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AUTHOR'S NOTE
I sat in prison with a sinking feeling knowing that technology was transforming the world,
while I was left behind. I arrived in prison January 3, 2007. Six days later, Steve Jobs, the
founder of Apple, stood on a stage and presented the device that would change the world.
He called it a 3-in-1 product “a widescreen iPod with touch controls, a revolutionary mobile
phone and a breakthrough internet communications device” (1). He was correct; the device,
the first generation iPhone, changed everything. Over the next few years, social media and
technological advances forever changed the digital connectedness of the world; but for
those of us incarcerated, the digital divide grew wider.
While serving time in federal prison, I had little to no access to technology, which made
engaging with my family and the outside world at large beyond challenging. Reading about
social media, seeing the surge in blogging, and learning about the rise of smartphones while
incarcerated was the first time I experienced the digital divide in America. Prior to my
incarceration, I was an early adopter of technology; I often spoke about the importance of
learning computer skills, purchased the latest devices and software for my daughter, and
insisted that she learn and use technology whenever and wherever possible.
While incarcerated, I vowed to come home and once again become digitally literate. I have
always felt a great pang for the women and men in prison who might not have seen the
technology transformation as I did, and would not be as intentional about including
technology in their personal reintegration strategy. I also knew many might not have the
support systems and resources I had upon release to make technology a part of their life
post incarceration.
The day I was released from prison, I was finally offered the opportunity to cash in on this
promise, when my daughter handed me her iPhone 4. I was four generations delayed from
even touching this technology and here I was forced to reconnect within minutes of my
release. The iPhone was a portal for me to receive the phone calls and text messages from
family members and friends who wanted to send their well-wishes and while I was thrilled,
there was another feeling rising to the surface -frustration. I was frustrated that I couldn’t
seem to figure out how to use the device I read so much about while incarcerated. After 20
minutes of fumbling around, I promptly handed the phone back and told her “just tell them
I said hello and thank you.”
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INTRODUCTION
What follows is my perspective on how tech/digital inclusion for individuals living
with criminal records must be prioritized for those exiting a prison or jail in America
and seeking to become self-sufficient post their incarceration. If successful reentry
(the period immediately following a person’s release from prison and/or jail) is
about social integration and our society is dependant on technology, we must
ensure that individuals are given the skills, tools, and opportunities upon their
return to become productive members of our current society - which is tech savvy.
After providing a working manifesto, I provide some context about the criminal
justice system as whole before transitioning into how criminal justice system
involvement intersects with the digital divide. I then explore ten deliberate steps
that can be taken to unlock inclusion for individuals living with criminal records
while highlighting some successful formerly incarcerated tech founders who built
tech interventions to help themselves and other people who are also living with
criminal convictions. Prior to concluding this document I share my opinion on the
role of corporations, specifically tech companies, and philanthropy in opening
pathways to digital inclusion. Throughout this paper I strive to maintain an honest
assessment of the opportunities and potential pitfalls. I conclude by reflecting on
the way forward, as I see it.
Before we begin, for the sake of this report, the term “technology” encompasses
access to high-speed internet, digital literacy training, hardware, and software.
While technology itself will undoubtedly continue to change, its presence in our
economy and labor market will not. As such, we must equip every individual with a
fair opportunity to access and engage with tech tools if they are to be successful
post-release. In doing so, we give people equitable chances at competing for jobs
and establishing pathways to socio-economic mobility. I realize that for some, this
framing will be simplistic, however it is at its essence, a call to action. I present this
document as a framework for collective action and invite research partners to join
me in a continued dialogue around these principles to complete what is surely
needed - an expanded body of work.
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A MANIFESTO FOR RADICAL INCLUSION
Technology is an accelerant. Over the course of history and across the globe we can
trace advancements in economic mobility, social standing and population
mobilization by one’s access to internet; digital literacy training; hardware and
software.
In America we must address the economic realities of mass incarceration and the
economic depression that is created when 1-in-3 Americans has a criminal record.
Not only is the cost of the criminal justice system expenditure unsustainable to our
nation’s economy, but so are the hundreds of barriers to earning a livable wage
those with records face. These social and employment barriers impact not only one’s
ability to earn a livable wage, but also to find housing, pursue education, and
reconnect with family and community. In effect, we have one-third of our population
who is no longer incarcerated, but forever at risk of being locked out of opportunity if
we don’t radically intervene.

I believe that just as we have looked to the digital inclusion movement to
solve some of our greatest social challenges in the past, we must do so
again in order to ensure people living with criminal records are equipped to
successfully cross their digital divides.
It is time that we work to scale the efforts of the men and women nationwide who
have rebuilt their lives after prison, by unlocking the power of tech, so that we can
scale their efforts. However, we must also be careful not to exceptionalize these
individuals, but rather use their work to understand what potential is currently
untapped and underutilized. Across this country, formerly incarcerated tech
founders are rising up with the tech-enabled solutions they themselves needed as
they were reentering society.
We can see how these formerly incarcerated tech founders are changing the
trajectory of their lives and serving as reformists in the criminal justice movement.
Let us not make them the exception to the rule; invest in them and their needed
solutions and pattern scalable solutions after their models. Let us not take halfmeasured solutions; let’s get aggressive about unlocking inclusion. Let us not focus
on teaching those with criminal justice involvement basic tech skills; let’s advocate for
the kind of digital inclusion that empowers directly-impacted individuals to create the
tech themselves.
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UNDERSTANDING CRIMINAL JUSTICE & REENTRY
Understanding our contemporary mass incarceration landscape requires a
glimpse into our history. For many historians, our current approach to crime
prevention and deterrence is guided by the 1967 President’s Commission on Law
Enforcement and Administration of Justice’s report “The Challenge of Crime in a
Free Society”. Indeed it was the Commission’s advocacy of a “systems” approach,
among another 200+ recommendations, that has lead to policing, court, and
correctional institutions evolving into the complex, overreaching organism we see
today (2).
This overgrown and diseased system has ravaged America and helped to create a
crisis of capacity; capacity of prisons, governments, budgets, and that of our
nation. An over-reliance on some, or all parts of the system during the late 20th
and early 21st century has resulted in “70 to 100 million, or 1-in-3 Americans, now
having some type of criminal record” (3).
Many large bodies of research explain mass incarceration through the lens of
race, gender, poverty, criminology, and policy. In the interest of time we will not
delve into these topics here, but I strongly encourage you to do your own
research. By educating yourself on this subject, you can begin to establish your
own core philosophy on how and why we became a carceral nation. I often
recommend beginning your personal education by visiting the The Equal Justice
Initiative.
At least 95% of all incarcerated individuals return back to communities across the
country after successfully completing their prison sentence (4). Our bloated justice
system has absorbed our neighbors, family members, and friends; upon release
they face staggering barriers, which will inevitably lead to one of two revolving
doors - recidivism and/or the prison to poverty pipeline.
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UNDERSTANDING CRIMINAL JUSTICE & REENTRY
Subject matter experts continue to debate about what constitutes the definition of
reintegration back to society (reentry). For some, reentry is defined as the point of time
when a person is released from prison or jail (even if they remain on probation), while
others believe reentry doesn’t begin until one is officially no longer under any form of
supervised release.
Regardless of when the clock starts, we know this period of time to be disruptive,
traumatic, and critical in an individual’s success. Indeed there are some reports that state
if an individual is not connected to some form of community programming or support
network within the first 90 days of their release, their chance of returning back to prison
or jail skyrockets. In the matter of reentry -reentry matters.
The reason why coming home is so difficult, is that those with criminal records face many
collateral consequences, or civil penalties and sanctions that go beyond incarceration
and court-ordered supervision. The American Bar Association reports there are over
44,000 unique collateral consequences an individual may face due to their record
nationwide (4).

This means any one person is at risk for running into 44,000 walls
throughout the already challenging maze of reentry. For millions
of Americans, it is ultimately the challenge of navigating their
collateral consequences, rather than inherent criminal tendency
that leads to their recidivism.
Recidivism is defined as the chronic tendency to reoffended and this relapse in behavior
most often leads to cycling back into the criminal justice system (rearrest, reconviction
and/or reincarceration) after being released back into society (5). For these millions, the
ability to self-sufficient following justice system involvement feels like a never attainable
goal, making a new way of life nearly impossible.
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THE SCOPE OF THE ISSUE
Criminal Justice by the Numbers
The American criminal justice system holds more than 2.3 million people in 1,719
state prisons (6), 102 federal prisons (7), 901 juvenile correctional facilities (8),
3,163 local jails (9), and 76 Indian Country jails (10) as well as in military prisons,
immigration detention facilities, civil commitment centers, and prisons in the U.S.
territories.
Every year, 641,000 people (11) walk out of prison gates, but people go to jail over
11 million times each year (12); jail churn is particularly high because most people
in jails have not been convicted - making jails incarceration’s front door (13).
State corrections spending increased by 141% between 1986 - 2013, adjusting for
inflation, compared to much smaller increases of 69% and 5.6%, respectively, for K12 and higher education (14).

Mass Incarceration by the Numbers
The total estimated burden of incarceration in the U.S. is nearly 6% of the GDP
with the true cost of incarceration more than $1 Trillion dollars; greater than half
of these costs are borne by families, children and community members who have
committed no crime (15).
The U.S. workforce was missing between 1.7 million - 1.9 million workers in 2014
due to the adverse employment effects of felony conviction and incarceration roughly equivalent to a 0.9 to 1.0 percentage-point reduction in the overall
employment rate (16).
If not for decades of mass incarceration, the poverty rate would be 20%

Reentry Barriers Faced by the Numbers
Between 60% and 74% of formerly incarcerated individuals remain unemployed
one year after their release (18).
Nearly 9-in-10 employers use background checks in hiring (19); an estimated 4-in-5
landlords use background checks on prospective tenants (20); and more than 3-in5 colleges and universities use background checks in admissions (21).
Individual’s net worth decreases by an average of more than $47,500 (22) in the
years after incarceration, after adjusting for inflation, and incarceration of a family
member is associated with a 64.3% (23) decrease in family assets.
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THE DIGITAL DIVIDE CONNECTION
The term “digital divide” began to surface during the first tech bubble of the 1990s,
but it would take a whole decade for social scientists to identify the structural
inequalities of access to information and technology in America’s population. Lead
by The High Performance Computing Act of 1991 (introduced by then Senator Al
Gore), the U.S. began to work towards developing the “information superhighway”
(24) and in doing so, began to see how socioeconomic status greatly determined
access to this road to information.
While the research shows income, education, race, gender, geographic location
(urban-rural), age, skills, awareness, and political, cultural, and psychological
attitudes all contribute to one experiencing the digital divide, income and
education have been shown to be the biggest variables in the gap's existence (25).
The connection to income is one that is most striking for individuals living with
records. As we seek to address chronic unemployment and underemployment of
individuals with records, the data on tech usage is staggering. The Pew Research
Center has identified that only “62% of people in households making less than
$30,000 a year used the internet, while for those making $50,000 - $74,999 the
internet usage jumped to 90%.”

“Incarceration coupled with the lack of access to technology and internet
access has catastrophic consequences in this global, fast-moving,
technologically dependent society.” - Teresa Y. Hodge
The readily available data consistently show tech/digital inclusion as a pipeline for
increasing equality and and creating opportunities. Therefore, the digital divide
that occurs when one is stripped from access to technology during incarceration
may also be reversed by increasing access to such advancements postincarceration. Some, forward-thinking institutions are already working to bridge
the divide by allowing inmates to use mobile tablets with a form of intranet and/or
hosting coding and basic digital literacy courses. While these measures are a step
in the right direction, they are not uniformly available to the entire inmate
population, and are not enough in and of themselves.
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WHAT RADICAL INCLUSION LOOKS LIKE

Ensuring people living with criminal records are included in
the digital movement is going to take radical effort - the
kind of effort that has the power to shift our values,
practices and ultimately our outcomes so that we don’t just
think we have succeeded, we feel that we have succeeded.
When we examine the U.S. criminal justice system and the
effects of mass incarceration, we can see how great lengths
have been taken to limit one’s digital engagement even as
over 95% of people will come home to a tech dependant
society. Because isolation from tech has touched millions of
Americans, it will take a counter strategy just as
comprehensive and progressive to ensure that the 70-100
million Americans with a record are not locked out of tech
entirely. This equal-and-opposite approach is one of the
best ways forward. Below, I frame the 10 steps we should
take towards radical inclusion for individuals living with their
convictions.
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10 STEPS TO UNLOCKING INCLUSION
1

Ensure Access to High Speed Internet

2

Increase Access to Hardware

Globally we see that education, employment and even health (26) can improve with access to the internet. Being
able to search the internet with ease levels the playing field.
The digital world controls so much of the everyday experience. Having access to the physical tools to build
confidence is key.

3

Support Digital Literacy Learning Communities

4

Promote Tech Industry Certifications

5

For many the burden of digital literacy feels too heavy but learning with others brings down barriers to
comprehension.
Tech industry professional certifications can provide pathways into lucrative careers,
while bypassing traditional barriers to occupational licenses and access to higher
education.

Establish Fair Chance Hiring Practices

We know that 9-in-10 employers run a criminal background check (27); background checks were designed to
investigate crimes not assess workplace readiness. For a variety of reasons this is the wrong tool for hiring and so
we must endeavor to more appropriately measure safety and work fit.

6

Prioritize Solutions Built by Directly-Affected Individuals

7

Remove Cultures of Stigma and Shame

8
9
10

As the market need becomes more obvious we see people of privilege “picking the brains” of individuals living
with convictions. This extractive practice must end. When solutions built by tech leaders who happen to have
records is a priority we will see unique app/product development learning as well as funding opportunities just
for this population.

Speaking in public and private gatherings about America’s overincarceration will allow the social disability of a
record to ease. When fully acknowledge that one-third of our population is justice involved we allow millions of
Americans to show-up without having to deny their lived experiences.

Use Humanizing Language

Discriminatory language like “ex-con and ex-felon” keep a person locked into their worse mistake and allow
significant inequality to take place. When we see the humanity in another person, labels are obsolete. When labels are
gone, we are able to work together in finding the right solutions that promote equity and equality.

Establish a Strategic Capital Fund

Community and national foundations must work together with the private sector to build-up the resources required to
invest in direct services, systems interventions, ecosystem building, innovations and untried concepts as well as tech
infrastructure for communities in need.

Divest from Prison Labor, Invest in Reform

Across the country corporations are able to secure a grossly underpaid workforce by hiring individuals in prisons
or jails. Exclusively pursuing a bottom-line by participating in this practice does not help the U.S. economy.
Instead corporations should look to create real jobs in the open-market for workers with records. For those who
have already engaged in these practices should endeavor to convert incarcerated work history into transferable
jobs upon release.
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THE OPPORTUNITIES, ECOSYSTEMS & FOUNDERS
When looking at the opportunities for improvement before us, there will no doubt
be a desire to rapidly deploy resources to the space of tech-enabled criminal justice
reform. However, if we allow this to happen without the leadership of the tech savvy
directly-impacted individuals involvement we may unintentionally cause harm more
than help.

“When you feel inspired to help, sit in your inspiration just long enough to
consider how your help can actually be helpful. More often than not, there
is a directly-impacted person already working and you just don’t have the
eyes yet to see their labor” - Laurin Leonard (Hodge)
When 70 - 100 million people are a potential market for new customers and clients,
we must focus on building the infrastructure to reach these individuals. In an open
and free market, those closest to the resources are most often in a better position
to move faster to product creation. However, these individuals are often less likely
to have the lived experience and are at risk of creating solutions with bias and blind
spots. We can reduce the prevalence of this by calling out the behavior when we see
it and encouraging partnerships, instead. We can also further support individuals
living with a criminal record who do not want to become entrepreneurs by
empowering them to become equitable team members to founders with greater
proximity to the tech world. In both cases, lived experience should be treated as
subject matter experts and compensated accordingly.
Below are some of the many formerly incarcerated tech founders who have taken
their vision of change behind bars and successfully brought them to life. These
founders have moved beyond the stigma of their convictions to bring their criminal
justice system experiences into business models. Each of these individuals is
seeking to either reform some part of the system, or is dedicating their companies
to improving the lives of those trapped behind bars. While these founders are often
heralded as anomalies, anyone who has spent time behind bars can tell you they
are more the rule than the exception. With a more strategic effort to help millions of
Americans cross the gulf of their digital divide and put resources in the hands of
those with lived experience, we will see more-and-more formerly incarcerated tech
founders.
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THE OPPORTUNITIES, ECOSYSTEMS, AND FOUNDERS
A Quick Snapshot of Formerly Incarcerated Tech Founders

The Opportunities, Ecosystems & Founders

I am highlighting the six founders that speak openly about their experiences with mass
incarceration and have built their model around their lived experience. Of these founders:
33.3% have successfully completed the competitive Y Combinator accelerator program
50% are alums of the NewME Accelerator
50% are inaugural cohort members of Unlock Futures (A New Profit Accelerator in
partnership with John Legend’s Free America initiative)
83% identify as male; 17% identify as female
66% are African American
When speaking with these leaders, it is clear that one of the greatest obstacles to scaling
their visions is investors' lack of understanding of the criminal justice system. As a result, it
is challenging for investors to understand the size of the market and the potential for
their return on investment. As a result, accessing financial resources for their social
enterprises is delayed or denied. Indeed, barriers in building (or rebuilding) relationships
with banks, navigating social networks, and gaining rapid skills training has delayed
success that could have come sooner if an ecosystem was in place.
Some have created separate companies with totally different revenue streams to maintain
their livelihood, while making strategic investments in their tech-enabled
companies. Others have pondered the need to establish a for profit non-profit hybrid
model. In short, building a business especially a tech business that focuses on any aspect
of the criminal justice system while living with a criminal record presents many hurdles
that most formerly incarcerated person are unable to overcome.
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PIGEONLY

Pigeonly is a tech company that focuses on providing low-cost
phone calls to jails while providing a platform to share photos,
letters and greeting cards to incarcerated loved ones. This concept
was birthed from founder’s Frederick Hutson lived experience.
Hutson spent over four years in prison , about which he said"

“[I did my time thinking of ideas] while I was there
[because] I just saw how grossly inefficient the
prison system was and there was just so many
opportunities.”
So, upon coming home, he pursued his desire to deliver products
that would disrupt the destruction caused by mass incarceration,
specifically in the telecommunications space. By some accounts
Pigeonly is the most successful tech company established by a
formerly incarcerated person as their team has raised over $5
million dollars since their founding in 2012.
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70 MILLION JOBS

70 Million Jobs is a recruitment firm and jobs board specifically for job
seekers with records and employers who are willing to hire them. This
site was co-founded by Richard Bronson and Dax Ravi after Bronson’s
own incarceration. Upon serving 22-months in prison and coming home
with no job as well as no prospects (after being a former “wolf of Wall
Street”), Bronson realized the importance of intentionally opening
doors.
He has acknowledged how even his own privilege as an educated,
Caucasian man compared to most of the young men of color he served
time with, was not enough to open doors with a record. After working in
the nonprofit reentry space for a few years, he set out to form 70
Million Jobs. The team is interested in removing the discomfort of
searching for jobs when you are living with a record.
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FLIKSHOP
This mobile app keeps families suffering from incarceration
connected, by making it easier for users to share photos and short
messages. The company has been famously nicknamed "the
Instagram for prisons." Because of the lack of Internet or social
media channels in these facilities, millions of families lose
connection to their incarcerated loved ones. Flikshop helped solve
this huge problem with their app, by printing users' photos and
messages on a postcard and shipping the messages for users
directly to any person in any youth detention center, jail, prison, or
immigration facility. They have connected over 250,000 families
since their 2012 launch.
By taking the photos from your phone and inserting them into the
Flikshop app, a family member or friend can maintain relevancy in
the life of an incarcerated individual. While serving time in a
maximum security prison as a 15 year-old, Marcus learned firsthand how important mail call was to feeling connected family and
the outside world. Upon his release, he started a series of
businesses, but it was his memories of the men he met with lifesentences that motivated him to create a better way to stay in
touch. In 2004, Marcus created Flikshop - for the millions of families
with loved ones behind bars as much as for himself. Over the years,
he has also formed The Flikshop School of Business, which teaches
Washington, DC youth about business concepts and provides jobs
for a select few.
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GUN BAIL

On a mission to remove 3 million guns from cities within 3 years,
Trevor Brooks has a mobile app in beta that is both ambitious
and nontraditional. Built as a unique “buy-back” program, Gun
Bail asks users to take a photo of a working firearm, request a
shipping box, and then specify an individual being held on bail
to be granted amnesty in exchange for the gun.
As someone who has served time for a violent crime, Brooks
says he understands the urgency of getting guns off the street.
While more traditional buy-back programs offer cash or gift
cards, Gun Bail is seeking to address gun violence and bail
reform at the same time.
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OBODO

After being sentenced to five years in Missouri's Department of
Corrections, Jason was mentored by several men who empowered
him to recreate his life from the ground up. This process included
dedicating his life to the service of those who come from
circumstances similar to his. As he worked in the social service
industry first as a client, then as a volunteer, and later as a
professional, Jason recognized the need that small, disconnected
communities have for the training, tools, and technology to support
their efforts.
To this end, he founded Obodo, which provides organizations in
these disconnected communities with a suite of technological tools
and training to document their case-management activities, train
their clients, volunteers, and staff, and report and analyze the
results. These tools allow organizations to build capacity and ensure
that every activity leads lower recidivism, lower unemployment, and
greater community involvement for families involved in the criminal
justice system.
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R3 SCORE

My lived experience and time spent as a cofounder of Mission:
Launch led me to create the R3 Score with my daughter, Laurin
Leonard (Hodge). In our day-to-day interactions with individuals
living with criminal convictions we realized how critically
important it is to help individuals move beyond the criminal
background check process while measuring justice data as well
as their readiness for a workplace opportunity.
Since public safety and risk management are major concerns,
decision makers often default to the criminal background
screening report, which is convenient, but not always accurate
and frequently lacking in context. Furthermore, the standard
background report presents a snapshot of a person’s past, but
does not assess their current or future capacity.
To address this, we created a web and mobile responsive
platform where users with a criminal record can:
Verify workplace readiness to hiring and decision makers
Provide context regarding their criminal history
Demonstrate their job skills
Get hired, or access key relationships they need to become selfsufficient
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THE OPPORTUNITIES, ECOSYSTEMS & FOUNDERS

Each of these founders, myself included, has taken their lived
experience to build something designed to intervene in some part of
the U.S. justice system. When I look at these leaders, I see dedicated
founders struggling to overcome stigma in business and garner the
resources they and their dedicated teams need when working against
tough odds to explain their model. They do all of this with a
commitment that goes beyond the bottom line and to the greater good.
While I draw inspiration from my peers, I also know there should
be/could be hundreds more just like us.
If you were to open your phone’s app marketplace and do a search for
apps designed for individuals living with convictions, you would see a
dearth of applications for this population in comparison to other
demographics. While apps will not magically fix the justice system, a
problem affecting an untapped market of 70-100 million individuals,
should have significantly more tools readily available. Further, if
resources were aligned properly, I believe individuals with records could
create the thousands of tech-enabled products missing from the market
today.

#UnlockInclusion 20

CORPORATIONS & PHILANTHROPY LEADING THE WAY
In my work with Mission: Launch, I have met with C-Suite executives of major corporations in an effort to
establish partnerships. The meetings often begin with an internal champion committed to leveraging the
corporate brand for criminal justice reform, in some way. After months of relationship management,
these talks would most often end with a defeated realization that their counterparts don’t share their
“appetite to bite on this issue.” Most often, these individuals cite optics/messaging to a broader customer
base as the main reason they have chosen to not go forward. Corporations, like politicians, are hesitant
to be seen as “soft on crime” or insensitive to victims.
The corporations that do decide to jump in, tend to follow a pattern. These organizations are usually
more tolerant of risk, motivated by disruptive innovation, and/or have founders who publically share
their values of equity and fair chances. Because corporations drive the United States economy, they can
also have a significant role in criminal justice reform as a whole and the promotion of digital inclusion
specifically. Their decisions to hire (or not), create unique products for subsets of populations (or not),
and even promote their values (or not), matter greatly. They are also most likely to be motivated to find
the alignment between customer acquisition and advancing their corporate goals. A market of 70 - 100
million customers could open new market share for any corporation with an honest commitment to
meeting the needs of individuals living with their convictions.
Fortunately, research tells us that public awareness and opinion regarding the U.S. justice system is
changing. Whether through academic writing, pop culture television shows, magazine covers, or
documentaries, the average American is hearing and seeing more about the impact of mass
incarceration, the role of policing and jails in our system, and the barriers faced in reentry. In short, the
two-thirds of the population living without a record are becoming more conscious of this failed
institution and how it impacts them. This shift didn’t just happen; for decades, advocates and organizers
have been working with researchers and the media to shed a light on the failing U.S. criminal justice
system. These leaders represent organizations such as: A New Way of Life (Susan Burton); the late Eddie
Ellis who founded The Center for NuLeadership on Early Education; the Executive Director of College and
Community Fellowship Vivian Nixon; All of Us or None (Dorsey Nunn); JustLeadershipUSA (Glenn E.
Martin) and Forward Justice’s Co-Director Daryl Atkinson to name a few.
Without many of these leaders, and many others I was unable to name for the sake of brevity, we
wouldn’t see the shifts we do today. As a result, there are new, directly-impacted advocates, social
entrepreneurs and tech founders, entering the space of criminal justice advocacy reform and the
traditional marketplace with their ideas and interventions. They are able to accelerate their positions and
interventions because of those pioneers and because of technology and social media. There is a growing
demand for fairness and equity.
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CORPORATIONS & PHILANTHROPY LEADING THE WAY
The Corporate Perspective
As consumers now favor companies with values-driven business models, the time is
ripe for corporations to assess their values and practices to align with broader
social-benefit, particularly for those with arrest/conviction records as they are a
large, untapped market. The tech industry is especially well-suited to this, as their
sector is built on the concept of market disruption. If success in the tech industry is
tantamount to changing social behavior (i,e. the way we find partners, interact with
our friends, and share photos) organizations who are able to translate their
boardroom values into criminal justice reform stand to be highly successful.
Some companies have already begun. For example, Uber, whose business model
relies on background checks, began to speak openly about how inaccurate that
data can be. Likewise, we are seeing Google take their motto of “do the right thing”
seriously by investing over $11 million into community organizations addressing
racial and criminal justice disparities. One company uses their business model to
highlight a criminal justice issue, while the other allocates a portion of their
philanthropic resources to grassroots efforts. If this list wasn’t motivating enough,
consider the model of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream company.
Since 1988, Ben & Jerry’s has partnered with Greystone Bakery to procure all of
their brownies for various ice cream flavors, because Greystone is deeply
committed to training and hiring previously low-income workers, many of whom
have criminal records. This beloved ice cream company has literally baked their
criminal justice work into their business model by intentionally making a supplychain management decision. Regardless of the size of a corporation or the political
views of its leaders (there is bipartisan support for some level of reform), the 10
steps outlined above provide a starting point for anyone and everyone. Regardless
of how corporations choose to get involved now is the time to join this movement
to ensure our returning community members are able to rejoin their families and
communities and be productive, self-sufficient members of society as soon as
possible.
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CORPORATIONS & PHILANTHROPY LEADING THE WAY
The Philanthropic Perspective
In societies built on the philosophies of democracy (equity, fairness, freedom,
equality), philanthropy often serves to fill a void between government and corporate
support. Indeed they have the unique ability to do what other sectors can not and
will not do, like providing capital to social problems. With a broad mandate to
improve the wellbeing of citizens, I believe that the role of philanthropy in promoting
digital inclusion for individuals living with convictions is mission critical. For
corporations and even in the government, labels like “digital divide” and “innovation”
can become buzzwords if we aren’t careful. Philanthropy can endeavor to hold all of
us accountable to strategically investing in this issue and truly measuring outcomes.
Many philanthropic organizations new to criminal justice reform need to do the
internal work of mission/vision alignment, before they begin working. Meanwhile
those who have invested in this issue before may have previously committed
thousands (if not millions) into the same types of programming, with little impact on
recidivism and quality of life index rankings. In both of these instances, the time is
right for the philanthropic industry as a whole to balance evidence-based
investments with evidence-led investments. Mass incarceration and reentry are such
urgent issues that often the data is not there to support all ideas for alleviating
suffering caused by the U.S. criminal justice system. It is possible; however, it
requires investing in new people, concepts, and prototypes. One model for
balancing between tried-and-true and pilot programming can be found when we
look at the U.S. Department of Education’s Investing in Innovation (13) Fund.
Under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, the Obama
Administration sought to encourage high school students to pursue secondary
education. To drive this outcome, schools established relationships with private,
charitable foundations able to provide risk capital to try innovations in new practices
and educational outcomes for the school. This public-philanthropic partnership
model addressed the need to ensure precious resources were allocated
strategically. The grant making structure required that all proposals be sorted into
three different categories: scale-up, validation, and development. Each of these
segments had a different threshold for demonstrating data and evidence, which
supports their presented model for change.
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CORPORATIONS & PHILANTHROPY LEADING THE WAY
In this Model:
Scale-up grants required strong evidence and had to be designed to bring
proven programs to the national, regional or state level. These grants would
account for 58% of the total grant-making budget.
Validation grants required moderate evidence and had to be designed to
spreading promising programming at the state or regional level. These
grants would account for 35% of the total grant-making budget.
Development grants required only a reasonable hypothesis to support highpotential but untested practices, strategies and programs. The resources
allocated to development grants was 7% of the total grant-making budget.

The ability to create a balanced portfolio with varying degrees of data
requirements is one that could serve as a model for philanthropists unsure of
how to invest in digital inclusion. Perhaps if this topic is outside of the scope of
your traditional workforce, consider a strategy like the scale-up, validation, and
development model to present to your Board. Also consider ways in which you
can enter public-philanthropic, private-philanthropic and public-privatephilanthropic relationships to see your investments work with the efforts of
others in moving this deeply entrenched social issue.
While this is one model to consider, it certainly has the potential to present
barriers to the philanthropic community by restricting innovation. Some
research shows that addressing sector independence, cultures that compete
and divergent expectations can cause some philanthropists to shy away from
public-philanthropic, private-philanthropic and public-private-philanthropic
relationships. Nonetheless, I would encourage all philanthropists to work with
skilled teams to ensure these barriers do not prevent collaboration for the sake
of the 1-in-3 Americans living with convictions. The partnerships can truly be
worth the effort in making sure even small grant contributions reach national
impact.
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CONCLUSION
For millions of individuals living with their convictions the role of strategy, equal
opportunity, community, resilience, and the right to appropriate interventions cannot be
underestimated. Throughout this paper I have tried to share my opinion as a directly
impacted woman and present the best available data to demonstrate how tech/digital
inclusion can become one of the many tools that support successful and sustainable
reentry. I can close my eyes and still remember what it felt like to be reading about rapid
technological advances that took place while I was incarcerated. As a woman who was
once deeply connected to technology, I felt myself being left behind. During that time, I
vowed that I would work hard to get caught up but even to this day, six years after coming
home, I still struggle with being a part of this digital world. Many of the challenges I
continue to face stem from the sheer mass of foundational understanding I missed
behind bars, and challenge of learning tech while reintegrating.
As a society, we can hold people accountable for their actions, while also never losing
sight of their and our own humanity. We should want people to return to society better
than they left and know opportunity awaits them if they are willing to put in the effort. If
society at large is to remain human while millions of our fellow citizens are incarcerated
it means remembering that at some point individuals in prison will return back to our
communities. Without a real focus on reforming our systems, we cannot maintain that
humans are complex and have elements of both victimhood and victimization. Releasing
millions of Americans into a society that perpetually punishes them after they have left
institutions means we are no longer holding people accountable, we are holding them
hostage to their past and possible worst mistake. Even worse, we are saying we did not
believe the punishment imposed was sufficient.
Fortunately, we need not wait for legislation to be passed to unlock tech inclusion for
people living with convictions. Instead, we can to align our values and our practices to see
better outcomes. Indeed, if we drew the line between opportunity and technology we
could see more individuals living with their convictions and confidently operating in our
tech-driven world. We could create the infrastructure for formerly incarcerated
entrepreneurs to create that innovation they spent months, if not years, envisioning while
laying on their prison or jail bunk beds. While solving the challenges of reentry can be
overwhelming, I never lose my faith in individuals living with convictions. I know the
untapped brilliance and resilience that resides in many of millions of people living with
criminal convictions. I still believe that the next big business idea is just waiting to
resourced and brought to market from the minds of individuals living with their
convictions. We have invested in their incarceration, we now need to invest in unlocking
the opportunities for their inclusion.
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