
We achieve transformation through the promotion of wellbeing, equity, & human potential.  |  WELLBEINGandEQUITY.ORG

Covid-19's 
Impact on 

Reentry Research

  RESEARCH REPORT



WEI’s work originated at major academic institutions, 

including Washington University in St Louis and Florida 

State University. We continue to build on these academic 

and data-driven approaches, with a strengthened emphasis 

on the translation and delivery of scientific findings to the 

people doing the day-to-day hard work – including 

practitioners, advocates, policymakers, businesses, 

government and nongovernment institutions.  

We want our historical work to be as accessible as our work 

going forward. These compendiums are a resource to the 

work our team has done in the past and have maintained 

their origin affiliations as reference with appropriate 

crediting of where the work began. 



  BRIEF REPORT: 
COVID-19’s Impact on 

Reentry Research 
Carrie Pettus, PhD, MSW 

Stephanie Kennedy, PhD, MSW 

JUNE  2021 

OVERVIEW 
When the COVID-19 pandemic began to impact 
communities across the United States in March 
2020, most community members were concerned 
about how their lives would be affected. 
Researchers with ongoing studies were also 
concerned about how the pandemic would affect 
their ability to assess outcomes in their ongoing 
research. In March 2020, the 5-Key Model for 
Reentry study was active in four states across the 
nation. We anticipated that the pandemic might 
make it more difficult to detect the impact of the 
5-Key Model on well-being outcomes given how
drastically everyone in the country’s lives were
impacted by the pandemic – and responses to
control the pandemic – even those without a
history of incarceration.

As approximately 30% of study participants in our 
first four states – Florida, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, 
and Texas – were still being followed to assess 
how the 5-Key Model impacted their long-term 
reentry outcomes when the pandemic began, we 
chose to empirically examine the impact of COVID-
19 to determine whether and how the pandemic 
compromised well-being for study participants. 
Our goal was to explore how study participants 
were experiencing COVID-19 and whether 
participation in the 5-Key Model was beneficial to 
them during this time. 

Study participants had 
been randomly assigned to 
receive either the 5-Key 
Model or to a comparison 
group, where they received 
standard reentry services 
in their communities.  

You can learn more about the overall 5-Key Model 
study methodology here, how the 5-Key Model 
was developed here, and the broader work of IJRD 
at ijrd.csw.fsu.edu. Access our 10 previous 
reports here. 

The data presented below were collected from 
individuals after they had been living in the 
community after their incarceration for 
approximately 15 months.  

AREAS WHERE 5-KEY 
MODEL PARTICIPATION 
APPEARED TO BE 
PROTECTIVE AGAINST 
THE IMPACT OF COVID-
19 FOR 5-KEY MODEL 
PARTICIPANTS 

Participation in the 5-Key Model for Reentry 
appeared to have protective effects for individuals 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. All participants 
included in the analysis had engaged with a 5-Key 
Model practitioner after leaving incarceration.  

A greater proportion of members of the 
5-Key Model group reported having one or more
jobs during COVID-19 compared to those in
comparison group.

Self-reported drug use decreased for members  
of the 5-Key Model group during COVID-19 but 
increased for members of the comparison group. A 
greater proportion of members of the 5-Key Model 
group recognized that they needed help for their 
drug use during COVID-19 when compared to 
those in the comparison group.  

https://ijrd.csw.fsu.edu/sites/g/files/upcbnu1766/files/media/images/publication_pdfs/5Key_1st_Report_FINAL_0.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/335184161_Intervention_development_study_of_the_five-key_model_for_reentry_An_evidence-driven_prisoner_reentry_intervention
https://ijrd.csw.fsu.edu/
https://ijrd.csw.fsu.edu/publications/research-reports


Individuals in the 5-Key Model group reported 
having access to more community resources 
than those in the comparison group including 
housing, transportation, clothing, and food. In 
contrast, comparison group participants reported 
losing these same types of resources during 
COVID-19.   

A greater proportion of those in the 5-Key Model 
group rated their general physical health as good 
or excellent during COVID-19 compared to those 
in the comparison group. Comparison group 
members were more likely to rate their health as 
poor or fair during COVID-19.  

AREAS WHERE ALL STUDY  
PARTICIPANTS FACED CHALLENGES 
There were areas where all study participants 
appeared to be struggling when we interviewed 
them during the pandemic – whether they had 
been randomly assigned to receive 5-Key Model 
services or to the comparison group.  

We compared data across these two groups pre-
COVID-19 to post-COVID-19.   

Although we noted above that a greater 
proportion of 5-Key Model participants were 
employed compared to members of the 
comparison group, overall, unemployment 
increased when comparing for all participants 
during COVID-19, but increased significantly more 
for members of the comparison group.  

Participants interviewed during COVID-19 were 
more worried about money and struggled more to 
pay monthly bills compared 
to those interviewed before 
COVID-19.   

Overall, housing stability 
decreased for study 
participants interviewed 
during COVID-19 compared 
to those interviewed before COVID-19. Fewer 
participants reported renting or owning their own 
home and more indicated that they were 
“doubling up” with friends or family.  

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

Although the COVID-19 pandemic posed an 
unprecedented health crisis for all community 
members, we were eager to explore whether 
participation in the 5-Key Model would have 
benefits to participants during this time when 
community members were all grappling with the 
unique circumstances that COVID-19 posed.   

There were certainly areas where all study 
participants experienced additional obstacles and 
barriers to well-being and community stability 
after COVID-19 began, however, it appears that 
participation in the 5-Key Model offered some 
protection to the individuals participating in the 5-
Key Model.  

 

 

 
The Institute for Justice Research and Development (IJRD) is a  
research center housed within the College of Social Work at FSU.  
Our mission is to use science to improve lives, communities, and institutions by 
developing and researching innovations that reduce unnecessary reliance on 
the criminal justice system and by offering solutions that produce equity and 
prosperity across race, socioeconomic class, and behavioral health status. IJRD 
specializes in conducting rigorous real-world research using randomized 
controlled trials and prioritizes rapid dissemination of research findings to 
advocates, professionals, and policymakers.  
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