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Executive Director’s letter 

Dear friends, 

This year marks 25 years since I co-founded the Prison Policy Initiative. 

The world has changed dramatically since then. When we started this 
organization, criminal justice reform was not a topic taken seriously by 
most politicians and people in power. They still saw metal bars and cages 
as the only response to crime. 

We launched this organization to change that. At that pivotal moment, 
we had two goals in mind. First, to educate the public at-large about the 
ways America’s failed experiment with mass incarceration is making their 
lives worse. Second, to win concrete policy victories that make the 
criminal legal system smaller and less unjust.  

I’m proud to say that, over the last 25 years, working alongside our friends in this growing movement, 
we have accomplished big things, including: 

• The 2014 launch of our now-annual flagship report, Mass Incarceration: The Whole Pie, showed, 
for the first time ever, the full scope of the carceral system in America. It made the nation’s mass 
incarceration crisis clear to see, and impossible to ignore. (pg. 4) 

• The price of phone calls from a prison or jail — while still far too high — has dropped 
dramatically, ensuring incarcerated people can maintain connection to their loved ones on the 
outside, without digging them deep into debt. 

• Prison gerrymandering — a problem that unfairly gives prison towns more political power  — was 
the first issue we championed. With our leadership, it has gone from a niche issue, to one of the 
most talked about areas of redistricting reform. (pg. 17) 

Unfortunately, this work is far from over. Today, we’re once again seeing some elected officials, desperate 
to detract from their own failures, reimplement the same harsh policies that created the nation’s mass 
incarceration crisis. 

This annual report highlights how, despite this difficult climate, we continue to make progress by 
producing cutting-edge research that helps advocates on the ground secure key policy victories: 

• We published an in-depth report that showed, for the first time ever, how local jails are a key part 
of President Trump’s detention and deportation agenda, along with a guide on how people can 
push back on this, in their local community. (pg. 7) 

• We updated our groundbreaking report, Following the Money of Mass Incarceration, with new data 
and graphics, that showed that, despite historic drops in crime, spending on the criminal legal 
system — especially the bloated budgets of militarized federal agencies — has grown dramatically. 
(pg. 4) 
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• We produced a comprehensive two-part report on discretionary parole systems that show how 

these critical systems for decarceration, all too often, go underused, and deny parole applications 
based on factors that are beyond a person’s control. (pg. 11) 

Beyond our research, though, this report details how, we are evolving to meet the ever-changing ways 
that advocates access and take action on our work: 

• Over the last year, we’ve provided in-depth research support to advocates in 35 states, which, 
among other things, led to legislation prohibiting collaboration with federal immigration 
agencies. (pg. 19) 

• We’ve become national leaders in the effort to get our research into the hands of incarcerated 
activists and journalists to support their work advocating for change on their own behalf. (pg. 21) 

• And we’ve begun to network and support content creators who produce high-impact videos that 
expose the harms of the carceral system. (pg. 22) 

As we mark 25 years since our founding, we remain just as committed to ending mass incarceration in 
America. And with the expertise, creativity, and network we’ve built over this time, I’m confident we 
will succeed. 

Thank you for your support over the last quarter-century, and for your ongoing support as we work to 
win this fight, once and for all. 

Sincerely, 

Peter Wagner 
Executive Director 
September 22, 2026	 	  
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Who we are 
The non-profit, non-partisan Prison Policy Initiative produces cutting 
edge research to expose the broader harm of mass incarceration, and 
then sparks advocacy campaigns to create a more just society. 

The Prison Policy Initiative was founded in 2001 to document and 
publicize how mass incarceration undermines our national welfare. Our 
team of interdisciplinary researchers and organizers shapes national 
reform campaigns from our remote workspaces. 

Staff 
• Wanda Bertram, Communications Strategist 
• Regan Huston, Digital Communications Strategist 
• Aleks Kajstura, Senior Policy and Advocacy Analyst  
• Jacob Kang-Brown, Senior Researcher 
• Brian Nam-Sonenstein, Senior Editor & Researcher 
• Emmett Sanders, Policy & Advocacy Analyst 
• Wendy Sawyer, Research Director 
• Danielle Squillante, Development & Communications 

Associate 
• Sarah Staudt, Policy & Advocacy Director 
• Peter Wagner, Executive Director 
• Leah Wang, Senior Research Analyst 
• Mike Wessler, Communications Director 
• Emily Widra, Senior Research Analyst 

Volunteers and student interns  
• Maria Wilkinson, University of New Hampshire Franklin 

Pierce School of Law 
• Stephen Raher, Attorney and Researcher 
• Miriam Vishniac, Founder and President of The Prison 

Flow Project 

Consultants  
• Bill Cooper, GIS  
• Bob Machuga, Graphic Design  
• Jordan Miner, Programming 
• Orion Taylor, Jail Data Initiative, Data Analysis 
• Alpha Jalloh, Creator-in-Residence 

Board of Directors* 
• Andrew Adams, President 

Chief of Staff & Head of Strategic Communications,  
Planned  Parenthood Mar Monte 

• Paul Watterson, Treasurer 
Attorney 

• Tracy Velazquez, Clerk 
                 Policy Director for the Council for Court  
                Excellence 

• Peter Wagner 
                Executive Director of the Prison Policy Initiative 

Advisory Board* 
• Alec Ewald, Political Science, University of Vermont 
• Nora V. Demleitner  
• Amy Fettig 
• Alex Friedmann 
• Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Earth and Environmental 

Sciences, City University of New York 
• Barbara Graves-Poller, City of Kingston, New York 
• Ruth Greenwood, Professor and Director of the Election 

Law Clinic, Harvard Law School 
• Daniel Jenkins, Democracy activist, plaintiff, Longway v. 

Jefferson 
• Eric Lotke, Attorney, researcher, and author 
• Bruce Reilly, Formerly Incarcerated, Convicted People and 

Families Movement 
• Brigette Sarabi, Founder, Partnership for Safety and 

Justice  
• Jason Stanley, Professor of American Studies, University of 

Toronto 
• Heather Ann Thompson, Professor of History, University 

of Michigan  
• Janice Thompson 
• Angela Wessels 
• Brenda Wright, NAACP Legal Defense Fund 
• Rebecca Young, Attorney 

*Organizations for identification purposes only.  

	

http://www.campaignlegalcenter.org/team/ruth-greenwood
http://www.safetyandjustice.org/
http://www.safetyandjustice.org/
http://heatherannthompson.com
http://www.demos.org/brenda-wright
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Empowering the movement with facts 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/national  

We develop powerful ways to illuminate the truth about mass incarceration, and use our 
data-driven analysis to make change.  

With creative research strategies, engaging graphics, and highly 
readable reports, we give organizers, advocates, and policymakers the 
facts they need to reform the criminal legal system and push for the 
end of mass incarceration. Highlights include: 

 
Mass Incarceration: The Whole Pie 2026 
The latest edition of our flagship report provides a detailed look at 
where and why people are locked up in the U.S., and dispels some 
common myths about mass incarceration to focus attention on 
overlooked issues that urgently require reform. It also includes a high-
level look at changes to confined populations over the past few years.  

Following the Money of Mass Incarceration 2026 
The costs of funding the police — especially the bloated budgets of 
militarized federal agencies in the Department of Homeland Security 
— have become a recurring theme in discussions about criminal legal 
system policy. At the same time, crime has declined and fewer 
people are incarcerated, yet spending on the criminal legal system 
has still increased faster than inflation. In an update to our 2017 
report, we find that the broad system of mass incarceration costs 
the government and families of system-involved people at least 
$445 billion every year. 

	

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/national
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Winnable criminal justice reforms in 2026 
We released our annual list of high-impact policy ideas for state 
legislators and advocates who are looking to reform their criminal 
legal system without making it bigger. In this year’s guide to 
winnable criminal legal reforms, we’ve added new information 
about parole reform around the country, and updated all of our 
sections with new example bills and resources where you can learn 
more about the wide range of reforms we have seen across the country 
in recent years. 

States of Women’s Incarceration: The Global Context 2025 
Our updated report provides a comprehensive women’s incarceration 
rate for every U.S. state — including prisons and jails, youth 
confinement facilities, tribal jails, immigrant detention centers, and 
other types of incarceration — comparing states to each other and to 
countries of the world. Most states, the report shows, incarcerate 
women at more than double the rates of our international peers. 
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Youth Confinement: The Whole Pie 2025 
In the past 25 years, the number of youth confined in 
facilities away from home as a result of juvenile or 
criminal legal system involvement has dropped 
significantly. But while the juvenile system’s shift 
from carceral punishment to more community-based 
responses to law- and rule-breaking behavior offers 
lessons for the broader criminal legal system, our 
analysis of the most recent data shows this work is far 
from complete. This report provides a snapshot of 
how many system-involved youth are confined, where 
they are held, under what conditions, and for what 
offenses. 

Research Library  
Our mission is to empower activists, journalists, and 
policymakers to shape effective criminal legal policy, 
so we go beyond our original reports and analyses to 
curate a database of virtually all the empirical 
criminal legal research available online. Our 
searchable Research Library contains 4,721 entries 
on issues ranging from mental health, women's 
incarceration, to pretrial detention. It often serves as 
a reference for journalists doing criminal legal 
reporting. In the last year, we’ve added 200 new 
entries with the most recent cutting-edge research. 
You can get the newest additions delivered right to 
your email inbox by signing up at 
www.prisonpolicy.org/subscribe. 

	

http://www.prisonpolicy.org/subscribe
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Responding to the moment 

We produce publications and tools that help advocates, journalists, and the public make sense 
of current events and their impact on the size and scope of the carceral system.  

Last year, we released several publications and tools designed to 
help the public make sense of the Trump administration’s efforts 
to make the criminal legal system harsher, less effective, and even 
more unfair. This year, we continued to shine a spotlight on the 
ways that the federal government is ratcheting up efforts to 
criminalize immigrants and other vulnerable populations — and 
what advocates can do to push back. Highlights include: 

Hiding in Plain Sight: How local jails obscure and facilitate 
mass deportation under Trump 
Local jails, even in some sanctuary cities and states, are playing an 
essential role in President Trump’s mass detention and 
deportation plan. This report breaks down the complicated 
overlap between local criminal legal and immigration systems, 
and offers detailed data tables showing the level of involvement in 
every state and in specific jails. It also reveals that the Trump 
administration is circumventing city and county sanctuary 
policies by referring immigrants to the shadowy U.S. 
Marshals Service, whose contracts with jails to hold 
pretrial detainees have often gone overlooked. 
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New ICE arrest data show the power of state and 
local governments to curtail mass deportations 
Local jails and police departments are key to the 
Trump administration’s mass deportation agenda 
because they facilitate ICE arrests of people who 
are already in police custody. Using fresh data on 
ICE arrests through mid-October 2025 from the 
Deportation Data Project, we examine how jails 
continue to facilitate mass deportation, 
spotlighting important opportunities for resistance 
at the state and local levels. 

How is your local government collaborating with 
ICE? Here’s how to find out and push back 
As the Trump administration’s deportation agenda unfolds, 
federal agents have assaulted communities across the U.S. 
Most news coverage has focused solely on agents’ 
presence on the ground, but what’s less talked 
about is the key role that local jails and 
law enforcement have played — even in 
sanctuary cities. In this piece, we provide 
comprehensive data showing the local 
governments collaborating with ICE and the 
federal government on immigration 
enforcement, and explain what you can do to 
push back. 
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What Trump gets right and wrong about pardons 
Pardons are one of the most important powers presidents have. With a 
swipe of their pen, they can erase a person’s federal criminal 
conviction, freeing them from prison if they’re locked up, and erasing 
the collateral consequences that often haunt people even after they’ve 
served their sentence. But pardons aren’t about helping political allies 
– they’re about bringing a measure of justice to an unjust system. 

Trump’s executive order targeting unhoused people will leave 
everyone worse off 
In July 2025, President Trump signed an executive order aimed at 
forcibly locking unhoused people experiencing mental health crises or 
substance use disorder in involuntary commitment in state psychiatric 
hospitals. As the number of people experiencing homelessness in the 
U.S. soars and social supports are stripped away, this move will 
undoubtedly expand the criminal legal system. 

Bad Omens: Reform rollbacks in Washington D.C. are a warning 
sign for state-level advocates 
As the Trump administration and conservatives in Congress seek to 
turn back the clock on decades of successful criminal legal system 
reform, D.C. provides a window into which parts of the system are 
likely to be targeted in the future, including in state legislatures where 
these kinds of policy changes could impact millions of people. In this 
piece, we examine three efforts to change D.C.’s criminal legal system: 
threats to bail reform, reinstatement of mandatory minimums, and 
efforts to treat more youth as adults. We also take a look at similar 
efforts in various state legislatures to roll back reforms. 
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Showing the full reach of the nation’s mass 
punishment system 

We use data to illustrate the unprecedented size and reach of the criminal legal system and 
advocate for policy reforms that prevent system growth and provide meaningful avenues for 
release. 

We publish resources that advocates, lawmakers, and reporters need in 
order to understand the true size and scale of the mass punishment 
system and better determine the types of reforms that can begin to 
shrink its footprint — and those that won’t. Highlights of our work 
include: 

Punishment Beyond Prisons 2026: Incarceration and supervision by 
state 
In many states, the number of people on probation or other forms of 
“community supervision” far outstrips the number of people behind 
bars. In our updated report, we offer a state-by-state look at the 
correctional population that goes beyond prison and jail walls — while 
illuminating how probation and parole supervision often lead to 
incarceration. This edition of the report also includes an overview of 
incarceration and supervision populations over time, with a warning 
that, despite pandemic-fueled downturns, many states are 
actually at or near peak probation populations. 
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Parole in Perspective: A deep dive into discretionary parole systems 
This two-part report provides a comprehensive overview of parole 
systems in 35 states. It is meant to serve as an essential resource for 
lawmakers, advocates, journalists, incarcerated people, and others 
interested in starting a deep dive into their own parole system and 
identifying impactful reforms. The first part explores the makeup of 
boards and how they conduct hearings. The second dives into new data 
on hearings and grants, and the factors that boards consider — 
including their discretion — in determining whether someone will be 
released. We also created a guide to help journalists use the report to 
launch further reporting on parole systems and grant rates. 

Probation and parole trends by state: A look back at the data on 
‘alternatives’ to incarceration 
Community supervision represents the largest segment of the criminal 
legal system and, much like incarceration, it is almost entirely a state- 
and locally-run enterprise. We compiled, corrected, and analyzed 45 
years of state-level probation and parole data, and found that while 
most (but not all) states have reduced the number of people they’ve 
placed under supervision, many states have had more people on 
probation than previously reported. 

Since you asked: What does early release look like in states 
that eliminated discretionary parole? 
In response to our two-part deep dive into 
discretionary parole systems, we received a lot of 
questions about what is happening in states that have 
dramatically scaled back parole. While 17 states and 
D.C. have taken discretionary parole off the table for most 
or all incarcerated people, they still have other forms of 
parole and conditional release that could safely release many 
more people from prison. Here, we examine these slimmed-
down parole systems and other release mechanisms, and show 
they are not wildly different from states still using discretionary 
parole. 
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Prison Policy Initiative and MacArthur Justice Center’s National 
Parole Transformation Project release new guiding principles for 
parole reform 
We co-created 16 guiding principles for advocates to consider when 
pushing for parole reform in their jurisdictions. The principles cover key 
areas of parole such as access and eligibility, preparation and process, 
criteria considerations, parole board composition, revocation hearings, 
and more. Each principle includes an explanation of why these reforms 
are necessary, as well as concrete examples of common-sense policies 
that advocates can draw from when working to implement change. 

Guaranteed income helps people leaving jail and prison, and that 
helps everyone 
Upon coming home from prison, people face the same — and rising — 
costs of living as the rest of us. But they have to bear additional costs 
imposed by the criminal legal system as well, all while navigating 
additional and unique barriers to employment. Cash assistance (often 
called “guaranteed income”) makes reentry easier by providing people 
with a monetary safety net, helping them get jobs, housing, and food, 
and fulfill any remaining court or parole obligations. In this piece, we 
explain how guaranteed income reduces recidivism and results in 
taxpayer savings. 

Specialty courts: A disappointing form of diversion 
It seems like specialty courts — also called treatment courts, problem-
solving courts, or accountability courts — are everywhere, claiming to 
tackle the root causes of criminalized behavior while reducing the use of 
jails. But decades of research and advocacy suggest that these courts are 
no panacea, failing to adhere to best practices or prevent incarceration 
for many participants. 
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Exposing the public health crisis of mass 
incarceration  
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/health.html 

We use data to explain why mass incarceration is always a public health crisis and advocate 
for policy reforms that address the differential health outcomes of incarcerated and formerly 
incarcerated people. 

We publish critical resources that advocates, reporters, and impacted 
communities need to demand that elected officials put public health 
before punishment. Highlights of our work include: 

Almost half of all incarcerated people are in rural jails and prisons 
and at risk of losing access to hospitals 
Nearly a million incarcerated people depend on rural hospitals for 
routine off-site and emergency medical care. The Trump 
administration’s One Big Beautiful Bill Act will result in the closure of 
many rural hospitals, leaving people in the surrounding communities — 
including those in prisons and jails — facing elevated healthcare costs 
and limited access to necessary healthcare. 

Hunger as punishment: How states restrict SNAP benefits for 
people on probation 
Making sure people have food to eat is one of the most important 
ways to support them when they’re on probation. But there is a 
legislative patchwork across the country that prevents and deters 
people on probation from receiving vital federal food assistance, 
known as SNAP benefits. We analyzed laws and applications 
in all 50 states and found that 39 states have some form 
of probation violation-related disqualifications for 
SNAP benefits. 

	

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/health.html
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New research: How past incarceration affects people later in life 
Most existing research about the effects of incarceration on health 
and mortality has focused on the initial weeks, months, and years 
after people are released from prison, but two recent studies call 
attention to the health and mortality consequences of incarceration 
that can take place decades later, when people are 50 or older. The 
studies authored by Professor Carmen Gutierrez and her colleagues 
show that prior incarceration is associated with various geriatric 
health conditions and reduced life expectancy later in life. 

Large Minnesota study underscores disproportionate rates of 
health problems among recently incarcerated and unhoused 
people 
In a study of more than 4.3 million people in Minnesota, researchers 
at the Minnesota Electronic Health Record Consortium found 
widespread disparities in health conditions between the general 
population and people who were recently unhoused, jailed, or 
imprisoned. They found that recently incarcerated people face 
higher rates of many health conditions than the statewide 
population, and unhoused people face the highest rates of nearly 
every condition included in the study. 

New study: Kids who need treatment for opioid use disorder 
rarely get it 
Opioid use disorder among young people is a serious but often 
overlooked issue in the United States. A new nationwide study 
published in Health Affairs finds that adolescents aged 12 to 17 
struggle to access and remain engaged in treatment, often because they 
are not offered youth-tailored treatment and gold-standard opioid use 
disorder medications. 

Birth behind bars: Ten years of U.S. jail births covered in the news 
highlight horrific experiences and minimal data collection 
For some of the thousands of pregnant people entering jails each year, at 
what might be their moment of greatest need — going into labor — 
jails turn a blind eye, harming mothers, newborns, and their families. 
The latest project from our partners at Advocacy and Research on 
Reproductive Wellness of Incarcerated People illuminates these 
haunting stories and the dire need for data and education about 
pregnancy in jails. 
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Shining a light on the carceral experience 

Our research reveals how prisons and jails fall short of their rehabilitative commitments by 
dampening the benefits of positive reforms and investing in punitive policies that bring misery 
to incarcerated people and their loved ones. 

Our past work on the carceral experience examined the impact of prison 
transfers on incarcerated people, pregnancy outcomes in prison, and the 
availability of medication-assisted treatment for people in prison 
who have an opioid use disorder. This year, we touched on a range 
of issues, the highlights of which include: 

Menstruation as misconduct: How prisons punish people for 
having their periods 
Prisons are primarily designed to confine and control men, which 
makes managing menstruation extraordinarily difficult, 
uncomfortable, and often downright dangerous for people inside. 
Our analysis of prison rules and sanctions across all fifty states and 
the federal system — as well as accounts of incarcerated people — 
reveals troubling trends in how the carceral system punishes people 
for a physiological process they have no control over. 
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In federal prisons, the grievance system is designed to reject 
nearly all complaints about medical care 
Grievance systems are supposed to provide incarcerated people 
with a way to challenge issues they face behind bars and 
(hopefully) receive some kind of relief. In practice, however, 
incarcerated people who turn to grievance systems are forced to 
run a gauntlet of rules and regulations just to be heard, and very 
rarely succeed. In this briefing, we examine the status of nearly 
66,000 medical grievances from across the Bureau of Prisons to 
determine which types of medical complaints are most common 
in the federal system and how incarcerated people fare in their 
pursuit of relief. 

New study finds confined neurodivergent youth of color are 
particularly vulnerable to physical assault by staff 
Even though the rate of youth incarceration is more than three 
times lower than it was twenty years ago, youth of color and 
youth with disabilities are still overrepresented in custody — 
and these disparities are getting worse. These children were 
already among the most vulnerable to involvement in the 
juvenile legal system, but as the system decarcerates, their 
vulnerability is compounded by the fact that they are also among 
the most likely to suffer abuse while confined, including being 
violently victimized by adults. New research underscores the 
extent to which staff violence against incarcerated 
neurodivergent youth of color is substantially worse than it is for 
white neurotypical youth. 
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Protecting our democracy from mass 
incarceration by ending prison 
gerrymandering 
https://www.prisonersofthecensus.org/ 

When states and local governments draw political districts using Census data that counts 
incarcerated people in prisons, they unintentionally enhance the representation of people who 
live near prisons while diluting the representation of everyone else.  

We launched the movement to end prison gerrymandering in 2001 and 
have been a national leader of this campaign ever since. Roughly half the 
country now lives in a place that has addressed prison gerrymandering, 
with more than 200 local governments and 19 states tackling the issue. 
Progress on this issue has been so rapid that the National Conference of 
State Legislatures called state efforts to end prison gerrymandering “the 
fastest-growing trend in redistricting.” 

New resource: One-page guides to state-level prison gerrymandering 
We produced one-pagers highlighting the impact of prison 
gerrymandering on Black, Native, and Latino residents in the 14 states 
covered by our Federal Census policy harms democracy state report 
series (next page).  

	

https://www.prisonersofthecensus.org/
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Federal Census policy harms democracy — but state lawmakers can 
end this “prison gerrymandering”  
Every ten years, when the Census Bureau conducts its official tally of the 
nation’s population, it incorrectly counts incarcerated people as 
residents of prison cells rather than in their home communities. While 
the 2030 Census count is still years away, states need to act now to avoid 
prison gerrymandering the next time they redraw their districts. We 
released reports focused on Wyoming, Alaska, Oregon, Michigan, 
Kentucky, Vermont, Texas, Florida, and Georgia that illustrate the 
problem and provide advocates in these states with useful messaging 
and data needed to take action. 

An end to prison gerrymandering? Not in the 2030 Census 
The Census Bureau is heading into 2030 fully set to repeat the mistakes 
of past Censuses by failing to count incarcerated people correctly. Even 
though the 2030 Census is still four years away, that’s just around the 
corner when it comes to preparing for the nation’s largest 
peacetime operation. The Bureau’s inaction at this point 
ensures that it will fuel another decade of prison 
gerrymandering. 
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Building a stronger justice reform 
movement 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/trainings/ 

Beyond our publications, we work — often behind the scenes — to provide advocates with research, 
data, messaging support, and other resources that strengthen the broader criminal justice reform 
movement.  
  
Over the last year, we worked with advocacy groups in 35 states on issues including fighting jail 
expansion and promoting parole reform. We prioritize providing support to state and local advocacy 
groups with limited resources, those in areas without strong organizing networks, and those led by 
directly impacted people. Examples of this work include: 

• In response to our Hiding in Plain Sight 
report, the ACLU of Maryland contacted 
our staff to request data in support of a 
measure barring 287(g) agreements and 
other forms of collaboration between local 
law enforcement and ICE. We provided the 
data and testified in the legislature on the 
measure. In May 2026, the bill became law.  

• We supported advocates in Connecticut 
who were seeking to eliminate language 
from the states’ SNAP application that 
barred certain people on probation from 
accessing food benefits. We helped draft the 
legislation, testified on the measure, and published a 
report showing how other states could make the 
same important changes to food benefits.  

• We worked with groups in Tennessee, 
Hawai’i, and Washington who are fighting 
jail expansion in their states and counties. 
We provided advocates in those states with 
detailed analyses of the population projections 
being used to justify new jail construction, 
helping them show that reducing incarceration and 
investing in community services were better solutions 
to jail overcrowding than building new cages.  

	

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/trainings/
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Mail scanning isn't the solution to drug use in prisons, here’s 
why 
Prisons across the country are stripping away physical mail to 
combat drug smuggling, severing family bonds in the process. But 
mail scanning focuses on the wrong part of the problem, failing to 
prevent overdoses and leaving officials aiming at a constantly 
shifting target. In this toolkit, we offer an overview of what mail 
scanning looks like in prisons across the U.S., examine the 
rationale states often use to justify these policies, and offer 
strategies for pushing back against mail scanning policies. 

Webinar: Fighting for families: How advocates are resisting 
attacks on visitation and physical mail 
Protecting family connections and bonds with loved ones during 
incarceration is one of the most important and, increasingly, one 
of the most difficult things advocates can do. Contact visitation is 
under attack, and more than 30 states no longer allow incarcerated 
people to receive physical mail from their loved ones. In July, the 
Prison Policy Initiative and guests Jodi Hocking and 
Taj Mahon-Haft PhD shared strategies for how to 
fight back and protect communication between 
incarcerated people and their loved ones. 

Caging Compassion: Recognizing and resisting 
carceral humanist narratives in criminal justice 
reform 
As the public becomes more aware of the inhumane 
conditions of incarceration, the call to treat people 
with dignity grows ever louder. However, many 
proposed reforms offer the appearance of change, while 
making little progress towards improving peoples’ lives. In 
this toolkit, we use real world examples to take a closer 
look at carceral humanism, help readers identify the 
difference between actual change and reforms that 
perpetuate injustice, and share useful strategies for those 
looking to create a system that reinforces humanity rather 
than making dehumanization more palatable. In February, 
the Prison Policy Initiative and guests James Kilgore and 
Mon Mohapatra discussed the new toolkit, offering useful 
tips for advocates seeking to avoid superficial carceral humanist reforms 
in their quest to make genuine, lasting systemic change. 
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Shifting the public discourse on mass 
incarceration 

We equip journalists and creator-journalists with facts, data, and insights to produce 
impactful coverage to help shift the national dialogue about criminal legal system reform. 
Our work with the media on both sides of the wall is designed to put pressure on decision 
makers and build consensus among the broader public that we need to end mass 
incarceration and criminalization. 

This year, we expanded our efforts to get our information and resources 
into the hands of incarcerated people — the people facing the injustices 
of the carceral system most severely. We’ve developed a network of more 
than 600 incarcerated advocates and journalists who we send regular 
updates on our work and provide research support for their efforts. 
Similarly, we launched a new initiative to engage with social media 
content creators, who increasingly shape the public’s view of the carceral 
system. Highlights include: 

Webinar: Taking the Lede: How advocates can shape news coverage 
of the criminal legal system 
With every sheriff ’s office, department of corrections, district attorney, 
and police department armed with its own media relations team, the 
news cycle is all too often stacked toward the status quo when it comes 
to criminal legal system issues. In response, the Prison Policy Initiative 
and the Center for Just Journalism hosted a webinar to help advocacy 
organizations hone their media strategies and get attention on critical 
issues. Our Communications Strategist Wanda Bertram and Hannah 
Riley of the Center for Just Journalism 
provided guidance on how small 
organizations can make the most of their 
limited resources and staff capacity. 
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Creator-in-Residence program launched 
The Prison Policy Initiative completed the first iteration of its 
Creator-in-Residence program. The first resident, Alpha Jalloh, is a 
formerly incarcerated filmmaker, educator, and storyteller. Over a 
four month period, Alpha worked with our Communications team to 
produce a series of videos covering a wide range of issues across the 
criminal legal system, from the lasting legacy of the failed War on 
Drugs to the devastating impacts of maternal incarceration. With 
Alpha’s creative expertise and our vast data collection, the series 
garnered thousands of views, bringing awareness about the harms of 
mass incarceration to a new audience. 

Workshop: What it Looks Like to Collaborate with Incarcerated 
Writers 
In May, our Development & Communications Associate Danielle 
Squillante co-facilitated a workshop at the “Bridging the Gap” 
conference with Megan Posco and John J. Lennon on resourcing 
incarcerated journalists. She provided information to attendees on 
how to provide data and research support to incarcerated journalists 
at scale, based on insights from our prison mail program. We 
currently send our publications inside to over 120 incarcerated 
journalists in addition to having our work reprinted in prison 
newspapers and newsletters. 
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Supporting our work 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/donate.html 

Alongside foundation partners, our work is supported by a network of 
generous individuals who allow us to produce groundbreaking material 
that reshapes the movement for criminal justice reform.  

You can make a tax-deductible donation by: 

• Scanning the QR code to the right 

• Using a debit card, credit card, or Paypal via our website at 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/donate.html  

• Sending a paper check made out to the Prison Policy Initiative to 
PO Box 127, Northampton, MA 01061 

• Setting up payroll deductions for donations to our organization 

• Donating stock (the details are available on our donate page) 

• Organizing a fundraiser on platforms such as Facebook 

If you have any questions about how to contribute or how we would put 
your financial support to use, please don’t hesitate to reach out to us at 
413-527-0845 ext. 306.  

We thank you for making our work — and our successes — possible. 

	

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/donate.html
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Prison Policy Initiative budget report for 
2025-2026 year 

	

Income

Grants & Gifts

Large Foundations $575,000

Individual Donors and small foundations $896,478

Earned Revenue

Honoraria and consulting fees $700

Interest $353,807

Total Income $1,825,985

Expenses

Salaries and benefits, including fringe $1,964,232

Consultants $41,579

Computers $2,272

Supplies $5,242

Internet hosting, telephone, etc. $5,951

Printing and postage $9,139

Travel $9,040

Other (Accounting, Bank charges, insurance,   Dues, Taxes, 
Advertising, Research tools, FOIA fees, Staff development)

$25,973

Total Expenses $2,063,429


