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Abstract

The reentry field has constructed a robust infrastructure around employment, housing, 

documentation,  and substance use treatment.  Yet  a  critical  domain  remains  almost 

entirely  unaddressed  in  formal  programming:  the  interpersonal  and  daily  living 

adjustments required when returning citizens move back into shared households with 

family  members,  intimate  partners,  or  both.  This  paper  examines  the  documented 

psychological effects of incarceration on relational capacity, the structural dynamics that 

make  cohabitation  uniquely  difficult  after  release,  and  the  specific  dimensions  of 

cohabitation adjustment -- including silent expectations, role renegotiation, space, dignity, 

burden, and intimacy -- that reentry programs are failing to address. Drawing on peer-

reviewed research and practitioner observation, this paper argues that the absence of 

cohabitation-focused programming represents a significant structural gap in the field, one 

with direct implications for recidivism, family stability, and long-term reintegration success.

I. Introduction: The Door Nobody Opens

Ask most reentry professionals what their programs cover and the answer follows a 

predictable  pattern:  employment  readiness,  housing  navigation,  substance  use 

treatment, mental health referrals, ID and benefits enrollment. These are real needs and 

real services. But there is a parallel universe of daily life that the field has systemically 

avoided -- the universe that begins the moment a returning citizen walks through a front 

door and tries to figure out how to exist inside a shared household with people who have 

been living without him.
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The research is unambiguous on this point.  Before release, 82 percent of  returning 

citizens expected reconnecting with family to be relatively easy. After returning home, 

more than half reported it was harder than they had anticipated (Urban Institute Justice 

Policy  Center,  as  cited  in  Simmons  Online,  2016).  That  gap  --  between  confident 

expectation and brutal reality -- is not a personal failure. It is a preparation failure. And the 

field largely owns it.

This paper examines that failure with specificity. Not as critique for its own sake, but 

because naming the gap precisely is the prerequisite for closing it. The cohabitation 

adjustment -- the daily work of rebuilding shared life in a household with people whose 

lives reorganized completely during an absence -- is one of the highest-stakes relational 

challenges a returning citizen faces, and almost no formal programming prepares either 

party for it.

II. What the Institution Does First

Any  honest  conversation  about  cohabitation  adjustment  must  begin  with  what 

incarceration does to a person before they ever come home. The institution does not 

simply separate people from their households. It restructures their psychology in ways 

that are adaptive inside and destructive outside.

Craig Haney's foundational work on the psychological impact of incarceration (2001) 

documents this process comprehensively. The prison environment -- characterized by 

rigid routines, deprivation of privacy and autonomy, perpetual threat, and the systematic 

suppression  of  individual  agency  --  produces  specific  and predictable  psychological 

adaptations.  Men  lose  the  capacity  for  autonomous  decision-making  because  the 

institution makes every decision for them. They develop hyper-vigilance as a survival 

mechanism, scanning every interaction for threat. They learn to suppress emotion as a 

protective strategy. What Haney terms the "prison mask" -- an affect of emotional flatness 

and social withdrawal -- is not a personality defect; it is a rational adaptation to an irrational 

environment.

The problem is that the mask does not come off at the gate. It walks through the front door. 

And neither the returning person nor the family he is returning to has been given any 

language to understand what they are looking at.

Research by Zamble and Porporino (1990), as cited in subsequent literature on intimate 

relationships  and incarceration,  describes  a  "behavioral  deep freeze"  in  which  poor 
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coping strategies are stored and reactivated after release because new ones were never 

developed  during  incarceration.  Returning  citizens  may  genuinely  believe  they  are 

engaging constructively in household conflict while actually defaulting to the threat-and-

control  patterns  the  institution  reinforced.  This  is  not  malice.  It  is  unaddressed 

institutionalization.

III. The Person Who Stayed Also Changed

Perhaps the most important conversation the reentry field is not having with returning men 

is this: the people you are returning to did not stand still while you were gone. They moved 

forward because survival required it.

Research by Turney (2015), as cited in subsequent relational literature, documents a 

consistent  pattern:  men  incarcerated  for  significant  periods  develop  identity  and 

behavioral changes during incarceration, while their partners establish new expectations, 

new  competencies,  and  new  relational  norms.  The  dissonance  between  these  two 

evolved realities -- his behaviors versus her expectations -- is a primary driver of post-

release relationship conflict (Mowen et al., cited in Hopelessly Devoted, ResearchGate, 

2020).

She ran the household. She managed the crises, the children, the bills, the loneliness, the 

stigma  of  having  an  incarcerated  partner.  She  built  systems.  She  developed 

independence. She restructured her identity around the absence. And she may have built 

emotional armor that looks, from the outside, like indifference or rejection -- but is actually 

the same kind of adaptive self-protection that produced his prison mask.

The Multi-site Family Study on Incarceration, Parenting, and Partnering (MFS-IP), one of 

the most comprehensive datasets on families affected by incarceration, found that when 

couples resumed unimpeded communication after release, they frequently encountered 

high-intensity,  recurrent  conflicts  around  household  routines,  divisions  of  labor,  and 

perceived infidelity -- real or suspected. These conditions made it extraordinarily difficult 

to  establish  the  stable,  interdependent  collaborative  functioning  that  healthy  shared 

households require (RTI International / NCBI, 2020).

Nobody prepares either of them for this. Not the prison. Not the reentry program. Not the 

behavioral health group. The assumption embedded in the system is that love is sufficient 

preparation. It is not.
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IV. Silent Expectations: The Most Dangerous Dynamic in the House

Silent expectations are unspoken contracts that each party assumes to exist but that have 

never been negotiated. They are how good intentions produce devastating outcomes. 

And they are endemic to every cohabitation situation a returning citizen walks into.

From  the  returning  person's  perspective,  the  silent  expectations  are  often  deeply 

reasonable. He expects to be welcomed back as a full adult in the household -- not 

supervised, not monitored, not managed. He expects a grace period, a runway to find 

employment and contribute financially before full pressure is applied. He expects his 

family to understand that the transition is hard, that he needs time and space to find his 

footing, that loyalty means something. He expects things to eventually resemble what 

they were before.

From the family's  perspective,  the  silent  expectations  are  equally  reasonable.  They 

expect him to hit the ground running -- to show urgency, to bring in income, to take on 

household responsibility quickly. They expect gratitude. They expect him not to bring 

chaos, instability,  or  parole violations back into a home that has finally found some 

equilibrium. They may expect  the relationship to resume where it  left  off  while also 

expecting him to be fundamentally different from who he was when he left.

Neither set of expectations is wrong. Both are understandable given what each party has 

lived through. Neither has been voiced. And when the collision comes -- and it always 

comes -- neither party has the language or the framework to understand why the house 

has become a battlefield.

The MFS-IP  research  documents  the  mechanism clearly:  the  systematic  erosion  of 

shared knowledge and communication during incarceration means that both partners 

return  to  the  relationship  with  fundamentally  different  assumptions  about  how  the 

household should function. When those assumptions surface, they do so through conflict 

rather than conversation (RTI International, 2020).

V. Space, Respect, and the Architecture of Dignity

One of the most underexamined stressors in reentry cohabitation is the loss of spatial and 

psychological autonomy. In prison, a man had almost no space that was genuinely his 

own. Upon release, he may be sleeping on his mother's couch, staying in his girlfriend's 
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apartment, or sharing a crowded family home -- and he still does not have real space. 

There is no room of his own, no place to decompress, no territory that belongs to him.

This  is  compounded  by  a  deeper  dignity  problem.  He  is  an  adult  with  opinions, 

preferences, and ideas about how a household should run. But he has no financial 

leverage yet. He has no recent track record in this household. He is -- in the most practical 

sense -- a dependent adult in someone else's established system. And the household, 

even  when  it  loves  him,  often  cannot  help  but  communicate  that  status  through  a 

thousand small signals every day.

The research on institutionalization is  instructive here.  Haney (2001)  notes that  the 

process of de-institutionalization requires deliberate attention to restoring the capacity for 

autonomous decision-making, self-direction, and what he calls "authentic self" -- all of 

which were systematically suppressed by the prison environment. A returning citizen who 

is placed immediately into a household in which he has no real authority, no recognized 

domain, and no clear pathway to full adult status is not de-institutionalizing. He is moving 

from  one  structure  of  powerlessness  to  another.  The  forms  are  different.  The 

psychological impact can be similar.

This is not an argument against family support. Family support is one of the most robust 

protective factors in the reentry literature. The Urban Institute's Returning Home study 

documented across multiple  states that  men in  stable committed relationships were 

approximately half as likely to report drug use or new criminal activity at eight months 

post-release (Visher et al., as cited in ASPE Research Brief, 2009). The argument is that 

support  without  structure,  without  honest  conversation  about  roles  and  space  and 

respect,  can  become  suffocation.  And  suffocation  produces  the  same  destructive 

outcomes as abandonment.

VI. Burden: The Elephant Nobody Names

The burden dynamic is one of the least discussed and most corrosive forces in early 

reentry cohabitation. Family members often assume significant financial and emotional 

costs when a returning citizen moves in -- costs that accumulate in silence because 

naming them feels like a betrayal of love (Urban Institute / Simmons Online, 2016).

For the returning person, awareness of this burden is typically acute even when no one 

speaks it. He can read the house. He can feel the weight of being the reason the electricity 

bill is higher, the reason someone gave up their bedroom, the reason his mother is more 
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anxious. The knowledge that you are a burden to people you love, combined with the 

structural barriers that prevent rapid economic contribution -- employment discrimination, 

transportation gaps,  the absence of  savings or  credit,  parole conditions that  restrict 

movement -- creates a specific and devastating shame spiral.

Shame is not a motivator. Research in psychology and behavioral health consistently 

shows that shame -- as distinct from guilt, which is about behavior -- tends to produce 

withdrawal, dissociation, and avoidance rather than corrective action (Brown, 2010, as 

cited in subsequent clinical literature). The man who is drowning in shame about his 

burden on the household is not mobilizing to address it. He is likely to either explode or 

disappear. Neither outcome serves the household or his reintegration.

Naming the burden directly -- giving returning citizens both the language to acknowledge 

it honestly and a concrete plan to address it over time -- is one of the most practical 

interventions a reentry program can offer. It is rarely offered.

VII. The Intimacy Question

This  dimension  of  cohabitation  adjustment  is  the  one  programming  avoids  most 

completely. The reconnection of intimate partners after years of separation involves more 

than resumed cohabitation. It involves physical and emotional intimacy that is layered with 

anxiety, unresolved grievance, changed bodies and minds, and the weight of everything 

that was not said or shared during the incarceration period.

The research with incarcerated men is direct  on the psychological  weight  of  sexual 

deprivation  over  long  sentences  (Impact  of  Incarceration  on  Intimate  Relationships, 

ResearchGate, 2007). But the reconnection side of that equation is rarely addressed. 

Partners who maintained the relationship through an incarceration navigated their own 

version of that deprivation -- including, in many cases, the social isolation and community 

stigma of  having  an  incarcerated  partner.  They  did  not  simply  wait  in  place.  They 

developed  their  own  relationship  with  solitude,  with  independence,  and  with  the 

complicated question of what intimacy means across years of restricted contact.

When these two people attempt to reconnect physically and emotionally, the process is 

rarely smooth. Neither party is the same person who separated. Neither has been given 

tools  for  navigating  the  reconnection.  Performance  pressure,  body  image  anxiety, 

unspoken resentments, and the deeply practical reality of reestablishing physical trust 
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with  someone  who  has  been  essentially  absent  are  all  real  and  all  ignored  by 

programming.

A comprehensive cohabitation curriculum would address this directly -- not in a clinical, 

detached way, but in the direct, honest language that people actually use when they are 

trying to figure out how to be close to someone again.

VIII. What the Research Says Programming Should Do

The research literature, read carefully, points toward a clear set of interventions that the 

field is largely failing to implement.

A. Family Systems Approaches

Haney (2001) called for a broadly conceived family systems approach to counseling for 

returning citizens and their families, in which the long-term consequences of normal 

prison adaptations are the explicit focus. That call was issued in 2001. It remains largely 

unheeded in mainstream reentry programming, which continues to treat the returning 

individual as the unit of intervention rather than the household as the system requiring 

support.

B. Both-Sided Preparation

The ASPE conference report on Prison to Home (2002) explicitly noted that families of 

returning citizens and the communities they return to are often unprepared to help with 

reintegration. Effective preparation must reach both sides. Reentry programs that work 

only with returning individuals are preparing one actor for a two-actor scene. The result is 

predictable.

C. Relationship Quality, Not Just Relationship Status

Research from the Serious and Violent Offender Reentry Initiative found that relationship 

quality  --  not  marriage,  not  cohabitation,  not  relationship  stability  --  is  the  variable 

associated with reduced likelihood of reincarceration (Journal of Developmental and Life-

Course  Criminology,  2020).  This  finding  has  significant  programmatic  implications. 

Getting a man back into the home is step one. The quality of what happens inside that 

home is the real intervention target. A program focused exclusively on housing placement 

has missed the actual work.
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D. Explicit Cohabitation Curriculum

Effective programming would include structured curriculum on household negotiation -- 

who is responsible for what, how decisions get made, how disagreements are resolved, 

what  the financial  contribution timeline realistically  looks like.  It  would include direct 

conversation about the prison mask and its relational consequences. It would provide 

language  for  the  burden  conversation.  It  would  address  intimacy  and  physical 

reconnection  in  honest,  accessible  terms.  None  of  this  requires  specialized  clinical 

training to facilitate. It requires willingness to have the conversation.

IX. The Behavioral Health and Substance Abuse Track

Behavioral health and substance abuse programming within reentry settings has the most 

contact hours with returning citizens of any service domain. Groups run multiple days per 

week. Case management is ongoing. The therapeutic relationship exists.

And still, the cohabitation conversation is almost entirely absent.

Groups focus on triggers,  coping skills,  relapse prevention frameworks,  and 12-step 

philosophy. These are legitimate and important. But a man who is white-knuckling his 

sobriety while also drowning in unspoken household conflict, navigating a partner whose 

expectations he cannot meet, and carrying the shame of being a burden to the people he 

loves is carrying stressors that are directly linked to the relapse risk the program is trying 

to address.

The  NIJ's  "Five  Things  About  Reentry"  (2022)  is  explicit  on  this  point:  providing 

employment support alone, to someone who also needs stable housing and treatment for 

underlying conditions, ignores the interconnected nature of reentry needs. The same logic 

applies to substance use treatment that ignores the relational and cohabitation stressors 

that are among the most reliable triggers for return to use. Attending to one need at the 

expense of others may not yield the intended impact.

Behavioral health practitioners in reentry settings have both the relationship and the 

contact  hours  to  introduce  cohabitation  curriculum.  The  gap  is  not  capacity.  It  is 

conceptual -- a failure to recognize the household as a clinical environment.
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X. Conclusion: Naming What Has Been Unnamed

The reentry field has been treating cohabitation as a housing outcome instead of a 

relational process. Securing a bed in a safe home is step one. Everything that happens 

after -- the silences, the resentments, the negotiations, the divided responsibilities, the 

dignity questions, the intimacy, the burden, the competing timelines for recovery -- that is 

the real reentry.

Research is consistent: stable, quality relationships are among the strongest protective 

factors against recidivism available to returning citizens. Yet the field invests almost no 

formal programming in helping people actually build and maintain those relationships 

once they are living inside them.

This is not a gap that requires new funding streams, new facilities, or new credentialing 

frameworks. It requires willingness to have honest conversations that the field has been 

avoiding  because  they  are  uncomfortable,  because  they  are  hard  to  quantify,  and 

because they require practitioners to see the household -- not just the individual -- as the 

unit of care.

Practitioners with lived experience of incarceration are uniquely positioned to open this 

conversation. They know what it actually feels like to walk through that door. They know 

what the mask is and what it costs. They know what the burden feels like when nobody 

names it. The research confirms what lived experience already understands. The field 

needs to catch up.
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