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LOW-INCOME FAMILIES PAY THE HIGHEST COST 
One vendor has the entire contract for the Illinois Department of 
Corrections (IDOC) vending machine program. That vendor charges 
families in the visiting room 1.5 times more for the same items than it 
does prison staff.  

Why this is a Problem: 

Nearly two out of every three families with an incarcerated member are unable to meet 
their family’s basic needs, according to an Ella Baker Center for Human Rights study. 
Almost half of these families struggle with meeting basic food needs due to the cost of 
having an incarcerated loved one. These financial burdens make it difficult for families to 
visit prison.  

But, it’s important for IDOC to ensure visits are possible. More than 62% of inmates have at 
least one child, according to IDOC. Research shows these children perform better in school 
and have fewer behavioral problems when they are able to visit the parent (Children’s 
Contact With Their Incarcerated Parents, published by the National Institutes of Health).   

In addition, for inmates, visits are key to good behavior, rehabilitation, re-entry, and family 
stability (Prison Policy Initiative, 2015; the Minnesota Department of Corrections, 2011; Karen 
De Claire and Louise Dixon, 2011).  

Visitors cannot bring in outside food or beverages. They must use vending machines, even 
for water. The vending machines have a 25% markup in visiting rooms, compared with a 10% 
markup for prison staff. Furthermore, machines are often broken or empty.  

Why Can’t Visitors Eat in Advance and Avoid the Vending Machines? 

● Visits can last as long as four hours, often coming directly after a long drive. The 
vending machines are the only option for families to eat, feed their children, and 
share a meal with their loved one. 

● Inmates may miss one or two meals to accept a visit.  

Solution:  

HB 3986 would create competition for vending machine contracts, improve quality, and 
reduce the cost of food in IDOC visiting rooms.  

The current vendor could keep 50 percent of the state’s contract, and IDOC would be 
required to prioritize minority-owned and women-owned businesses for the other 50 
percent of the contract.  

Springfield Contact: Dan Johnson at 312.933.4890 (call or text) 
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Supporters: 

● Chicago Appleseed Fund for Justice 
● Chicago Community Bond Fund 
● Chicago Council of Lawyers 
● Community Renewal Society 
● Chicago Urban League 
● Illinois Justice Project 
● Restore Justice Illinois 
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