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INTRODUCTION/SUMMARY 

It may come as no surprise that the needs of the formerly incarcerated are wide in scope.  

They include tangible needs such as housing and employment as well as intangible needs 

that include raised self-esteem and a sense of self worth.  Younger groups were more 

likely to talk about the need for prevention more so than older groups.  Males were more 

likely to talk about employment and vocational training more so than women.  Female 

group needs were more so of the intangible goals. 

The desire for programming were as diverse as the needs expressed.  From 

individual mentoring to support groups, the groups spoken with wanted experiences that 

were more holistic than what they were currently experiencing.  They wanted to be 

accountable to one group or person for a variety of things and not feel like they were on 

their own to maneuver various resources.  

In order to capture the needs of those dealing with re-entry in Mercer County, NJ, 

the Focus Group Committee presents this written report of our findings. For the most 

part, this is a narrative report divided into four sections: Purpose and Procedures, 

Findings, Conclusions/Interpretations, and Recommendations.  The Purpose and 

Procedures quickly summarize the committee’s goals and how data was collected to 

achieve these goals. In order to be as true to the participants voices as possible, the 

Findings section is presented in bullet format.  Each question that was asked to every 

focus group is italicized and the answers are presented in bulleted form.  The numbers 

that follow the bullet represent how many focus groups came up with the same answer.  

Answers to follow up questions are presented in narrative form after presenting responses 
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to key questions.  A quick glance at gender and age differences follows.  The 

Conclusions/Interpretations section highlights key themes that grew out of several 

conversations.  Because these are summaries and generalizations of what was said, and 

not direct quotations, they are presented as interpretations and not findings.  The 

Recommendations section is meant to tie in a need we have heard with an action that can 

be taken. We invite you to share your own recommendations, using the style modeled in 

this section, which is based on the findings of this report.  We hope our example 

recommendation will be the catalyst for further recommendations and actions from The 

Partnership as a whole.  We end our report with a story told by one of the participants 

which can be echoed by so many others.  This story and others that are weaved into the 

report fulfills the ultimate goal of this committee—to capture the heart song of the people 

we seek to serve. 

 

PURPOSE AND PROCEDURES 

The Mercer County Re-entry Partnership Focus Group Committee was formed to record 

the voices and “heart song” of the incarcerated and formerly incarcerated.  The goal was 

not to gather statistics, but stories—not to study this population as subjects, but to speak 

with them as conversation partners who were able to speak for themselves and identify 

needs.  To achieve the goal of The Partnership, The Committee held focus groups of 8 – 

12 people.  “The purpose of a focus group is to promote self-disclosure among 

participants.  We want to know what people really think and feel.”i 
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The committee decided to make the groups gender and age specific. This decision 

was made for two reasons: 1) we wanted to neutralize power dynamics that often exist in 

mixed gender and mixed age groups, 2) From previous experience, many of the 

committee members noticed that each gender and age group noted different needs and we 

wanted to investigate the extent of those differences and see if they would appear in our 

data (they did).  Age groups were loosely based on groupings done by developmental 

theorists. 

All organizations, programs, and institutions that were affiliated with The 

Partnership were invited to participate.  Several interested organizations were unable to 

gather at least eight people within the gender and age specific age group, so for this round 

of data collection, they did not participate.    A total of 11 focus groups (bringing over 

100 participants) were facilitated with the following organizations: Albert “Bo” 

Robinson, Clinton House, Daughters of Zion, Manifestations of the Prodigal Daughter, 

and Ujima Ministries, Inc.  Breakdown of age and gender is represented in the following 

chart: 

 Ages 18 – 24 Ages 25 – 39 Ages 40 – 55 

Male groups (6) 1 3 2 

Female groups (5) 1 2 2 
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FINDINGS 

What do you think/feel you need in order to be successful? 

•         Education/College/College Prep Courses (8) 

•         Positive Support System (3) 

•         Intimate support/relationship with the opposite gender 

•         New Hobbies 

•         Gainful Employment (8) 

o   Decent wages are needed to afford better housing 

o   There is prejudice in the workplace 

o    Many times, jobs are hard to get to when not on the bus line or transit 
routes 

•         Different way of thinking 

•         More resources for ex-offenders (2) 

•         Vocational/Job training (5) 

•         Financial stability (3) 

•         Change of environment  

•         To stay focused (2) 

•         Some type of transition program from incarcerated to release/to be connected to 
services before release  

•         Updated resource information/how to get necessities (4) 

•         Being content with yourself 

•         Not going back to jail 

•         Driver’s license and car/transportation (3) 

•         Family/reuniting with children (2) 

•         Settling child support issues 

•         Be more determined/self-confidence (2) 

•         Housing/stable place to live (5) 

o   Feel discriminated against because of their criminal history 

o   Immigrants receive better accommodations than ex-offenders in the search 
for obtaining affordable housing 

o   People are being sent to live in motels in counties they don’t know anybody 
and where it is difficult to get transportation 

•         The ability to communicate more effectively 

•         Greater comprehension 

•         Not to be judged/labeled/stigmatized (2) 

•         Just a chance to prove I have changed and want to succeed in society/opportunity 
(3) 

•         God 

•         Computer Skills (2) 

•         Guidance 

•         Structure (3) 
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•         Discipline 

•         Counseling 

•         Mentoring 

•         Help with addictions (drug, alcohol, gambling) (2) 

•         Help with mental illness 

•         Programming that is sensitive to formerly incarcerated persons and single 
mothers 

•         Something to help boost self confidence 

•         Communication Skills 

•         Life Coaching to help to become independent 

•         Accredited certificate programs and letters of recommendations 

•         A comprehensive resource center 

•         Changes in laws removing check the box and expungement laws 

 

What lack of services or which services have you found unhelpful which have stopped 

you from getting your needs fulfilled? 

•         Transportation 

•         Prevention Programs 

o   Computer training BEFORE INCARCERATION 

o   Have to get in trouble to get services; these services are not available before 

•         Role models/Mentors 

•         Basic Manhood/Life skills classes 

•         Parole (5) 

o   DOC has a my way or the highway attitude that doesn’t help 

o   Parole can be helpful if you get the right PO 

o   The POs are inconsistent.  One will say one thing and another will say 
something different.  Some make it harder than others 

o   Not enough people to work with the amount of ex-offenders 

o   Some expect you to fail 

o   Far too restrictive and often times have unrealistic expectations.  You can’t 
do everything they say you have to do and have success.  It also makes it 
harder to keep a job, they come to your job and sometimes you have to 
miss work to make appointments. 

•         Treatment/Reentry centers (4) 

o   They’re putting us in self-help instead of helping us. There are no 
blueprints.  We have to figure things out on our own. 

o   Regular reminders of their crime 

o   No GED classes 

o   Programming is too general and does not address real issues or individual 
needs 
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• Halfway Back 

o   Provides no money for basic needs (i.e. sanitary napkins and other hygiene 
needs).  DOC at least provides $30/month to incarcerated women for such 
needed amenities. 

•         Need ID’s, Social Security Cards, etc—the process for these things is too 
confusing (2) 

o   Need to pay, but have no money—you’re stuck—these services should be 
free (2) 

•         Housing  

o   There is too much pressure to get housing  

o   Being able to get an affordable apartment 

o   No help for homeless women 

•         No system to address warrants/municipal court offenses while you are still 
serving time.  They begin the release process then renege on your release because 
of warrants and municipal offenses.  Let people be cleared from the gate.  Let the 
time served be time served for all offenses. 

•         They are giving me tools, but not telling me how to use them 

•         Halfway Houses 

o   ¾ House is helpful because they help you get a job.  One place is called 
“Half Measures.”  

o   Shelters often have curfews that are constricting and limits the jobs we can 
get 

o   There is a lot of corruption in programs and halfway houses.  There is very 
little concern for the individual. 

•         If you have a drug conviction, there are no programs that will help you 
financially 

•         Treatments should be done while in jail so halfway houses can be used for 
job/work training 

•         No job training or resume writing training  

•         Changing laws that discriminate against ex-offenders after returning home 

•         Education (2)  

o   College restriction: Only women 25 and under are allowed to enroll in 
college courses in prison 

•         Criminal records need to be expunged 

•         Welfare is bias against single people without kids 

•         Background checks, credit checks, and eviction notice history 

•         One Stop and Job Fairs  

o   One Stop has a work first system that helps because of their computer 
system, but we need more programs that do the same with not just 
connecting people to jobs but connecting us with transportation, housing, 
etc. 

o   Federal bonding is failing or not being accepted by corporations 

• Corporations at Job fairs list that they are ex-offender friendly but reject the 
applicant for employment 
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•         Job Readiness Programs (3) 

o   Many church based organizations make promises they cannot keep (2) 

o   Some programs act like you’re going to be able to get a job if you work 
with them and then you’re just disappointed again because they really 
can’t help you 

o   MOET sends folks where people already been and had no success; 
employers on list just to be there, no real interest in ex-offenders 

o   Some programs get money and produce nothing: making claims with no 
results 

o   Some expect you to fail 

o   We receive a lot of certificates that don’t mean anything  

o   Employment assistance when convictions are recent (2) 

o   It would be nice to hire ex-offenders that can lead peer groups and provide 
more relevant practical programming 
 

How are you/have you been dealing with changes in your community and home? 

•         Satisfied with my home; positive things at home 

•         Good or bad, I just accept it—can’t do anything about it 

•         There are no changes 

•         More responsibilities on my wife.  I can’t be supportive, but I’m trying to find 
ways to do so. 

•         One young man told a story of how he had money stashed away in the house and 
he told his family to use it to take care of the responsibilities they are struggling 
with, but they refuse and still choose to work and struggle anyway.  So he can’t 
help or effect any changes or situations at home no matter what. 

•         One young man told the story of how a loved one died on the outside and there 
was nothing he could do about it.  He felt helpless.  He feels cut off from his 
loved ones. 

•         Reuniting with family (2) 

•         Having to constantly be aware of the company that I keep (2) 

•         Don’t get caught up in the community, slow things down 

•         I got in a 12 Step/Recovery Program 

•         I’m trying to rebuild my family/community’s trust and make up for all the pain 
I’ve caused. 

•         I’m praying a lot and trying to stay positive. 

•         I have to remember everyday that I am only a moment away from falling back 
into old habits, but I also have to encourage myself so I know I can make it 
through. 

•         I live one day at a time and try to keep things simple so I don’t fall into confusion 
and slip up 

•         I stay away from certain people, places, and things 

•         Stigmatized/rejection from friends and community (5)  

o   Paid debt; it should be over.  Just let me move on.  
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o   People don’t trust you and don’t encourage you 

o   It is difficult to get support from home from someone returning from prison 

o   Non-acceptance 

•         If you get sent to the County Correctional Facility and are on food stamps or 
general assistance, you lose your benefits(s) when you are released.  There is no 
communication between the Mercer County Correctional Facility and the Welfare 
Board for people temporarily incarcerated. 

•         We are still incarcerated and have no idea what’s going on in the community. No 
access to news. 

•         Don’t want to know what’s going on.  It might lead to old behavior. 

•         Difficulties of accepting low paying jobs that you dislike, nevertheless accepting 
the job only to find out that the mean don’t satisfy the ends 

•         Struggle to stay positive 
 

What are you willing to do to reach your goal? 

•         Change environment (2) 

•         Whatever it takes (4) 

•         Sacrifice what is convenient and accept challenges 

•         Change self 

•         Have a support group/supportive family (3) 

•         Education (4) 

•         Job training (2) 

•         Be a good father 

•         Don’t be afraid to ask for help/swallow pride (3) 

•         Stay dedicated and focused 

•         Constantly tell myself to never give up 

•         Get a job (3) 

•         Keep myself motivated by looking back 

•         Set goals 

•         Stop using drugs 

•         Save money 

•         Survive incarceration 

•         Secure housing 

•         Internships/Volunteer work to get experience and employment  

•         Network and develop relationships with persons that can help 

•         Learn new things 

•         Willingly destroy things from the past that will tempt or lead to old behaviors. 

•         Just like there was nothing I would not do to get what I wanted when I was out 
there in the streets, there’s nothing I won’t do to stay focused on staying out of 
jail, clean, and moving ahead. 

•         I am reversing all the energy I used to do wrong and negative things to do the 
right thing-positive things. 
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Are there any other things about this topic we should know? 

•         We’re paying our dues and we’re willing to change—what are you willing to do 
for us? 

•         Once I pay my debt—don’t bring it up/We deserve a chance 

•         Convict label has to go away 

•         Stop “Big Brother” [reference to Orwell’s 1984, not Big Brother Big Sister 
Program] 

•         The Welfare Board should be able to communicate with the correctional facilities 
so that we won’t be at a total loss when we come home 

•         Would like to have input in programming and project plans 

•         We are tired of “really concerned people” that come in to interview us but then 
they don’t do anything.   

•         Get various municipalities to give a grace period and work with reintegrated 
population 

•         Create ex-offender debt forgiveness relief strategies 

•         What makes ex-offenders return to old habits, friends, and or sugar daddies? 

 

Follow Up Questions 

When asked to define success, responses included: staying out of prison, having 

short term and long term goals, being gainfully employed and living comfortably.  They 

noted that success was both internal and external—internal because they lost job 

opportunities because they lied about job convictions, and external because of the 

stigmatization and lack of respect they receive.  The definition of success was starkly 

different for the female groups than they were for the male groups.  For men, success was 

more tangible: job, house, money.  For women it was more so about happiness, attitude 

changes, and accomplishing goals than it was about gaining physical things or 

possessions. 

When asked what programs have been helpful they sight, “programs that are 

realistic about the difficulty in getting a job when you are an ex-offender, and they keep 

working with you anyway.”  Some said that MCBOSS can be helpful unless you have 
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drug charges.  Many wanted one person or group to be responsible to.  They did not mind 

going different places for jobs or housing assistance, but felt like they were on their own 

without one entity that tracked their overall progress. 

Age Specific Findings 

 The younger populations, both male and female, stressed prevention.  Several felt 

like they did not have a choice based on neighborhood or environment.  One person told 

of how he used to go to the Boys and Girls Clubs, but once it closed for the night, he 

would go back to his illicit activities.  He said he needed something like the Boys and 

Girls Clubs that would make him not want to go to illicit activities, but instead would 

make him want to keep doing the good things he was getting from the right programs. 

Younger groups were also the only ones that did not talk about stigmatization. 

There was a desperate cry for skills more so in the older group.  “We are too old 

to receive training in most programs.  So what are we supposed to do?” There was more 

of a sense of hopelessness.  Many of the services that are out there that they were aware 

of, they have also aged out of. 

Gender Specific Findings 

Several women groups talked about the “defeminizing” they feel.  They felt like 

less of a woman, less feminine, because of their record.  Some shared stories of sexual 

harassment and counselors constantly bringing up of their sexual pasts.  “We’re 

constantly reminded of past mistakes with sayings like, ‘When you out in the street, you 

would do what ever and sell your body to whoever,’ how is that suppose to help you 

move on?  I already feel bad about that.  I don’t need to you to bring that up.” 
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Several male groups believed that it was easier for a woman to find affordable 

housing assistance.  They expressed that a man is seen as more intimidating than a 

woman with a record and that is why it is harder for men to get housing. 

There was the belief among the women groups that men get vocational training 

more than women.  It is believed that they have better opportunities because they come 

home with a skill.  It is important to note that these gender comparisons rose on their own 

in response to other questions.  No question was asked in regards to gender. 

 

CONCLUSIONS/INTERPRETATIONS 

Several themes arrived from these groups.  

Need for Mentors 

Many asked for mentorships, but did not know where to start.  And although they 

recognized the need, they also noted that some people in mentoring roles tend to talk 

down at them or judge them.  The male populations, specifically, resented this. 

Attack on personhood/Less sense of self 

People don’t feel like real men or real women because of their past and not being able to 

provide for their families. 
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Lack of Communication/Inconsistency 

Some participants listed lack of services only to be corrected by other people in the 

group.  This then shows a need for more education to take place.  It seems that some 

people had information that other people did not because they had a different counselor 

or PO.  As a result, they tended to trust other formerly incarcerated persons more than 

counselors and other authority figures.  This shows the inconsistency of how information 

is given to this population. This interpretation also comes from conversations of 

inconsistencies with P.O.’s and Job Readiness programs.  There is a frustration about the 

lack of consistency in communication. 

Transitional Needs 

Because we had the opportunity to talk to those currently incarcerated, there was an 

overwhelming sense that if programming were available while incarcerated, then they 

would have a higher probability of being successful upon release. 

Now What? 

People were willing to share, but there was great doubt that anything would be done.  

They hope the information will be used, but at the same time they felt that it was a waste 

of time. 
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RECCOMENDATIONS 

In response to the cry for knowing what has been done since they have shared 

their heart song , I suggest follow up information should be given to the participants—to 

the extent that we can connect again with this transient community.  Once the Partnership 

is ready to respond to the particular needs with action (some of them we are already 

responding to), we need to reach the participants again.  This can be done in several 

ways.  We could send a thank you letter to the participants we can locate.  This letter 

would thank them for their participation and let them know what steps we are taking to 

act on their stories (i.e.: a booklet of all the services; that a local agency has decided to 

provide a life skills seminar at a particular facility because the residents said they needed 

it).  We could create a flyer or brochure with this information and have it available for 

view at the centers where these groups were conducted.  Each agency may have a better 

understanding of how to reach the people they provided—again understanding that this is 

a community that moves around and we may not be able to reach everyone.  It is not 

enough to make changes. These participants need to know that they were heard and their 

voices created change. 

 

STORY: A woman was released from prison, she was motivated to change her life and 

she was focused on getting her children back.  She could not get her children back, 

however, because she couldn’t get a job – she had no transferable skills, and employers 

were not sensitive to her situation because she was formerly incarcerated.  She tried to 

pursue higher education but she was not approved for a student loan and when she looked 

into resources for educational funding, she was told that she would likely not be approved 
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because of her record. She went to the Mayor’s office and got a list of places to go.  She 

took all of those suggestions and she followed up, but doors were repeatedly closed in her 

face.  There was no real tangible help, just seminars and classes on how to get your life 

together.  She applied for welfare but because she was single and not a custodial parent, 

she only received $140/month and $140 in food stamps. 

She was left asking her adult children for money (for $5 here and $10 there) for 

food, clothing, and basic hygiene items.  She said that she felt like a beggar, this made 

her feel like less of a woman and less of a mother.  She tried, but she felt like a burden to 

her family.  So she gave up and went back to the only way that she knew how to make 

money – prostitution.  And now she is incarcerated again. 
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Findings Addendum 

Following is the addendum to the previous findings.  This information was sent from 
three focus groups conducted by Ms. Marshall and Ms. Covington at Mercer County 
Correction Center.  One with a male population ages 18 – 25, another male population 
ages 41-60 and one female population ages 26-40.  The general findings fit what was 
stated in the final report.  This augments that report with answers to specific questions 
asked. 
 

What do you think or feel you need in order to be successful? 

• GED 

• Employment Training Skills  

• Temporary Housing (3)  

• Life Skills Courses 

• Driver License  

• Family Support 

• Financial Assistance 

• ID (2) 

• Social Security Card  

• Transportation 

• Mentors 

• NA/AA counseling 

• Travel Voucher bus, food, shoe, sneaker, clothes 

• Taking the question out of the application 

What absence of services or which service have you founded unhelpful which have 

stopped you from getting your needs fulfilled? 

• Lack of Transportation  

• Job Interviewing Skills 

• Need outside counseling on life after Jail 

• MCBOSS (2) 

• Sub Housing 

• Section Eight 

• Shelter 10 

• Lack of Information 

 

 

How are you/have you been dealing with changes in your community and home? 

• Repeating Past crimes due to changes in environment 

• Dealing with it one day at a time 

• Adapt 
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What are you willing to do to reach your goal? 

• Attend Programs  

• Attend Counseling 

• Attend Training  

• Anything and Everything I can do positively 

• Stop drinking 

• Be more responsible 

• Take Anger Management  

• Take parenting classes 

• Working Under the Table 

• Anything 

• Day labor 

 

 

 

                                                 
i Krueger, Richard & Casey, Mary Anne, Focus Groups: A Practical Guide for Applied Research, 3

rd
 Editions, Sage 

Publications, Inc. Thousand Oaks, 2000, pg. 7 


