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The PICS Explainer

What Is Post-Incarceration Syndrome? The Complete Guide

More than 600,000 people come home from U.S. prisons every year. Most reentry programs help them find jobs,
housing, and IDs. Almost none address the thing that quietly undoes all three: the psychological aftermath of
incarceration itself. This guide explains what PICS is, where the term comes from, how to recognize it, and what actually
helps — written by people who lived it.

PICS, in plain language

Post-Incarceration Syndrome (PICS) is the set of psychological, emotional, and social difficulties that follow people home from
prison. It shows up as depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress, difficulty adjusting to life outside, and difficulty forming and
maintaining relationships — a cluster of injuries produced by the experience of incarceration itself.

PICS is not yet a recognized diagnosis in the DSM (the manual clinicians use) or the ICD. But researchers describe it as a
discrete subtype of post-traumatic stress arising from long-term imprisonment, practitioners and justice-impacted communities
use the term every day, and in 2023 members of Congress formally asked the National Institute of Mental Health to research
it. You may also see it called Post-Traumatic Prison Disorder (PTPD) or Post-Carceral Syndrome — the terms describe the
same phenomenon.

Two facts matter more than the terminology:
The struggles are real. And they respond to support.

THE SCALE

600,000+ ~40% 240,000 5+ years

released from U.S. estimated to people affected symptoms can
prisons every year experience PICS annually persist after release

Where the term comes from

Coined in 2001 by relapse-prevention specialist Terence T. Gorski, who first described the cluster of institutionalization,
trauma, and substance-use effects in people returning from prison. Liem & Kunst's 2013 research found a recognizable cluster
of post-incarceration mental health symptoms among released long-term prisoners. In 2023, Reps. Ayanna Pressley and
Grace Napolitano formally requested NIMH research. Today, universities, nonprofits, media — and organizations like BCMM
— are turning recognition into practice.
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The Five Syndromes

The framework behind every BCMM workshop

1 - Institutionalized Personality Traits

Years of living under total control teach a mind to survive by
surrendering: decisions, schedules, identity. Home again, that _

training doesn't switch off. Choices feel dangerous. Structure feels ‘ .
safer than freedom. This is learned helplessness, not laziness — “ N
and it can be unlearned. personaity et | [IEE SN

2 - Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

Incarceration is a sustained traumatic environment. The alarm PICS
system that kept a person alive inside keeps firing outside — TSRS &

Post-Incarceration Syndrome

nightmares, flashbacks, hypervigilance, scanning every room.
Social Antisocial
Sensory Personality

Deprivation BCMM™ Curriculum Framework Traits

Substance Use
Disorders
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3 - Antisocial Personality Traits

Inside, trust is a liability and distance is armor. Aggression, emotional shutdown, and suspicion are what surviving looks like
there. Outside, the same armor costs people relationships, jobs, and second chances. Families experience this syndrome first
and understand it last: it isn't coldness — it's protection that doesn't know the war ended.

4 - Substance Use Disorders

Untreated pain looks for relief. Substance use before, during, and after incarceration is tangled into PICS — self-medication for
the other four syndromes. Relapse after release is a PICS story, not a willpower story, which is why punishment-first responses
so often fail.

5 - Social Sensory Deprivation Syndrome

Prison is years of sameness: the same walls, sounds, faces, routines. Then release delivers crowds, choices, noise, and open
space all at once. An ordinary grocery store can feel like an assault. The senses have to relearn the world — until they do,
overwhelm gets mistaken for withdrawal.
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Recognizing PICS

What it looks like in daily life — and where it leads untreated

Common signs

Eats fast, like the food might disappear Can't relax in crowds — sits facing the door

Up at strange hours; sleeps light; nightmares Struggles with choices, even small ones

Distant when closeness is offered; anger out of proportion Drawn back toward substances or old connections under
pressure

Signs vary person to person — not everyone who has been incarcerated experiences PICS, and no two people carry it identically.

The six-stage progression (untreated)

c Helplessness & hopelessness no reentry plan, no funding for treatment or training

e Immobilizing fear intense, paralyzing — the world feels unsurvivable

e Anger & PTSD symptoms free-floating rage; flashbacks surface

e Impulse reactions minimal provocation triggers outsized responses

e Severe self-isolation withdrawal to avoid the triggers

e Breakdown & acting out sleep collapse, impulse-control failure — too often, rearrest

Interrupting the early stages is the entire point of intervention.

Why it matters to everyone

Families absorb the distance and the anger without a name for it. Employers read trauma responses as attitude and lose the
people they invested in hiring. Communities pay for failed reentry in recidivism, social services, and safety. Untreated PICS
feeds the cycle that fills prisons; addressed, it becomes the highest-leverage intervention in reentry.

PICS vs. PTSD — what's the difference?

PTSD is a recognized diagnosis tied to traumatic events. PICS is broader: it can include PTSD, but adds institutionalization,
antisocial adaptations, substance use risk, and sensory deprivation — the full signature of the carceral experience.
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What Helps — and What We Do

From understanding to action

What actually helps
Mental health support — treatment that names the injury and manages symptoms
Reentry resources — housing, employment, and connection in the critical first months
Education & job training — skills and credentials that rebuild self-sufficiency
Peer support & mentorship — guidance from people who have walked the road

Reduced stigma — communities and employers that treat returning citizens as people, not records

PICS is not a life sentence. With understanding, tools, and community, people thrive.

What BCMM does about it

PICS Workshops
6-week cohorts for returning citizens — General ($8,000) & Intense ($10,000); workbook, CPR certification & outcomes included

Professional PICS Training
1 day - 5 hours for employers & agencies - $4,000 - workbook & catered lunch

Family Support Systems Workshop
1 day - 4 hours - up to 50 - $3,500 or free to families when sponsored

Free Weekly Support Group
live video, every week — open to all, family welcome, no cost ever

PICS Workbook + App
$35 - self-guided work through the five syndromes

BCMM-CRP™ Certification
online credential — turn lived experience into peer-support work

Someone you know is carrying this.

Whether it's you, your loved one, your client, or your employee — PICS can be understood, managed, and healed.
We know because we lived it.

Sources: National Incarceration Association, The Definitive Guide on Post Incarceration Syndrome - T. Gorski (2001) - Liem & Kunst (2013) - Bureau of Justice Statistics -
Pressley & Napolitano letter to NIMH (2023).
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