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The effectiveness of crimingl justice
policies and practices is often gauged
by the extent to which offenders, alter
the imposition of punistunent, continue
to engage in erime. This study ex-
amines recidivism through an analysis
of & natlonwide survey of inmates of
State prisons eonducted in October and
November of 1879 and sponsored by the
Buresu of Justice Statisties, The
following are the key findings of this
survey:

# An estimated 61% of these sdmitted
to prison in 1978 were recidivists (i.e.,
they had previously served o sentence
to incarceration as a juvenile, sdult, or
both). Of those entering prison without
a history of incarceration (an estimated
39% of all admissions}, nearly 60% had
pricr cenvictions that resulted in pro-
bation and an estimated 27% were on
probation at the time of their prisen
admission.

& An estimated 46% of the recidivists
entering prison in 1979 would still have
been in prison at the time of their
admission If ih%y had fully served the
maximum term” of their last sentence
to confinement. This proup, referred to
as "avertable recidivists,"” constituted
approximately 28% of all those who
entered prison in 1874,

é Recidivists were estimated to
account for approximately two-thirds

:}"Ti'xe maximum term of epniinement is
defined in the Inmate Burvey as the maxi-
am senienes o incaresration imposed upes
en affender by a seniencing courl, Ofien

. eourts fipose o minimum and maximirm sen-
tende 5o that the senlenee refleets n range
of ¢uration (eg., | 1o 3 yearsh Tor purposes
of 1hiz study, ihe maximum of the range
iimposed & eonsidered to be Lhe maximum
sentence. Noie that the maximum impossed
sealenes Is not necesssrily the same as the
maximum Sentence allowed by the $lniutes
of & $iate.

Few issues in criminal justice have
drawn as much seholarly and public
attention as the impaet of reecidivism
on publie safety and the implieations
of this issue for sentencing poliey.
Career crimninsl programs and man-
datory or enhanced sentences for
repeat offenders are examples of pol-
ieies designed to reduce the threat
recidivists pose to society, This
speecial report presents important
new findings relevant to the contem-
porary debate on recidivism, public
safety, and sentencing policy.

Perhaps the most striking finding
of this report is that approximately
28% of those whio entered prisen in
1878 would still have bean in prison
at the time of their admission if they
had served their maximum prior con-
finement sentence. Most of these
Havertable recidivists” were still on
parcie for a prior erime when they
reentered prison. The study also
{found that about two-lifths of all
offenders admitted fo prison were on
probation or parcle {nearly equally
divided} at the time of their admis-
sion,

This study is based upon the 1978
Survey of State Prison lnmates, the
moest recent of two mejor national
inmate surveys sponsored by the
Bureau of Justice Statistics. Through
personal interviews with 9,040

February 1983

inmates in 1974 and 11,397 inmates
in 1874, these surveys collected de-
tailed information on the Nation's
prisoners, including accounts of prior
convietions and incarcerations. Cur-
rently, the BIS inmate surveys are
the only source of criminel history
information for & representative
sample of inmates in the Nation's
State prisons. The wealth of data
contained in these surveys is avail-
able to researehers in automated
form through the 2IS Criminal Jus-
tice Archive, A third survey is
scheduled for later in 1985,

The findings presented in this spe~-
eigl report, combined with the results
of other researsh, raise serious ques~
tions about the impact of probation
and parole decisions on publie safety
and ereate a challenge for those who
shape sentencing poliey.

Btudies of this type are only pos-
sible with the generous ecoperation
of the departments of corrections of
the 50 States and the Distriet of
Columbia. The Bureau of Justice
Statistics wishes to express its
vontinuad gratitude to those who
have assisied Us efforts to collect
accurate and timely data on correc-
tions in the United States,

Steven R. Schlesinger
Direator

or more of the burglaries, auto thefts,
and forgery/fraud/embezzlement offan-
ses atiributable to all the admissions.
When their past eriminal histories were
examined, however, recidivists were
found to be s likely as first-time
admissions to have a current or prior
violent offense.

8 Of the estimated 200,008 offenses
reported by the 1879 prison admissions,

the "avertable recidivists” aecounted
for approximately 20% of the violent
crimes, 28% of the burglaries and auto
thefts, 30% of the forgery/fraud/em-
bezzlemernt oflenses, and 31% of the
stolen property offenses.

¢ Based on reeidivist gelf-reports of

how long it took them to reenter prison
by 1979, it is estimated that nearly half
{48.7%) of all those who exit prison will




return within 20 years of release. Maost
of the recidivism, however, was [ound
to cecur within the [irst § years after
relense: an estimated 60% of those
who will return o prison within 20
vears do so by the end of the third year.

@ Among the reecidivists entering prison
in 1878, those committing new oflenses
of robhery, burglary, and auto theft
were found to return meore rapidly than
those committing other erimes,

e An estimated haif of the recidivisis
had four or more prior sentences to
probation, jail, or prison. About 1in §
of the recidivists had more than 10
prior convietions.

® An estimated 42% of those entering
prison in 1875 wers on probation or
parole fop prior offenses at the time of
their admission.

Current interest in recidivism

In recent years many State legis-
latures heve demonstrated poputar
coneern for the impact of recidivism
on public safety by institufing man-
detory prison terms or sentence en-
haneements for repeat offenders.
Qther reforms—such as determinate
sentencing, sentencing guidelines, and
parole guidelines—~have been introduced
to Hmit diseration and make punish-
ment policies explicit.

Avaiishle national data indicate
that the certainty of imprisonment is
inereasing. Table 1 shows how the cer—
tainty of imprisonment has increased
for srrested robbers, The estimated
probability that an arrested robber
woilld g0 to prison has ineressed from
ebout 24% of those arrested in 1978 to
nearly 35% in 1883. In addition, rates
of prison commitment from courts evi-
denee & similar pattern of increase
from 1978 to 1883, In 1978, there were
7.2 court commitments to prison for
every 10,000 adults in the general popu-
iation. The eguivalent rates were 7.4 in
1979, 8.0 in 1930, 9.0 in 1981, 9.8 in
1982, and 10.1 in 1983,

The incresged reliance on imprison-
ment is not simply a reflection of
hardening public attitudes toward crime
and eriminals, It is alsc based upon the
prowing body of knowledge sbout crimi-
nal careers and the lilelihood that
many offenders will continue to commit
erimes after they sre released from
prison.

For example, the Bureau of Justice
Statisties recently published prison
return rates based upon official records
in 14 &tates {Returning fo Prison,
November 1984, NCJ-95700) collected
over a 3-year petiod after release.
Aecording to this study, 14-15% of in-

Tatle 1. Estimated probability of imprisonment given arrest for robbery, LIVR-83

(A) Acknissions reenived Crom sourts plug
conditionul release violators with new
gentences oblained [rom Maotleaa! Frisonor
Statisties,

{8} Estimaoted from Prises Admissions and
Relenses, 1881, Table 3. The groportion was

Rasamed Lo be stale aver the f-year period

(A} {B) {1} {{8}] (E} {F) [Le3]
Estimated

Number number Humber Parcent of Nombar  Probability of

entesring Estimzted robbers UGR rabibery adull imprisoamest

prison with  percent sntaring robbery arrests who  sobbors  glven arrest
Year new offense  robbers prison nrrests are adolts arrested  (C/P}
1978 123,08 2 1883 = 23,263 148,803 x 864 = 98,276 .23%
1978 129,614  x i85 = 24,447 14640 x 883 = 96,008 254
1988 144,268 ¥ 189 = 20,288 146,270 X 59,3 = 102,343 287
1981 164,857 x 188 = 1,13 163,890 x  LE = 110,647 .282
1982 183,446 = 188 = 34,870 81,600 ¢ 736 = 116,018 .299
1903 197,886 % t8.9 = 37,234 146,190 o« TRT = 107,787 .36
MHotesy beossuse table 4 of thet report indieatsd o

stable 38% violent milmissions for 4 af the &
years {or whieh dnta are 2urrently availabie.
{0} Obtained from FH Unilorm Crime
Raoporls tables on 1otal esiimnled arrests.
{E] Obtained fromw FH Umilorm Crime
Raporls lebles on the sge distributian of
robtibery seeestiees,

meates return to prison within the first
yeer after releass, another 10% during
the second year, and another 5% during
the third year; about 30% of all re-
leases were found to return to prison
within 3 years. As will be shown in this
repori, the self-reported rates of prison
return are nearly identical {29.4% as
shawn in table 3} to those gathered
from offieial records.

Analyzing the inmate survey

The Bureay of Justice Statisties has

Males sdmitted to prison

sponsorad two nationwide surveys of in-
mates of State prisons., The [irst was
conducted in January 1374 and the see-
ond in October and November 1978,
Both surveys involved fece-to-face
interviews with lsrge representative,
samples of inmates of State prisons.

The findings presented in this report
are besed upon an admissions sample
derived from the 1979 survey. An
admissions sample was used to estimate
how many recidivists entered prison gnd
how mueh time had passed since their
last release from incarceration. Be-
eanse the survey was conducted during

in 1698 153,465 October and November 1979, a refler-
100.0% ence dete of Qetober 31, 1979, was
Prior sonfinement ¢hosen. BMale inmates who reporied
history Yes Ho entering State prison between
97,134 54,84y
61.3% I %tee munber al coses for the 1828 Survey of
Figare 1 Bteie Prison [nmates was 11,357,
Tuble 2. Loeation and year of last release from cendinement
For recidivists entering State griscns in 1979 {males oaly}
Leention of last relesss
Year of State Juvenile
iasi relense prison Jail {acility Otheee Totai
1879 18,087 B,B4% 2,R62 744 311
1878 11,212 5,324 2,167 673 5078
157 §,823 3,708 1,139 ity 12,274
1876 4,488 2,448 606 116 T,036
1978 3,868 1,589 B6T 88 8,211
1874 2,602 B8 382 122 3,464
1973 1,735 818 414 138 2,305
14972 1,135 371 23 18 1,962
1871 957 HBY 116 45 1,537
1870 653 4653 i34 27 1,281
468 BS54 138 EH 26 1,543
1468 585 208 i@ G1 851
1987 ii5 248 144 i1 BE1
14968 114 120 H41 4 280
1464 zé 241 38 a8 i 0]
1964 184 243 [t} EG A42
1863 i1tk 143 [t} &0 10
1962 206 9 an 5T 351
1883 170 21 [t} h 291
1560 a0 g2 o 18 191
1963 and earlier 480 182 14 1149 B51
Total 58,744 25,704 8,971 3,208 94,144
Fereent of recidivisis 48.9% 28.4% 4.5% 3.4% 18L0%
Meodinn time 1o prison entry
siner lost eonfiseneant 22.4 ., 22.3 mos. 223 mos, 29,2 mos. 21,5 mos,
*tneludes federal angd military [oeilities.
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November 1, 1978, and October 31,
1978, were selected to represent a

* 1-year samplie of male admissions, A
total of §,357 inmates were included in
the sample, representing 153,485 ad-
missions. (For more detail on the
construetion and analysis of the sample,
sme the Methodologieal Note at the end
“of this report.)

One assumption underlying the

‘research is that those who return most
rapidly after release from confinement
are the most criminally active offend-
ers. Because the survey was condueted
oniy among those in prison, it is not
possible to deseribe persomns who do not
reenter confinement. Future studies
must examine the level of eriminal
activity emong those who continue in
erime but manage to evede reimprison~
ment and those who disengage entirely
from erime.

Estimating recidivism

Figure 1 iHustrates the estimated
distribution of recidivists {those with
any prier adult or juvenile sentences to
incarceration in a prison, jsil, or juve-
nile facility} and first-time admissions
based on the admissions sample derived
from the inmate survey. An estimaied
61.3% of male State prison admittees in
1579 had a history of incarceretion as
© either s juvenile orF gn adult or both.

Teble 2 shows where the reeidivists
. were last eanfined (preceding the 1979
admission} and the year of their last
release. An estimated 59% of the re~
cidivists who entered State prigon in
1879 were last ineareerated in a State
prison facility {or ebout 36% of all
153,465 edmissions that vear)., Sub-
stantial numbers also enter State prig-
ons after serving time in a loeal jail
{28.4% of recidivists and 17.4% of all
admissions) or in 8 juvenile [azility
{8.5% of reeidivists and 5.8% of afl
sdmissions). The median time to prison
entry was about the same regardiess of
where the recidivigts were last con-
fined~-szbout 22 months after release.

Assuming that those recidivists who
entered prison in 1979 represent &
typical admission eohort, it is possible
to estimate how many relensees would
be baek in prison after a specified num-
ber of years. Table 3 presents a 20-

- year estimate of returns to prison
(derived from table 2}. 1t shows the
number of inmates who reported a last
relesse from e State prison in g
-partieular year and reentered a State
prison in 1878 {columns A and B), The
total number of prison inmates released
in eaech vear {eolumn C}, is used to
estimate how long {until admission in
1979) 1t took recidivists to reenter
prison {column D). These yearly esti-
mates ere then eumulated {(eolumn E} to

Table 3. Constroetiag s 20-yenr estimate for returning 1o Stale prison
(4) {8 e} {2} o (F}
Total nanber . Cusmulative
Numbsr snter-  relessed [rom Persent return-  return role Percent of istal

Year of ing prisen State prisons ing o prison thirough relurns oo
lnst release in 1978 in that year by 1878 (B/C) vear 2 ring in esch gzzar"

1974 18,067 128,480 14.01% 14.01% {1} 20.7%

1978 11,212 11EBE0 .43 244 {2} 16,3

1977 4,921 118,182 5.95 28,40 {3} 12.2

1976 4,485 198,442 4.12 3352 {4) 8.5

1975 3,868 146,055 .58 37.07 (%) 5

1974 2,602 91,183 2.B% 30,92 {B) 5.8

1873 1,735 95,324 1.82 1LY {1} 3.7

1872 1,155 96,373 1.18 4292 {8} Z.4

1971 47 95,701 1.00 4392 {8} 2.1

ig7d B33 78,648 &85 34.97 {18} 1.7

1959 G54 74,109 0.88 4585 {11} 1.8

13968 585 Th258 .83 44,48 {12} 17

1967 489 4,438 51 47.08 {13} 1.3

1964 114 #31,237 .14 47,23 {14) [ ]

1865 325 14,876 0.38 17.81  {18) 0.4

1864 164 87,433 U4 $7.82 (1) 0.4

1951 107 45,161 0,38 4218 (1N 0.7

1882 208 86,589 0.34 28,42 (M 0.5

18981 170 B1,588 0.2t 48.83 {19} 4.4

1953 af 77,870 8.12 48,75 {20} 0.2
Notes Colutnn B derived {rom fabie 2. Column Does not inelude these released (rom prisen
¢ derived {rom National Prisoner Statistics. prior to 1060, Column F was ealeulatad by
B 'Poial yeturns over Lhe 20-vesr period, dividing eolumn [} by 48.7% frae column E.

provide the estimated proportion
returning by yeer 20. Column F shows
the proportion of 8il returns (over the
20-year period) estimated to oecur in
eaeh yesr. This approach, though rely-
ing on retrospective, cross-sectional
data, attempts to provide a prospec-
tive, longitudinal estimate of prison
return rates. The method assumes that
future releasee behavior will be similar
to that of offenders released in earlier
years,

These caleulations show that nearly
49% of State prisoners return to prison
within & 20-yesr period after relesse.
Most of the reeidivism, however, coeurs
within the {irst few years after re~
lease. An estimated 28.7% of those
who will recidivate over 20 years return
to prison within 1 year of release;
48.1% within 2 years; and 60.3% within
3 years. Clearly, the greatest risk for
publice safety is within the first few
years after release from prison.

These cumulative return rates esti-
mated from self-report dats are
eonsistent with the retuen rates ob-
tained from official records noted
earlier {see Returning to Prison,
November 1984, NCJ-35700}, The ecor-
respondence beiween these two data
sources suggesis that offenders reliably
report information on their recent eon-
finement histories. (By the third yeer
offivial-record estimates are that 30%
of those released will have returned te
prison compared to 28.4% derived {rom
the inmate survey.) The reliability of
the self-report data is indicated even
for prior releases veeurring many years
earlier. In their study of 1956 Federal
releasees, Xitehener, Schmidt, and (3la-
ser found that 47.4% of those exiting
prison received confinement sentences

k]

of a year or more within 15 vears of
prison relesse, nearly identical to the
47.6% estimated here (see table 4).

Age and time to prisan retuen

Table 5 shows the rates of prison
return by age at last relesse. The
younger the releasee, the higher is the
rate of prison return within the first
yvear. While an estimated 21.8% of
those 18 to 24 yesrs old at release re-
turn to prisen within the first yvear,
12.1% of those aged %5 to 34 at relesse,
7.1% of those aged 35 to 44, and 2.1%
of those aged 45 and over do so within
the first year. Similarly, through 7
years af ter release nearly half {49.9%)
of those aged 18 to 24 &t release will
have returned to prison, compared to
12.4% of those 45 and over at release.
Interestingly, offenders released from

‘Tabie 4. Comparison of prison relumn rates
through year 15: Ismake survey and
Kitehener, Bebmidt, Glaser fnllowup

Cuminative return rate

Inmale YWitehener,
Nuniber of years  survey Bchmidt,
nfter relaass estimate iiasar
1 14.01% 8.58%
3 23,44 256.08
3 29,40 34,22
3 37,08 41,22
ig 44.77 46,67
15 47.81 A7 42

Hate: The Kitehenar, Schmidl, Glaser fallow-
up wis sonduated with 927 ingsates relensed
from Foederst prisons in 1956 and trecked
throuph T B rag shests ond conksct with local
arresting authorities to obigin dspositionat
information. The return definition used {or
compsarison {poreis violetion or new sentenees
to aonfinement of more thun 1 year) was used
te approximate elosely the retura~to-prison
definition used [or the inmats survay., Data
were suppiicd by Annasiey Schinidt (see
Kitehener, t al,, 1977).




prison at age 45 and older demonstrate
a relatively stable pattern over time,
with between 1% and 2% returning to
prison each year. These data indicate
that the most rapld failures after
release occur among the youngest re-
leasees. Conseguently, the estimate
that 14% of those released from prison
will return within 1 year masks consid-
grable variation peross the different

age Eroups.
Olfense and time to prison return

Table § shows, by olfense, the madi-
an time to prison return for recidivists
who received sentences for new crimes
{exeluding those returnad as parole vio-
lators only). Estimated median return
times for those committing new offen-
ses of burglery (18,7 months), auto
thefi (20.3 months), and robbery {21.1
months} were the most rapid rates of
prison reentry, By eontrast, medien
prison return times for those commit-
ting murder {38.9 months), drug
offenses (37.0 months), and assault
{32.1 months} were the longest.

Table 8 also shows the proportion of
those returning to prison within 20
years who do go in the first year after
release for each offense type. Those
sommitting new offenses of burglary,
auto theft, and robbery have the high-
ast proportions of first-year failures.

Prison entry and prior sentence

Another way to examine recidivism
is to distinguish recidivists who entered
prisor in 1979 who would still have heen
incarperated at the time of their ad-
mission had they fully served the maxi~
mum term of their last confinement
sentenee {whether in & prison, jail, or
juvenile facility). Those whose prior
sentence would have extended bevond
their 1978 admission date are referred
to s "avertsble recidivists,” By con-
trast, those whose 1579 admission to
prison would not have been affectad by
their prior confinement sentence are
ealled "nonaveriable recidivists®
Those who had never received a prior
eonfinement sentence are defined ns
first-timers.”

Table 5. Cumulative rates of return o arigon by sge groups

Number ol yenrs

Age at last pelense from Siete privan

wedian age of

after prison relense 1834 28 HLEEE) 45+ All ages thase returning
1 yenr 21.8% 1%.1% T.1% 2.1% 14.0% 23.5 years
2 34.2 2.3 14.0 1.7 23.4 5.5
3- 411 2.9 18.3 2.7 29.4 26.3
4 4.8 Mg 2.4 7.8 34.5 .2
] 47,8 374 26,3 9.7 371 AR
[ 49.4 4.9 30.2 F318:1 410 28.8
? 49.4 42.8 4.0 1.4 41.7 B4

Table 6. Medion time {in months) to prison
peturn snd percent returning in {irst year
al ter relense by pew admission offense

fin 1578}

tence but for violating the conditions of
g prior release. Among those admitted
to prison in 1978 with new sentences,
first~timers were estimated to be

40,5% of the total; nonavertable
recidivists were 34.5%; and avertable
reeidivisis were 24,9% {table 7).

WMedian Bercent rew
mnnihy turning in
New sdmission to prisonn  [irst yess
offerse relum after releosel
Violent 2.8 34,3,
Murder 38.9 1.2
Rapefsexunl assenll  2R.6 15.1
Robbery iy 29,4
Aesauie 3.1 2.8
Properiy 21.8 26.4
Bupglary jE N 36,1
Auto theft Gkt 9.8
Forgery/{rawl/
efsbezzlom ol 7.6 21.7
Lereany 24.8 23,1
Btoien properiy 2.7 24,8
Drugs e L5
Publie order/other 2.8 AR
Al crimes 95,40 5.0

Table 8 provides the admission of~
fense distribution for those entering
prison in 1875 with new crimes only
{excluding conditional release viglators}
by the three admission types. (Becsuse
some inmates were convicted of more
than cne crime, there are more admis~
sion offenses—200,18%—then persons
admitted with new offenses—145,993.)
As the table iflustrates, an estimated
24,4% of the admission offenses were
eammitted by avertable recidivists,
ineluding 20.3% of the vioclent offenses
and 27.9% of the property offenses.

Note: Execludes these admitted us conditional
release violators without new sentenees,
Pereent of all those returning over 20
years who return in {irst yedr alter relense,

b he median time pilson return and the
proportion retusning in the first yeur after
rejense pee differeut [romn tables 3, 4,
and & beepose ponditionnd relense violakors
without new oifenses heve been execluded.
onditional relesss violators hed & median
time e prison reiurn of 12,5 months; the
wffect of this group wouid be to decrease
the medies {to 22.4 months) and ineredse
ihe pereent reburning in the first year
{£o 28.7%4

Males pdmitted fo prison
in 1979 153,465
150.0%
Prior conlinement
history Yos No
gl Ti4 LI
fil, 1% T
Avertable by prior /
eonfinement sentente  Yes* Na Ho
f17%5  s68be 54,701
28.8%  30.9% 3BT
*Husludes 2,895 offandars zdmitted
with prior life or decth sentetnes

The proportion of violent erimes com-
mitted by avertable recidivists was
highest for assault {23.2%) and robbery
(22.2%}), With respect to property
crimes, the avertable recidivists wers
estimated to aceount for 28,3% of the
burglaries, 28.2% of the auto thefts,
10.3% of the forgery/fraud/embezzle
ment offenses, 27.1% of the larcenies,
and 30.8% of the stolen property
offenses.

Table 8 also shows that first-timers

Figure 2 illustrates the estimated
digtribution of avertable recidivists,
nonavertable recidivists, and first-time
admissions of males entering State pris-
ans in 1979, First-timers constituted
an estimated 38.7% of those entering
prison in 1979; nonavertable reeidivists
were an additional 33.2%; and avertable
recidivists were 28,2% of admissions.
Thus, about 48% (28.2%/ 61.3%) of the
recidivists entering prison in 1979
would not huve been free to commit
their most recent offense if they had
served their entire prior sentence {o
eonfinement. Some of the recidivists
returned to prison not with a new sen-

are overrepresented (i.e., they repre-
sent a larger propartion of a particular
offense eategory than of all admissions)
for violent crimes such as murder, raps,
and robbery. By contrast, the two re-
cidivist groups are overrepresenied for
property offenses, The recidivists
represent an estimated 53.4% of the
admissions with new offenges but
account for 67.3% of the burglaries,
B87.4% of the auto thefts, and 70.8% of
the forgery/fraud/embezzlements.

These data suggest the importance
of both the seriousness of the current
offense and the prior erimingl record in
the imprisonment decisions of courts.

Table 7. Distribution of 1979 admission types with and without now sentences

Admission bypes

Non~
avertehle Avertobie
New sotilence statis recidivists  roeidivists  First-timers  Tolal
Number entering in 1979 50,899 43,235 59,331 151,485
Without sentences for new srimes 4% 6,923 [} 7,472
With sentences for new erimes 50,154 36,2312 58,131 145,983
Percant of total with new senizaeas 3, 5% 24,0% 18, 5% 140.0%

Figure 2
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For those with no prior record, it is
generally the most serious offenses that
regult in imprisonment. Conversely, for
those with extensive eriminal histories,
a less serious offense may be adjudpged
imprigonable. Thus the lkelihood of
going to prisen is related to both the
seriousness of the current offense and
prior record and is consistent with the
theory of retributive social de';)pt justioe
fsee Boland and Wilson, 1978

The prevalence of violence among
those entering prison

The above data might suggest that
recidivists mainly commit property
offenses. Indeed, as table 9 shows,
558,9% of the nonavertable recidivists
and 58.5% of the avertiabls recidivists
entered prison in 1972 for a nonviolent
crime. M, however, offenses associated
with prior inearcerations are also con-
sidered, then the prevalence of violence
among the two recidivist groups rises to
more than a majerity, As table
shows, an estimated 56.8% of the non-
avertable recidlvists and 53.7% of the
avertable recidivists have haen incar-
cerated for a vinlent offense at some
time over their eriminal carcers. These
proportions are not significantly dif-
ferent from the estimatad 54.5% of tha
{irst~timers incarcerated for g viclent
offense. These data suggest that
recidivists are as likely as first-time
prison admissions to have committed
vialent erimes, In addition, these data
indieate that vielent offenders are
more numerous in the current prison
population than is often reported by
studies that fail to consider prior
eriminal history.

Comparing reeidivists and {irst-timers

Table 10 comperes the two recidi-
vist proups and first-timers aeross nine
variables. There are no significent
differences between the recidivists and
the first-timers with respect to race,
edueational attainment, marital status,
and aleohol use at the time of the
offense, More substantisl differences
exizt for sage at prison admission,
military service, employment record,
family member incarcération history,
and drug use.

The recidivists tend to be older than
those entering prison for the first time
in 1879. They are also more likely to
have been unemployed at the time of
their arrest, to have & family member
who had been incarcerated, and to have
used illegal drugs. Prior use ol herecin
was significantly more prevalent among
the two recidivist groups: 24.2% of the

3Phis has been referved Lo ag the {heory of
retribulive soeinl debi justice, The theory
prodiets thal those in prison wilh the least
eripinsl history will have ihe most serious
olfenzes and those with the nest eriminal

history will hove tha leost serious of (enses.

Takle 8. Offense distribution of 1972 admissions with new sentenecs by rdmlssion Lype®

Admission types

Hon-
averigble Avertable Pirst- Numbar of
Oifense recidivists recidivists timers Total offanses
Percent of convietion oflenses aeeounted [or by ench admission type
AT erimes 34.8% 24.4% 10.8% 169% 200,140%
Viglenl %4 263 47.4% g 18,391
Murder/manstaughter 274 18.9 5¢.2% L8 1,463
Tiape fsexual essaull 4.8 I8 56, 4% 148 10,302
I?.cuhl:uar%;3 3.5 2.2 45,3% 109 35,331
Assaull 43,3 23,2 3.5 160 117,620
Other violent 28,8 12.9 B7.2* 100 3,271
Propurly 38.4* 27.9% 33.7 148 84,188
Burigiary 39.0% 2R.3* az.7 49 40,381
Auig thelt 3g.2% 28,2% 3.5 104 6,740
Forgery/ [reud/embezzlement 46.5% 30.5* 8,2 109 10,691
Lareeny kBN 270 a8, 108 17,083
Btoten property 35.9* 348 32 108 5,082
Gther properly A2.5% 18.8 I5 109 4,288
Drugs 38.4 24.3 45.2% 100 17,634
Publie nrder/cther 328 26,3% 48.3 104 15,995

Holey As shown in table 7, nonavertable
offenders are 34.0% of Lhe admissions wilh
new crimes, averiable oflenders are 24.9%,
and {irst~lime off enders are 40.6%. Hems
marked with an aslerisk on this luble indieate
where an admission type is overrepresenled
for & prrifeainyr offense relative o their
dislribulion amosg all admissions.

B fxeludes 7,472 revoked conditional relense
victatars.
Intludes attempted murder.

® The number of offanses axcesds the nums
ter of ollonders because some of [enders
fve more Lhon one eonvietion ofTense.
The number of of [endery with new erimes
was 145,893,

nonavertable recidivists and 28.0% of
the avertable recidivists raported
regular use of heroin at some time in
the past.

Prior military service also presents
an interesting contrast between the two
recidivist groups and the [first-timers.
The three groups gre equally likely to
have served in the military, but of
those who did serve, recidivisis are
more likely than first-timers to have
received an unaccepioble discharge ora
sentence to confinemant. In fact,
about a quarter of the recidivists who
served in the military spent some time
in military confinement.

Although significant differences can
be seen between recidivists and first-
timers with respect to age, military
service record, employment, family
involvement in crime, and drug use,
there seems fo be little difference be-

tween the avertable and nonavertable
recidivists for the nine variables
eonsidered here. One minor exception
is age. Although the median ages for
the two recidivist groups sre nearly the
same, a significantly larger fraction of
nonavertables are under 22 years old.
The fact that the two reeidivist groups
are generally similar suggests that it
would be quits diffieult to diseriminate
between them for the purposes of pros-
pective pradietion.

Eniry to prison from probation
and pargle

As indicated in table 11, an esti-
mated 41,6% of all those entering State
prison in 1979 were on either probation
or parole for prior offenses at the time
of their admission. The twe categories
were almost equaily divided: 21.1% of
those entering were on probation and
20.5% were on parple of zome other

‘Fabie 9. Prevelaice of violence among thuse entering prison in 1978
Adinission types
Nonavarteble Avertatle
renidivists recidivists Firsi-limers
ereent Fercent Percent
of this of this of this Total
1978 admivsions Number typs Humber type Humbar type number
Tolal pdmitéed in 1974 60,898 180.0%  $3,235  160.0%  B0,331  Inh0w 153,485
Admilled in 1979 fora
vinient ol ense 22,429 44.1 17,518 405 32,339 4.5 44,280
Admitied in 1973 [or a
nonvioient offense, but
previously inegresrated
fer a violgnt cllense 5,488 12.7 5,698 13.2 - - 12,187
Total incarcerated 81 Snme
time [or g viclent offense 24,918 5.8 13,218 5.7 32,339 4.5 R4, 487
Hole: These dals inolude eondilionsl rejcuse s Lig the offerma(s} [or which they were lost
vinisiors whose surrent offense(s) is eonsidersd aonfined preecding their conditional relense.




form of eonditions! release. This
suggests that improved seleetion for
probation {versus prison) could possibly
pvert as much erime through incapaci-
tation a8 proper selection for parole or
other conditional release. Further
resesrch on the erime rates of proba-
tioners gnd parolees is necessary Lo
estiablish this point.

Table 11 also indicates that an
astimated 27.1% of those who entered
prison for the first time in 1878 wera
on probation for e prior conviction at
the time of their admission, Thus,
"first-timers” (in terms of admission to
prison} are not necessarily "first of-
fenders." This is shown in greater
detail in table 12, An estimated 53.4%
of the first-timers have at least one
prior convietion resulting in a sentence
to probation; 29.1% have two or more
such prior convietions. In [aet, 38.7%
of the admissions are serving their first
confinement sentence, but only 16.1%
of admissions (about 1 in 6 inmates)
have po prior convietions,

The recidivists generally have more-

than three times as many prior con~
victions as the first-timers. Nonavert-
able recidivists were estimated to have
a4 median of 4.3 prior convictions com-~
pared to B median of 4.6 for the avert-
able recidivists gntering prison in

1979, By contrast, first-time admis~
sions were estimated to have & median
of 1.3 prior convietions. In fact, nearly
1 in 10 {8.5%) of the nonavertable re-
cidivists and 1 in 8 (13.8%) of the
avertabie recidivists were estimated to
have more than 10 pricr convictions,

Conclusion

The results presented in this study
gdd to the growing body of knowledpe
of the impaet of recidivists on erime
and corrections. An estimated three-
fifths of those sdmitted to prison in
1979 had previously served a sentence
of incarceration 65 & juvenile, adult, or
both, Although the recidivists were
more lkely than the first-timers to
enter prison for & nenviolent offense,
the prevalence of violence was found to
be the seme for both groups when
eriminal histories were taken into
considerntion. Many ol these recid-
ivists had long eriminal records: about
half had 4 or mere pricr sentences to
probation, jail, or prison, and 1 in 8 had
mote than 10 prior sentences,

Even more striking than these re-
sults is the finding that nearly hail of
the recidivists who entered prisen in
1979 would still have been in prison at
the time of their admissien if they had
fully served the maximum term of their
last eonlinement sentence. These
"ayerteble recidivists”" were estimated
io secount for a quarter of all the of~

Teble 1. Profile of State prison admisstons, 1978, by type of admission

Admission typas

Non-
averisble Avertabla
Charaeteriaties regidivists  recidivists  First-timers Total
Humber of admissions 51,899 43,235 59,331 153,463
Age at ndmission {eumulative)
18 years obd or less 4.0% 1.2% 5.1% LE%
20 or jess 15.5 184 22,2 17.8
22 or less 251 215 41,6 3.8
%4 or jess 40.3 3.0 35.1 45,2
26 or less .4 44.0 65,3 5.8
25 or less g8 BG.1 73,8 2.3
3% or less T4.5 T6.4 82,4 8.2
ah or less 83.4 B7.0 8.3 B86.3
44 or less G0 51.8 1.5 31.3
50 or less 56.4 817 96.% 9£.9
51+ 180.0 1804 130, ¢ 1490.0
Median age 25.6 years  £6.% years 23.2 yeurs 24.9 years
Raoce
White 58.7% 55.9% 54.7% hLT%
Hank 455 41,2 32.8 43,8
Hher %8 .8 7 2.8
Bduention
8-5 years E.8% 4.3% 5.0% 5.2%
-8 years 12.8 18,8 B.3 114
9-11 yenrs 51.6 k4 49.4 40,7
12 yours 20.8 332 254 23,1
More than 12 yeurs 8.7 12.5 12.8 1.9
Median 10.2 years 10,4 years 1.5 years 10,4 years
Marital status
Married 28,.2% 26,1% E50% 25.8%
Widowed/divorced/seporated 3.3 24.2 1BS 2.7
Mever married 54,5 487 54,3 355
Military service
Pereent wilh military service 22.9% 21.3% 26.8% 24.0%
Bercent of those serving with undoesirabie/
bad ecrduct/dishonorable discharges 29.% 245 11.8 0.4
Percent of those serving who were
senteaced ta sonlingment in the miitary 25.% 257 14.8 18.8
Bmployed prior to arrest
No 28.0% 28.8% 22.5% 2#.1%
Fuli~time B0 61.9 668 83.2
Part-lime 12.48 8.4 17 14,7
Family member gver incarcerated 49.7% L% 27.3% 35.3%
Drug user
Ever use heroin reguiarly 24, 2% 28.0% 11.4%: 20,3%
Use heroin month before arrest 10.8 1348 5.5 8.5
Under influence any drug at tme
of cfferse 357 .4 281 37
Under infivenee heroin 81 Hme of offense 7.4 10,4 3.5 £.8
Alenhol use
Drinking ut time of oflense 52.2% 41.6% 48.2% 58.1%
Very drunk at time of offense
{pereent of thoss dseinking} 38.3 a8 314 8.4
Teble 11. Criminal justice stotus at time of entry to State prisen in 1379
Atknission types
Homn-
sveriable Avertable
Status gt edmission recidivists  recidivists  First-timers Totai
Number of ndmissions 54,599 43,235 39,331 154,485
Perecnt of admissions an saeh type
of supervision 100.0% 18.40% 160.5% 106L0%
No supervision 6.7 6.4 2.3 58.4
ProbgHen. 25,4 7.8 g1l 2i.1
Parolefother eonditions) relesse® 7.8 44 o 20.3
8 Inciudes persons admitted 1s eseepees,

fenses for which the 1979 inmates were
gonvieted—ineluding 22% of the rob-
beries, 23% of the sssaults, end 28% of
the burglaries.

Findings of this type are directly
relevant to issues of senteneing policy,

&

parole decisions, and the incapacitative
effects of imprisonment.
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‘Fubie 12, Prior conviction history at time of antry io Siete prison in 1978
Admission types
Nan-
avertakls Avartable
Humber of prios convistions reeidivists  reeldivists  Flrst-limers Totzl
Rumber of pdminsions 511,809 41,235 §9,331 150,463
Percent of sach sdmission type
with prior convietions 1B0.01% 100.0% 160.0% 100.9%
No prior eonvietions [IN tu 0.6 16.1
1 peior ronvietion 10,1 i4.2 g 19.2
2 15.¢ 16.8 10,3 16.8
3 G 131 a3 j3 )
4 138 10.9 %7 8.3
i} B.B 8.6 2.1 4.0
-0 2.2 23.4 2.8 14.7
13-20 7.7 i1l 0.8 ER:
21 1.8 .7 0.3 1.4
Medign pumber of convictions per offender 4.3 1.6 1.3 2.3
Nuote: Prior sonviction history is delined as seniences to probation, japil, prison, or
the sum of sl prior juvenile or adult Juvenile fasilities,

Methodological note

The weighted estimate for the study
sample of 3,357 was 153,465, Census datp
plaes the number of males admitted (o Siate
prizons during 1978 with sentences longer
than 1 yesar at 147,957, Because the inmate
suryvey sstimate ineluded all males admitted
(regardiess of sentence length), some of the
difference between the two numbers eould be
acecunied for by off enders who were admit-
ted with sentences of less than 1 year.
Analysis of the survey sample yielded an
estimated 149,628 inmates admitted to pris-
an in 1878 with sentences longer than 1
year. This differense of 1,671 botween the
two measures of grison admissions could be

Appendix A. Comparison of 1979 sample survey
admissions to 1981 State prison admissiens®

Bample Difieia)
survey repords
Characteristio 1978 19518
Humber of cases 9,357 109,221
Welpghted estimats 153,464
Haoe, tolnl 180.0% 108.0%
White 857 58.3
Hlack 435 LRI
Other 2.8 1.6
Age, total 108.8%  108,0%
17 or less 1.4 1.3
18-24 44.0 43.2
2534 7.4 g8
544 11.3 11.5
4554 4.2 1.8
95+ 1.8 1.4
Median age %5 4]
Offense distribution total 100.0% 1040.0%
Vislent, totsl 46.4 8.5
Kurder/mansleughter/
attempled murdar 8,3 7.1
Rape/sexual assault F:] 4.3
Robbery 22,3 1548
Assault 8.2 5.4
(ther 1l L2
Properiy, Lolal 158.8 48,0
Burglorvy 23.2 27.2
Larcety 5.8 8.4
Auto thelt 2.8 1.8
Forgery/lroud/
ambezzlement ERY 5.8
{Mher 41 4.4
Drags, total &1 7.7
Public order/other, total BB 5.8

B From offiniaf 1901 records from 33 Stutes.

attributed to the {act that this study desizn
equates the 12 months prior to Detober 31,
1878, with the 12 months of calendar 1879,

T assess the representative valldity of
the study sample, the sell-reporied race,
age, and offense data of the sample wera
pompeared to the same deta for admissions to
prison in 1881 derived {rov offieinl records
in 33 jurisdictions (1981 is the only year [or
which published data are available; see
Prison Admissicns and Relesses, 1981, Sept.
1984, NCJ-95043). Appendix A shows that
the two groups are guite similar in terms of
the distributions of age and rece {official
records often classify Native Americans and
Aslan/Pagific Islenders a5 white). Offense
distributions, howaver, are signilicantly dif-
ferent for the two data sources; Lthe inmate
suryey refllects g kigher proportion of viclent
offenders. The reasons for such dilferences
may relate to the representstiveness of the
33 States for which data wers available, the
years heing compared, of the rules under
which offenses may bave been recoded.

All differences reported as significant in
the text were tested at the $8% conflidence
level {1.6 stapdard errors).
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