An Analysis of Innocence Network Organizations

Abstract

Wrongful convictions remain a critical
iIssue in the U.S. criminal justice
system. The Innocence Network is a
group of innocence organizations
that work to combat wrongful
convictions. Today, there are 60
organizations that comprise the
Innocence Network (Innocence
Network, n.d.). Despite the
proliferation of these organizations,
very little research has systematically
assessed these organizations and
the work that they do.

To obtain a better understanding
of the characteristics of these
organizations, such as the types of
work they engage in and eligibility
criteria for case acceptance, we
conducted a content analysis of the
official websites of 30 Innocence
Network Member Organizations

We found significant variation in
organizations’ caseloads, number of
successful exonerations to date, the
services they offer, and eligibility
criteria.

The results have implications for
exonerees, advocacy organizations,
researchers, and policymakers.

Objective

The malin objective of this
research is to advance understanding
of the organizations that comprise the
Innocence Network.

Purpose:

The purpose of the study is threefold.
First, we examined general
characteristics of the organizations
(e.g., year of origin, current
caseload).

Second, we analyzed the
services that organizations provide
to prevent wrongful convictions (e.g.,
policy advocacy, research) and
support exonerees (e.g., legal
representation, social support
services).

Third, we assessed the eligibility
criteria that criminal cases must
meet for an organization to accept the
case.

Hypothesis:
This i1s an exploratory study. We did
not formulate specific hypotheses.
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Method

Design and Data:

We content analyzed the websites of
Innocence Network member organizations.
We randomly selected 30 of the 60

organizations.

Measures and Procedure:

Our variables of interest were
organizations’ year of origin, current
caseload, number of exonerations, types of
services, and eligibility criteria. We
developed a coding scheme based on
these variables, and coded information
from each organization’s website.

Results
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Percent of Organizations

Services Offered by Innocence
Network Organizations

Most organizations (n = 14) were

founded between 2000 and 2010
(First = 1989, Last = 2021).

On average, organizations have a

current caseload of 22 cases
(Min. = 4, Max. = 40).

On average, organizations have

successfully exonerated 32 people

(Min. = 3, Max. = 60).

Eligibility criteria varied widely
across organizations. Criteria
pertained to evidence, defendants’

sentences, appeals status, and more.
We are in the process of coding these

data, to obtain a more systematic
understanding of organizations’
eligibility criteria.

Conclusion

This research examined general
characteristics of Innocence Network membe
organizations, their role in preventing
wrongful convictions and supporting
exonerees, and their eligibility criteria.

The findings indicate that all organizations
provide pre-exoneration legal representation,
but very few organizations provide post-
exoneration legal representation. Further,
while over half of the organizations engage in
policy advocacy and educational outreach,
fewer organizations conduct research or
provide social support services to exonerees
after they have been exonerated. Although
these organizations provide essential
services, gaps remain in post-exoneration
legal assistance and reintegration social
support programs. This research highlights
the need for more comprehensive support
services for exonerees post-exoneration,
such as financial aid, mental health
counseling, job training programs, and
housing assistance.

Finally, the study sheds light on
organizations’ eligibility criteria for case
acceptance. Although data analysis is
ongoing, preliminary analyses suggest that
these criteria may exclude a large number of
wrongly convicted people from accessing the
services offered by Innocence Network
organizations.

Broader Impacts:

This research advances understanding of the
resources available to wrongfully convicted
individuals and identifies areas for
Improvement, such as increasing access to
post-exoneration legal assistance and social
support services. These findings indicate a
need for policy change and increased
advocacy efforts related to reintegration
support services for exonerees. The results
also suggest that there may be a need to
broaden eligibility criteria so that more
wrongly convicted individuals can benefit
from these organizations.

Intellectual Merit:

This study advances knowledge of
Innocence Network member organizations.
This study provides a foundation for future
research on challenges that wrongfully
convicted individuals may experience, such
as lack of post-exoneration legal support and
lack of social support during reintegration. By
iIdentifying patterns and gaps in wrongful
conviction work, this research offers valuable
Insight for researchers, legal scholars,
policymakers, and criminal justice
practitioners working to improve outcomes for
worngfully convicted indiduals.
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