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Executive Summary 

Ten million people are arrested and charged with 
crimes in the U.S. each year, eight million of which 
are for nonviolent offenses.1 Arrest begins a journey 
through the criminal justice system, not only for 
individuals but also for their families. While not all 
individuals experience every phase of the criminal 
justice system, which includes pretrial proceedings, 
incarceration, and re-entry, any involvement can 
have a significant impact on the financial health of 
individuals and their families. At a time of heightened 
scrutiny on policing, incarceration, and the disparate 
impacts of the U.S. criminal justice system, it is 
increasingly critical to understand the impact on  
the financial lives of those involved. 

To learn more about these impacts, the Financial 
Health Network conducted a survey of more than 
550 individuals who had been or are involved in the 
U.S. criminal justice system. The research reveals 
that throughout every stage of involvement with the 
criminal justice system, individuals and their families 
must navigate complex financial decisions and 
demands, from finding the money for bail pretrial to 
managing income disruptions during incarceration  
to paying court debts, fines, and fees. More often 
than not, these decisions and requirements result  
in negative financial health impacts. 

 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Key Findings
Individuals are frequently not well-equipped  
to deal with costs like bail, fines, and fees; suffer 
additional financial hardships during incarceration; 
and often emerge with increased debt and 
diminished credit scores. 

These financial burdens are compounded by the 
fact that those involved with the criminal justice 
system tend to come from already vulnerable 
populations. By better understanding the processes 
and experiences within the criminal justice system, 
financial health innovators and providers can design 
and deliver solutions that are more responsive and 
supportive for the people most affected.

 P R E T R I A L
Finding and securing bail   

R E - E N T RY
Accessing financial products

I N C A R C E R AT I O N
Managing income disruptions  

and unexpected expenses

F I N E S  
A N D  
F E E S  

01

02

03

04

FinHealth Challenges Encountered  
at Each Phase of Involvement

1 “Every Three Seconds – Unlocking Police Data on Arrests,” Vera Institute of Justice, January 2019. 

Across each phase of involvement with the U.S. criminal justice  
system, individuals and their families often experience negative  
financial health outcomes.

https://www.vera.org/publications/arrest-trends-every-three-seconds-landing/arrest-trends-every-three-seconds/findings
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 PR E TR I A L
 Finding and securing bail 

I M PAC T S  O F  I N C A R C E R ATI O N
Managing income disruptions and unexpected expenses

R E- E NTRY  A N D  F I N A N C I A L  S E RV I C E S
Accessing financial products

  F I N E S  A N D  F E E S

This report contains findings from a survey of 573 people answering about their own experience  
or a household member’s experience with the U.S. justice system.

01

04

02

03

53% 

of individuals who spent time in jail or prison said that prior to incarceration 
they contributed half or more of their household income.

29% 

of respondents were unbanked prior to incarceration.

68% 

of those who posted bail used a bail bondsperson.

10%+ of respondents 
were not granted  
any opportunity for 
release pretrial. 

55% of respondents 
were required to post 
bail for release.

35% of those required 
to post bail were 
unable to deliver 
the funds needed to 
secure their release.

Many reported credit score 
improvement at 10 years  
post-incarceration. 

62% did not attempt to borrow  
from either a bank or a nonbank 
lender within the first three years  
of release. 

For those who have paid their 
debt, about one-third said  
that making payments on  
court debt was “Difficult,”  
or “Very Difficult.” 

10% reported that they have been 
reincarcerated because of their 
inability to pay fines or fees.

More than 1 in 3 respondents said 
incarceration had a negative impact 
on household finances.

32% of respondents indicated their 
household assisted with purchasing 
essential goods or services.

Key Findings Across Each Phase of the Criminal Justice System

of respondents reported owing  
or previously owing fines, fees,  
or court debt. 

78% 
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Introduction

2020 will always be remembered, 
not only as the year in which a global 
pandemic transformed our lives,  
but also as a milestone in our national 
conversation about policing and the 
criminal justice system. 

The cost, complexity, and consequences of the 
U.S. criminal justice system are far-reaching and 
pervasive in ways that can be difficult to measure. 
Individuals and their families are impacted physically, 
emotionally, and financially, often stretching years 
beyond a trial or sentence served. In addition, 
the criminal justice system disproportionately 
impacts people from low-income communities 
and communities of color. These disparities in the 
criminal justice system likely also contribute to racial 
disparities in financial health. In an effort to better 
understand the relationship between the criminal 
justice system and financial health, the Financial 
Health Network conducted a quantitative survey 
among those who had been or had a household 
member involved in the criminal justice system. 

The survey was informed by research and 
conversations with experts and advocates to assess:

• The institution of bail and its financial impact.

• The direct and indirect costs of supporting an 
incarcerated individual.

• How fines and fees are assessed and collected.

• Barriers faced by citizens re-entering society. 

While a range of solutions have been actively 
debated to solve these challenges, we utilized this 
survey as an opportunity to learn more about the 
potential impacts from a household financial health 
perspective. We hope this report will support 
researchers, innovators, and policymakers focused 
on criminal justice reform with valuable financial 
health data to advance their initiatives.

The research found that, at each point in the cycle 
of involvement with the criminal justice system, 
financial and economic costs can exacerbate the 
consequences of being arrested or convicted. 
Respondents were forced to leverage financial 
resources to secure pretrial release, weathered 
financial shocks that resulted in increased pressure 
on their household budgets, had diminished 
opportunities to engage with mainstream financial 
services, and had to manage fines and fees incurred 
both during and post incarceration.

This report seeks to further examine and understand 
these financial health pain points to help inform 
efforts to develop new tools and solutions for  
justice-involved individuals and their families. 
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An Outsized Impact on Underserved Communities

Low-income households and communities of color are the most impacted  
and most likely to be targeted by the U.S. criminal justice system today. 

In 2019, the imprisonment rate for Black adults  
was five times higher than the rate for White 
adults.  The rate for Hispanic adults was nearly 
three times higher than the rate for White adults.2  
These disparities extend to those supporting 
justice-involved individuals as well. A 2015 survey 
found that 44% of Black women and 32% of 

Black men said that they have had a family  
member imprisoned, compared with just  
12% of White women and 6% of White men.3  
A 2014 study also found that individuals who  
are incarcerated had median annual incomes  
of $19,185 prior to incarceration – 41% less  
than nonincarcerated peers.4

2  “Prisoners in 2019,” U.S. Department of Justice, October 2020.
3  “Who Pays? The True Cost of Incarceration on Families,” Ella Baker Center for Human Rights, Forward Together, and Research Action Design. 
4  “Prisons of Poverty: Uncovering the pre-incarceration incomes of the imprisoned,” Prison Policy Initiative, July 9, 2015.

https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p19.pdf
http://whopaysreport.org/who-pays-full-report
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/income.html
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Responses were collected from November to 
December of 2020 from members of the UAS panel 
who had reported in a prior survey that they or a 
family member had been involved with the criminal 
justice system (Appendix A). Roughly one in 10 
respondents in the UAS panel indicated that they  
or a household member spent time in jail or prison.  

Overall in our sample, 62% of respondents  
answered with respect to their own experience  
in jail or prison and 38% of respondents answered 
about the experience of a household member.  
Those who had been incarcerated or had a household 
member incarcerated more than once responded 
with respect to the longest period of confinement.  
Overall, 56% of respondents answered with  
respect to a period of incarceration that had  
ended 10 or more years ago (Appendix B). 

Given the exploratory nature of this research,  
not all results that we share are statistically 
significant. We elect to share findings that are 
not significant because of the relative scarcity of 
survey research on justice-involved individuals at 
the national level, and because of the difficulty of 
administering surveys to this small population from 
the panel used. For these reasons, we have erred  
on the side of sharing more results, rather than  
only those which are statistically significant.

Time spent in the criminal justice system and 
resulting impacts vary based on the individual’s 
geographic location, financial and economic 
circumstances, race and ethnicity, previous 
interactions with the system, and the offense 
committed. The survey was structured in a  
way that accounted for several variables  

around a previously incarcerated individual’s 
experience. However, it is likely that there are still 
some variables that were unaccounted for when 
analyzing responses.  There were not enough 
responses across racial categories in this sample 
to make observations regarding race. The survey 
does allow comparison across income groupings, 
though the income data is based on current 
household income, rather than income at the time 
of the involvement with the system. Given this, 
observations made on the basis of household  
income speculate that current conditions were 
similar to those at the time of incarceration. 

While the insights shared in this report are 
representative of the particular experiences of 
UAS panel members with prior involvement with 
the criminal justice system, the findings cannot be 
considered fully representative of the population 
impacted by this system. Despite these limitations, 
we believe that the trends uncovered in the data 
are illustrative of baseline consequences from 
interactions with the criminal justice system,  
and that the data from this set of experiences  
across periods of time and types of incarceration  
can be used to inform decisions on product and policy 
design. Given the size of this data and question set, 
external research is referenced wherever relevant  
to corroborate and contextualize these findings. 

In some ways, this sample shows what could  
be the best case for interacting with the criminal  
justice system and how struggles with financial  
health still persist.

Methodology
The survey data used in this report was collected from a subset of participants 
(n = 573) of the University of Southern California’s “Understanding America 
Study” (UAS), a nationally representative internet-based panel.

https://uasdata.usc.edu/index.php
https://uasdata.usc.edu/index.php
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Pretrial

Pretrial detention is an unplanned disruption to 
one’s life, during which the detained individual 
will typically seek to understand the charges and 
consequences, find a way to communicate with 
family, and try to manage existing responsibilities 
from confinement. Meanwhile, families often  
try to locate their loved one, understand the 
process for their arraignment, and explore  
legal representation. 

Pretrial detention is associated with increased 
difficulty in maintaining employment, access to 
public benefits, and general financial stability.5 
Pretrial detention has also been shown to increase 
likelihood of guilty pleas. The longer an individual 
is held pretrial, the more likely they are to agree 
to a guilty plea.6 This further exacerbates negative 
financial health outcomes, such as limited future 
employment, or court fines and fees related  
to conviction.

In the criminal justice system, a common way of 
achieving pretrial release is through posting bail and 
making a temporary payment to the court. Bail is 
a sum of money or monetary bond deposited with 
the court whose stated purpose is to secure the 
defendant’s appearance in court.8 Upon appearing  
at all court dates through the final disposition of  
the case, the money is returned to the defendant.  
In certain instances, bail is not required or a 
participant may secure nonmonetary release  
if they agree to a certain set of requirements.  
In other cases, individuals may be denied the 
opportunity to post bail at all.

P R E T R I A L I N C A R C E R AT I O N R E - E N T R Y F I N E S  A N D  F E E S

In the midst of this disruption, a sense of 
urgency looms to secure release pretrial.7

5  “The Effects of Pretrial Detention on Conviction, Future Crime, and Employment: Evidence from Randomly Assigned Judges,” American Economic Review, February 2018. 
6 “Justice Denied: The Harmful and Lasting Effects of Pretrial Detention,” Vera Institute of Justice, April 2019. 
7 “I Just Felt So Violated’: Pretrial Detention’s Devastating Effects,” National Partnership for Pretrial Justice, March 22, 2021.  

8  “Bail and Pretrial Release: A Q and A: May 2012,” National Conference of State Legislatures.  

https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20161503
https://www.vera.org/downloads/publications/Justice-Denied-Evidence-Brief.pdf
https://www.arnoldventures.org/stories/i-just-felt-so-violated-pretrial-detentions-devastating-effects
https://www.ncsl.org/research/civil-and-criminal-justice/bail-and-pretrial-release-a-q-and-a.aspx#:~:text=State%20Legislatures%3A%20Commercial%20bail%20is,common%20form%20of%20pretrial%20release
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Survey Findings
In our survey, 55% of respondents were given 
the opportunity to post bail, 13% were denied the 
opportunity, and 32% either did not have to post 
bail or were otherwise released under nonmonetary 
conditions. The requirement to pay bail can create a 
financial shock for individuals or their households as 
they work to secure pretrial release. Of those given 
the opportunity to post bail, a little over one-third 
(35%) were not able to do so. The likelihood of 
posting bail decreased as the amount set for bail 
increased. In this sample, there was a noticeable 
dropoff once bail was set over $5,000, with nearly 
half of respondents unable to post. 

 

Organizing and gathering the resources necessary 
to post bail can take time. For example, 35% of 
respondents reported being detained for more 
than one month while awaiting trial. Unsurprisingly, 
a larger share of those who were unable to post 
bail experienced extended periods of pretrial 
incarceration: 63% of those not allowed to post bail 
were detained for more than a month, as were 54% 
of those allowed to but unable to raise bail money.  

These extended periods of time spent in jail prior  
to any conviction of wrongdoing can compound  
the negative effects of pretrial detention on financial 
health. It’s also important to note that bail is only 
returned upon the completion of the criminal 
proceeding, often leaving families without access  
to these funds for months.

Figure 1. Did you or a family member/friend post bail to secure [your/your household member’s] release?  
(participants that responded “Yes” by bail amount) 

Bail <$500

74%
Bail $500 - $5,000

79%

53%
Bail >$5,000

P R E T R I A L I N C A R C E R AT I O N R E - E N T R Y F I N E S  A N D  F E E S

55% 13% 32% 

Respondent Opportunities for Release Pretrial

of those required to post bail were 
unable to deliver the funds needed.35%

given the opportunity 
to post bail

denied  
release  
pretrial

not required to post 
bail or released under 
nonmonetary conditions
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For those who did post bail, more than two-thirds 
(68%) elected to use a bail bondsperson. A bail 
bondsperson, or company, posts bail on behalf of 
the defendant for an upfront fee that is typically a 
percentage of the bail. In this sample, fees for this 
service ranged from 10 - 20% of the bail amount. 
The higher the bail amount, the more likely it was 
that a bail bondsperson was used. Respondents also 
indicated paying for bail in cash (26%), borrowing 
from friends and family (5%), using a bank loan (1%), 
or using a credit card (1%). 

Of those who used a bail bondsperson, 90% were 
 able to pay the fee and most paid in cash or 
borrowed from family or friends. Only 10% reported 
using a payment plan to repay their bondsperson. 
This demonstrates that respondents had a high 
willingness to pay, but that bail amounts were set  
well above their ability to pay, forcing individuals  
and families to pay a nonrefundable fee that could 
reach into the thousands of dollars. (At least 20%  
of respondents were required to post bail of $15,000 
or more.) Those who were able to post bail were only 
subject to the temporary payment, provided that 
they appeared in court when required to do so.

Figure 2. Did you or a family member/friend use the services of a bail bondsperson to arrange bail?  
(participants who responded “Yes” by bail amount)

Bail <$500

71%
Bail $500 - $5,000

55%

80%
Bail >$5,000

P R E T R I A L I N C A R C E R AT I O N R E - E N T R Y F I N E S  A N D  F E E S

How Respondents Indicated Paying for Bail 
Participants may have selected multiple options

using a bail 
bondsperson

 

paying  
in cash

 

borrowing 
from 

friends 
and family

using  
a bank  
loan

 

using  
a credit  

card

of respondents were required  
to post bail of $15,000 or more.20%

68% 

26% 

5% 
1% 1% 
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Implications
Bail obligations can represent prohibitive barriers 
to pretrial release. Using a financial instrument to 
determine whether an individual will be detained 
prior to proof of guilt via trial can make release 
dependent on personal or family financial health. 
This contributes to the fact that 74% of people  
in jail (roughly half a million) have not been  
convicted of a crime.9 Bail creates a stressful  
financial shock for households trying to avoid the 
negative effects of pretrial detainment. It can also 
create a barrier to pretrial release, with our data 
showing that the propensity to post bail decreases 
with higher amounts. 

Bail creates a stressful  
financial shock for households  

trying to avoid the negative  
effects of pretrial detainment.

9  “Mass Incarceration: The Whole Pie 2020,” Prison Policy Initiative.  
 

P R E T R I A L I N C A R C E R AT I O N R E - E N T R Y F I N E S  A N D  F E E S

PRETRIAL

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/pie2020.html#slideshows/slideshow1/2
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Impacts of Incarceration

P R E T R I A L I N C A R C E R AT I O N R E - E N T R Y F I N E S  A N D  F E E S

During and after the pretrial period, especially if 
an individual is sentenced to additional time in 
jail or prison following conviction, the financial 
consequences of involvement with the criminal 
justice system continue to cascade. The effects 
of incarceration on a household’s budget often 
compound, between managing loss of income, 
coping with the unexpected expenses that  
result from legal costs and fees, and affording  
goods and services while a household member  
is incarcerated. 

For households already struggling to make  
ends meet, these kinds of financial shocks  
can negatively impact short- and long-term 
savings, increase debt, and create ripple  
effects that persist even after the shock  
is resolved.10

10  “How Do Families Cope With Financial Shocks?,” The Pew Charitable Trusts, October 2015.
   

of individuals who spent time in jail or prison  
said that prior to incarceration they contributed 

half or more of their household income. 

 More than 1 in 3 respondents said incarceration had a negative impact on household finances. 

53%

https://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/assets/2015/10/emergency-savings-report-1_artfinal.pdf


13 

Our survey found that 53% of individuals who 
reported spending time in jail or prison were 
contributing 50% or more to their household 
income prior to incarceration.11 For those 
answering on behalf of a household member,  
27% reported that the incarcerated individual  
was contributing 50% or more to household 
income prior to incarceration. 

For individuals who had been incarcerated 
previously, 40% reported that their household 
experienced at least one negative financial 
consequence as a result of the incarceration.  
This number is 21% higher for households  
that currently have low incomes versus those  
that have high incomes. For individuals with 
a household member who was previously 
incarcerated, 38% said their household 
experienced at least one financial consequence. 

Households that currently have low incomes 
experienced at least one consequence at a  
rate 17% higher than households that currently 
have high incomes. 

During incarceration, wages are relatively  
minimal, if opportunities exist to earn them  
at all. As a result, incarcerated individuals may 
have to rely on family members to support them.  
This puts households in the difficult position of 
not only potentially losing income, but also facing 
continued expenses of supporting a household 
member at potentially inflated costs.12 In regards 
to these expenses, 32% of respondents indicated 
that their household assisted with essential 
purchases during incarceration, such as food  
and toiletries from the commissary, or access  
to phones and electronics.

Survey Findings

11  We did not ask about household composition immediately prior to incarceration and there is uncertainty as to how those who were living alone responded  
to this question.

12 “The Company Store: A Deeper Look at Prison Commissaries,” Prison Policy Initiative, May 2018. 

Figure 3. Did your household experience any of the following consequences (answers included delinquent bills  
or payments, increased child support debt, loss of housing, and loss of public benefits) as a result of you spending  
time in jail, prison, or both? (by current household income)

<$30,000

32%
$30,000 - $59,999

53%

32%
>$60,000 

P R E T R I A L I N C A R C E R AT I O N R E - E N T R Y F I N E S  A N D  F E E S

IMPACTS OF INCARCERATION

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/commissary.html
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Finally, there were also negative impacts on the 
credit standing of those who were incarcerated, 
as measured by credit scores. Our research 
showed that 46% of respondents reported 
having either “Fair” or “Poor” credit scores prior 
to incarceration, with even more reporting so 
immediately after incarceration. This adds to  
the challenges faced by returning citizens.

P R E T R I A L I N C A R C E R AT I O N R E - E N T R Y F I N E S  A N D  F E E S

IMPACTS OF INCARCERATION

Figure 4. Did you take any of the following actions (answers included increased working hours, cutbacks on spending for 
essential items, cutbacks on spending for non-essential items, borrowing money from a bank or credit union, or borrowing 
from a payday, pawn, or auto title lender) to help cope with expenses or loss of income as a result of your household member 
spending time in jail, prison, or both? (by current household income)

<$30,000

39%
$30,000 - $59,999

47%

30%
>$60,000

Figure 5. Change In Credit Score Ratings Before and After Incarceration

Before incarceration

7%   
Excellent

12%   
Very good

16%   
Good

23%   
Fair

23%   
Poor

19%   
Don’t know

21%   
Don’t know

After incarceration

5%   
Excellent

16%   
Good

20%   
Fair

30%   
Poor

8%   
Very good
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Implications

The financial impact of time spent incarcerated 
includes both income and expense shocks.  
Many households lose a significant portion 
of monthly income, and experience financial 
hardships as a result of involvement in the 
criminal justice system. There are also impacts  
to an individual’s financial standing that can  
affect how they’re able to navigate financial 
services upon release. 

Solutions designed to economically  
support family members of  

incarcerated individuals can be  
vital to reducing long-term financial  

consequences of incarceration.

P R E T R I A L I N C A R C E R AT I O N R E - E N T R Y F I N E S  A N D  F E E S
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Re-entry and  
Financial Services

In the face of financial obligations that can accrue 
through involvement in the criminal justice  
system, re-establishing financial stability  
and access to responsible products and solutions 
are key to improving financial health upon  
re-entry. Individuals often encounter similar  
or greater financial challenges than they had  
prior to incarceration. 

Justice-involved individuals may also face additional 
barriers associated with incarceration, including 
searching for housing, applying for public benefits, 
repaying outstanding charges from financial 
obligations established prior to incarceration,  
and managing extensive debt from time spent  
in the system. 

Obtaining employment can be especially challenging 
as job opportunities are often restricted for  
returning citizens. Specifically, when applying for 
jobs, returning citizens are often asked if they have 
been convicted of a crime, which typically limits 
job opportunities.13 Even for those who are able to 
find employment, median earnings for formerly 
incarcerated individuals are $10,090 in their first 
year of release, with only the top quintile earning 
more than $15,000.14 Individuals who are released 

under court supervision also may have to attend 
appointments, classes, drug tests, or other  
court-mandated programming at times that are 
either unpredictable or misaligned with their jobs. 
With challenging job prospects and mounting 
obligations, mainstream financial services could 
significantly help these individuals and families  
regain stability.

13  “From prisons to communities: Confronting re-entry challenges and social inequality,” American Psychological Association, 
March 2018.  

14  “5 facts about prisoners and work, before and after incarceration,” Brookings, March 14, 2018.  

P R E T R I A L I N C A R C E R AT I O N R E - E N T R Y F I N E S  A N D  F E E S

of respondents were unbanked  
prior to incarceration.

29%

https://www.apa.org/pi/ses/resources/indicator/2018/03/prisons-to-communities
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2018/03/14/5-facts-about-prisoners-and-work-before-and-after-incarceration/
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Survey Findings
Our survey showed a clear overlap between lack 
of access to financial services and involvement 
with the justice system. For example, 29% of 
respondents indicated that they did not have a 
bank account prior to incarceration, more than 
three times higher than the average unbanked  
rate over the last 10 years.15 This number was  
even higher for individuals from households  
with incomes under $30,000 (41%). 

Sometime after release, 24% of respondents 
attempted to open a checking account and savings 
account, 20% attempted to open just a checking 
account, and 3% attempted to open just a savings 
account. Most of these individuals were successful 
in opening their accounts. For those who had 
accounts before their involvement, the accounts 
were not necessarily still active at the time of their 
release. Only 30% of respondents reported that 
they did not attempt to open an account because 
their accounts were still active. Most of those who 
made no attempt to open an account (11% of the 
total) did not have one prior to incarceration.

In this sample, 83% of respondents who attempted 
to open a checking account indicated that,  
at the time of the survey, their last experience 
with incarceration was five years ago or longer. 
Those who did not attempt to open any sort of 
account were likely to have been released more 
recently. The primary reasons cited by those who 
did not have or seek to open an account were not 
being able to keep enough money in the account, 
outstanding fees from previous bank accounts,  
and an inability to meet identification requirements.

Respondents also indicated minimal attempts 
to apply for credit products. A majority of 
respondents (62%) indicated that they did not 
attempt to borrow from either a bank or a 
nonbank lender within their first three years  
of release. 

15  “FDIC Survey of Household Use of Banking and Financial Services,” Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation. 
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20% 

24% 

3% 

Percentage of Respondents Attempting  
To Open Bank Accounts Post-Incarceration

attempted to 
open a checking 
account and 
savings account

attempted to 
open just a 
checking account

attempted to 
open just a 
savings account

https://www.economicinclusion.gov/surveys/
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Implications
As individuals re-enter society, it’s important to 
explore how to expedite the process of engaging 
with affordable financial services that can create 
opportunities to access and manage money at 
little or no cost, fostering financial stability.16 

Platforms and solutions that holistically address 
the needs of returning citizens can lead to 
improved financial health by bolstering their 
ability to access responsible financial tools  
and removing barriers to employment.

Figure 6. How would you rate [your/your household member’s] credit score today? (by time since release)

Less Than 5 Years Ago

8%   
Excellent

12%   
Very good

13%   
Good

20%   
Fair

32%   
Poor

15%   
Don’t know

10%   
Don’t know

Less Than 10 Years Ago

10 Years Ago or Longer

19%   
Excellent

19%   
Good

16%   
Fair

12%   
Poor

19%   
Good

24%   
Fair

25%   
Excellent

22%   
Poor

22%   
Very good

6%   
Very good

6%   
Don’t  
know

16  “The FinHealth Spend Report 2021,” Financial Health Network, 2021.  
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Only a small portion (20%) of those who had been 
released from prison within the previous five years 
reported that their credit score was “Excellent”  
or “Very Good,” whereas more than half (52%)  
reported that their credit score was “Fair” or 
“Poor.” In contrast, among those who had been 

released  10 or more years ago, 47% reported 
“Excellent” or “Very Good” credit compared  
with 28% reporting “Fair” or “Poor” credit.  
This suggests that credit health improves the 
longer one is out of the system.   

RE-ENTRY AND FINANCIAL SERVICES

83% of respondents who  
attempted to open a checking 
account indicated that, at the  
time of the survey, their last 

experience with incarceration  
was five years ago or longer.

https://s3.amazonaws.com/cfsi-innovation-files-2018/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/19180204/FinHealth_Spend_Report_2021.pdf
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Fines and Fees

Throughout each phase of interaction with the 
criminal justice system, depending on conviction 
status, the courts may assess charges to the 
justice-involved for “services rendered”  
(i.e., fees) or as a form of punishment (i.e., fines). 
Often referred to as “fines and fees,” these  
charges can create large financial obligations.  
Fees can include the services of a public defender, 
court filings, detention at a jail or prison, court-
mandated appointments, and parole requirements 
upon release. Additionally, fines may come as  
a part of the sentence. Ten million Americans  
collectively owe over $50 billion in court debt.17 

Debt from fines and fees puts pressure on 
incarcerated individuals and their household budgets, 
which are often already operating with little slack. 

17  “ Making Restitution Real Released by National Center for Victims of Crime,” Businesswire, April 26, 2011.  
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 reported that they have been 
reincarcerated because of their  

inability to pay fines or fees.

10%
For those who have paid their debt, 

about one-third said that making 
payments on court debt was  

“Difficult,” or “Very Difficult.” 

https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20110426006508/en/Making-Restitution-Real-Released-by-National-Center-for-Victims-of-Crime


20FINES AND FEES

Figure 7. How much did [you/your household member]  
owe in outstanding fines, fees, or other court debt? 

<$1,000

 
$1,000 - $5,000

 
 
$5,000 - $10,000

 
 
$10,000 - $15,000

 
 
>$15,000 

 
 
Not sure

31%

29%

7%

25%

3%

5%

Survey Findings
In our survey, 78% of respondents reported  
having owed or currently owing fines and fees to 
the system. 51% of these respondents reported 
they were not presented with an opportunity  
to reduce their fines and fees through court-
offered activities such as community service.  
22% reported they were not given an opportunity 
to participate in a payment plan for their 
outstanding court debt. 

The vast majority of respondents had finished 
paying their fines and fees at the time of this 
survey, with Figure 7 showing the amounts they 
previously owed. For these respondents, about 
one-third indicated that making payments on court 
debt was “Difficult” or “Very Difficult.” Among the 
20% of respondents who still owed fines and fees, 
more than two-thirds said that making payments 
was “Difficult” or “Very Difficult.”

Respondents indicated that the payment of 
fines and fees put pressure on other household 
expenses. This included cutbacks on essential 
spending (26%), stopping other debt payments 
(19%), and delayed rent, mortgage, or utility 
payments (11%). (Note that respondents may 
have indicated more than one of these actions.) 
These prioritizations make sense in light of 
consequences tied to failure to pay fines and fees. 

Our survey highlighted two major consequences 
of failure to pay fines and fees – incarceration, or 
reincarceration, and driver’s license suspension. 
Overall, 10% of respondents reported that at some 
point they had been put in jail or prison due to 
failing to pay court fines or fees. Additionally, 13% 
of the sample reported that their driver’s license 
had been suspended due to failure to pay fines, 
fees, or other debt at some point – the leading  
cause of driver’s license suspension in this sample.

of respondents reported having owed or currently  
owing fines and fees to the system.

51% of these respondents reported they were not 
presented with an opportunity to reduce their fines  
and fees through court-offered activities such as 
community service. 22% reported they were not  
given an opportunity to participate in a payment  
plan for their outstanding court debt. 

78%

51%

22%

P R E T R I A L I N C A R C E R AT I O N R E - E N T R Y F I N E S  A N D  F E E S
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In our survey, respondents were asked about the 
method of payment used to pay down their court 
fines and fees. For individuals who had fully paid  
off their court debt as far back as a decade ago,  
the vast majority reported using a non-digital 
method. Online payment was much more common 

for those who reported making payments recently 
on their court debts, or had a more recent 
experience with fines and fees. Although responses 
show some improvement, there is room for 
innovation to remove friction within court  
payment processes today.18

Figure 8. How do/did [you/your household member] pay the courts for fines, fees, or other court-related debts?

Currently Paying

32%   
Online

17%   
Online

28%   
In Person

59%   
In Person

52%   
In Person

16%   
Mail

22%   
Mail

21%   
Mail

13% 
Phone

3%   
Phone

5%   
Phone

7%   
Other

8%  
Other 

14%   
Online

10%   
Other

16%   
N/A

13%   
N/A

13%   
N/A

Paid Off

Total

18  “Fostering Innovation in the US Court System: Identifying High-Priority Technology and Other Needs for Improving Court 
Operations and Outcomes,” RAND Corporation.  

Implications
Burdensome debt, difficulty managing payments, 
and current payment penalties can result in serious 
consequences for households, including difficult 
spending tradeoffs, increased expenses, driver’s 
license suspension, and even reincarceration.  
The punishments for nonpayment can significantly 
hinder financial health in the short and long  
term, with reincarceration and driver’s license  
suspension inhibiting employment opportunities 

and ability to manage existing financial and other 
personal obligations. Innovation in the payments 
process can help make it easier to pay fines  
and fees on time, ultimately reducing adverse  
and long-term effects on individual and household 
financial health. 
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https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1255.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1255.html
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Conclusion 
Opportunities  
for Innovation
Involvement across each phase of engagement with 
the criminal justice system often leads to worse 
financial health outcomes for justice-involved 
individuals and their families. During the pretrial 
phase, households have to find ways to post bail or 
pay a bondsperson to reduce the negative impacts 
of pretrial detention. The impacts of incarceration 
create significant financial hardship, due to both 
potentially lost income and expenses related 
to navigating the system. For those navigating 
re-entry, access to responsible financial tools is 

During pretrial, there is an opportunity to reconsider 
the use of monetary bail to secure an individual 
appearance in court and, to the extent monetary 
bail persists, to reconsider the amounts required and 
help individuals and families weather the shock of 
posting bail for pretrial release. During incarceration, 
households would benefit from support in coping 
with income and expense shocks. From a policy 
perspective, there is likewise an opportunity to 
reconsider the use of fines and fees and the levels 
of those charges. Empowering individuals to 
understand their financial obligations, seek out 
opportunities to support timely and manageable 
payments, and removing friction in the payments 
process can have the potential to support returning 

citizens and their families as they stabilize their 
financial lives. Additionally, when individuals are 
released, high-quality financial products that create 
avenues to transact and save can help rebuild or 
strengthen financial health. 

Solutions that address financial health pain points 
within the criminal justice system are important  
and can positively affect financial health in the  
long term for individuals and their families.  
Financial institutions, policymakers, and innovators 
can all play a role in better understanding the 
intersections between financial health and criminal 
justice involvement in order to design and build  
tools that support financial health.

critically important. Finally, paying fines and fees 
can be a difficult process to manage for many 
justice-involved individuals.

In the face of these difficulties across phases  
of involvement with the criminal justice system, 
there exist opportunities for innovation. 
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Appendices
Appendix A: Methodology and Context
The UAS panel question featured in Figure 1 was 
asked in the 2020 U.S. Financial Health Pulse 
survey in May 2020. This follow-up survey was 
fielded from November 2020 to December 2020 
and asked respondents to answer questions about 
their longest experience with incarceration, 
individually or for a household member. Those who 
had both been incarcerated themselves and had 

a household member incarcerated were asked to 
solely answer on their own behalf. Questions were 
asked about type of incarceration, length of time 
spent incarcerated, and time since a respondent’s 
last experience with incarceration to add context 
to responses. There was an additional survey fielded 
in February to March 2021 to participants who 
specifically reported utilizing bail bonds. 

Yes, I have 49%

Yes, someone else in my household has 38%

Yes, I have AND someone else in my household has 13%

Currently <1 year <5 years <10 years 10+ years

Respondents answering about their own experience  
with incarceration N/A 6% 13% 16% 64%

Respondents answering about a household  
member’s experience with incarceration 10% 15% 19% 14% 42%

Overall 4% 10% 16% 16% 56%

Arrested 
and released 

before 
sentencing

Arrested 
and held 

in jail until 
sentencing

Sentenced only 
to probation or 

court supervised 
release

Sentenced to jail/
prison or time 

served followed by 
court supervision

Sentenced to jail/
prison or time 

served not followed 
by court supervision

Other

Respondents answering about their 
own experience with incarceration 43% 17% 14% 27% 13% 11%

Respondents answering about a 
household member’s experience  
with incarceration

37% 18% 13% 28% 17% 10%

Overall 41% 17% 14% 27% 14% 11%

Have you or has anyone in your household spent time in jail or prison?

How long has it been since (you/your household member) were released from jail or prison?

Description of Being Incarcerated 

Respondents could select all responses that apply. Therefore, columns may sum to greater than 100%.
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Appendix B: Survey Demographics 

Region (top 3 states represented) Number of Respondents

Northeast (42)

Pennsylvania 20

New York 7

Maine 4

Southeast (131)

Florida 20

North Carolina 18

Georgia 15

Midwest (169)

Ohio 32

Illinois 23

Wisconsin 21

Southwest (47)

Texas 26

Arizona 8

Oklahoma 7

West (213)

California 166

Washington 12

Colorado 12

Current State of Residence of Respondents 

Male Female

Overall 44% 56%

Respondents indicated they had  
an experience with incarceration 67% 33%

Respondents indicated a  
household member had an 
experience with incarceration

18% 82%

Respondents indicated they  
and a household member had 
experiences with incarceration

31% 69%

<$30,000 37%

$30,000 - $59,999 28%

$60,000 - $99,999 20%

>$100,000 16%

Gender

Current Household Income

White Black Native American or 
Alaska Native Asian Hawaiian/Pacific 

Islander Bi/Multi-racial

77% 10% 3% 3% 1% 6%

Race/Ethnicity

17% indicated they were Latinx
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Appendix C: Pretrial Tables  

Post bail Not allowed to post Released under nonmonetary program Did not have to post

55% 13% 8% 24%

Pretrial Options for Release

Bail amount % of respondents that 
successfully posted

Less than $500 79%

$500 - $1,000 75%

$1,001 - $5,000 73%

$5,001 - $10,000 48%

$10,001 - $15,000 44%

$15,001 - $25,000 63%

Over $25,000 54%

Not sure N/A

Percentage of Respondents Able To Post Bail by Amount

Household income <$30,000 74%

Household income between 
$30,000 - $59,999 62%

Household income between 
$60,000 - $99,999 71%

Household income > $100,000 62%

Use of Bail Bondsperson by Income

Less than $100 $100 - $500 $501 - $1,000 $1,000 - $5,000 >$5,000 Not sure

6% 28% 17% 26% 7% 17%

Fees Owed to Bail Bonds Company
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Appendix D: Impact of Incarceration Tables

None <50% =50% >50%

Q137 = 1,3 31% 14% 14% 41%

Q137 = 2 61% 13% 11% 16%

Yes 40%

No 60%

Yes 38%

No 62%

Contributions to Household Income by Incarcerated Individuals Prior to Incarceration

Financial Consequences Experienced for  
Respondents Answering About Their Own  
Incarceration Experience
e.g., delinquent debt, loss of housing, etc.

Financial Consequences Experienced for Respondents 
Answering About a Household Member’s Incarceration 
Experience 
e.g., reduced spending, increased working hours, etc.
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Appendix E: Re-entry Tables

No Yes 
(savings)

Yes  
(checking)

Yes (savings  
and 

checking)
Unsure Total

Excellent 0% 0% 7% 15% 6% 7%

Very good 4% 16% 9% 25% 6% 12%

Good 7% 26% 20% 21% 14% 16%

Fair 20 47% 31% 19% 14% 23%

Poor 39% 0% 24% 13% 10% 23%

Don’t know 30% 11% 8% 6% 49% 19%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Credit Score and Banked Status Prior to Incarceration

No, did not attempt to 
borrow money from a 
bank or credit union

62%

Yes, less than three 
months after release 4%

Yes, less than one year 
after release 6%

Yes, one to three years 
after release 12%

Unsure 16%

No 60%

Obtaining a Loan From a  
Bank or Nonbank Lender  
Within First 3 Years of Release

Released pretrial Held until 
sentencing pretrial

Sentenced only  
to court supervision

Sentenced to jail/prison 
and court supervision

Sentenced to jail/prison  
and no court supervision

Excellent 9% 2% 4% 6% 1%

Very good 10% 3% 5% 5% 9%

Good 18% 10% 20% 12% 9%

Fair 19% 20% 20% 21% 25%

Poor 25% 42% 35% 39% 40%

Don’t know 19% 23% 16% 17% 16%

Credit Score Immediately After Release, by Incarceration Type

Appendix F: Accessing the Dataset
We are open to sharing the data from this survey with interested parties.  
To request the dataset, please email Arjun Kaushal (akaushal@finhealthnetwork.org).
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