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A growing body of research explores the influence of involuntary criminal justice contact on political participation, demonstrating
that all types of contact weaken political participation. We posit, however, that personal connections to civil society organizations
(CSOs) moderate the negative effects of involuntary criminal justice contact on political participation, particularly political
activism beyond registering to vote and voting. We test this proposition with individual-level and aggregate-level data from
metropolitan and municipal Chicago. Our findings confirm a paradox of participation by custodial citizens. One, we demonstrate
positive, statistically significant, and substantive effects of personal connections to CSOs on nonvoting political participation by
custodial citizens. Two, the negative effects of involuntary criminal justice contact on voting participation among individuals and
communities may endure, despite personal connections to CSOs, even in a state where the franchise is restored immediately after
incarceration. Our study suggests that an associational account of political participation deepens our understanding of the political
behavior of custodial citizens and their communities in the age of mass incarceration.

I n the United States, citizens (and immigrant denizens)
may experience unwanted, even unwarranted, contact
with the criminal justice system. Categories of such

criminal justice contact1 include police stops of drivers and
frisks of pedestrians, arrests without formal charges
and convictions, diversion from court convictions via
“problem-solving” or specialized courts such as drug
courts, and court convictions for misdemeanors and

felonies, accompanied by sentences of incarceration, parole,
or probation, along with the imposition of fees and fines by
the courts.2 Criminal justice contact also includes unwanted
interactions between youth and “resource officers”
(i.e., police working in elementary and secondary schools),
arrests and detentions of youth in juvenile or adult
correctional facilities, and community supervision by and
beyond “youth diversion programs.”3 The myriad of
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moments for unwanted contact between citizens and the
criminal justice system in the United States multiplies
membership in the group scholars call “custodial citizens.”4

They are the growing set of citizens law enforcement
agencies have detained for questioning, arrested, charged,
convicted, or placed under some form of correctional
control for suspicion of or actual criminal behavior.

The number and rate of Americans who are custodial
citizens are great, even as violent and property crime rates
fall and public punitiveness abates.5 There are
110,235,200 people in the criminal history files of the
50 states and U.S. territories, an increase of 130% from
1993.6 Nearly one in every three adults has a record of
criminal arrest.7 While approximately 9% of adults have
felony convictions, we generally know that the percentage
of adults with misdemeanor convictions is many times
larger.8 Nearly one in 34 Americans is under some form of
correctional control.9 Millions of adults and juveniles who
were once under correctional control for criminal con-
victions are now “off paper” but not necessarily fully (re)
integrated into society.

Even when citizens are no longer in the unwanted
grasp of carceral government, deep imprints of their
criminal justice contact remain. Law enforcement agen-
cies retain custody of, often publicize, and may permit
others to monetize all information about criminal justice
contact, whether slight or severe. It is contained in a vast
assortment of “criminal intelligence databases, police
blotters, rap sheets, court records, presentence reports,
prosecutors’ files, probation files, and jail and prison
databases,” inclusive of photographs and residential
addresses.10 Thus, the half-life of criminal justice contact
is immeasurable. Its effects, however, are not.

Custodial citizenship, whether from short detentions
for questioning at police departments and county jails to
long stretches in state or federal prisons, produces a range
of negative social and labor effects for those who have had
criminal justice contact. They include stigma, depression,
lost earnings, unemployment, and homelessness.11 Cus-
todial citizenship also has concomitant negative conse-
quences for the children and families of the citizens whom
law enforcement agencies have detained for questioning,
arrested, charged, convicted, or placed under some form of
correctional control. Examples include weakened family
ties and increased behavioral problems for children.12

Custodial citizenship may even have negative effects on
communities with greater residential densities of such
citizens, measured for instance by residential churn, social
control, and crime.13

What about the polis and politics? Custodial citizen-
ship affects government and governance at every rung of
the federalist ladder. It shapes the demographics and
decisions of the legislative, executive, and judicial
branches of localities, states, and the nation.14 It influen-
ces legislative reapportionment and redistricting;15 juries

and electorates;16 political candidacies;17 vote margins
in elections and referendums;18 distributive politics
(e.g. siting of prisons and allocation of some intergovern-
mental transfers);19 mundane matters of public policy
(e.g., measuring labor force participation and unemploy-
ment);20 and municipal revenue, particularly when city
managers, police, and courts collude for exploitative
revenue.21

Furthermore, custodial citizenship is consequential to
civic voluntarism by adults, particularly political partici-
pation.22 As criminal justice contact increases, intensifies,
and lengthens at the individual and community levels,
scholars generally observe that custodial citizens and
communities with residential concentrations of them
participate less in political activities, especially voting.23

Declines in voting by custodial citizens and their commu-
nities are not a function of imprisonment and felony
disenfranchisement alone. Citizens who police officers
have detained for questioning, for instance, report voting
less, too.24 Because criminal justice contact reduces the
number of people participating as voters, as well as
possessing positive civic sentiments,25 it is “an important
force in shaping American mass politics.”26

Rightly, scholars of political behavior, institutions, and
normative theory focus on the existence, size, and causal
mechanisms of the negative democratic effects of custo-
dial citizenship.27 The study of the civic consequences of
criminal justice contact is valuable—theoretically, empir-
ically, and substantively. It increases, in particular, our
understanding of the anti-democratic consequences of
custodial citizenship for political attitudes and behaviors.
It brings into better focus the “second face of the American
state,” revealing the punitive profile of “the governing
institutions and officials that exercise social control and
encompass various modes of coercion, containment, re-
pression, surveillance, regulation, predation, discipline, and
violence” that condition civic voluntarismwhile influencing
other political phenomena.28Nonetheless, as important, we
argue, is the need to identify the set of factors that may
attenuate the negative influence of “the state’s more
controlling ‘second face’”29 on civic voluntarism.
While the study of the negative democratic effects of

criminal justice contact invites an assortment of scholarly
interventions, we widen here the disciplinary lens of the
politics of criminal punishment to give greater attention
to civil society. This is necessary. Deliberate consideration
of civil society is atypical for political penologists in-
terested in the democratic consequences of the American
carceral state. Scholars of punishment and politics—be
they Americanists, normative theorists, or comparatists—
tend to neglect the potential and limits of civil society
organizations (CSOs) to influence political participation
by custodial citizens.30 Even when they do not neglect civil
society, studies of the relationship between criminal justice
contact and political behavior and attitudes are limited.
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For example, they overemphasize “ex-felon serving insti-
tutions,” which likely lack capacity for political mobiliza-
tion.31 Yet there is reason to suspect that civil society and
a variety of CSOs may mitigate the negative effects of
criminal justice contact on civic voluntarism.
A large body of scholarship exists about the potential of

CSOs to shape political behavior through civic skills
development, community organizing, services provision,
and opportunities for activism and mobilization, inclusive
of participation.32 We leverage it to deduce a proposition
about how and why personal connections to CSOs may
positively influence political participation by adult custodial
citizens, just as personal connections to CSOs routinely do
for adult noncustodial citizens.33 Taking what Han calls
“an organizational approach to understanding [political]
activism”

34 and applying it to custodial citizens, we explore
whether personal connections to one set of varied CSOs—
formal, tax-exempt nonprofit organizations—are associated
with weaker negative effects (or positive ones) of criminal
justice contact on political participation. We employ
individual-level data from metropolitan Chicago on criminal
justice contact, connections to CSOs, and participation and
aggregate data on conviction rates, CSO densities, and
political participation (i.e., voting and citizen-initiated con-
tact with government) in municipal Chicago. Our data
permit us to estimate relationships among custodial citizen-
ship, civil society, and political forms of civic voluntarism.
Four findings are key: 1) independent of personal

connections to CSOs, criminal justice contact is neither
associated with voting nor non-voting; 2) custodial
citizens without connections to CSOs participate less in
politics via voting and nonvoting; 3) personal connections
to CSOs are associated with increased nonvoting political
participation among those who have had the heaviest
criminal justice contact (i.e., correctional control via
incarceration and community supervision); and 4) how-
ever, personal connections to CSOs may only increase
some forms of political participation among custodial
citizens.

Criminal Justice Contact and Political
Participation
People, as the aphorism states, “participate when they can,
when they want to, and when they are asked.”35 Resour-
ces, orientations, and recruitment, along with “rewards,
interests, and beliefs,” influence political participation.36

Institutions and policies affect political participation, too.
As Mettler and Soss37 stress, “living under a given policy
regime affects citizens’ goals, beliefs, and identities—and
hence, the possibilities and limits for future political
action.” However, individual-level factors associated with
the likelihood of criminal justice contact build resource,
efficacy, and recruitment barriers to political participation
by custodial citizens. Also, the American carceral regime,
buttressed primarily by white public support for punitive

policies,38 including policies that exclude custodial citizens
from the ballot box and public office, supplemented by
punitive polices that the state, market, and civil society
coproduce,39 prevents many custodial citizens from think-
ing and behaving as full political members of society. It is
unsurprising then that research on the democratic effects
of the American carceral state draws the same conclusion as
scholarship on the democratic effects of the American
welfare state—“some policies draw citizens into public life
and others induce passivity.”40

Aside from executing the administration of public
safety and criminal corrections, criminal justice contact
as a “political learning situation”41 for custodial citizens
negatively affects the political attitudes, ambitions, and
activities of many custodial citizens, arguably by socializing
them to see themselves as citizens with less liberty,
equality, dignity, and regard than other citizens.42 Addi-
tionally, scholars observe that the relationship between
criminal justice contact and electoral participation, partic-
ularly voting, is negative and the negative relationship
strengthens as the grasp of criminal justice contact
tightens.43 The most cited empirical study of the political
attitudes and behavior of custodial citizens in the United
States, for instance, estimates the likelihood of decline in
voting by persons with arrests as 7%, criminal convictions
as 10%, short stints in jail or prison as 17%, and long stints
of incarceration at almost one-third.44 Furthermore, in
communities where the residential density of custodial
citizens is higher and where more residents are removed
from them through imprisonment as “coercive mobility”45

voting is lower, too.46

Yet even when we observe that custodial citizens
participate electorally at lower levels than their non-
custodial counterparts, their probabilities of voting or
participating politically in other ways are never zero.
Additionally, some custodial citizens “double down on
democratic values and practices,”47 despite punitive policy
designs and negative feedback of the carceral state.48

Acting as if their political participation matters and to
make it so, many custodial citizens participate, defying low
expectations of collective action improving their lives.49

Furthermore, criminal justice contact may reduce voting
without affecting other political activities (e.g., contacting
government officials, signing petitions, and demonstrat-
ing).50 Plus, because elections are infrequent and often
noncompetitive—limiting their service as a strong means
of democratic accountability and civic engagement—
custodial citizens, like noncustodial ones, could perceive
participation outside the voting booth as a better means for
sharing preferences with policymakers and for achieving
policy responsiveness than participation in elections. And
some people prefer to participate via nonvoting political
activities instead of by electoral ones.51 Therefore,
borrowing Han’s caution about political activism by
noncustodial citizens, generally, when it comes to our
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knowledge about the political participation of custodial
citizens, “we cannot assume that findings related to voting
import directly to other forms of activism.”52

Civil Society Organizations and
Custodial Citizens
Civil society is “the primary agent of political dialogue and
citizen influence”when people participate politically in the
United States, particularly in cities and metropolitan
areas.53 It has been since the nineteenth-century travels
of Alexis de Tocqueville, who was one of the first
empiricists of civil society and criminal justice contact in
America.54 CSOs, as de Tocqueville observed then, pave
the way for political participation. It is truer in the twenty-
first century, where “every day thousands of nonprofit
organizations around the country are busy organizing and
creating opportunities for new associations” for individual
and collective efficacy to solve public problems by (and
beyond) voting and nonvoting political participation.55

Civil Society Organizations as Hindrances to
Participation
Although we expect CSOs to positively affect the political
participation of custodial citizens connected to them,
reasons exist to be pessimistic about their influence.
There has been a steady growth in the number of
charitable nonprofit organizations and nonprofit advo-
cacy organizations, which often do not mobilize clients
and rely little on memberships to advance their interests.
The growth of CSOs focused on charitable purposes and
without mass memberships (e.g., American Society for
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals or the American
Civil Liberties Union) shrinks stores of social capital for
conversion to political capital.56 Such organizations “focus
on maximizing the number of people involved without
developing their capacity for civic action.”57 It likely
undermines the political utility of CSOs for citizens,58

be they custodial or noncustodial.
Also, custodial citizens, generally, are likely to reach out

to and be contacted by social services CSOs that focus on
meeting immediate needs (e.g., shelter, substance abuse
recovery, employment).59 Such organizations seek to sup-
port their own persistence first and foremost. Fearing that
mobilization of clients could negatively affect their finances,
and misunderstanding government regulations of political
activities by nonprofits, social services CSOs tend to avoid
politics, limiting their level of political engagement.60

Even when CSOs foster political engagement, many
bias their mobilization. CSOs tend to target individuals
who demonstrate greater activism61 and who possess more
positive social constructions and political capital.62 Given
the central tendencies of the racial and class demographics
of custodial citizens, the political strategies of many CSOs
disregard custodial citizens and their communities, pre-
ferring to mobilize the less marginalized.63

Civil Society Organizations as Pathways to
Participation
Those realities notwithstanding, it is plausible that civil
society positively affects the participation of custodial
citizens. Political participation has associational anchors
and “organizational roots” in civil society.64 Routine
functions and incentives of charities, associations, and
other forms of CSOs strengthen the anchors and roots for
political participation.65 Moreover, many CSOs engage in
a variety of activities consequential for the political
behavior of clients, volunteers, members, and other stake-
holders (figure 1).66

Many CSOs, inclusive of many faith-based/religious
CSOs like black churches67 and secular CSOs like labor
unions, educate, train, and socialize individuals for
political participation.68 They teach people to develop
opinions and perceive their interests, form group con-
sciousness and identify shared grievances, speak their
concerns, and amplify their voices.69 They cultivate
personal commitments to public issues and collective
problem solving.70 They help individuals develop polit-
ical efficacy, education, and civic skills for participation.
Political engagement by individuals connected to chari-
table CSOs can increase from their participation in the
“ordinary and routine” practices and activities of the
organizations—“activity that has nothing to do with
politics or public issues, can develop organizational and
communications skills that are relevant for politics and
thus can facilitate political activity.”71 For instance, the
one-on-one conversations, opportunities for public
speaking, and collective problem solving of sacred and
secular CSOs influence civic development, even when
they are indirectly political.72 As a result, connections to
CSOs by custodial citizens should reduce barriers to
participation, including resource, efficacy, and recruit-
ment barriers.73

Beyond dispositional and institutional reasons, people
participate politically because others recruit and mobilize
them,74 and CSOs can channel people into opportunities
for political participation. Personal connections to CSOs
increase the likelihood that “political leaders” will attempt
to mobilize them for political influence: “First, organiza-
tions mobilize their own members, often explicitly . . . .
Second, organizations expose their members to mobiliza-
tion by sympathetic politicians, activists, and other organ-
izations.”75 Thus, CSOs create bridges that connect the
civic and the political spheres, which can positively affect
resources, orientations, and recruitment for political
participation through mobilization.76 Hence, “people
who belong to associations are more likely to be mobilized
and more likely to participate than people who do not
belong.”77 As well, some CSOs are capable of activating
and mobilizing clients, constituents, and members for
political participation because of “reciprocal service
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provision” that produces patron/client relationships that
benefit organizations, their clients, and even political
elites.78

Evidence is strong and consistent that CSOs, even
human services CSOs, can inform, activate, and mobilize
marginalized people. CSOs help them overcome the
greater resource, efficacy, and recruitment barriers to
participation that they face relative to people who are
not marginalized.79 The provision and shaping of routine
opportunities for engagement often allow CSOs to dem-
onstrate that collective action produces symbolic and
substantive rewards for marginalized people.80 Accord-
ingly, civic voluntarism among lower SES individuals is
higher in communities with more and stronger CSOs than
in neighborhoods with fewer and weaker ones.81

Furthermore, CSOs are central to social welfare de-
livery in communities with high rates of custodial
citizens. Again, it is unusual for human services CSOs
to explicitly emphasize political action and mobilization.
Nevertheless, some CSOs deliberately enable custodial
citizens to develop and practice political resistance.82

Moreover, some CSOs exist to politically activate and
mobilize custodial citizens and their communities.83 They
provide custodial citizens with a greater sense of civic and
political worth for fostering “new citizenship” and political
participation through associational life (see figure 2).84

In sum, CSOs can perform multiple roles that bear on
political participation. From fostering group conscious-
ness, solidarity, and social capital to spending resources to
influencing elections, CSOs can develop the democratic
capacities, sentiments, and activities of citizens, custodial

or otherwise. Accordingly, there are more reasons than
not to expect that personal connections between custodial
citizens and CSOs mitigate—and possibly reverse—the
negative effects of criminal justice contact on political
participation by custodial citizens. Therefore, we predict
that custodial citizens with personal connections to CSOs are
more likely to participate by voting and nonvoting political
activities than custodial citizens without personal connections
to CSOs.

Data, Measures, and Methods
We test our prediction about the influence of criminal
justice contact and CSOs on the political participation of
custodial citizens with individual and aggregate-level data
from the Chicago metropolitan area. Chicago is more
alike than different from many major metropolitan areas
and central cities. “Chicago is not absolutely average, to be
sure . . . . But Chicago has faced the dynamics that have
confronted old major cities in the country—growth,
decline, crime, and boom times. In this sense Chicago
[is] both unique and broadly representative, grounded in
a thoroughly documented history and context that helps
us understand key patterns.”85 Moreover, trends in
criminal justice contact in Illinois and Chicago “are
broadly consistent with trends in crime and incarceration
throughout the United States.”86

Illinois is neither high nor low regarding correctional
control: The rate of adults incarcerated, paroled, or on
probation is 1:38, placing Illinois thirty-fourth among
the fifty states. Chicago, its key metropolitan area and
central city, has a large subpopulation of custodial

Figure 1
Civil society organizations pave ways for political participation
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citizens and is the primary destination for the return of
persons released from correctional institutions, inclusive
of the local Cook County Jail. For instance, of the
approximately 39,000 people annually released from
prison in Illinois, 51% of them reside in the city of
Chicago, mainly in seven of 77 neighborhoods, marked
by “concentrated disadvantage” in terms of poverty and
unemployment rates.87

Additionally, restrictions on voting by people under
correctional control via prison, jail, parole, or probation
with felony convictions in Chicago are comparable to
those covering custodial citizens in most metropolitan
areas (and states) in the United States. Under Illinois law,
custodial citizens are only disenfranchised while incarcer-
ated. Like those in fifteen other states and the District of
Columbia, custodial citizens in Chicago who are on parole
or probation (i.e., most Chicagoans under correctional
control) may vote. Custodial citizens in Illinois may vote,
too, while awaiting trial, be they jailed or bonded.

Most important, because of the 2014 Chicago Area
Study (CAS), there is adequate survey data permitting
estimates of the relationship among criminal justice
contact, personal connections to CSOs, and political
participation. The CAS, which our online appendix
details, surveyed 1,294 respondents, including an over-
sample of blacks and Latinos, living in the central city
and suburbs of metropolitan Chicago.88 Of course, we
know the statistical limits of self-reported data relative to
strengths of administrative data on criminal justice contact
and political participation.89 We lack the latter, however,
for Chicago or Illinois, particularly for measures of
personal connections to CSOs and participation beyond
registering to vote and voting.

In addition to the CAS, we collected aggregate data on
criminal justice contact, CSOs, and political participation

in the city of Chicago at the level of neighborhood beats
of the Chicago Police Department. We matched a set of
measures of criminal justice contact, CSO density, and
voting and nonvoting political participation to each
police beat. Police beats, which are our units of supple-
mental analysis (N 5 270), allowed us to leverage an
important form of nonvoting political participation in
Chicago, namely attendance at police beat meetings90 (and
to address concerns about selection and response bias
associated with surveys like the CAS).91

Generally, Chicago is a city of public meetings, as is
true of many cities.92 In particular, it is a city that uses
public meetings as vehicles for citizen contact with
government officials. The police beat meetings of the
Chicago Alternative Policing Strategy (CAPS) are one
important set of meetings in Chicago.93 At least 53,000
police beat meetings were held from 1995 through 2016,
with total annual attendance ranging from 21,000 to
approximately 60,000 people.94 Themeetings occur at least
once each quarter, offering residents opportunities for face-
to-face interaction with law enforcement and other govern-
ment officials, where they make requests related to policing
and other municipal services. Themeetings allowmunicipal
agencies and citizens to collaborate to coproduce improved
police-community relations and greater public safety.
“With the exception of elections, it is difficult to identify
a municipal activity of any kind attracting similar levels of
civic participation—anywhere in the country.”95 Further-
more, “Chicago’s policing program has helped to even out
the opportunities to participate in community govern-
ments, with the greatest increase in collective participation
by African-Americans.”96

CAS Survey—Criminal Justice Contact and Personal
Connections to Civil Society Organizations
Our key independent variables are criminal justice
contact and personal connections to CSOs. Our measures
of criminal justice contact come from a CAS question:
We are interested in how much contact people have had with
the police. In the past five years, have you . . . (please select all
that apply)—been questioned by the police for any reason,
been on probation or parole, served time in jail and/or prison.
Eleven percent of respondents indicated that the police
had questioned them and five percent reported being
under correctional control in the past. We model self-
reported levels of criminal justice contact in the past five
years with dummy variables (Yes 5 1, 0 5 No) for
detained (i.e., questioned by the police) and correctional
control (i.e., prison, parole, or probation). The CAS data
do not permit a refined assessment of the length of time
either under correctional control or length of time since
criminal justice contact.
The CAS queried respondents about their personal

connections to CSOs: Some people participate in groups and
organizations while others do not. Do you currently belong to,

Figure 2
Redeeming citizenship by/for people with
criminal justice contact

Photo credit: Michael Leo Owens
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volunteer with, attend meetings of, or pay dues for any of the
following types of groups? Types of groups included: (1)
religious group; (2) neighborhood or community organi-
zation; (3) labor union; (4) a professional organization; (5)
an ethnic/cultural organization; (6) political organization
that focuses on a specific cause; (7) political party; (8) civic
organization (e.g., Rotary Club); (9) other; and (10) none
of these. Initially, we coded the types of CSOs that
respondents identified having personal connections to
into six dummy variables: religious, community, ethnic,
labor, political, and other. We tested the independent
effects of these dichotomous variables. Ultimately, we
exclude them because the CAS provided insufficient data
for rigorous tests and robust results. Consequently, our
measure of personal CSO connections is a dichotomous
variable, measuring personal or direct participation in any
type of group (Yes 5 1, No 5 0). Forty-two percent of
respondents reported connections to CSOs. Although we
know that higher levels of personal involvement in
organizations produce greater personal involvement “in
governmental politics” and other arenas of political
participation such as elections,97 the CAS did not measure
the degree of personal involvement in CSOs.
We use two measures of voting from the CAS—

whether a respondent was registered to vote and whether
they reported voting in the 2012 presidential election.
Among registered voters in the CAS, 89% reported voting
in 2012.98 We measure nonvoting political participation by
self-reports of seven political activities, inclusive of a few
electoral activities besides voting, respondents performed
within 12months prior to the survey: (1) signed a petition;
(2) shared political information via social media; (3)
attended a protest; (4) wrote a letter to an elected official;
(5) donated to a political cause; (6) volunteered for
a political campaign; or (7) issued a political opinion
publicly in the form of an op-ed or calling into a radio
show. We scaled the items, creating a conventional
nonvoting political participation index. It ranges from
zero to seven, with a mean of 1.53 activities.99 The
variety of activities in our index raises the possibility that
one activity (e.g., protesting) drives observed relation-
ships between criminal justice contact and nonvoting
political participation. To evaluate the appropriateness of
the use of the index we model the independent effects of
each type of criminal justice contact and CSO connec-
tions on each item in the index. Figure 3 displays the
marginal effects.
There is no evidence that correctional control nega-

tively correlates with any item in the nonvoting political
participation index. Instead, we observe that criminal
justice contact positively correlates with contacting a gov-
ernment official, volunteering, and donating money to
a cause. It is otherwise unrelated to nonvoting political
participation. Figure 3 also does not reveal that any one
activity or type of activity underlies a positive association

between police detentions for questioning and nonvoting
political participation. Finally, figure 3 illustrates that CSO
connections statistically increase participation in all activi-
ties but one—sharing opinions on TV, radio, or in
a newspaper. Given the general absence of a pattern of
criminal justice contact affecting nonvoting political partic-
ipation, we retain the seven-item scale as our measure of
political participation beyond voting and registering to vote.

We control for race, gender, age, education, income,
political interest, efficacy, party identification, marriage,
and unemployment. The CAS stratified its sample by
race. It did not stratify by other characteristics co-
occurring with criminal justice contact (e.g., income
and education). There may be an underrepresentation
of respondents with criminal justice contact because of
under-sampling some subpopulations or respondents
concealing criminal justice contact. To mitigate potential
data biases arising from sampling error, we apply weights
to the CAS data where possible, using U.S. Census
Bureau estimates of the demographics of the Chicago
metropolitan area.100

Aggregate Data—Criminal Justice Contact andDensity
of Civil Society Organizations
We rely on a unique set of public records of criminal
convictions to measure criminal justice contact at the
community level. Our data from the Chicago Justice Project
(CJP), originally collected by the Office of the Chief Judge
of the Circuit Court of Cook County (CCCC), includes
records of criminal convictions and sentences by the
Criminal Division of the CCCC between 2005 and
2009.101 The records are cases the State’s Attorney brought
against 173,204 individuals it charged with felonies. For our
measure and analysis, we retained felony conviction records
for residents of the city of Chicago, relying on physical home
address the court provided for each defendant. We success-
fully geocoded 90% of the 42,200 cases in the dataset
(N537,980). We corrected for an extremely right-skewed
raw rate of felony convictions by logging conviction rates
(log(Convictions)).102

We also measure density of CSOs at the community
level, which somewhat parallels or proxies for personal
connections to CSOs. Extant research on civil society,
especially in Chicago, tells us important things about the
measure, beyond the fact that it is an indicator of the
organizational foundation and milieu of communities.103

First, CSO densities are relatively stable by decade. Second,
CSO density is positively correlated with events for civic
engagement and action, especially “charity events, commu-
nity festivals, public meetings, recreational activities, and
workshops,” and political protests and rallies.104 Third,
CSO density is a strong predictor of the propensity of
“collective action” in or by neighborhoods in Chicago.105

We constructed our CSO density measure from the
Exempt Organizations Business Master File Extracts106 of
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the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). The IRS identifies all
active, tax-exempt, CSOs in the United States with annual
incomes greater than $25,000 that are registered with the
federal government and are required to file annual
financial disclosure reports. Also, the IRS dataset classifies
all nonprofit organizations by missions, describes the types
of services they provide, and identifies their physical
addresses. We chose all CSOs operating in Chicago that
the IRS categorized as 501(c)(3), 501(c)(4), 501(c)(5),
501(c)(7), and 501(c)(9) nonprofit organizations
(N513,932).107 We aggregated CSOs to police beats,
standardizing counts by rates of CSOs per 1,000 people.
Like the convictions data, densities of CSOs skewed
rightward,108 requiring logging CSO densities (log(CSO)).

We use two measures of nonvoting political participa-
tion that involve contacting public officials, either of
a community or particularistic bent.109 The first measure
is a multiyear variable of public attendance at police beat
meetings, using proprietary CAPS data on the number of
civilian attendees per beat per month from 2013 through
2015.110 We regard attendance at police beat meetings as
an aggregate equivalent of survey items measuring atten-
dance at community or political meetings. We calculated
both the mean average attendance across all years by police
beat and rates of meeting attendance per 1,000 people.
Attendance rates ranged from .55 to 36.2, with a mean of
3.6.

Influenced by a resurgence in the study of nonvoting
political participation, particularly citizen-initiated con-
tact with government,111 our second measure of contact

operationalizes nonvoting political participation by instan-
ces of requests for nonemergency services from the city of
Chicago via its 24-hour municipal 311 call system.112 We
treat a 311 call as an analog to the conventional survey
measure of contacting a public official. Furthermore, 311
callers demonstrate “custodianship” for the commons,
contribute to the maintenance of public goods, and reveal
a “civic disposition—that is manifest in a broader pattern
of political participation, including behaviors like voting
and volunteering.”113 Theoretically, variation in criminal
justice contact and CSO densities should influence 311
calls. If higher levels of criminal justice contact, for instance,
degrade trust in government, whereby less engagement with
political life results, eroded trust should diminish the
propensity of communities to contact governments to
address neighborhood issues.114 We geocoded all 311 calls
in Chicago in 2014 (N5 584,644) and calculated calls per
1,000 people at the level of police beats. Rates ranged from
1.9 calls to 221.1 calls, averaging 87.5 calls.115

Turning to voting participation in the municipality of
Chicago, our two measures are turnout by registered
voters in the 2014 Illinois general election (2014 voter
turnout) and voter turnout in the 2015 mayoral election
(2015 voter turnout), derived from electoral precinct-level
data from the municipal Board of Election Commissioners.
Estimated mean voter turnout for the 2014 election is 47%
and 38% for 2015. Descriptive statistics and correlation
matrices for all variables in our individual-level and
community-level analyses are available from tables A1–A4
of the online appendix.116

Figure 3
Marginal effects of criminal justice contact on participation

Notes: The figure reflects the marginal effect of correctional control, being detained by the police, and CSO connections on each item in the

nonvoting participation index. Coefficients reflect fully specified models, located in tables A6 and A7 of the online appendix.
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Empirical Analyses and Results
Individual-Level Analysis
To get a baseline estimate of the relationship between
criminal justice contact and political participation, we
assess the relationships of criminal justice contact and
measures of voting participation and nonvoting partici-
pation at the individual level. We would expect, based on
extant studies, that voting participation by custodial
citizens would be lower than voting participation by
noncustodial citizens, with more intense criminal justice

contact being associated with greater reductions in voting.
The results in table 1 partially support the expectations.

More intense criminal justice contact, measured by
correctional control via imprisonment or jailing or
community supervision through parole or probation, is
negatively associated with individuals being registered to
vote and having voted. However, the relationship is not
statistically significant. Conversely, and curiously, being
detained by the police for questioning is associated with
an increased likelihood of voter registration. Yet, like
having been under correctional control, we failed to

Table 1
Effects of criminal justice contact on political participation

Registered to Votea Voted in 2012 Nonvoting Political Participationb

Correctional control -0.131
(0.586)

-0.881
(0.485)

0.061
(0.122)

Detained by police 0.754*
(0.372)

0.099
(0.345)

0.191**
(0.068)

CSO connection 0.683**
(0.234)

0.549*
(0.245)

0.293***
(0.050)

Black 0.289
(0.396)

0.439
(0.383)

-0.077
(0.075)

Latino -0.599*
(0.265)

-0.120
(0.307)

0.098
(0.066)

Other race -0.572
(0.342)

-0.578
(0.395)

-0.078
(0.098)

Political interest 0.053
(0.108)

0.321**
(0.116)

0.166***
(0.026)

Political efficacy 0.472**
(0.151)

0.261
(0.161)

0.106**
(0.037)

Education -0.009
(0.130)

0.195
(0.136)

0.069*
(0.030)

Female 0.075
(0.224)

0.111
(0.239)

-0.007
(0.049)

Age: 18-34 -0.525*
(0.249)

-0.126
(0.272)

0.147*
(0.061)

Age: 651 1.273*
(0.506)

0.873*
(0.423)

-0.067
(0.067)

Democrat 0.308
(0.332)

0.489
(0.335)

-0.014
(0.066)

Independent -0.572
(0.301)

-0.463
(0.307)

-0.055
(0.066)

Income 0.163*
(0.079)

0.267**
(0.089)

-0.015
(0.017)

Married -0.347
(0.250)

0.142
(0.274)

0.039
(0.056)

Unemployed -0.199
(0.275)

-0.608*
(0.289)

0.132
(0.074)

Constant 0.546
(0.609)

-0.925
(0.678)

-0.749***
(0.152)

Observations 1,229 1,140 1,229
Log Likelihood -335.595 -293.608 -1,699.86
AIC 707.191 623.216 3,435.71

Notes: aWe model registered to vote and voted in 2012 with logistic regression.

bWe model nonvoting political participation with Poisson regression. A dispersion test, using the R package “AER,” yielded an estimate

of .662, suggesting the data are not burdened by overdispersion.

*p,.05; **p,.01; ***p,.001.
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observe any association between police detentions for
questioning and voting in 2012.

Turning to the effect of contact on nonvoting partic-
ipation, we would expect a positive relationship, as most
previous studies conclude. As table 1 shows, the results
from Chicago partially support the expectation.117

Respondents who report that the police had detained
them for questioning are likely to have greater levels of
nonvoting political participation. The finding confirms
results from other studies that show less intense criminal
justice contact may increase nonvoting participation.118

Yet there is no evidence from Chicago that incarceration
and community supervision increase or decrease non-
voting participation. This, too, is relatively consistent with
prior research.119

So far, we have evidence that criminal justice contact
may have varied effects on voting and nonvoting political
participation. The positive associations we observe for
civic voluntarism through personal connections to
CSOs—controlling for other factors, including correctional
control—are, however, consistent for voting and nonvoting
participation (table 1). The relationship achieves statistical
significance across all three models. Personal connections to
CSOs are associated with increased participation, as we
theorized. This strengthens our expectation that personal
connections to CSOs are positively associated with voting
and nonvoting political participation by custodial citizens.

Turning our attention to examining the moderating
effect of personal connections to CSOs on the political
participation of individuals with criminal justice contact,
we explore the relationship between criminal justice
experiences with personal connections to CSOs. The
results in table 2 suggest that personal connections to
CSOs correlate with a greater propensity of nonvoting
participation by custodial citizens, relative to those with
criminal justice contact who lack CSO connections. The
interaction of correctional control and personal connec-
tions to CSOs produced results that accord with our
hypothesis about political participation beyond registering
to vote and voting. Personal connections to CSOs are
positively related to greater nonvoting political participa-
tion by people who have been under correctional control,
after controlling for factors that conventionally correlate
with civic voluntarism.

To better interpret the relationships among criminal
justice contact, connections to CSOs, and nonvoting
political participation, we calculated the expected score
on the nonvoting political participation index by degree of
criminal justice contact. We did this for custodial citizens
with and without connections to CSOs. Regardless of the
degree of contact, personal connections to CSOs improve
nonvoting participation by custodial citizens relative to
those lacking connections to CSOs (figure 4). Absent CSO
connections, criminal justice contact diminishes the
expected level of nonvoting political participation. Those

without criminal justice contact and without CSO con-
nections have an expected score of 1.25 activities on the
index. The expected score on the index shrinks to one
activity for those who have been under correctional control
and lack CSO connections. Among similarly situated
custodial citizens with CSO connections who have been
under correctional control, however, the expected score on
the index increases to 2.25 activities.120

Remarkably, the size of the positive association of
personal connections to CSOs on nonvoting political
participation is larger for those with criminal justice
contact than for those without it. For noncustodial
citizens, personal connections to CSOs improve non-
voting political participation by about .3 political activ-
ities. Among Chicagoans the police have detained, CSO
connections improve the expected score on the index by
about .6 political activities. Personal connections to
CSOs also increase the expected score by 1.25 political
activities among respondents who have experienced some
form of correctional control. Moreover, the expected
value of nonvoting participation for custodial citizens
with personal ties to CSOs exceeds that of their counter-
parts without criminal justice contact.
Nevertheless, personal connections to CSOs appear to

not moderate the depressive effects of criminal justice
contact on voting. Our finding, which is important, may
reflect that the material and attitudinal barriers to voting
custodial citizens face remain high despite any capacity of
CSOs to pave the way for voting. Even in places like
metropolitan Chicago, where all custodial citizens are
eligible to vote, and even as their connections to CSOs
may ease participation in other forms of civic engagement,
barriers to voting may remain. Lastly, the results reveal that
personal connections to CSOs by custodial citizens the
police have detained for questioning may not be statisti-
cally significant for voting or nonvoting political partici-
pation.121

One implication of our findings is that the empirical
claims of the literature about the negative democratic
effect of the carceral state are too general to adequately
describe civic voluntarism by custodial citizens. Certainly,
custodial citizens may withdraw from or neglect voting.
Nonetheless, many continue to participate outside the
ballot box, especially when they are connected to CSOs.
Moreover, some custodial citizens will begin participating
beyond voting because they have personal connections to
CSOs. Such connections may make their participation
more likely and frequent because the CSOs create
opportunities for education, activation, and mobilization,
as they do for noncustodial citizens.

Aggregate-Level Data
Based on our results from the individual-level analysis,
combined with the broader empirical findings in the
literature on the political behavior and attitudes of
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custodial citizens, we explore a simple set of predictions
about criminal justice contact at the community-level:
greater criminal justice contact is associated with decreases
in electoral participation, measured by voting and greater
criminal justice contact is associated with increases in
nonvoting political participation. Recall that our aggregate
criminal justice contact measure is felony conviction rate.
It is, as table 3 displays, statistically associated with lower
turnout in the 2015 mayoral election.We logged the rate of
felony convictions such that the coefficient estimate is
interpreted as the absolute change in 2015 turnout given
a percent change in felony convictions. Thus, a 5% increase
in the felony conviction rate decreases expected voter
turnout at the community-level in 2015 by approximately
four percentage points. Also, while the relationship is not
statistically significant, the felony conviction rate is nega-
tively associated with the 2014 general election turnout.
Independent of CSO density, the rate of felony

convictions is associated with increased nonvoting
political participation, measured by 311 calls. Moving
from the minimum value of felony conviction rate
(.018) to its mean value (7.5) increases the rate of
nonemergency calls in Chicago from 24 calls per 1,000
residents in police beats to just over 100 calls. Similarly,
the felony conviction rate positively relates to meeting
attendance, with the relationship approaching statistical
significance. The positive effect that may exist between
the felony conviction rate on both types of nonvoting
political participation perhaps indicates neighborhood
disorder and maybe lower (or higher) levels of commu-
nity efficacy.122 That would mean felony conviction
rates co-occur with needs for nonemergency assistance/
antagonistic policing practices in need of redress.123

Furthermore, one would expect that the scale of CSO
presence in communities would particularly influence
political participation by custodial citizens, whereby
CSOs mitigate the demobilizing effects of criminal
justice contact. We test this expectation at the
community-level by interacting felony conviction rates
and CSO density. Parallel to the results from our
individual level analysis, political participation should
be greater in communities where conviction rates are
higher and the presence of CSOs are denser, compared to

Table 2
The interactive effects of contact and CSO connections on forms of participation

Registered to Votea Voted in 2012 Nonvoting Political Participationb

Correctional control -0.160
(0.662)

-1.565**
(0.574)

-0.213
(0.196)

CSO connection 0.601*
(0.243)

0.551*
(0.273)

0.255***
(0.054)

Detained by police 0.533
(0.419)

0.519
(0.471)

0.131
(0.112)

Correctional control*CSO connection 0.356
(1.483)

2.518
(1.389)

0.519*
(0.249)

Detained*CSO connection 1.027
(1.025)

-0.911
(0.676)

0.109
(0.139)

Observations 1,229 1,140 1,229
Log Likelihood -335.809 -290.046 -1,696.76
AIC 711.619 620.092 3,433.52

Notes: a We model registered to vote and voted in 2012 with logistic regression.

bWe model nonvoting political participation with Poisson regression. A dispersion test, using the R package “AER,” yielded an estimate

of .660, suggesting an absence of overdispersion.

*p,.05; **p,.01; ***p,.001. Reported coefficients are from fully specified models, located in table A8 of the appendix.

Figure 4
The impact of criminal justice contact and
CSO connections on participation

Notes: The figure reflects the interactive effect of criminal justice

contact and CSO connections on participation among CAS

respondents in the Chicago Metropolitan Area. Expected values

derived from the nonvoting political participation model (refer to

table 2).
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communities with lower CSO densities. Comparatively,
lesser CSO densities and lower conviction rates should
matter less for political participation outcomes at the
community-level. While CSO density and conviction
rates independently increase requests for nonemergency
assistance, we do not observe in table 4 a statistically
significant interactive association with nonvoting politi-
cal participation or with voting.

Figure 5 displays the marginal effects of CSO density,
conviction rate, and the interaction between the two on
each outcome of interest. These visualizations highlight
that, independent of the felony conviction rate, the density
of CSOs are positively related to nonvoting political
participation. That is true, too, for the felony conviction
rate in relation to 311 calls, regardless of CSO density. We
interpret those results to mean that CSO density positively

Table 3
Effect of conviction rates and CSO densities on voting and nonvoting participation

2014 Voter Turnout 2015 Voter Turnout Meeting Attendance 311 Calls

Log (convictions) -0.006
(0.003)

-0.008*
(0.003)

0.494
(0.306)

11.137***
(2.662)

Log (CSOs) 0.004
(0.004)

-0.002
(0.004)

0.852**
(0.325)

9.391**
(3.242)

% 18-34 -0.347***
(0.062)

-0.296***
(0.063)

0.196
(4.872)

10.168
(48.693)

% 651 0.297**
(0.108)

0.598***
(0.109)

-1.117
(8.442)

23.671
(84.266)

% black 0.082***
(0.018)

-0.029
(0.019)

-3.290*
(1.438)

24.780
(14.350)

% Latino -0.053*
(0.025)

0.057*
(0.025)

-4.978*
(1.946)

53.152**
(19.354)

% College graduate 0.287***
(0.039)

0.175***
(0.040)

-7.714*
(3.190)

-78.220*
(30.894)

% Poor -0.022
(0.055)

-0.087
(0.056)

5.902
(4.334)

-298.645***
(43.081)

% Unemployed -0.019
(0.064)

0.090
(0.065)

-5.752
(5.120)

-9.664
(50.472)

% Owner occupied 0.226***
(0.062)

0.219***
(0.063)

9.353
(4.881)

-30.243
(48.655)

Constant 0.263***
(0.068)

0.172*
(0.069)

0.413
(5.375)

166.427**
(53.611)

Observations 270 270 268 270
Adjusted R2 0.774 0.712 0.087 0.4

Note: All dependent variables are continuous, and are modeled using ordinary least squares regression.

*p,.05; **p,.01; ***p,.001.

Table 4
Interactive effect of conviction rates and CSO densities on voting and nonvoting political
participation

2014 Voter Turnout 2015 Voter Turnout Meeting Attendance 311 Calls

Log (convictions) -0.005
(0.004)

-0.006
(0.004)

0.567
(0.378)

10.046***
(2.940)

log( CSOs) 0.004
(0.004)

-0.003
(0.004)

0.847**
(0.326)

9.568**
(3.250)

Convictions*CSOs -0.001
(0.002)

-0.002
(0.002)

-0.048
(0.145)

1.117
(1.275)

Observations 270 270 268 270
Adjusted R2 0.773 0.713 0.076 0.4

Notes: All dependent variables are continuous, and are modeled using ordinary least squares regression.

*p,.05; **p,.01; ***p,.001. Coefficients reflect fully specified models, located in table A12 of the online appendix.
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increases requests for nonemergency assistance in com-
munities with either low or high felony conviction rates.
Our interpretation is plausible, given that “organizational
resources predict collective efficacy and [CSOs] produce
externalities that foster collective action” in Chicago.124

However, we must reiterate two points. First, higher
rates of 311 calls may result from greater needs for
nonemergency assistance in high criminal justice contact
(i.e., high felony conviction rate) communities. Second,
higher attendance at police beat meetings may stem from
greater degrees of police-community antagonisms, if
policing is more concentrated, “hot spot” oriented, and
aggressive. Put another way, higher rates of citizen-
initiated contact with government in one form or another
in communities with more custodial citizens could result
from a need in such communities for greater attention
from public officials, a need that may be absent in
communities with fewer custodial citizens.
To address those potentialities, we employed a match-

ing causal inference strategy that allowed us to compare

the impact of CSO density among similarly situated
communities that differ primarily by felony conviction
rates. The strategy allowed us to compare low conviction
rate communities to otherwise similarly situated high
conviction rate communities. We describe the matching
strategy and report results in full in the online appendix.
Results from the matched analysis generally corroborate
conclusions we drew from our analysis of the full sample
before matching communities by rates of felony con-
victions. Specifically, greater CSO density is associated
with greater requests for nonemergency assistance and
attendance at police beat meetings among communities
with either low or high felony conviction rates (refer to
table 5 and figure 6).

To be clear, greater CSO density is associated with
greater attendance at police beat meetings and requests
for nonemergency assistance among low-conviction
communities that are comparable in other ways to
their high-conviction counterparts. Neither do convic-
tion rates by themselves appear to impact nonvoting

Figure 5
Conviction rate, CSO density, and participation among Chicago police beats

Notes: The marginal effect of conviction rate, CSOs per 1,000 in the population and their interaction on voting, attendance at police beat

meetings, and requests for nonemergency assistance. Coefficient estimates reflect models presented in table 4.
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political behavior, nor does CSO density operate
differently for low- or high-conviction communities.
The overriding factor influencing nonvoting political
participation appears to be CSO density. Results from

the matching strategy, then, confirm that our broader
findings about CSO density and nonvoting political
participation are not due to need alone in those
communities.

Table 5
Matched analysis: Interactive effect of conviction rates and CSO densities on voting and
nonvoting political participation

2014 Voter Turnout 2015 Voter Turnout Meeting Attendance 311 Calls

Log (convictions per 1000 pop) -0.022*
(0.010)

-0.042***
(0.010)

0.610
(0.495)

-1.432
(7.991)

Log (CSO per 1000 pop) 0.070***
(0.007)

0.003
(0.008)

0.880*
(0.380)

17.965**
(6.087)

Convict*CSOs -0.055***
(0.016)

-0.002
(0.017)

-0.386
(0.813)

-18.233
(13.096)

Observations 88 88 88 88
Adjusted R2 0.518 0.192 0.061 0.064

Notes: All dependent variables are continuous, and modeled using ordinary least squares regression.

*p,.05; **p,.01; ***p,.001.

Figure 6
Conviction rate, CSO density, and participation among matched police beats

Notes: Themarginal effects of conviction rate, CSOs per 1,000 in the population, and their interaction on voting, attendance at police beat meetings,

and requests for nonemergency assistance, among matched police beats. Coefficient estimates reflect models presented in table 5.
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Voting, however, is different. While increasing CSO
density is associated with increasing voter turnout in high
and low criminal justice contact communities in Chicago
in 2014, the slope of increase is greater for low conviction
communities than for high ones. This illuminates how we
might interpret the effects of CSOs on nonvoting
political participation in communities. Although the
interaction term for convictions rates and CSO density
does not achieve statistical significance for either meeting
attendance or 311 calls per capita, as is the case with the
results of the unmatched analysis presented earlier in
table 4 and figure 5, the nature of the relationships are
similar: CSO density increases nonvoting political behavior in
high-conviction and low-conviction police beats, even if the
size of the effect is larger in low-conviction communities.
Overall, CSOs are associated with more nonvoting

political participation in high conviction communities,
which parallels what we observed in the individual-level
analysis, whereby personal connections to CSOs were
associated with increased nonvoting political participation
by custodial citizens. Also, contacting government, either
through attendance at police beat meetings or making
requests for nonemergency assistance, is about more than
need. CSO density matters as there is an association
between CSO density and increased nonvoting political
participation, regardless of community-level conviction
rates. However, as we generally observed in the
individual-level analysis, where personal connections to
CSOs were not associated with changes in voting, barriers
may remain that hinder higher densities of CSOs from
yielding greater degrees of voting by communities with
high rates of criminal justice contact.125

Discussion and Conclusion
Studies of the influence of involuntary criminal justice
contact on political participation reveal how unwanted
interactions with the carceral state negatively influence
political behavior by individuals and communities. Such
studies, which mainly report on voting, suggest that
criminal justice contact shifts many custodial citizens
from political engagement to political quiescence, assum-
ing they ever were politically active. Hence, involuntary
criminal justice contact may yield “diluted political
engagement,”126 which reduces the already low political
influence of custodial citizens as individuals and collec-
tives.127 But there is a bifurcation of participation by
custodial citizens: custodial citizens may engage less as
voters but their nonvoting political participation may not
decline. In fact, the nonvoting political participation by
custodial citizens may increase.
Nonvoting political participation by people who have

had criminal justice contact, as our results suggest, is
strongly associated with their personal connections to
civil society organizations. This association may result
from causal mechanisms inherent in specific forms of

organizing and mobilization, but also service provision,
by CSOs. When CSOs assist custodial citizens to solve
problems arising from criminal justice contact (e.g.,
unemployment, precarious housing, lack of affordable
legal assistance, etc.), they may implicitly or explicitly
assist them—and their communities—to overcome effi-
cacy and resource barriers to greater nonvoting (and
sometimes voting) participation.128 Although our study
was not designed to identify causality, future research on
political participation—including nonvoting political par-
ticipation—by custodial citizens that applies careful causal
identification strategies are warranted. Additionally, it may
be the case that particular types of CSOs matter more to
increased (or reduced) political participation by custodial
citizens and communities where more of them reside. That
is undetermined. Insights from qualitative studies of
custodial citizenship and participation, however, hint that
some types of CSOs may prove more influential than
others in shaping the engagement of people who have had
criminal justice contact.129

Additionally, the observed relationship between per-
sonal connections to CSOs and increasing nonvoting
political activities by custodial citizens, specifically indi-
viduals who experienced correctional control, is impor-
tant to keep in mind. Nonvoting political participation is
conventional political participation.130 Depending on the
measure, nonvoting participation is more common than
casting a ballot in the United States.131 Hence, the
strength of the association between personal connections
to CSOs and increasing nonvoting political participation
among custodial citizens reminds us that they—even those
whom the state has held tightest and longest via correc-
tional control—are not that much different from non-
custodial citizens when it comes to nonvoting political
participation. Custodial citizens volunteer with cam-
paigns, attend public meetings, make public-regarding
contact with government via nonemergency call systems or
letters and emails, recruit others to participate, and engage
via a variety of participatory modes.

Accordingly, nonvoting political participation by cus-
todial citizens and its breadth of activities, inclusive of
electoral ones (e.g., volunteering with campaigns) and
nonelectoral ones (e.g., petitioning), deserves as much
attention as registering to vote and voting. To be blunt,
social scientists, particularly political scientists, are overly
concerned with the effect of criminal justice contact on
voting, paying too little attention to political participation
beyond voting by custodial citizens. Yet nonvoting
political participation is perhaps more likely to strengthen
the voice of custodial citizens in relation to distributive
politics that condition their full citizenship.

Furthermore, much of the CSO activity in relation to
political organizing and mobilizing of custodial citizens is
and will be for individual and collective goods, not the
ballot. In increasing numbers of cities and states, the
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restoration of social and civil rights to custodial citizens
without them is the primary attention of CSOs con-
cerned about the democratic effects of criminal justice
contact. Their work is marked by advocacy and lobbying
campaigns, not voter registration and turnout drives, to
remove the bars on access to social welfare benefits (e.g.,
food stamps and public housing) and to open labor
markets through “ban the box” (i.e., removal of screener
questions from job applications that may reduce employ-
ment of people with criminal records).132 Additionally,
a lot of organizing of custodial citizens is less about
individuals and more about their communities in the
name of universal improvement and community develop-
ment.

Are we calling for political scientists and others to
abandon the study of voting by custodial citizens? No.
Normative, empirical, and substantive reasons remain for
us to keep studying custodial citizens as slack resources
before, during, and after elections.133 Certainly, political
mobilization of custodial citizens for greater democratic
participation obligates attention to the restoration of
voting rights and other electoral matters. There are, for
example, significant activities underway in Florida to
immediately re-enfranchise all custodial citizens without
records of violent crime and to return the ballot to prison
inmates in California, Massachusetts, and New Jersey.

Nevertheless, political participation of custodial citi-
zens as votersmay not increase, regardless of the success of
those voting-rights restoration campaigns. It also may not
increase despite personal connections to civil society
organizations as we observed in our Chicago research.
The results failed to show statistically significant relation-
ships between criminal justice contact, personal connec-
tions to CSOs, and registering to vote and voting at both
the individual and aggregate levels. More concretely, the
negative relationship between criminal justice contact and
voting may endure even by custodial citizens in commu-
nities where voting rights restoration happens immediately
after incarceration andwhere CSOs are dense and personal
connections to them are strong.

Before we conclude, it is worth reiterating the de-
scriptive character of our study. We are not able to draw
conclusions about the causal pathways of criminal justice
contact, CSO connections, and political participation.
Not only do we lack administrative data on individual
level connections to CSOs and participatory activities
beyond voting, our individual-level data is cross-sectional
and from a survey subject to selection bias. It may be, for
instance, that individuals who are connected to CSOs are
also the sort of people likely to participate at high levels.
Previous research suggests otherwise, however, and dem-
onstrates that nonpolitical institutions are instrumental to
cultivating the political skills and interests important to
participation. Yet we are unsure about the exact nature of
this relationship from cross-sectional, observational data.

While our use of aggregate data, which ameliorates
sampling and response bias, produced results that generally
support the claim that CSOs increase participation in all
kinds of communities, we observed that the magnitude of
the civil society potential for increased civic voluntarism in
communities with lower rates of custodial citizens was
greater than what we observed in communities with higher
rates of custodial citizens. Cumulative disadvantage and
institutional barriers to participation, which exacerbate
each other, construct obstacles for custodial citizens and
their communities to full participation in political life. In
the absence of better data, however, we can only postulate
about how CSO connections shape civic education, access,
and engagement, and whether variation in civic volunta-
rism by custodial citizens is indicative of relative disem-
powerment or strength.
Still, our findings disrupt the characterization that

communities where criminal justice contact is prevalent
are beleaguered, possessing weak capacities for personal
and collective efficacy, which undermine engagement of
their custodial residents in the polis. For example, our
study suggests that citizen-initiated contact with govern-
ment can be greater in communities with higher rates of
residents with criminal convictions than in communities
with lower rates of residents with criminal convictions.
Thus, communities with high rates of criminal justice
contact may not participate less in all forms of action, at
least when the civic voluntarism in question includes
behaviors beyond the frequency of voting.
Also, our research encourages political scientists to

rethink how we understand and measure the political
lives of marginalized people and their communities. By
widening our theoretical and empirical gazes beyond “the
electoral-representative dynamics that have become the
taken-for-granted object of our attention”134 we can better
observe how custodial citizens and their communities do
politics, as well as better observe how their political
behavior may bear on and be shaped by the institutions
and distributive politics of the carceral state.
Finally, echoing Majic, “it is . . . imperative that we

examine nonprofit organizations more closely and identify
the ways they may engage in civic life, especially if we are
concerned with expanding inclusion and justice through
and in the democratic political process.”135 This is
especially true in the age of the carceral state and its
expanding custodial citizenry. Research into the broader
effects, particularly participatory paradoxes, that the
American carceral state produces for civil society must
continue, inclusive of the ways civil society organizations
foster (or inhibit) the political participation of custodial
citizens and their communities.

Notes
1 “Criminal justice contact” means here involuntary
contact with the criminal justice system.
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citizen-initiated contact with government, especially
to report public problems such as potholes and
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instill a sense of trust and offer the promise of
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fostering individual and collective efficacy; Minkoff
2016, 212.
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(e.g., small religious congregations). While our CSO
density measure is blunt, its noise should bias
empirical analyses toward null results. To control for
various sources of bias that may influence conviction
rates, civic engagement, and CSO density, we
leverage data on housing tenure, age and racial
compositions, educational attainment, poverty, and
unemployment from the U.S. Census Bureau.
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regression, as noted in table 1. If the distribution of
the dependent variable is over dispersed, it is
appropriate to evaluate the data with an alternative
model (e.g., negative binomial regression or
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overdispersion. For more on this point, refer to the
online appendix.
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