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Trauma and Incarceration
What Is Trauma?

Trauma is an emotional response to a terrible event or series of events. Responses to trauma are often long-

lasting and can affect everyday life. Trauma affects people differently. There is no single way to experience it.

The impact of trauma varies from person to person. Factors like age, prior trauma, the duration and severity 

of the experience, and your cultural and social context all play a role. When thoughts and memories of a 

traumatic event persist or worsen, it can lead to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), which can seriously 

affect a person’s ability to live a healthy daily life.

You can read more about the impact of trauma in the “Trauma and Mental Health” chapter of our reentry 

guidebook, Mapping Your Future: A Guide to Successful Reentry, available in English and Spanish.

How Are Incarceration and Trauma Connected?

Almost everyone who has been to prison has experienced trauma. Prison separates people from their 

families, communities, and support networks. Within a facility, people face loss of autonomy, reduced sense of 

purpose, fear of harm, boredom, uncertainty about family and work, and limited access to health and mental 

health services. Overcrowding, harsh conditions, exposure to violence, and difficult interactions with staff add 

to that burden.

Many people also enter prison with trauma they already carry from earlier in life. Aspects of incarceration can 

trigger that trauma without warning, and that experience can deepen distrust of others, especially those in 

authority.

The psychological impacts caused by incarceration can last well beyond release. This is sometimes called 

“post-incarceration syndrome” (PICS), which is similar to PTSD. People experiencing PICS may have traits that 

they developed during incarceration and kept after their reentry. These “institutionalized” traits may make it 

difficult for people who are experiencing PICS to trust others, form relationships, navigate social situations, or 

feel present in the moment.
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What Does Trauma Look Like for Returning Residents?

Reentry can be harder than people expect. Prison is a controlled environment with limited connection 

to the outside world. Over time, people develop survival strategies—like “always being on” (also called 

hypervigilance)—that stay with them after their release, regardless of how long they were inside.

Outside, the world is unpredictable and uncontrolled. Ordinary things, like walking on a busy street, being 

in a crowd, or going to the grocery store, can suddenly become overwhelming. This is sometimes described 

as False Events Appearing Real (FEAR). FEAR is a response to perceived danger even when no danger is 

present. FEAR can trigger hypervigilance and actual fear, sending some returning residents back to a mental 

place that they thought they had left behind. This can start a cycle of disappointment or even despair at a 

time that was long anticipated as a break from those feelings.

Returning residents may also experience rushes of emotion. Correctional facilities can cause a constant fight-

or-flight state of mind, leading people to suppress their emotions in order to survive. Once back in a safe 

environment, those emotions can come flooding back. Reactions like crying at small things are common.  

This can feel confusing, but it’s a natural part of the adjustment process.

How Can I Have a More Successful Reentry?

Acknowledging that reentry will be challenging is a good first step. After that, consider these ideas, drawn from 

the experiences of EJP alums who have already navigated reentry and were willing to share what helped them:

•	 Understand that strong emotions are a sign your body feels safe. After suppressing emotions for an 

extended period, you may find them coming back strongly. This process, sometimes called “thawing out,” 

is a normal part of adjusting to the freedom of life outside.

•	 Listen to your body when strong emotions arise. Pay attention to physical signals when emotions 

come up. Are your palms sweating? Are your hands shaking? Is your breathing shallow? Noticing these 

reactions is the first step to understanding what they mean and how to work with them.

•	 Take care of yourself: Make time to reconnect with yourself. This might mean sitting outside, coloring, 

watching a sport or movie you enjoy, or returning to a hobby you used to love.

•	 Practice daily mindfulness. Mindfulness can help you stay connected to your body and grounded in the 

present moment. It can be useful for managing emotions and reminding yourself that you are safe. Learn 

more in the Mapping Your Future chapter on mindfulness.

•	 Seek counseling from a trauma-informed clinician. A counselor or therapist who has training to work 

with people who have experienced trauma can help you with the challenges of reentry. They can help 

you build your own tools to manage your emotions. Community mental health clinics and university 

counseling centers often offer free or low-cost services.

•	 Join a PICS support group: PICS support groups are led by people who have experienced PICS or by 

clinicians who understand its symptoms. They offer a space to work through your experiences alongside 

others going through something similar, all without judgment. Support groups provide education, peer 

connection, and resources. Online groups are available across the country, and reentry organizations like 

EJP can help connect you with a group in your area.

For support groups and low-cost or free counseling resources in Illinois or nationwide, see the “Trauma and 

Mental Health” chapter in the Illinois or national edition of Mapping Your Future.
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Remember, You Are Not Alone!

Reentry looks different for everyone. Not feeling okay or normal is a normal part of the process. You do not have 

to figure it all out at once. Reentry is a long process, and it is okay for it to be hard. What matters is approaching it 

with patience—for yourself and for others. There will always be room for healing, growth, and change.
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