI offers faith-based programs and life skills courses, and after-care support with the purpose of helping offenders suc-
cessfully reintegrate upon release from prison. IFI is for male offenders only.  
27  The In-Prison Therapeutic Community (IPTC) is an intensive substance abuse treatment program for offenders approved for parole contingent upon comple-
tion of this program. The six month program operates within a therapeutic community environment and consists of Phase I (Orientation), Phase II (Treat-
ment), and Phase III (Reentry and Relapse Prevention). Offenders may also participate in peer support groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), Narcotics 
Anonymous (NA), Cocaine Anonymous (CA), Winner’s Circle, or Secular Organization for Sobriety (SOS). This program is available for both male and 
female offenders. The aftercare phase administers a diverse range of therapeutic, residential, outpatient, and alternative resource programs specifically targeted 
for offenders who participated in IPTC. 
28  The Pre-release Substance Abuse Program (PRSAP) is an intensive substance abuse treatment program for offenders approved for parole contingent upon 
completion of this program. This six month program is operated in a therapeutic community environment. The program consists of Phase I (Orientation), Phase 
II (Treatment) and Phase III (Reentry and Relapse Prevention). Offenders may also participate in peer support groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), 
Narcotics Anonymous (NA), Cocaine Anonymous (CA), Winner’s Circle or Secular Organization for Sobriety (SOS). This program is for male offenders only.  
29  The Pre-Release Therapeutic Community (PRTC) is an intensive six month program for offenders in a therapeutic community setting. Offenders are ap-
proved for parole contingent upon completion of the program. There are three program tracks (substance abuse treatment, cognitive intervention and life skills, 
and vocational education). This program is for male offenders only.  
30  The Serious and Violent Offender Reentry Initiative (SVORI) provides pre-release and in-cell programs for inmates releasing directly from administrative 
segregation. The curriculum addresses leading causes of recidivism: anger management, thinking errors, substance abuse, life skills and employment. Some 
of the offenders with the parole stipulation of SVORI aftercare may participate in a continuum of care through a Parole District Reentry Center (DRC). Where 
available, continued programs via the DRC may be an advantage for those in the continuum of care and the process of reentry. SVORI is for male offenders 
only. 
31  The Sex Offender Education Program (SOEP) is a four-month, low-intensity program designed to assist sex offenders assessed to pose a low sexual re-
offense risk or who may have an extended period of supervision. The SOEP employs a cognitive intervention model utilizing psycho-educational classes. 
The goal is to reduce the rate of re-offenses and move the participant toward a more pro-social lifestyle. The format of the SOEP is didactic and is intended to 
impact offenders lacking the knowledge to effect change in their patterns of thinking.  
32  The Sex Offender Treatment Program (SOTP-18) is an 18 month program of high intensity treatment designed to assist sex-offenders who pose a high sexual 
re-offense risk. The SOTP-18 employs a cognitive-behavioral model and includes psycho-educational classes as well as group and individual therapy in a 
Therapeutic Community. The primary goal of this program is to reduce the rate of re-offense and move the participant toward a more pro-social lifestyle via 
three phases (Education, Main Treatment, and Reentry Planning).  
33  The Substance Abuse Felony Punishment (SAFP) is an intensive substance abuse treatment program for offenders on probation or parole. SAFP is operated 
in a therapeutic community setting and lasts six months in most cases, but nine months for special needs offenders.  A judge sentences an offender to SAFP as a 
condition of probation or as a modification of probation. The BPP may also place an offender in SAFP as a condition of parole. Offenders who participate in the 
SAFP program do so as an alternative to reincarceration. 
34  The DWI Program is a multimodal six month program developed for a complex population with diverse anti-social behavior issues and re-offending risk 
factors. The substance abuse treatment program specifically targets offenders who are incarcerated for DWI offenses.





this study, are just a small representation of how PEP 
maximizes the human and financial capital expended 
within the U.S. criminal justice system. Under the 
leadership of CEO Bert Smith, PEP continues to 
grow and impact the lives of inmates, families, and 
numerous communities.

pep and partnerships 

PEP officials and participants alike attribute much 
of its success to an exceptional array of volunteers 
and partners, including dozens of business schools, 
collaborations and affiliations, church partners, 
employers, and a network of business executives 
committed to serving prisoners and ex-prisoners as 
professional mentors (see Exhibit 1).  For example, 
PEP draws upon a coalition of partners specifically 
interested in cultivating potential executives.  Par-
ticipating business schools, along with executive 
business leaders who volunteer, are among the top 
in the nation.  Similarly, partnering churches repre-
sent a wide range of denominations and faith-based 
organizations.  This coalition includes partners 
purposely interested in targeting and addressing the 
many obstacles that make prisoner reentry such a 
difficult transition for so many former prisoners. The 
depth and breadth of the partners that support PEP, 
representing vastly different schools, businesses, 
congregations, and individuals, is a testament to the 
universal appeal of its mission.  

PEP’s strong relationship with the Texas Department 
of Criminal Justice represents its most important 
partnership and has helped to provide it with a stable 
and increasingly trusted presence within Texas. A 
mere four years after PEP’s launch, the organization 
was asked by TDCJ to move to the Cleveland Cor-
rectional Center where it now operates exclusively 
and from which PEP can more effectively recruit 
statewide.  Indeed, PEP recruits inmates from more 
than 60 prisons throughout the Texas Department of 
Criminal Justice.

According to Bryan Collier, Deputy Executive Di-
rector of TDCJ, the Prison Entrepreneurship Pro-
gram is one of the most innovative and effective vol-

unteer programs operating within the Texas prison 
system. Collier credits the program’s success to their 
holistic approach and their ability to effectively en-
gage and then navigate much needed public-private 
support as well as secular-sacred partnerships:

Solutions to crime require multifaceted ap-
proaches that must involve the private sector. 
We achieve true public safety when we can 
help transform offenders into law-abiding and 
productive citizens. PEP helps do just that and 
thus makes our communities safer, because the 
program gives offenders the tools, knowledge, 
desire, and the oversight necessary to help these 
men contribute in beneficial and pro-social ways 
to society. It’s a paradigm-shifting program that 
through a blend of business leaders, volunteers, 
and a strong network of pre-and-post release 
support, offers meaningful change and rehabili-
tation to offenders. 35  

opportunity for transformation

Some of the most unique and critical ingredients for 
PEP’s success are the “bookends” of the program, 
starting with a rigorous character-development pro-
cess, coupled at the other end with an array of post-
release peer support groups and family strengthening 
activities to give PEP graduates a new and pro-social 
network to support the transformation and revital-
ization of their lives. In between these bookends, 
however, are the key ingredients of PEP that separate 
it from other initiatives designed to help ex-prisoners 
live crime-free lives.  At the front end, prior to an 
intense study of entrepreneurship, inmates accepted 
into PEP must first go through a three-month, 20-
hour/week phase called “Effective Leadership” with 
a primary emphasis on character formation, work 
ethic and business/computer basics. 

Character Formation
	
PEP is committed to the notion that the only way 
to bring about holistic, sustained transformation is 
through the teaching of essential life skills, moral 
decision-making, and spiritual discipline.  PEP dis-
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35  Interview with Bryan Collier took place on August 27, 2013.





tinguishes itself from traditional faith-based prison 
ministries, which typically have Christian evange-
lism and discipleship as their primary objectives, and 
believes it is better described as a “faith-driven” or 
“faith-infused” organization.  All of its leadership 
(as well as many of its volunteers and participants) 
comes from Christian faith communities, although it 
includes volunteers and participants of all faiths, and 
of no faith.  Nonetheless, participants and graduates 
are given many opportunities to explore and grow in 
faith.    

Qualifications for admission to PEP include, but are 
not limited, to the following:

•	 Within three years of release (long way dis-
charge date)

•	 Clean recent disciplinary case history
•	 Minimum education of HS diploma or GED 36 
•	 No history of sexual crime convictions 
•	 No current gang affiliations
•	 Must be committed to personal change
•	 Must demonstrate a strong work ethic
•	 Must be willing to be released to a positive envi-

ronment that will increase his chance of success.

These last three criteria are critical, as explained by 
PEP’s CEO, Bert Smith:

Inmates seeking entry into PEP face a rigorous 
application process.  We don’t want men who are 
looking for the ‘easy way out.’  That’s too often 
the mindset of the criminal.  Personal transfor-
mation is hard work, and we’re only interested 
in investing in those men who are willing to 
invest in themselves. 

Values-Based

The Prison Entrepreneurship Program is an unam-
biguous values-based enterprise.  Participants as well 
as volunteers continually encounter an undeniably 
strong value system in each phase of the program.  
PEP’s ten driving values, as seen in Exhibit 2, are 

taken largely from well-established Judeo-Christian 
values and represent an overarching philosophy and 
commitment that undergirds each of the programs.  

Business Plan Competition

The heart of PEP’s in-prison program is the BPC 
Class. This rigorous “mini MBA” program is no 
doubt the most significant academic and personal 
challenge that participants have faced. The BPC 
class involves over 1,000 hours of classroom in-
struction over a period of six months, in addition to 
hundreds of hours of homework, group assignments 
and public events with PEP’s executive volunteers. 
During the BPC class, participants actually use a 
well-known college textbook. 37  This textbook is 
supplemented with classes that examine Harvard and 
Stanford MBA case studies, current events, 
literature, and public speaking. 

Each PEP participant completes this entire workload 
while crafting a business plan for a venture he could 
start upon his release from prison. Basic business 
concepts are taught from the textbook, with pop 
quizzes, impromptu presentations and constant feed-
back that allow the men to learn both the theory as 
well as the practical application of the material.

Participants type their business plans on computers 
inside the prison, and PEP staff members download 
their files to be taken outside the correctional facil-
ity. These files are then sent to hundreds of volunteer 
Business Plan Advisors (including many business 
and MBA students, as well as experienced execu-
tives and entrepreneurs), each of whom is paired 
with an inmate participant. These Business Plan Ad-
visors provide feedback on both the conceptual and 
grammatical aspects of the business plans, which are 
then brought back into the prison for the inmates to 
use to make their plans more realistic and feasible. 
The idea is not to have the participants write busi-
ness plans that are “good enough for an inmate.” 
Rather, the strategy is to assist these men in creating 
excellent business plans that could rival those writ-
ten by MBA-educated professionals.
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36  GED can be completed once accepted into PEP.  
37  Charles Bamford and Garry Bruton (2010). Entrepreneurship: A Small Business Approach.  New York, NY: McGraw-Hill/Irwin.



PEP hosts many prison events during each BPC 
class, to which leading business executives from 
across the country are invited to observe and pro-
vide feedback for sales pitches and investment 
presentations. The six-month teaching process 
culminates in the inmates’ creation of a full busi-
ness plan and delivery of a 15-minute oral pre-
sentation to an executive judging panel during a 
two-day business plan competition, followed by 
a formal graduation ceremony. For many of the 
participants, this is the biggest accomplishment 
of their lives and their first-ever graduation. 
In addition to providing participants with an 
“MBA boot camp,” prison instructors spend 
about half of their efforts teaching life skills 
and decision-making. Case studies on real-life 
situations are used to inspire integrity and moral 
excellence. Life topics are diverse and include 
interviewing techniques, dining etiquette, father-
hood, drug and alcohol abuse, marriage, dating, 
respect for authority, spirituality, and more.

The eSchool and Reentry

One of the most prominent barriers to success-
ful community reintegration, cited frequently 
in the re-entry research and program evaluation 
literature, is the fact most ex-offenders return to 
the same communities and often the same social 
network and relationships that contributed to 
their criminal behavior and subsequent imprison-
ment in the first place.  More specifically, studies 
show that a former inmate’s most vulnerable and 
impressionable time actually occurs in the first 
72 hours following release.  In response, PEP’s 
re-entry services begin at the very moment the 
participant is released from prison, where a PEP 
Case Manager literally picks up and transports 
the PEP graduate to their PEP transitional home 
or other halfway house or residence.

PEP also carries forward the BPC training 
received in prison with the Entrepreneurship 
School (eSchool).  The eSchool consists of busi-

ness workshops covering topics from sales and 
marketing to financial management, personal 
finances, and also includes a number of busi-
ness networking events.  Once a participant has 
completed 20 of these 2-3 hour workshops, they 
are eligible for graduation from the eSchool, 
which includes a cash bonus that the graduate 
can invest in a business, and access to PEP’s 
network of investors. 38  

Beginning in 2007, PEP began offering its own 
transitional housing in an effort to improve 
graduates’ chances of successful community re-
integration.  PEP leaders recognized that hous-
ing and re-entry issues continue to plague the 
successful return of ex-prisoners to society. In 
spite of years of effort, very few programs have 
been shown to be highly successful and cost-
effective when it comes to prisoner reentry and 
aftercare. PEP soon saw the payoff of its invest-
ment, as recidivism rates for graduates in tran-
sitional housing was roughly half the already 
low rate for PEP participants overall.  The rent 
paid for these homes is also a modest source of 
earned income for PEP, which contributes to the 
organization’s sustainability.  Currently, around 
two-thirds of PEP participants choose to parole 
at PEP transitional homes.

Another critical service provided by PEP post-
release is help in finding employment.  While 
incarcerated, each PEP participant learns how 
to write a resume and conduct himself in an in-
terview.  Upon release, his case manager meets 
individually with him to polish his resume 
and provide suggestions and job leads, often 
to employers with whom PEP has made previ-
ous contact to present the advantages of hiring 
the focused, hard-working, and teachable PEP 
graduates.  As a result, PEP graduates have been 
astonishingly successful in obtaining and retain-
ing employment; since mid-2010, every active 
PEP graduate has secured his first job within 
90 days of his release from prison.  Further, in 
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38  Most of the workshops currently are on topics selected by the volunteer teachers, almost all of whom are professionals/executives.  Topics 
range from life skills (personal finance) to business skills (internet research and marketing) to communication and conflict resolution. 



a recent survey of graduates on the first anniversary 
of their release, PEP found that 95% reported being 
employed. This compares to unemployment rates 
of men released from general population that is 
generally believed to be around 50% one year after 
release. 39   

PEP graduates are also actively starting new busi-
nesses.  PEP has identified at least 120 businesses 
that have been started by graduates and the results 
of a recent survey suggest that the total number may 
be as high as 240.  Many are still one-man, owner-
operated business, but a number are large enough to 
be employing others (including other PEP graduates) 
and some are reportedly grossing in excess of $1 
million annually.

Day Treatment Centers have been a popular alter-
native to the traditional parole system for released 
prisoners for more than two decades.  Offenders 
typically go to the center during daytime hours and 
return home in the evening.  The centers may require 
that offenders report daily, check in with counselors 
and take random drug tests. They may also offer 
educational, vocational, and job placement services. 
New published research on Day Treatment Centers 
in the state of New Jersey found that traditional pa-
rolees not only had lower recidivism rates than those 
of ex-prisoners in the Day Treatment Centers, but 
the traditional parole program also cost less.   What 
this new research confirms is that Day Treatment 
Centers do not provide ex-prisoners with the same 
tools and advantages that help PEP graduates lead 
crime-free and productive lives – mentors, business 
plans, and ongoing support in employment and fam-
ily reintegration.

Volunteer Mentors Matter

Don’t believe those who say ‘It’s every man for 
himself.’ Personal success depends on your com-
mitment to a community. The PEP ‘gated com-
munity’ educates and mentors inmates during 
their stay. Then PEP helps them reintegrate into 
legitimate society on the outside. It’s true; these 
folks’ behavior caused their incarceration, but 
they are taking active steps to better themselves 
and leave that past behind them.  These men are 
changing their lives in a scary and dangerous 
place, and any entrepreneur can learn from that. 
We all have dark places to walk through in our 
business lives. Their example is inspiring, not 
to mention a little shaming when I think about 
those times when I might have complained in the 
past about things like parking or the size of my 
office.

PEP Mentor

At yearend 2010, according the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, the total U.S. prison population stood 
at roughly 1.6 million.  This total includes state 
and federal prisoners, but does not include another 
600,000 prisoners currently serving time in county 
jails or other local correctional facilities. To fully 
appreciate the dramatic growth in the prison popula-
tion, it is helpful to remember the U.S. prison popu-
lation was only 300,000 in 1980. 40

While there is considerable debate over the conse-
quences of higher incarceration rates, there is wide-
spread agreement the country is facing a prisoner 
reentry crisis.  Simply put, for the next several de-
cades, roughly 700,000 prisoners will be returning to 
communities across the U.S. each year and as many 
as 10 percent of these ex-prisoners (70,000) will be 
returning to communities across Texas.  
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39  We have not located any studies specifically on the unemployment rates for released prisoners at either the state or national level. Given the salience of 
employment for offenders, the literature is remarkably scarce in this area. However, research by Grant Duwe summarizes the recidivism, employment, and 
cost avoidance results from 13 program evaluations over the last 5 years in the Minnesota Department of Corrections (http://www.doc.state.mn.us/publica-
tions/documents/WhatWorks2013.doc ).  Of the 13 evaluations, seven were for programs that provide at least some type of employment assistance. From 
these seven evaluations, depending on which group (treatment or control/comparison) examined, the unemployment rate during the first year following 
release ranges anywhere from a low of 16% to a high of 81%. As such, a rate of 50% is probably a fairly decent estimate.
40  Bureau of Justice Statistics (2011). Washington, DC: U. S. Department of Justice.
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The transition from prison to society is a difficult 
one. Many ex-prisoners commit new crimes or 
violate the terms of parole shortly after release from 
prison.  For example, a study in the state of Wash-
ington documents that during this initial reentry 
period, former prisoners are 12 times more likely 
than the general population to experience death.  
Moreover, ex-prisoners are much more likely to 
die as a result of drug overdose or suicide. Prisoner 
re-entry, therefore, is a very dangerous time for both 
ex-prisoners as well as the public at-large. The grav-
ity of the prisoner re-entry crisis is compounded by 
a struggling U.S. economy.  Historically, the crimi-
nal justice system has enjoyed significant budget 
increases, but this trend has ended as even correc-
tional systems are being subjected to deep budget 
cuts.  Fiscal constraint in public spending has caused 
decision-makers to think about ways to save money. 
One such recommendation is to grant early release 
from prison to a large number of prisoners.  Early 
release of low-risk prisoners, so the argument goes, 
would save money by shrinking the prison popula-
tion. Others, however, argue granting early release to 
prisoners could have severe consequences for public 
safety. 

For example, in an effort to reduce the cost associ-
ated with high levels of imprisonment, the Montana 
Department of Corrections began an important 
experiment by releasing hundreds of inmates early 
in 2002. Prisoners assessed to be at “low risk” (their 
crime was not of a violent or sexual nature) for reof-
fending were selected for participation in the experi-
ment.  As one might expect, there has been consider-
able interest in a recently published article on the 
results of the Montana early release study, appropri-
ately titled, “Too Early is Too Soon.” The results in-
dicate that offenders released early from prison were 
significantly more likely to be re-arrested (and to do 
so more quickly) than a matched group of offend-
ers experiencing a traditional parole release from 
prison.41  The central takeaway point is that simply 
granting prisoners early release from prison is not 

the best way to either reduce correctional budgets or 
protect the public.

To date, academics, practitioners, and policy ex-
perts have not proposed a viable strategy that meets 
the goal of reducing both incarceration costs and 
recidivism risks.  But PEP provides a model that 
may bring hope for policy-makers. We know that 
providing job training and employment, housing, 
and life-skills are keys to reducing recidivism.  But 
if budget constraints make such programs impos-
sible to fund, then we must identify a realistic way 
to recruit large numbers of highly-skilled volunteers 
from diverse professions and fields that are willing 
to work side-by-side with ex-prisoners in helping 
them lead crime-free and productive lives.  Prelimi-
nary research suggests that volunteer mentors can 
play this critical role in prisoner reentry and after-
care.42   Mentors can be consequential for prisoners 
and ex-prisoners because they are solid role models, 
with the ability to hold ex-prisoners accountable. 
Moreover, mentors have access to diverse networks 
of support that can help with transportation, housing, 
and employment.  

PEP has shown that it is possible to recruit execu-
tives and entrepreneurial-minded individuals that are 
willing to mentor prisoners, and more importantly, to 
continue the mentoring process as these individuals 
become ex-prisoners. It is the post-release mentor-
ing that separates PEP mentors from most other 
offender-based mentoring initiatives. Though this 
kind of mentoring requires more effort (and courage) 
than simply visiting inmates behind bars, PEP men-
tors routinely indicate they are the real beneficiaries 
in the mentoring relationship - not the other way 
around. 

My wife and I attended a recent eSchool gradua-
tion for men who have been released from prison 
and who continued their studies in the free 
world. She has been with me throughout my ca-
reer to many business oriented events, like con-
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41   Kevin A. Wright and Jeffrey W. Rosky (2011). “Too Early is Too Soon: Lessons from the Montana Department of Corrections Early Release Program,” 
Criminology & Public Policy 10:881-908.
42   Byron R. Johnson (2008). “The Faith Factor and Prisoner Reentry,” Interdisciplinary Journal of Research on Religion, Volume 4, Article 5. www.relig-
journal.com.



ventions, meetings, etc., and she can always 
read me like a book. After the event was over 
she said to me that I was different when I 
was at the PEP graduation. I was surprised, 
and asked her what she meant. She told me 
that I’m usually friendly and have a good 
time when we go to meetings together, but 
that I talked differently when I was with the 
people at PEP. I asked her if she meant when 
I was talking to the graduates, or when I was 
talking with the other volunteers who were 
there and she said ‘both.’ She told me that 
I talk to the people at PEP the way I talk to 
her, and to my children. She told me that I 
talk to them like I love them. I told her that 
she was right. 

Volunteer and Employer

As Robert Putnam has confirmed, American 
congregations are volunteer-rich organizations.43   
Indeed, most volunteers in prisons come from 
congregations.  Unfortunately, prison ministries 
almost exclusively focus on working with incar-
cerated offenders only behind bars, and many 
of these efforts, though well intentioned, do not 
focus on employment and effectively compet-
ing in the job market.  PEP is presenting a new 
model for mentoring offenders inside and outside 
of prison.	

I had spent over 14 years of my life in prison 
by the time I came to PEP. The program 
helped me to take a closer look at myself and 
make a lot of the internal changes within me 
that needed to happen for me to be ready 
to face the reality of life out here in the free 
world. Within four years, I am now manag-
ing  not one but two companies. 

PEP helped me in ways that I can’t even ex-
plain...they gave me a network of people who 
had a drive to see me become what I needed 
to become in life. I was given awesome op-
portunities to be surrounded by people who 
had no reason to believe in me, but they did 

because of PEP. That helped me to regain 
the hope that my family would see me as a 
transformed man. If it weren’t for the PEP 
network and the amazing support that they 
gave me after my release, I really do not 
know where I would be in life right now. 
The supporters and the network made my 
transition so much easier than it would have 
been otherwise. 

PEP Participant

Beyond the skills training aspect of the post-re-
lease programming, PEP also weaves in a series 
of social networking activities, primarily in the 
form of House meetings and House dinners, in 
an effort to re-socialize PEP participants into 
a more positive, pro-social network of friends 
and relationships.  House dinners are held on a 
monthly basis, and PEP graduates both resid-
ing in the transitional homes and those residing 
elsewhere are encouraged to be a part of these 
less-structured but equally important social 
environments to develop their relationship skills 
through interaction with fellow graduates as 
well as business leaders, professional mentors, 
and other PEP volunteers.

The purpose of these events is to “normal-
ize” the PEP graduates’ home and social life, 
and provide them with both the support and 
accountability they will need to change their 
work culture and lifestyle from the often dys-
functional and chaotic life many of them led 
before going to prison.  PEP not only encour-
ages entrepreneurship for its participants, but 
also models the same entrepreneurial spirit in 
the way it continues to develop its program in 
new and innovative ways.  PEP has also been a 
data-driven organization, with a clear focus on 
showing results.  As Smith explained:

In terms of tracking outcomes, our primary 
focus has been on recidivism, which directly 
reduces the government’s costs of incar-
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ceration as well as the misery suffered by the 
men and their loved ones.  Close to that have 
been our efforts to track employment and new 
business formation and progress. Now, we want 
to move from capturing anecdotes to reliable 
data on other outcomes, such as being a good 
father to their children, and being in a place 
where they can give back to the community...and 
to future PEP graduates in need of guidance and 
support.

One measure of the latter already tracked is the 
number of PEP graduates that support the organiza-
tion financially.  Remarkably, almost 30% of PEP’s 
donors in recent years are graduates of the program.

Family Reintegration 

Family reintegration is a cornerstone of PEP and in 
many respects constitutes the final stage, or bookend 
of the process.  At a basic level, many PEP partici-
pants lack the most basic of social skills, such as 
how to treat women and how to respond appropri-
ately to pressure from peers.  Instead of waiting until 
they are released, PEP participants are encouraged 
to begin their community reintegration efforts while 
still in prison, learning generally accepted means of 
social interaction as well as what they need to do to 
heal broken family relationships.  PEP provides a 
Family Liaison to each participant, who initiates the 
process by communicating with up to four “loved 
ones” selected by the PEP participant. The Family 
Liaison communicates to these family members the 
inmate’s commitment to leading a transformed life 
upon release.  

PEP has helped to restore my relationship with 
my daughter. Without God, and the efforts of 
PEP, this would not have happened. I received 
a letter from my daughter saying she believes 
everybody deserves a second chance no matter 
what they’ve done in the past and all she wants 
from me is to be in her life. The hard effort and 
the time that PEP puts in to make sure every 
father’s kids are thought of around the holidays 
is just a blessing. My daughter is 15, and I’m 
grateful to have the opportunity to be in her life 
for the first time. 

PEP Participant

One of the more difficult issues to convey to fam-
ily members is the necessity of supporting PEP and 
the decision to have the participant move into one 
of PEP’s transitional homes after release.  PEP has 
discovered through experience that men moving into 
transitional homes are half as likely to recidivate.  
Lastly, the Family Liaisons also encourage family 
members and loved ones to attend the BPC gradua-
tion ceremony.
	
For some PEP participants, the wraparound rela-
tionships and supports constitute a positive support 
network they have never experienced before.  In 
addition, once the PEP Case Manager determines 
that the graduate is stabilized (usually after attending 
eSchool for at least four weeks and showing them-
selves accountable to PEP rules and expectations), 
they are matched with an executive mentor, with 
whom they also meet on a regular basis.  For oth-
ers, however, the House dinners and meetings are a 
pre-cursor to a further transitional step of re-entering 
into a family-type relationship that is affirming, ac-
countable, and constructive.  

This re-forming of family relationships is carefully 
folded into the graduate’s new, pro-social network 
through special events (such as group outings to 
sporting events, the rodeo or concerts, as well as 
weekend trips to the beach or a nearby lake, with 
PEP, church partners, and individual volunteers often 
covering most costs).  These events often provide 
PEP graduates and their families with experiences 
they have never had before with their families, giv-
ing opportunity to strengthen relationships and a 
more stable, long-term environment for PEP gradu-
ates seeking to build a new life. 
  

I’ve seen firsthand the many ways that PEP 
touches people’s lives.  My daughter’s father 
was incarcerated for 2 years after getting incar-
cerated. He was accepted into PEP and forever 
changed his life! He went into prison broken, de-
pressed, hopeless and lost. He came out totally 
transformed: optimistic about his future, moti-
vated and driven, confident in himself, and ready 
to take on the world. As a result my daughter has 
had the absolute greatest Daddy she could have 
ever asked for. I’m not ashamed of what he went 
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through. I am 100% proud to tell her the accom-
plishments he made for himself while in prison 
- and all thanks to PEP. 

PEP Spouse

Future PEP research and data gathering could focus 
on how their efforts to strengthen families of PEP 
graduates, in turn, provides even more significant 
long-term benefits in terms of the improved academ-
ic and behavioral outcomes of the children of PEP 
graduates, in contrast to the negative outcomes often 
associated with children of incarcerated parents.
These PEP bookends – the pre-release character-
building and post-release family-reintegration – 
resonate with a wealth of empirical research which 
documents how important and instrumental “turning 
points” can be regarding behavioral change in the 
life course of former offenders.  Getting married, 
having children, getting a new job, and even spiritual 
conversions are just several examples of potential 
life-altering events or turning points associated with 
positive changes in a person’s behavioral trajec-
tory.  Sometimes dramatic, but more often over time 
through an intensive self-examination process, these 
turning points can be powerful in helping people 
make profound changes.  In their award-winning 
book Crime in the Making: Pathways and Turning 
Points through Life, highly regarded criminologists 
Robert Sampson and John Laub discuss the crucial 
role turning points can play in reshaping the lives of 
former delinquents.  These critical events in the life 
course make it possible for offenders to rebuild their 
lives. Moreover, turning points are closely linked to 
the process of desistance from crime. Processes of 
family formation, stable employment, and the disin-
tegration of negative peer groups are all important 
shifts in identity and are central in understanding 
how former prisoners are able to rewrite their life’s 
script – what Maruna calls “redemption narratives” 
– and essentially get a new lease on life, a second 
chance to make good.   

Regrettably, many of the individuals found within 
American prisons have not been the beneficiaries 
of turning points that are positive, restorative, or 
redemptive.  Indeed, most prisoners come from dis-
tressed and disadvantaged backgrounds that include 
lack of parental oversight, poverty, academic failure, 

gang involvement, drugs, violence, and frequent 
encounters with the criminal justice system.  For 
many inmates, the only turning points they have 
experienced are those that tend to be destructive and 
often lead to more poor decision-making, harm-
ful outcomes, undesirable behavioral trajectories 
typified by high recidivism, and paths that too often 
yield career criminals. 

Conversely, PEP seeks to bring together a sustain-
able framework and environment whereby the 
likelihood of experiencing positive turning points 
becomes natural and even expected.  Developing 
a business plan, having a mentor, gaining employ-
ment, restoring family relationships, and even find-
ing faith can be powerful turning points.  Moreover, 
the cumulative effects of multiple turning points is 
even more advantageous and is something that PEP 
leaders and volunteers work hard to facilitate and 
encourage.

pep’s economic and societal impact – 
a roi analysis

For many non-profit organizations, quantifying the 
impact of 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 
reported may seem impressive: 1,500 families pro-
vided with free health care, or 10,000 tons of food 
given through the food bank. Neglecting the oppor-
tunity to consider a tangible measure of economic 
and societal impact, though, can undercut an organi-
zation’s true value among its constituents and within 
the communities it serves. 
	
Return on Investment (ROI) is a measure that 
businesses often use to evaluate the performance 
of a specific investment or as a comparative mea-
sure across multiple investments. ROI looks at the 
specific costs and benefits associated with a given in-
vestment, such as a financial investment, a corporate 
project, or perhaps a social initiative. For business-
people, ROI is a standard method used to evaluate 
and communicate impact, providing apples-to-apples 
comparisons in apples-to-oranges environments. 
Non-profit organizations, like PEP, can use a modi-
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fied economic ROI model to help stakeholders, 
constituents, and other observers understand 
the value of the time and money invested in the 
organization.

PEP’s Economic Impact

This study considers two key categories of 
impact: Economic Savings and Economic Gains. 
Quantifying specific economic outcomes, such 
as the additional federal and state tax revenues 
generated by employed PEP graduates, savings 
in incarceration costs from reduced recidivism, 
and reduced dependency on public assistance, 
among others, represents a tangible return on 
the resources invested in and through PEP. And 
while not all of PEP’s impact can be directly 
measured, this ROI analysis provides an initial 
effort to calculate the tangible, economic out-
comes that PEP influences. Exhibit 3 displays the 
full details and calculations of our ROI analysis.

The first area of economic impact we evaluate 
includes savings related to reduced recidivism.  
A PEP intervention clearly has a tremendous 
influence on reducing recidivism, as a non-PEP 
control group in Texas exhibits a three-year 
recidivism rate of 24% versus a 6.9% rate among 
PEP graduates.   Reduced recidivism gener-
ates significant savings to the state, as the costs 
related to incarceration are limited, and in many 
cases, eliminated.  Using the 94 graduates from 
PEP’s class of 2012 as a base, we estimate that 
PEP saves the state $447,621 in incarceration 
costs in the first year, and $343,823 annually for 
subsequent years. 

A second area of economic impact we calculate 
quantifies gains associated with increased tax 
revenue generation.  Based on PEP’s statistics 
on post-incarceration employment, the average 
annual salary of PEP graduates, and a study that 
offers an average combined tax rate for Texas 

residents, we can estimate that each PEP gradu-
ate contributes over $9,000 in tax revenue each 
year. Furthermore, using PEP’s graduating class 
of 2012 as a base, we can estimate that PEP 
helps generate a total of $441,908 in additional 
federal income, payroll,  and state sales and 
other taxes annually. 44

A third area of economic impact that PEP data 
help us evaluate includes economic gains from 
increased child support payments.  As PEP 
graduates re-integrate into their families, gain 
employment, and again become contributing 
members of society, the data show that gradu-
ates’ child support payments and wage garnish-
ments also increase. Based on the estimated 
percentage of PEP graduates with child support 
responsibilities, we estimate that a total of ap-
proximately $72,601 in annual child support 
payments results from employed PEP graduates. 

The final area of economic impact we evaluate 
calculates savings from reduced public as-
sistance costs.  Based on PEP graduates’ em-
ployment rates, the estimated number of PEP 
graduates on public assistance, and studies that 
quantify the average annual benefits individuals 
receive from food stamps and TANF, we esti-
mate the annual savings that avoided recidivism 
has on public assistance costs. PEP graduates 
generate approximately $84,637 in savings each 
year, as graduates are more likely to be self-
sustaining after a PEP intervention.  

The total projected impact from PEP programs 
in year one is $1,046,767. In subsequent years, 
the total projected impact from PEP programs is 
$942,969 annually. Assessing the value of this 
economic impact alongside PEP’s total expendi-
tures reveals an estimated yield for each dollar 
invested in the program. 
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PEP’s ROI

We estimate that PEP’s one-year ROI is 74% - that 
is, for every $1 invested in PEP, the economy sees 
a $0.74 return in year one. After three years, the 
initial $1 invested multiplies into a ROI of $2.07. 
After five years, the economic impact of the initial 
investment yields approximately $3.40 in economic 
impact – a 340% ROI.  Though it is obviously help-
ful to begin to quantify PEP’s overall impact, it is 
equally important to emphasize this figure does not 
include each and every potential economic gain 
and savings related to PEP interventions.  As this 
study’s ROI findings are based on only a few of 
PEP’s several outcomes, these ROI figures are very 
conservative estimates of PEP’s total economic and 
societal impact.  Indeed, our ROI analysis does not 
consider the cost savings associated with reduced 
crime victimization as a result of the crimes averted 
due to the PEP intervention. As stated earlier in this 
study, it was estimated that the annual cost associ-
ated with crime victimizations totaled $450 billion in 
1993. Clearly, that figure would be higher today.  In 
sum, more than just the quantification of 94 gradu-
ates released from prison in 2012, it is clear that PEP 
graduates generate significant economic returns for 
the local, state, and federal economy.

conclusion

Citizens across the country are concerned because 
some 700,000 inmates are now returning to soci-
ety each year, with approximately 70,000 of those 
returning to Texas communities each year.  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.  

Why?

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. 45   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.  

What are we to do?

Texas, like most states, does not have enough money 
simply 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 Prison Entrepreneurship Pro-
gram is the perfect example of such an effort and has 
been working in Texas prisons since 2004 to reduce 
recidivism and the substantial human and social 
costs resulting from it.  

Two realities point to a new window of opportunity 
to do something about the mass release of prisoners 
back into our communities. First, an established and 
mounting body of empirical evidence documents the 
significant role of the “faith factor” in crime reduc-
tion.  Second, shrinking state budgets are making it 
necessary to consider new approaches that empha-
size cooperation between secular and sacred entities 
in order to help former prisoners remain crime-free 
after leaving prison.  Innovative approaches like PEP 
will only be successful if many new volunteers and 
groups are encouraged to partner with governmental 
agencies in confronting the prisoner reentry crisis.
Initiatives like PEP are our best chance to achieve 
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scalable solutions in addressing the prisoner 
reentry crisis here in Texas – and elsewhere.  
These volunteer 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 mentors 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 citizens. This 
combination of accountability and assistance 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.

a look ahead – the future of pep

Like any smart and disciplined business, PEP 
is cautious about expanding too quickly.  With 
increasing success, in terms of consistently lower 
recidivism rates over the past nine years, have 
come increasing levels of access and support 
provided through TDCJ.  Although PEP receives 
no government funding, TDCJ provides trans-
portation of prisoners recruited for PEP at no 
cost.  Furthermore, PEP has been authorized by 
TDCJ to fully occupy the 520-bed Cleveland 
unit, which will allow them to significantly 
increase their capacity.

As an entrepreneurial organization, PEP is also 
looking to strengthen its sustainability through a 
number of social enterprises, both to bolster its 
earned income and also to expand its pool of job 
placement and business ownership opportunities 
for its graduates.  PEP has incubated a for-profit 
business called Communitas Ventures that is 
forming several business start-ups in areas such 
as automotive servicing and real estate.

As PEP considers next steps they will first work 
to continue strengthening their already strong re-
lationship with TDCJ.  Second, the development 
of a logic model (see Exhibit 4) reflecting all the 
key components of PEP will be instrumental in 
not only helping the organization think critically 
about areas of improvement, but also providing 
an initial template for other jurisdictions consid-

ering how to effectively replicate PEP in other 
states and even other countries looking for  cost-
effective and innovative solutions to crime.
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