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Summary 

This study, undertaken under the auspices of the National Institute 

of Justice (U.S. Department of Justice), focuses on one of the more 

popular and controversial notions concerning prison: that crime rates in 

society can be directly affected, and to a great extent, by policies aimed 

at keeping certain ("high-rate") offenders locked up. This idea. termed 

"selective incapacitation," has enjoyed some popularity in recent years. 

in part due to growing skepticism concerning the effectiveness ot other 

ways that i ncarcerati on may reduce cri me: the possibility that the 

offender (and others) wi 11 be deterred from commi tti ng crimes in the 

future and the possibility that the offender might be rehabilitated by 

the programs offered in prison. l The deterrent or rehabilitative effects 

of pri son are unknown, but are bel i eved by many researchers to mi ni-mal, 

leading some to argue that the only way prison can be expected to have a 

major effect on crime is through incapacitation (Greenwood, 1982). 

"Selective" incapacitation is ordinarily regarded as a way of 

increasing the efficiency of policies aimed at reducing crime through 

incapacitating offenders. If all of the offenders sent to prison could .' 

be expected to commit crimes at very high rates while on the street ~ 

if those crimes would not be committed by someone 'else in their absence" ~;'-'l . 

1 Puni shment (or "just deserts"), another basi 5 for sentenci ng 
offenders to prison, is usually held to affect crime mainly thr~ugh 
deterrence or incapacitation. 
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a great deal of crime could be avoided by increasing sentence lengths 

across the board. Not all offenders commit crimes at high rates, however; 

in fact, recent research indicates that offenders differ greatly in the 

rate at which they commit crimes. with a small minority of high-rate 

offenders responsible for a majority of crimes. An efficient sentencing 

policy based on the notion of incapacitation, then, would focus particular 

attention on those offenders expected to commit crimes at the highest 

rates. By incarcerating those offenders for longer periods, it is argued, 

" the greatest crime-reduction benefit could be obtained with the least 

increase in prison populations. The term "selective incapacitation" is 

used to refer to that concept: that crime can be significantly and 

efficiently reduced through the use of sentencing policies designed to 

keep those offenders who are responsible for the most crimes locked l,IP 

longer than others. 

Clearly, there are a number of critical assumptions about 

criminality and criminal careers underlying this concept. One of these 

served as the primary focus of the present study: that criminal careers 

are characterized by a reasonably constant rate of criminal behavior. 

High-volume offenders, who are the primary targets of hypothetical 

selecti ve sentenci ng pol i ci as, are assumed to contribute their 

disproportion.ate share of crimes by 'mainta'ining a ·r.elatively high rate, . 

of criminal activity throughout their active adult criminal careers. 

Selective incapacitation policies would serve tD put some portion of those 

offenders out of circulation for some portion of their careers, reducing 

the overall number of crimes accordingly. 
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The ~ssumption of stability in criminal behavior is important to 

arguments in favor of selective incapacitation for two main reasons. 

First, stability would make the task of identifying high-rate offenders 

much easier, since they could, theoretically. be identified at any point 

in their careers (on the basis of a high arrest rate or other 

characteristics). Second, stability suggests that the crime-reduction 

effects of selective incapacitation policies can be very high. Since 

high-rate offenders would be expected to commit crimes at the same (high) 

rate whenever they were free to do so. selective incapacitation, if 

targetted accurately on these offenders, would Erevent crimes at that same 

high rate. The effecti veness of the pol i cy, in thi s regard, would be 

dependent solely on the ability to accurately identify the most active 

offenders in society. Without stability, potential effects (if any) .could 

not be guaranteed even if high-rate offenders could be accurately 

i dent; fi ed, si nce thei r crime-commi ssi on levels. duri.ng the peri od of 

incapacitation may be different from (i.e., lower than) what was expected 

on the basis of their past behavior. stabi 1 i ty, ; n other words, makes 

selective incapacitation appear not'only feasible, but practical, and it 

is not surprising that, for the most part, research in support of the 

feasibility of selective incapacitation has relied heavily on this 

untested assumption of criminal career stability (Greenwood, 

Cohen, 1983; Visher, 1986). 

1982; 

Note that in order to assume that criminal behavior is stable, it 

must also be assumed that an offender's rate of committing crimes will 

not change as the offenders' situations or circumstances change: that 

these rates are somehow immutable characteristics of the individual 
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offenders themselves. In particular, the assumption implies that 

individual offense rates are basically unrelated to factors such as age 

or race. since these can be seen as indicators of social or environmental 

(i.e., situational) influences. Such a view has been supported by a few 

research studies that have suggested that offense rates for offenders who 

are "active in crime"--that is, have not stopped committing crimes 

altogether--do not differ much by race or age. These studies, however, 

are not conclusive, partly because the appropriate longitudinal data on 

" criminal careers have not previously been available. 

The Present Study 

The present study focused primarily an the stability of indivi~ual 

offense rates. Stability was assessed both directly and indirectly, 

through studying the relationship of these rates to race and age. In 

addition, the value of available information on non-criminal activities 

for identifying offenders with high rates of criminal behavior was 

assessed. Finally, rough estimates were made of the amount of crime that 

could, potentially, have been prevented by lengthening the prison 

sentences served by offenders in the sample. 

Data were collected for 1,581 serious offenders, 1,308 of whom had 

been institutionalized as wards of the California Department of the youth -

Authority during the 19605. These wards were involved in major research 

projects while they were institutionalized and were also included in a 

recent follow-up study CHaapanen and Jesness, 1982). Among the remaining 

sample members were 175 offenders who were committed to adult prison at 

least once for robbery or burglary during their careers but who had' no 

- iv -



history of state-level juvenile incarcerations. In addition, the sample 

included 98 offenders who had adult convictions for robbery or burglary, 

who served jail and/or probation terms in either los Angeles or San Diego 

counties, and who, to that point, had neither adult prison terms nor 

state-level juvenile commitments. Information on officially-recorded 

crimes was coded for all sample members for a 15-20 year adult follow-up 

period. For those members of the sample with prison or probation files, 

avai lable i nformati on on background characteri st i cs and on adult drug 

use, marital status and employment was also coded. 

Criminal behavior patterns were analyzed for the entire adult 

follow-up peri od, for the peri od up to the last recorded arrest (the 

"active" criminal period), for random "halves" of each offender~s 

follow-up period (odd ages ys. even ages), for four-year blocks of·time, 

and, in most cases, for the four-year periods immediately.preceding and 

followi ng a known adult i ncarcerati on. These analyses pro·~d ded a r.ather. 

detailed picture of how the known criminal beha';>ior of this sample 

differed among offenders and over time. 

Participation in Crimes and Arrest Rates by Race and Age 

The longitudinal data permitted the study not only ~f simple indices 

of involvement in crime but also of "career" characteristics. such'~s 

breadth of involvement and the extent of repetition for particular crime 

types. These analyses showed that for thi s large sample of seri ous 

,offenders, both the kinds of crimes for which they were arrested and the 

rate of arrest clearly differed by ethnicity and clearly declined with 

age. These data suggest, then, that basic criminal behavior patterns, 
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including the rate at which crimes are committed, are indeed affected by 

social forces and situational factors. 

Methodological Issues in Analyzing Individual Arrest Rates 

Before addressing issues related to individual rates of offending, 

it was important to gain an understanding of the limitations of using data 

on arrests to draw inferences about underlying criminal behavior 

patterns. Arrest rates calculated using data for odd vs. even ages were 

used to assess the rei i abi lit i es of the measures and to establ ish 

"standards" against which to evaluate estimates of stability over time. 

These analyses showed that the reliability of measures based on official 

arrests was fairly low; consequently, observed stability in arrest rqtes 

over time would be expected to be low even if the criminal behavior itself 

was fairly stable. Further, the low reliabilities set major limitations 

on the ability to predict rates of arrest with reasonable ~ccuracy. 

Stability and Change in Individual Arrest Rates 

In these analyses, four-year blocks of data were used to determine 

whether criminal behavior for these offenders was stable from one period 

to the next, as judged against the "standards" described above. On'e 

analysis focused on extent to which offenders·with higher rates maintained 

higher rates than other offenders. even though average rates were 

declining with age (relative stability). Another analysis focused on the 

extent to which high-rate offenders. those in the top third, continued 

to have the same hi gh rates of arrest (absolute stabi Ii ty). In both 

analyses, arrest rates were found to be less stable over ti~e than would 
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have been expected based on unreliability alone. Further, the longer 

these four-year periods were apart, the lower the stability; if 

unreliability alone were involved, the observed stability may have been 

low but would not have dropped as the time between the two measurement 

periods increased. Together, these results point to considerable 

instability in the criminal behavior of these offenders. 

Patterns over time showed that few offenders maintained a consistent 

pattern of being in the lowest, middle or highest third of the sample in 

terms of their rates of arrest over four-year periods. For example, while 

most of the sample had at least one four-Year period in which their rates 

of arrest were among the highest third, only a minority of these (28% over 

three periods and 12% over four periods) were in the highest third over 

most of these periods. These findings suggest that models 'in which rates 

of offending are assumed to be stable will overestimate the amount of 

crime that could be prevented by locking up individuals who, at particular 

times. were identified as high-rate offenders. 

stability and Change After A Maior Sentence 

Consistent with the findings for total careers, ethnic differences 

in the rates of arrest for violent crimes were found for the four-year 

peri ods i mmedi ately before and after incarcerat )·-on (arrest rates for 

property offenses did not differ appreciably), and post-release arrest 

rates were found to be lower for those who were older at release. In 

addition, two important patterns were found. Fi rst. rates of arrest 

showed a clear· increase during the four years immediately prior to 

incarceration, suggesting that these offenders were typi cally 
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incarcerated and/or sentenced to probation after a relatively short-term 

acceleration in criminal behavior (reversing the overall trend toward 

lower rates of offending with age). This uncharacteristic increase in 

criminal activity strongly suggests the importance of short-term 

situational influences in determining rates of criminal behavior. It also 

suggests that this pre-incarceration period may be the least appropriate 

for establishing typical levels or distributions of offense rates. 

Second, arrest rates in the years followi n9 release from 

incarceration were generally lower than would have been expected simply 

because the offenders got older. During the first year after release, 

rates for former prison inmates were lower than at any point during the 

four years prior to prison; rates for those sentenced to jailor probation 

also showed a decline. although not as marked. In both cases. the rates 

continued to decline during the four years aft~r ~elea5e. The .course 

these careers would have taken in the absence of these official responses 

cannot be determined, but it is possible that the incarceration prevented 

a continued acceleration in behavior. especially for those sentenced to 

prison. If so, the crime-reduction benefits of existing incarceration 

policies may not be fully understood or appreciated. Further. the lower 

arrest rates after release suggest that extending prisol: sentences would 

have a smaller effect on crime than might ·be expectG!d from study.ing 

pre-incarceration arrests. 

As would be expected on the basi s of these pre/post changes, 

stability of arr~st rates from pre-incarceration to post-incarceration 

was found to be lower than for the arbitrary, adjacent four-year blocks 

of time discussed earlier. As a result, differences among offenders 
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during the pre-incarceration period were not very indicative of what those 

differences were during the post-incarceration period. For example, of 

those offenders who had the highest rates of arrest prior to prison, only 

40~ were among the highest third after release, as compared to almost 30% 

of those who were not high-rate prior to prison. Thus, the official data 

on criminal behavior would have been the least useful in identifying 

future high-rate offenders in this sample precisely at that point when 

these data would most likelY have been used. 

Correlates and Predictors of Individual Arrest Rates 

These analyses invest; gated the extent to whi ch background and 

fami Iy characteri stl cs, drug 'use, mari tal status, and employment were 

related to arrest rates generally over time and particularly during the 

periods before and after s-entences to jailor prison •. Separate analyses 

focused on the prediction of post-incarceration rates of criminality for 

those offenders who served adult prison terms. The findings pointed to 

some interesting associations between rates of arrest and certain 

background and lifestyle variables, but showed little promise for 

establi shi ng schemes to accurately predi ct future levels of crimi nal 

behavior within such samples of serious offenders. The combined effects 

of instability and the measurement 'problems assoc·iated ~with u!!'ing,~·,...:,· .. 

official data greatly limited the ability to identify which offenders 

would have the highest offense rates during any particular period. The 

prediction of criminal behavior levels during the period after release 

from prison was especially difficult. This low predictability precluded 

accurate identification of post-release, high-rate offenders. 

- ix -



Direct Estimates of Potential Incapacitation Effects 

Incapacitative effects of lengthened terms for these offenders were 

estimated directly from data on post-prison arrests; as such, they did 

not depend on assumpt ions of stab; 1 i ty. As indications of possible 

effects of these policies on crime in society, however. they would still 

rest on an assumpti on that any prevented crimes would not have been 

committed by other offenders. Since the validity of this assumption could 

" not be evaluated, these esti mates could not be held to reflect actual 

incapacitative effects. Rather, they served as estimates of the 

"potential" effects--the upper limit to what might have been achieved by 

i ncreas; ng the sentence lengths of these offenders. In general. the 

estimates suggested that incapacitative effects of increasing .prison 

terms by one year would have been minimal, ·~lthough some increase -in the •• 

efficiency of prison use could possibly have been realized. 

Based on the amount of time each offender spent in r.ustody during 

the twelve-month peri od after release from pri son and the number of 

arrests occurring during that period, the potential effects of 

incapacitating offenders for an additional year were estimated. The 

estimate~ showed that that even the most efficient policies would not have 

prevented a substantial amount of 'crtme. If &! 'offenders were kept ,.in·· 

prison an additional year <collective incapacitation), only about a 3% 

reduction in crime could have been achieved. If the offenders with the 

highest post-prison rates were incapacitated (~elective incapacitation 

with perfect prediction), the reduction in crimes would have been less 

than 2%. Other analyses sugge~ted that selective sentencing poli~ie5 

- )( -



could have provided for some reduction in arrests with no increase in 

prison populations. but the overall reduction would have been less than 

1.000 arrests (mostly for minor offenses) for every 3.00b prison inmates 

subj ected to the po 1 i cy. Thus. while there wa~ some indication that 

prison space might be used more efficiently. the present findings did not 

support the notion that selective incapacitation could have ~ significant 

impact on overall levels of crime in society. 

Summary and Implications 

In general. the findings of this study suggest that the criminal 

career patterns of these seri oue;; offenders were not stable enough to 

support the feasibility of selective incapacitation. While some 

stability in arrest rates was certainly observed. differences in rates 

~f arrest over time were greater than might he·~xpected simply because 

official data were used,. High-rate offenders did not tend to remain 

high-rate offenders. either in absolute terms or with respect to other 

offenders. This instability was particularly noti~eable around the time 

of a major sentence (prison or jail/probation). Differences in arrest 

patterns by race and age pointed to the importance of socio-cultural and 

situational factors in determining patterns of criminal behavior across 

groups ana over time. 

This instability. coupled with the low reliabilities of arrest rates 

as indicators of underlying criminality. severely limited the extent to 

which futUre criminal behavior could be predicted for these offenders. 

While clear relationships of arrest rates to prior criminal behavior, 

ethnicity, age, and various background variables and lifestyle indicat~rs 
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were observed, these associations were not strong enough to permit 

accurate identification of high-rate offenders during the period after 

release from prison. 

Overall. the findings of this study were not consistent with the 

conception of criminal "careers" as stable patterns of criminal behavior. 

Whi Ie these seri ous offenders generally mai ntai ned a relati vely hi gh 

probability of continued criminality, the rate at which their crimes were 

committed appeared to vary considBrably from one time period to the next. 

For these offenders, then, a more reasonable .conception of criminal 

careers would emphasi ze the importance of ongoi ng social and 

environmental influences in determining the nature and intensity of 

criminal behavior at various times during those careers. 

Policy implications 

To the extent that these findings are generalizable to other 

offenders, they, along with the results of those analyses focusing on 

potential incapacitative effects. suggest certain policy implications: 

1) Selective incapacitation policies hold only minimal potential 

for reducing levels of crime in society. AnalYses focusing on 

i ncapac:i tat; on effects suggested that longer sentences for 

offenders going to prison 'wculd have only ~ small impact on 

overall crime in society. Selective sentencing policies may 

increase the efficiency of prison use to 50me extent, but would 

not produce a substantial reduction in the number of crimes 

committed in the wider society. 
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2) The actual incapacitative effects of policies of selective 

sentencing will be difficult to estimate but will. ;n any case, 

be lower than might be expected based on the recent (pre-prison) 

criminal behavior of the "high-rate" offenders. The 

unreliability of official records, general declines in crimin~l 

behavior with age, and instability of criminal behavior 

patterns combi ne to lower the expected offense rates for 

offenders identified as "high-rate" on the basis of their 

arrest histories at particular points in time. These problems 

appear especially important at the time of a major 

conviction--the point at which sentencing decisions would be 

made. Models that assume offense rates to be stable would be 

of little help in estimating these effects, even if declines 

in these rates by age were incorporated into the model. 

3) Whi Ie factors related to "ri sk" of future hi gh-rate crimi nal 

behaviol" can be identified, the accurate identification of 

high-rate offenders using information available in official 

records does not appear possible at the present time. 

Predictive analyses are hindered by the unreliability of arrest 

rates as measures of underlying criminal propensity, as ~ell 

as by instability in crim'in~l behavior. ThesQproblems are not 

so serious that they prevent the identification of factors that 

increase the probability ("risk") of engaging in criminal 

behavi or at hi gh rates. However, predi cti ve devi ces using 

these factors can be expected to produce a large proportion of 

false predictions. Such devices must be employed cautiously. 

- xi ii -



~~~~ ----~ ---------------

Research implications 

These findings also suggest certain implications for 

future research in criminology: 

1) The period immediately prior to, or following, a major 

convi cti on may be the least useful for studyi ng patterns of 

criminal behavior. Arrest rates duri ng these peri ods were 

found to be relatively uncharacteristic of overall patterns of 

criminal behavior for these offenders. 

2) There appear to be upper limits to the prediction accuracv that 

can be obtained using official offense data. While these limits 

do not preclude the usefulness of official data for identifying 

factors that influence criminal behavior, the ability to 

account for even most of the differences in offense rate.levels.:. 

using official data is probably an unrealistic goal. 

3) There is a need for research on the situational and/or 

ci rcumstant i al determi nants of offense rates among offenders 

and over time. An understanding of these factors could pave 

the way toward social action or interventions that could reduce 

crime through a reducing the number of high-rate periods for 

particular offenders orwith~n populations of offenders. 

4) There is a need for a better understanding of the global effects 

of incarceration on criminal behavior, through research on 

offenders' patterns of activity and association prior to 

conviction and the effect of incarceration on those patterns. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The term "selective incapacitation" refers to the idea that crime 

can be S1 gni f1 cantly reduced through the use 01: sentenci ng pol i ci es 

designed to keep those offenders who are responsible for the most crimes 

locked up longer than others. Growing skepticism concerning the 

effectiveness of other cr~me-reduction approaches (such as increased law 

enforcement, rehabilitation or deterrence) has increased interest in the 

effectiveness of incapacitation as a means of reducing crime. In 

addition. recent research indicating that offenders differ greatly in the 

rate at which they commit crimes has suggested that selective sentencing 

policies could optimize the trade-off between crime reduction and justice 

system costs. By incarcerating those offenders with the highest rates 

of criminal behavior for longer periods, it is ar.gued, the greatest 

crime-reduction benefit can be obtained with the least increase in prison 

populations. A selective sentencing policy that also reduces the use of 

prison for offenders with the lowest expected rates of criminal behavior 

could t"eoreti cally achi eve a subs;tanti al benefit wi thout any increase 

in prison use. 

Underlyi ng thi 5 concept and/or methods desi gned to assess its 

potential benefits ar:.a a number of important assumptions (discussed 

below) about individual criminal careers. Ona of these assumptions served 

as the primarY focus of the present study: the assumption that offenders 

commit crimes a~ a more-or-Iess constant rate throughout the time they 

are actively engaged in criminal behavior. This assumption is implied 
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in the notion of "high-rate offenders." who, because of their ongoing and 

stable patterns of criminal behavior, account for a sizable portion of 

crime in society and who, therefore. are the appropriate targets for 

selective sentencing policies. This assumption of stability itself 

implies other characteristics of criminal behavior: that rates of 

offendi ng do not decli ne wi th age and that these rates are not appreci ably 

affected by soc i al and eny i ronmenta 1 circumstances. These assumptions 

have generally been acknowledged to a greater or lesser degree by 

proponents and critics alike. with attitudes about the value of selective 

incapacitation often resting on opinions about their importance and the 

likelihood that they hold. Debate concerni ng the val i di ty of these 

assumptions and of the merits of criminal justice policies in general is 

hindered. however. by a lack of reliable information about various aspects 

of crime and criminal career patterns (Petersi lia. 1930; Blumstein, 

Cohen, Roth and Visher, 1986). 

The present study was desi gned to provi de i nformati on of di rect 

relevance to resolving these issues by investigating the nature and 

development of criminal careers among a sample of serious 

offenders--those i ndi vi duals who would most Ii kely be the targets of 

selective sentencing policies. Al though the pri mary focus wi 11 be on 

issues related to the assumption of stability, the overall evaluation of 

policies such as selective incapacitation requires gaining a better 

general understanding of criminal careers. Thi s report wi 11 therefore 

not be limited to addressing those 1ssues, as such. Rather, it will take 

a general approach to describing the criminal career patterns of these 
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offenders. while placing special emphasis on findings of direct relevance 

for assessing the feasibility of selective incapacitation policies. 

The remainder of this chapter will be devoted to providing a general 

overview of selective incapacitation. as a concept. the assumptions upon 

which it rests, and the focus of the present study. 

The Conc~t of Selective Incapacitation 

Interest in the feasibility of policies of selectively 

incapacitating particular offenders was spurr~d by research indicating 

that a small minority of offenders was responsible for the majority of 

crimes, whether measured in terms of police contacts among the general 

population (Wolfgang. Figlio mnd Sellin. 1972) or in terms of 

self-reported crimes among pris~n inmates (Peterson and Braiker. 1981; 

Chaiken and Chaiken. 1982). By focusing scarce prison resources on this 

high-rate minority, the reasoning goes. the greatest return on society's 

crime-fighting investment could be realized. In fact. proponents of 

selective incapacitation have suggested that a well-designed policy could 

reduce the amount of crime in society as a whole by a significant amount. 

Greenwood (1982), for example, argued that a selective s~ntencing policy 

aimed at adult robbers could reduce the number of armed robberies by as 

much as 20X, while keeping the number of incarcerated armed robbers at 

current levels. Given the everpresent public concern over rising costs 

related to fighting crime, then, the concept of selective incapac~tation 

has a certain seductive appeal, and research suggesting that such policies 

are both practical and economical has generated a great deal of interest 

- 3 -



in criminal justice circles (Blumstein, Cohen, Roth and Visher, 1986; 

Cohen, 1983). 

While simple common sense would suggest that more is to be gained 

from locking up high-rate offenders than low-rate offenders. the extent 

of that gain is not easily or unambiguously determined. The different 

techni ques that have been employed in thi s regard have been carefully 

revi ewed by Cohen (1978, 1983), Of interest here are the most recent 

methods employed in this line of research: the use of "models" of crime 

" and the crimi nal justi ce system. Such models were used by Greenwood 

(1982) in his controversial study and have been used in subsequent 

research in this area as well (Cohen, 1983, 1986). These studies have 

built upon a sizable body of research that has attempted to understand 

the effects of changing certain aspects of the criminal justice system--in 

this case, the length of incarceration for'various offenders. This body 

of research began with the "Jork of Avi-Itzhak and Shinnar (1973)" who 

developed mathematical models of crime and the criminal justice system 

response. These models specify the general relationships among criminal 

behavior; the probabilities of arrest, conviction, and incarceration; and 

the length of inca rcerat ion. Correctly specified, such models'could, 

first, establish a steady-state description of crime and criminal 

justice, i ncludi ng the proport i on of act i ve offenders who are 

incarcerated at anyone time and the amount of crime that is prevented 

through that incarceration (that is, the incapacitative effect of current 

incarceration policies). Next, by altering various parameters of the 

model, estimates of the effects of various changes in criminal justice 
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policies could be derived. l For example, estimates of the trade-off 

between reductions in crime and increases in prison populations resulting 

from particular sentencing policies could be estimated (Blumstein, Cohen 

and Hagin, 1978). 

Early work using these models used single estimates of offense rates 

as well as single estimates of the various other parameters of the model 

(e.g., the probability of arrest for any particular crime). They were 

subsequently modified by Greenwood (1982) to include separate estimates 

of offense rates for low-, medium- and high-rate offenders and to include 

different probabilities of going to prison, if convicted, for these three 

types of offenders. Using these parameter estimates, the model was used 

to estimate the incapacitative effects of policies that included 

different lengths of incarceration for these groups. Greenwood concluded 

from his study that a significant amount 'of crimereduct,ion could be 

deri ved from pol i ci es that kept the hi gh'-rate of.fenders in pri son longer 

and released the low-rate offenders early. These "selecti ve 

incapacitation" policies could thereby achieve this crime-reduction 

benefit with no increase in prison use. Recent research using similar 

models on the same data produced similar, though reduced estimates of the 

potential effects of these p~licies eVisher. 1986). 

1 Since the focus of the present study was not on the details of the 
models. but on their underlying assumptions, such details will not 
be described fl.llly in this report. These models, as well as other 
research that has attempted to estimate incapacitation effects, are 
d'~scri bed in detai 1 (and Crt ti cally revi ewed) by Jacquel i ne Cohen 
(1983 ). 
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Assumptions underlying the concept and models. Before di scussi ng 

the assumption of offense-rate stability. which is most relevant to 

selective incapacitation. two assumptions that are critical to the notion 

that incapacitation can have have snv effect on the level of crime in 

society must first be acknowledged~ For incarceration to have an effect 

on crime levels in society. two critical conditions must be met: 1) that 

the incapacitated offenders would. in fact. commit crimes during the 

period of incapacitation were they free to do so. and 2) that the crimes 

-, prevented by i ncapaci tati ng these offenders would not be commi tted by 

others instead. 

The first condition is not difficult to meet, especially at the 

aggregate level. No type of intervention (short of the death penalty) 

has produced a recidivism rate of zero. Therefore. by locking offenders 

up for an additional year. it is fairly certain that ~ of the offenders 

would be prevented from committing ~ number of crimes. It is not so 

likely, however, that every identified offender would continue to commit 

crimes during that period--some retiring from crime altogether and others 

simply delaying their return to crime. Incapaci tat; ng these offenders 

would produce no crime-reduction benefit. Particular policies. 

therefore, are often judged in terms of the expected number of 

nonoffenders that they would subject to increased .incarcerati on. both 

because of the legal/ethi cal problems involved (Blackmore and Welsh. 

1983; von Hirsch and Gottfredson. 1983-4; Cohen, 1983) and because the 

incarceration of these offenders reduces the overall benefits of these 

policies. 
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The second condi ti on--that other offenders wi 11 not commi t the 

cd mes that otherwi se would have been commi tted by the i ncapaci tated 

offender--is not so easy to assume. Includ~d here are the conditions that 

no new offenders would be recruited into crime to take the incapacitated 

offenders place and that the offender is not a member of groups that would 

conti nue to commi t cdmes at thf:l same rate in hi s absence. It is 

reasonable to assume that at least some crimes would be affected by 

"market" conditions (drug sales, for example) and that the removal of one 

offender could easily result in his being replaced, but there has been 

little research on this issue, primarily because it deals with the basic 

nature and etiology of crime in society. (It could not, for example, be 

investigated using populations of known offenders.) Research on 

i ncapaci tat i on has therefore tended to focus pri mad lyon predatory 

crimes (assault, robbery, burglary), which are consrdered ~omewhat~ore 

likely to be single-offender crimes. Nevertheless, the issue is still 

recognized by sUpporters and critics alike as an important, and 

unresolved, one. Those attempting to investigate the merits of selective 

incapacitation policies th~refore generally allude to its importance and 

then proceed to ignore it, treating it as an assumption upon which their 

research on the Rpotential effects" of incapacitation rests. The same 

wi 11 be done her"e; the present reseorch focused, instead, on those issues ,",' 

that could be addressed with the present data. 

The assumption of stability. The assumption that individual rates 

of criminal behavior are reasonably stable is not critical to the notion 

of ; ncapac; tati on, but plays a fundamental role both in arguments for 

selective incapacitation and in the models currently used to estimate'the 
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potential effects of such a policy. In fact, the assumption arose in the 

context of developing these models, but has gained some wider acceptance 

as a way of characterizing criminal careers. That acceptance. in turn, 

has served to support the idea that there is a group of hi gh-rate 

offenders out there whose i ncarcerati on could ·produce .a si gni f1 cant 

reduction in overall crime. 

Early research using these models (Shinnar and Shinnar, 1975) was 

hampered by a lack of information on the rate of individual criminal 

'. activity (commonly termed "lambda") and the conditional probabilities of 

arrest, conviction. and incarceration. The problem was handled through 

the use of rather arbitrary estimates of offense rates and by two major 

simplifying assumptions: a) that all offenders commit crimes at the same 

overall rate throughout their active careers, and b) that the 

probabilities of arrest, conviction and incareeration were equal for ,all 

criminal acts (and all offenders) and independent of one another. 

Corollaries of the first of these assumptions are that offense rates are 

unaffected by incarceration (no rehabilitative or criminogenic effects 

of prison) and that incapacitating some offenders does not affect the 

rates of criminal behavior among other offenders (no deterrent effects, 

for example). Under these assumptions, it was possible to estimate the 

probabilities from aggregate -data on reported crimes, arrest·s,> 

convictions, and so oni these data are available from state and federal 

sources. 

Theoretically, these assumptions clould be relaxed to allow for 

di fferent rates of crimi nal behavi or among offenders and to allow for 

different conditional probabilities of arrest. conviction or 
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incarceration. In fact, such a relaxati on of these assumpti ons is 

necessary in order for the model to be used to estimate the effects of 

selective incapacitation policies. Similarly, it is theoretically 

possible that various systematic changes in rates of criminal behavior 

(such as decli nes by age--"maturati on effects") could also be 

incorporated into the model, although the model would soon become very 

complex. It would no~ be possible, however, to allow for these rates to 

go up and down unsystematically, so that different individuals would be 

high-rate offenders at differ~nt times. Under these conditions, changes 

in sentence lengths could not be assumed to have specifiable preventive 

effects on particular offenders, since their individual crime rates could 

change during the interim. 

Underlying these assumptions, then, is an even more basic assumption 

that the amount of crime in society is a simple function -'Of a ".fix~d" 

number of criminals committing crimes at a constant rate (which may differ 

across offenders) over their entire periods of active involvement in 

crime--their criminal careers. 2 Incapacitation serves to put some portion 

of those offenders out of circulation. Since the crimes they would have 

committed are assumed not to be committed by those offenders who remain 

on the street or by "new" recruits to the ranks of criminals, this 

! ncapaci tati on reduces the number of crimes 'accordingly; ,If all offendlers 

committed crimes at the same rate, the incapacitative effect of any 

Specifically, criminal behavior is assumed to be randomly distrib~ted 
throughout the career, as are arrests, convictions, and 
incarcerations (a "stochastic" model>. 

- 9 -



particular policy could be estimated simply by determining the proportion 

of offenders incarcerated under that pulicy. In research on the effects 

of selective incapacitation policies, rates of criminal behavior are 

allowed to di ffer. and the i ncapaci tati ve effects are estimated as a 

funct i on of the number of offenders incarcerated and thei r respect i ve 

rates of criminal behavior (which are. again. assumed not to change over 

time). Greenwood (1982), for example, divided offenders into those with 

low, medium and high self-reported offense rates. with average values of 

those rates used in the calculations. 

Together. these assumptions suggest a conception of criminal careers 

as stable patterns of criminal behavior, differing among offenders in 

terms of i ntensi ty and length but not di fferi ng appreci ably over ti me 

(except for relatively brief interludes of incapacitative incarceration). 

This conception, which serves mainly to describe"the kind'ofcriminal 

history implied by the above assumptions. has gained some accepta'nce among 

criminologists as a valid description of criminal careers (see Blumstein, 

Cohen, Roth and Visher, 1986). In fact, a current research pr'iorlty at 

the federal level is to learn more about criminal careers--their onset, 

duration, and their variations--and to identify methods of dealing with 

those offenders with the most active criminal careers--the "career 

crimi nals."3 These parti cularly dangerous offenders • ...who .,can be counted 

3 Certain criminologists have viewed this development with considerable 
dismay. Because it stands upon tenuous, untested and (in their view) 
mistaken assumptions, the federal research emphasis on criminal 
careers (as conceptualized) is considered ill-advised «30ttfredson 
and Hirschi, 1986). 
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on to be stablY dangerous in the future, are regarded as a high-priority 

target for criminal justice research and policy. 

Technically. of course. the concept of selective incapacitation does 

not require that offense r~tes be perfectly stable, as long as high-rate 

offenders can be identified for that period during which they would be 

incapacitated. However, the popular conception of selective 

incapacitation is that it is not simply directed at offenders who would 

have higher rates of criminal behavior, but at a select group of 

"hi gh-rate offenders," in the "career crimi nals" sense. It is thus 

closely linked to the currently popular conception of criminal careers, 

whi ch, by thei r nature. can be incorporated into the ki nds of models 

described above. 

While not directed specifically at the merits of selective 

incapacitation, some researchers have argued for the ~easonableness of 

the stability assumption. Some recent research, they argue,. appears to 

indicate that while participation in crime is strongly related to such 

social factors as race and age, offense rates among active offenders do 

not differ much Cif at all) by race or age (Blumstein and Cohen. 1979). 

Whi Ie these fi ndi ngs have been cri ti ci zed on methodologi cal grounds 

(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1986), they have been widely cited as evidence 

that criminal behavior is relatively stable (Cohen, 1·983; Farrington~. 

1986; Blumstein et al .• 1986). Social factors such as ethnicity or aga 

are understood to affect individuals primarily in terms of whethe~ and 

when they embark on criminal careers and when they end those 

careers--behavi or in the interim is apparently more-or-less immune to 

these social influences. Implicit in this view is the notion that 
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criminal propensity is somehow part of the individual and that it is 

generally unaffected to any great extent by situational factors. While 

these arguments are generally used to justify using the modeling 

techniques in criminolog!,', they also serve to support the concept of 

criminal careers. as stable patterns of criminal behavior. These 

arguments therefore also support the reasonableness, in pri nei pIe, of 

selective incapacitation. 

Not only does the assumpti on of stabi 1 i ty suggest confi dence in 

estimates of incapacitative effects using models, they suggest the 

possibility that selective sentencing policies may be practical and 

s~raightforward to carry out. If criminal behavior patterns are 

manifestations of stable individual differences in criminal propensity, 

it seems reasonable that some clear indicators of that propensity could 

be identified sooner or later. Moreover, the earlier in life .these 

high-rate offenders could be identified, the greater the potential 

crime-reduction (longer sentences for each conviction).4 If, in contrast, 

offense rates are unstable, predictions based on individual 

4 Some critics of recent research-have pointed out. for example. that 
Greenwood's (1982) !.cale for identifying high-.rate offenders was· 

, developed using retrospective data and was not validated in terms of 
its ability to identify high-rate offenders in the future (Blackmore 
and Welsh. 1983; Chaiken and Chaiken, 1984; Clear and Barry, 1983; 
Blumstein et al., 19a6)' Greenwood, himself, even agrees that the 
prediction scale should be validated prospectively. However, if 
offense rates are stable, individuals identified as high-rate 
offenders at any point in time could be expected to commit crimes at 
high rates at other times as well; consequently, they need only be 
identified once. Under these conditions, retrospective data wo.uld 
be just as valid for identifying high-rate offenders as prospective 
data. 
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characteristics could not be expected to very accuratelY identify 

offenders who would have the highest rates of criminal behavior. To the 

extent that the offense rate is not determi ned by i ndi vi dual 

characteristics, it must be determined by "outside" (soc1 aI, 

environmental, situational) characteristics. which are difficult to 

include in prediction equations. 

Thus, current thinking about criminal careers 'and selective 

incapacitation presupposes a certain fundam~ntal characteristic of 

criminal careers--a stable offense rate that is basically an outgrowth 

of individual criminal propensities. This feature serves both to make 

possible the estimation of selective incapacitation effects using models 

and to suggest the benefit and the practical feasibility of selective 

sentencing policies. Actual data to support this assumption of stability 

are. however, scarce and open to question (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1986). 

Clearly. there is a need for solid information on patterns of criminal 

behavior over time, with an emphasis on how stable these patterns tend 

to be. Hot only would such information be of intrinsic interest, it would 

help inform theories and research into practical policies. 

The Present Study 

The study upon whi ch thi s report is based involved, pri mari ly, t·he 

investigation of patterns of adult criminal behavior over time among 

serious offenders. These offenders were. either former California youth 

Authority wards (released from institutions between 1960 and 1970), ~r 

adult prisoners. or probationers who had convictions for Robbery or 

Burglary but who had no hi story of state-level juveni Ie commi tments. 
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Thus, they were all serious offenders at one time or another, and most 

were relatively serious offenders for some portion of their adult criminal 

careers. Arrest histories (all charged offenses), as well ~s background 

information and social history data obtained from prison and probation 

files, were coded for up tp twenty years (age 18 to age 37). allowing for 

longitudinal analysis of patterns. 

Of interest were a number of issues. the most important of which was 

the degree of stability in criminal behavior. Issues such as differences 

in patterns of criminal behavior by race and age were explored in order 

to assess the applicability of earlier findings to the current sample and 

to assess the reasonableness of the contention that offense rates are 

unrelated to these important social factors. The report is organized 

around these issues, proceedi ng roughly from the 51 mpler to the more 

complex. This organization allows the reader to first gain familiarity 

with the data and with some of the more clear-cut issues in the area of 

criminal career research. 

Chapter 2 provides an overview of the study design: the nature of 

the samples, the types of data obtained, and the manner in which the data 

were coded and used to establlsh career indices. This non-technical 

discussion is intended to provide enough information for readers to draw 

their own conclusions concerning the adequacy of the samples and findings 

upon which various conclusions were based. 

Chapters 3 and 4 focus on the issues of the extent of participation 

in crime (for the sample as a whole and by race and age) and of average 

rates of arrest (again by race and age). The longitudinal data on former 

Call forni a youth Authority wards permi tted an exami nati on not only of 
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simple indices of involvement in crime but also of "career" 

characteristics. such as breadth of involvement and the extent of 

repetition for particular crime types. Thus. these chapters provide a 

detai led look at differences by race and age for offenders who began 

serious criminal careers early in life. 

In Chapter 5. important methodological issues related to the use of 

individual-level data on rates of arrest are addressed. This chapter is 

devoted to understanding the limitations of the present data and to 

establishing what might bp. expected, in terms of the observed stability 

of arrest rates, given reasonably stable rates of criminal behavior. 

Analyses were performed to establ1 sh both the reI i abil i ti es of the 

measures and "standards" against which to evaluate estimates of career 

stability over time. 

Chapters 6 and 7 focus specifically on stability and change in 

offense b~havior over time. Usi ng the fi ndi ngs from Chapter 5 as a 

baseline, analyses focused on whether offense rates were more or less 

stable than might be expected. given the limitations imposed by the use 

of arrest-rate measures. In Chapter 6. somewhat arbi trary four-year 

blocks of ages are used to determine whether criminal behavior for these 

offenders was stable from one period to the next. In Chapter 7. similar 

analyses were performed for the four-year periods immediately before and 

after a major conviction--prison or probation sentence. 

Chapter 8 presents the results of analyses aimed at determining the 

extent to which background and family characteristics, drug use, marital 

status, and employment were related to arrest rates over time. Separate 
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analyses focused on characteri st i cs related to post-pri son rates of 

criminality for those offender~ who served adult prison terms. 

Chapter 9 is devoted to the findings concerning potential 

incapacitative effects of lengthened terms for these offenders. These 

estimates, which were made directly from data on post-prison arrests. did 

not depend on assumptions of stability. As indications of possible 

effects of these policies on crime in society, however, they would still 

rest on an assumption that any prevented crimes would not have been 

committed by other offenders. 

Finally, in Chapter 10, a summary of these findings is provided, and 

some of their implications for criminal justice research and policy are 

highlighted. Unfortunately, the nature of the findings make suggestions 

for positive programmatic proposals difficult. The study's main 

contributions are to general knowledge about criminal behav~or patterns 

and the factors that seem to influence them. It is hoped that the reader 

will come away with ~ greater appreciation of the complexities of criminal 

behavior and a sense of caution concerning the currently popular, but 

simplistic. conception of criminal careers. It is also hoped that this 

study will further inform the debate as to the merits of selectiv~ 

incapacitation policies, which would appear to hold little promise as 

practical solutions to the problem nfcrime in our society. 
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Chapter 2 

Sample and Methods 

This research study began in 1961, when Dr. Carl Jesness decided to 

retain the data he had been collecting on young wards being treated at 

the Fricot Ranch. a camp maintained by the California youth Authority 

(Jesness. 1965), He reasoned that these data might be useful in future 

years for long-term follow-Up of these young delinquents. For similar 

reasons. he also retained the data collected during the Preston Typology 

Development Project (Jesness, 1969. 1971a) and The youth Center Research 

Project (Jesnoss. 1971b, 1975; Jesness. DeRisi, McCormick and Wedge, 

1972). In all. over 2,800 wards were involved in these three research 

projects. In 1978, the decision was made to study the.subsequent'criminal 

histories of these wards. The purpose was two-fold: to determine the 

long-term expectations for California youth Authority wards and to assess 

the extent to which the information collected during the three research 

projects could aid in identifying those with the most active and/or 

dangerous adult criminal behavior patterns. 

Tha~ follow-up study (Haapanen and Jesness. 1982) analyzed data ·on, 

subsequent arrests (US1 ng the most seri OUs charge for each arrest 

incident) over a 10-15 year period. In addition, attitudinal, background, 

and psychological data retained from the earlier studies were used in an 

attempt to predict subsequent offense behavior. Juvenile and young adult 

offenders are committed to the California youth Authority because of 
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serious and/or extensive involvement in criminality at an early age. For 

example. most of these juvenile offenders had more than three prior police 

contacts--the number that Wolfgang. Figlio and Sellin (1972) found to be 

indicative of chronic criminality. It was felt that such a sample would 

contain enough relatively active offenders to reduce tne research 

problems ordi narily associ ated wi th the low populati on base-rate for 

chronic criminal behavior. In fact. the reverse was found: only 6% of 

the sample remai ned arrest-free duri ng the follow-up peri od, 80% were 

arrested for some kind of felony offense, and 66% showed an arrest for a 

violent crime. These figures contrast sharply with estimates of criminal 

involvement in the general population: 50-60% involvement in non-traffic 

offenses by early adulthood (Christensen, 1967; Shannon. 1982; Wolfgang. 

1977) and 22.8% involvement in seri ous offenses (Blumstei n and Graddy. 

1982), Even among the relatively high-risk cases studied by Robins 

(1966), only 60% of males were found to have been arrested and 36% had 

recorded arrests for serious (index) offenses. 

Since the vast majority of the sample had both extensive juvenile 

records and a number of adult arrests, almost all were classi f1 ed as 

chronic offenders (the base-rate for non-chronicity was quite low). The 

focus of the research changed, therefore, to differentiating among these 

chronic offenders in terms of 'the seriousness of their careers and to 

predicting variations in overall numbers of arrests (Total and Violent). 

Offenders were classified simply in terms of their most serious arrest 
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(Mi nor , Property, Vi olent-e,,~onomi c, or Vi olent-aggressi vel .5 Whi Ie 

predictive analyses explained only a small portion (10-18);) of the 

variation in numbers of arrests, statistically significant differences 

were found among offender groups in terms of various background, 

attitudinal. and psychological variables. These findings suggested that 

for these -serious delinquents. attitudinal and psychological differences 

di d influence the overall i ntensi ty and seri ousness of the; r adult 

criminal behavior; at the same time, much remained to be learned about 

these differences. Stability of the criminal behavior was not addressed; 

the loosely-defi ned types were based on arrests covert ng the ent ire 

follow-up period. No attempt was made to investigate the usefulness of 

other typological distinctions or the usefulness of the obtained 

distinctions for characterizing careers OVer time. 

The relatively large number of high-rate offenders in this sample. 

along with the fact that it was based on a prospective, longitudinal 

design. made it attractive for studying those issues related to 

development and change in offense careers over time. Half of this sample 

Cn - 1.308), along with smaller samples of adult offenders with no history 

of state-level commitments as juveniles~ was used in the present study. 

More complete arrest-histories were obtained, and information on 

demographi cs, fami ly background. adult-drug - use, "mart-tal status. and 

employment was coded from pr; son and/or probati on ft les. These data 

5 A breakdown of the offenses included in these categories can be found 
at the end of this chapter. 
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allowed for extensive analysis of adult patterns of criminal behavior and 

the relationship of these patterns to various explanatory variables. 

The Sample 

The sample used for this study actually consisted of~hree separate 

subsamples, characteri zed by di fferent levels of involvement wi th the 

criminal justice system. Although the bulk of the sample came from the 

earlier follow-up study involving former California Youth Authority (CYA) 

wards, it was decided to broaden it somewhat by also including two 

additional samples of offenders: (a) a sample (n = 175) of adult prisoners 

who were convicted of robbery or burglary and Who had no known history 

of state-level juvenile commitments (California Department. of 

Corrections, or CDC, sample) and (b) a sample Cn = 98) of Bdu~t 

probationer-s (Probation sample) .who were sentenced to jail and/or 

probation for either robbery or burglar-y and who ha j, to that point •. no 

pri or juven i Ie or adult state-level commi tments. Since some analyses 

focused on differ-ences by sample, the CYA cases were also differentiated 

in terms of those who had adult prison sentences and those for whom adult 

probation data were obtained. For clari ty, the non-CYA pri son and 

probation samples were generally referred to as "supplementary" samples 

(e.g., Supplementary CDC). 

The Supplementary CDC sample was obtained by .cDC data processing 

staff. The intent was to obtain a sample of 200 former prisoners who were 

similar to the former eYA wards, but who had no history of eYA 

(or similar) commitments. Since recent incapacitation research had 

focused pri mari lyon Robbers and Burglars, the sample was 1 i mi ted' to 
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offenders who, at one ti me or another. were commi tted to pri son for 

Robbery or Burglary. The data system at eDC did not contain information 

on juvenile commitments, so it was decided to select a much larger sample, 

check the names against the eYA files to determine prior eYA commitments, 

and then randomly select cases from among those wi th no such eVA 

experience. A computer program was written to randomly select 500 cases 

from among those former CDC inmates with the following characteristics: 

• male, 

e convicted of Robbery or Burglary, 

• born between 1946 and 1950, 

• discharged or paroled in 1975 to 1977. 

• paroled to a California location. 

Of those 500 cases, over 300 (60~) were found to have had prior eYA 

commitments. 6 As a result, the sample of potential CDC cases dropped to 

less than 200. Rather than request additional names, the decision was 

made to proceed wi th a sl i ghtly smaller sample than was ori gi nally 

planned. Additional attrition resulted from missing prison files and from 

some i ndi vi duals havi n9 been returned to pri son from parole and not 

fi nally di scharged pri or to the data collecti on (pri son fi les were 

exceedingly difficult to obtain if cases were still "active," since they 

6 It was unclear whether thi s hi gh proporti on was due to a sampl i ng 
fluke or, rather, was indicative of the contribution of former eYA 
wards to the population of robbers and burglars in CDC at that tlme. 
Time and resources did not permit following up on this interesting 
question. 
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were kept at the institution or parole office to which the offender was 

assigned). The final supplementary CDC sample contained 175 cases. 

Probation cases were more difficult to obtain. since counties 

generally do not have computer faci Ii ti es that permi t random sampl i ng 

based on particular characteristics. Further. since probat~on files are 

typically retained only five years after the case is closed. the offender 

would have to have been arrested within the prior six or seven years. 

Offenders wi th seri ous offenses (Robbery or Rurglary) and who were of 

.. similar age to the CYA cases (early thirties) but who had no prior eYA 

or prison experience were rar-e. Consequently. data collection was limited 

to los Angeles County. which was large enough to provide more cases. and 

San Diego County. which did have some ~omputer capability in this regard.· 

Further. the inclusion criteria had to be relaxed somewhat, allowing 

younger offenders into the sample, and allowing some offenders who were 

not robbers or burglars to be selected (especially if they had a prior 

or subseguent offense of those kinds). Because these crt ter; a changes 

made the probation sample less comparable to the remaining cases, and 

because considerable time and resources were required to obtain and code 

the data. a decision was made to limit the number of cases. A total of 

only 98 cases was obtained, but this number was felt to be large enough 

to permit identifying gross differences inthe·patterns.of adult careers· ... ·,:·. 

among the probationers, as compared to others. 

The' overall sample, then. WClS not;: representative sample of any 

particular offender group and certainly not representative of all 

offenders. Due to the restrictions placed on the sample before random 

selection. the supplementary cases (Probation or CDC) can only be n~!d 
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to represent cases like themselves: convicted as adults for robbery or 

burglary, male, born before 1950, etc. For the Probat; on case::" a 

somewhat broader sample was drawn, by necessity, but the 

representativeness of these cases of all probationers is unlikely. In 

contrast, since the eYA cases were drawn from institutions designed for 

both regular and seri ous wards. thi s part of the sample is reasonclbly 

representati ve of the types of cases handled by the eYA duri ng that 

period. They may also be reasonably representative of all California 

" offenders who began serious criminal careers early in life. 

Whi lr the extent to whi ch the offense rates and career patterns found 

for this sample can be generalized to other offenders is unknown, findings 

regarding general patterns and stability can.be argued to have a general 

applicability. Most of the issues bei ng .addressed in thi s study were 

basec:! upon concepti ons of crt mi nal careers .that should ..apply to· all 

offenders. There is no reason to believe, for example, that offenders 

starting their careers early in life would have less stable adult careers 

than others. Thus, although this sample does not permit the'drawing of 

conclusions about what does characterize criminal careers, in general, 

it is adequate for determining whether certain generalizations do not hold 

across the board. Further, no reason was found for believing that those 

general crimi nal career character·i st·,ies ,:f.ound for 'this" sample of seri ous 

adult offenders could have been peculiar to these offenders. 

Nevertheless, such a possibility exists, and conclusions are, it is hoped, 

appropriately tempered. 

In some instances, and for some analyses, of course, it was possible 

to assume some bias in the results based on sampling characteristfcs. 
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Table 2-1 
Subsamples Included in Various Analyses 

Report CYA (n=1.308) Supplement 

Analysis Type Chapter R/Ol Prob CDC Pr'ob CDC 

N of cases (total=1.581) 674 142 492 98 175 

Participation 3 * * * Aggregate Arrest Rates 4 * * * Methodolgical Issues 5 * * * * * Arrest-rate Stability 6 * lIE * * * Pre/post Incarceration " 
Comparisons 7 * * * * 

Correlates and Prediction 
of Arrest Rates 8 * lIE * * Incapacitation Effects 9 * * 

1 "Rap-sheet Only" cases: CYA cases with no adult prison terms and 
no recent probation reports. 

For example. because the supplementary samples were ch'osenon the .basi 5 

of known arrests for 'robbery or burglary, these cases would not be 

appropriate for studying either participation in various kinds of crimes 

or offense rates. Similarly. these subsamples would not be useful for 

studying the changes in participation or offense rates by age. since the 

sampling criteria increased the likelihood that robbery or burglary 

arrests would occur as adults and at particular times (in order for the 

CDC cases to be released between 1975 and 1977 and -for. the Probati on cases', 

to have active probation files). Consequently, only the CYA cases, who 

comprised a cohort identified (f.ar the most part) prilor to their becoming 

adults, were used in these analyses of participation and arrest rates, 

as they differ by race and ag~. other analYses were also limited to 

various subsamples whenever it was reasoned that bias may have resulted 

- 24 -



from including others. The nature and bases for these restrictions will 

be discussed in the context of describing and presenting the findings of 

~he particular analyses. A general gui de to the subsamples that were 

included in various analysis is provided in Table 2-1. 

The Data 

Three sources of data were used. Information on criminal behavior 

was obtained primarily from California Criminal Identification and 

Investigation (CII) rap sheets. Background and lifestyle infermation 

came from adult prison file materials and from pre-sentence investigation 

(PSI) reports found in county probation files. These reports sometimes 

provided additional data on criminal behavior as well. since offenders 

were sometimes known to have committed crimes for which they were never 

arrested. Whenever poss; bIe, copi es of the relevant ·f; Ie materials 

<cumulati ve summar; es from CDC and PSI reports from probati on) were 

obtained. rather than coded on site. 

double-check i ng of codi ng procedures, 

This procedure facilitated 

clarification of problems 

encountered during editing, and, importantly, the ability to continue the 

research in the future. Clues about the causes and correlates of criminal 

behavior or of changes in behavior patterns could be pursued in future 

studies without having to repeat the data collection.. Of the 1,308 ·CYA 

cases randomlY selected for the sample, 634 (or 48%) had CDC or PSI data: 

the remainder had only rap sheet (arrest) data through 1985. 

Note that si nce the data came from offi ci al sources, the most 

information was available for those offenders who had the most contact 

with the criminal justice system. Further, follow-up informatio~ on 

- 25 -



lifestyle factors for the CVA cases was limited to those individuals who 

ei ther served terms in adult prj son or for whom probati on fi les (and 

thereby PSI reports) were available. Prison files are maintained in the 

CDC archi ves for 30 years, whi Ie probati on reports were often not 

available, since probation departments typically ,destroy their i,nact~v,e 

files after five years. As a result, relatively little information was 

available for the "successes" and for those offenders in the eVA sample 

who were never sent to prison and who were not placed on probation within 

" the last six or seven years. For these cases, the data base was limited 

to official rap sheet information and data available from the earlier 

study. CDC or PSI information, useful for underst~nding differences among 

offenders, was available for all of the CDC and Probation samples. 

The fallow-up period Was defined by the date of the last informatiqn 

collected. Due to the time and expense involved in obtaining informati.on •. 

the data were considered complete for each case if criminal history data 

were available through 1980. Thus, every case wi th CDC or Probati on 

information through 1980 was considered complete if that information 

included criminal history data. Rap sheets were ordered only for those 

cases with no CDC or Probation information and those cases for whom the 

CDC or Probation information did not extend through 1980. The date of 

the final data collection. then, ·depended on the types and amounts of ,data 

available from CDC or Probation departments. 

The Coding 

In order to get the fullest picture of the likely 

of these offenders, offense data were coded to include every charge. 
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count, and "'cleared" crime noted on the rap sheet or written report. 

Separate entries were made for each type of crime and each date. so that 

multiple entries for the same date were possible. In a few instances, 

offenders were known to have committed a number of crimes for which they 

were not "charged" when arrested (e.g.~ a burglar may have committed a 

'number of burglaries for which he was not formally charged as part of a 

plea bargain). These were coded as well, under the assumption that these 

indicators of overall criminality were probably no less valid than other 

" officially-recorded offense data. Thus, the data do not indicate the 

actual number of crimes for which each individual was apprehended. They 

also, obviously, do not indicate the actual number of crimes committed 

by these offenders; by and large, the present data can be expected to 

underestimate the actual levels of participation and rates of offending, 

although the extent of the bias is unknown. Further, 'di spos; ti on data 

were not coded, since it was usually impossible to determine the 

disposition of most counts or charges. 

Other, "lifestyle" data were coded with respect to changes in status 

over the peri od covered ; n the CDC or probati on report. Coded were 

changes in incarceration and supervision, known drug-use patterns, and 

marital and family status. Rules were established for coding ambiguous 

data. Each case was coded by one person and edited,byanother, who alsfJ •. , 

reviewed the file materials. Any discrepancies or uncertainties 

concern i ng codi ng were di scussed, and, if necessary, codi ng rules were 

refined. Even so, by the nature of the sources of the information, none 

of these data can be considered particularly valid or reliable as measur~s 

of the variables in question, although they indicate with reasona'ble 

- 27 -



accuracy the kinds of information available on offenders in CDC or recent 

probation reports. 

The incarceration/supervision information came primarily from rap 

sheets. All time periods during the follow-up were coded~ either as time 

"free", time under probation supervision, time in jail, time in prison, 

time under parole supervision, etc. Only the determination of jail time 

proved to be .. 'ery problemati c, si nce release dates generally were not 

available. Consequently, each jail term was coded as its sentence length 

" unless the actual time served could be verified by the reports. 

Drug-use and marital status were coded in terms of changes in status. 

Offenders were assumed to maintain the same status unless the change was 

noted in the CDC or probati on report. Al though thi s assumpti on is 

quest i onable, and cr&aated a greater appearance of stabi Ii ty than was 

likely true for these offenders, no other assumption was possible. The 

types of drugs ever used ~s a juvenile and as an adult were also coded 

as separate variables. 

Employment data were coded both in terms of the general pattern of 

employment for each calendar year from 1967 to 1984 and in terms of actual 

jobs noted in reports. Owing to the relatively few jobs. the inability 

to determine beginning and ending dates or the nature of the employment, 

the data on specific jobs was exceedingly difficult to code or interpret. 

The yearly data, although subjective and general, seemed to capture what 

was avai l'able in these reports fai rly well. Coded were the number of 

months worked duri ng each calendar year and the most common type of 

employment (e.g., full-time). If the individual did not work during a 

particular year because of disability or school enrollment, tHese 
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situations were coded. Thi s codi ng format was used pri mari ly because 

entries in the records typically took that form (for example, "Worked six 

months in 1975 as a part-time laborer"). 

One other kind of information was coded: data on the prison or 

jai l/probati on term for whi ch the CDC or probation data ·were obtained. 

Where available, data were coded concerning background information on the 

offender and his family; the offense for which he was convicted; other 

offenses committed in the incident; entry, parole, and discharge dates; 

scholastic ~nd aptitude test scores; psychological diagnoses; gang 

membership; and parole or probation information, including revocations. 

These data were used for assessi ng pre/post di fferences in types and 

numbers of arrests. 

From these raw data, computer programs were used to generate monthly 

and yearly indices of crimes COMmitted, incarceration time (prison and 

jail), "street" time (not incarcerated), drugs used, marital status, and 

employment. Most analyses, however, used data summarized by age. 

Calendar-year indices werQ transformed into indices by age on the basis 

of the age of each offender during each calendar year (the age he was 

during most of the year).' 

7 Wi th thi s method, offenders could have been as much as six months 
younger or older than their nominal "age" would indicate, and could 
have been as much as eleven or twelve months younger or older than 
others of the same "age." However, for the kinds of analyses 
performed, these di fferences from true ages were cons; dered 
unimportant. The interest was in long-term trends and rather large 
(four-year) blocks of time, not in obtaining "true" estimates' of 
offense rates or patterns of offending at specific ages. 
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These "age" data were used to create variables that allowed various 

analyses of the adult criminal careers: 

• the entira adult career: age 18 to age 37 (or folloW-UP), 

• four-year age blocks: 18-21, 22-25, 26-29, 30-33, 34-37, 

e even ages (18, 20. 22, etc.) and odd ages (19, 21, 23, etc.). 

Separate files were created for the individuals who had probation 

data or who were sentenced to adult prison. Thes~ files contained the 

same data as other files. coded for those periods prior to and following 

the pa,·ti cular sentence for whi ch the r.eport was avai lable. In cases 

where more than one report was available, the earliest sentence was used 

in order to maximize the amount of follow-up time after release from jail 

or prison. s 

The Analyses 

Most of the analyses of the data were performed usi ng SPSSx, a .common 

statistical package. The analytic methods were kept as simple as possible 

in order to maximize the clarity of the findings. Rather than describe 

all of the various analyses a~ this point, each will be described in the 

context of presenting the findings. It was felt that this approach would 

help the reader to ul1derstand them better, and would free the reader from 

haying to refer back to this chapter for elarification. 

S The data files are currently in the form of "system files" created 
using SPSSx (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences). They will 
be available from the Criminal Justice Archive and Informa~ion 

Network (University of Michigan, P.O. Box 1248, Ann Arbor, Michigan, 
48106). Additional information can be obtained from the author. 
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A few general observations, however, may be helpful. In a number 

of analyses, a distinction was made between cases who were "active" 

offenders and those who were net. A5 discussed in the introduction, 

assumptions about criminal careers generally refer to the "active" 

period: that period prior to the point where an offender drops out of 

crime completely. Although all of the members of the sample were, at one 

time or another, active in crime, it is unlikely that all of them 

continued to commit crimes throughout the years they were followed for 

the present study. While the data did not allow a clear determination 

of when these offenders had stopped committing crimes (since they may have 

continued to commit crimes without being arrested). it was deemed 

reasonable to assume that an offender who got arrested during a particular 

year was actively committing crimes during that year. Thus, it was 

assumed that each offender was active at least through the date of the 

last known arrest. SpecificallY7 since the data were coded by'calendar 

year, it was assumed that each offender was active through the year in 

which he was last arrested. The active period (or "known" active period) 

for each offender extended from the year he turned eighteen to the year 

he was last arrested, and each offender was considered to have rema;ned 

active throughout this active period (in analyses of arrest rates by age, 

the year of the last arrest was excluded--the procedure will be described 

fully later on). In other words. the off(tmder was considered active until 

he commStted his last crime (indicated in the present case by his last 

arrest), even if he stopped for several years or was incarcerated for a 

lengthy period .. 
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In addition to the total number of arrests (charges) , most analyses 

used various combinations of crimes. For consi stency, the offense 

groupings used in the earlier study involving these cases CHaapanen and 

Jesness, 1982), were used in this study as well. Offenses were 

categorized according to the following definitions: 

Violent-aggressive--Murder, Rape, Assault; 

Violent-economic--Robbery, 
Kidnapping); 

other Person Offenses (Extort; on, 

Violent--the above two types combined; 

Property--Burglary, Receiving Stolen Property (RSP), Grand Theft, 
Forgery, Grand Theft Auto; and 

Serious--all Violent and Property offenses listed above (this 
category is somewhat comparable to FBI part 1 index offenses). 
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I 

Chapter 3 

Participation in Adult Crime Among Former CYA Wards 

As discussed earlier, offenders are committed to the California 

Youth Authority because of serious and/or extensive involvement in 

criminality at an early age. Of those who were included in the present 

follow-up study. almost all (96%) apparently continued that involvement 

into adulthood (were arrested at least once).9 The nature and extent of 

their involvement in adult criminal behavior. however, differed greatly 

among offenders: some were arrested only once or twice for minor offenses 

while others were arrested for as many as forty different- (often serious) 

crimes. In this chapter. some of these differ·enceswill·be explore.d. lO 

Data on charged offenses .over the follow-up .ped od, extendi ng i nt,o 

the early to mid-thirties for most cases. were analyzed to determine the 

kinds of crimes in which these offenders were believed to be involved. 

9 This high probability of engaging in criminal behavior as adults is 
cons; stent wi th the fi ndi ngs of numerous research studi es that 
followed seri ous juveni Ie offenders into adulthood for varyi ng 
lengths of time (Shannon, 1982; Far.rington,j.983; Wolfgang. 
Thornberry, and Figlio. 1985), These studies (and others) are 
reviewed in Blumstein et al., (1986). 

10 As discussed in Chapter 2, these analyses will focus only on cases 
from the original CYA cohorts. Other cases were excluded from these 
analyses because they wern selected for the study on the basi s. of 
having been convicted of particular kinds of offenses, making them 
inappropriate for studying levels of participation. 
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the extent and breadth of that involvement, the mix of crimes (va~iety 

vs. spec; al i zati on) the prevalence of offenders charged more than once 

for particular offenses and combinations of offenses. and variations in 

participation by race and. for activ~ offenders, by age. Findings for 

the sample as a whole provi de an i ndi cati on of expected long-range 

criminal behavior patterns for offenders who engage in serious criminal 

behavi or early in 1 i fe. Of special interest, however~ wi 11 be the 

differences along these dimensions by race and by age. since these 

differences have broader implications for evaluating current ideas about 

criminal careers and the assumptions underlying the concept of selective 

incapacitation. 

In the analyses that follow, "part; ci pati on" in parti cular crimes 

is defined as having been arrested at least once for that crime (or crime 

type) during the adult follow-up peri.od. 11 In contrast. baing "active" 

in crime is defined temporally; it is that time period prior to the date 

of the last known arrest. Offenders were considered active in crime as 

long as they were being arrested. "Active offenders," then, were all 

offenders who at particular points in time (say, a particular age) had 

not yet been arrested for the last time. This distinction will be 

discussed in more detail in the section focusing on age effects. 

11 Having arrests is not a good indicator of participation, since ~any 
offenders who commi t vari ous cri mes never get arrested for them. 
Nevertheless, since there has been no empirical evidence of 
substantial differences in arrest probability by race or age 
(Hindelang, 1978; Hindelang, Hirschi and Weis. 1979; Cohen. 198,6). 
these data can be used to draw reasonable inferences about differences 
in participation by ethnicity and age. 
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As outlined in Chapter 2. offenses were categorized according to the 

following definitions: 

Violent-aggressive--Homicide (Murder 1st, Murder 2nd, 
Manslaughter), Rape, Assault; 

Violent-economic--Robbery, 
Kidnapping); 

Other Person offenses (Extortion, 

Violent--the above two types combined; 

Property--Burglary, Receiving Stolen Property (RSP), Grand Theft, 
forgery, Grand Theft Auto (GTA); and 

Any Serious--all Violent and Property offenses listed above (this 
category is somewhat comparable to FBI part 1 index offenses). 

Throughout this discussion, it will be important to keep in mind that 

because official data were used, estimates of participation in criminal 

activity will underestimate the actual levels of participation. 

Types and levels of Participation in Crime 

This section will focus generally on the number of,times these former 

CYA wards were arrested as adults for vari ous cri mes, for the. total 

sample, and for each ethnic group separately. AnalYses of the numbers 

of cases with arrests of various types suggest clear ethnic differences 

both in the proportions of cases Rarticipating in various crimes and in 

the extent of that participation. 

Tabl'e 3-1 shows the frequency distribut,ionsand percentages .. ,.:· ... 

I'articipating at each level for general categories -of offenses. The 

columns labeled "Cum X" show the percentage of the sample and each ethnic 

group with at least that many offenses of each type. These figures 

i ndi cate, therefore, both the proporti on of cases wi th SlllY arrests of 

these types and the proportions with multipl~ arrests. For example, 56.6X 
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of the total sample had one or more ar-rests for ("participated" in) 

Violent-aggressive crimes. 44% participated in Violent-economic crimes, 

75.1% in Property crimes, and so on. 

The figures in this table reinforce the notion that this was a very 

hi gh-ri sk sample of offenders. Hot only were almost all offenders 

arrested at one time or another as adults, but the vast majority were 

arrested for seri ous cri mes, wi th three-quarters of the sample bei ng 

arrested for a serious Property crime. Participation in Violent crimes 

was somewhat lower, but still included over tWo-thirds of the sample. 

Participation in specific categories of Violent crimes was also very high. 

The figures in Table 3-1 also indicate that repetitiveness was 

relatively common among these offenders. Over two-thirds of the sample 

had three or more charges for ser~ous offenses during the follow-up period 

(this amounts to 80.2% of all those .with Any Seriou.s charges), with half 

the sample accumulating at least five such chargesA The percentage of 

cases with three or more Violent-aggressive or Violent-economic offenses 

was not as high (24% and 15%, respectively), but when all Violent offenses 

were combined, four in ten had at least three charged offenses. This 

figure is only slightly lower than the percentage with three or more 

Property offenses. 

Among these former serious juvenile "offenders, differences in adult 

participation by race, although not as marked as 'for the general 

population. were still evident. The ratio of participation in Violent 

crimes by minorities to that of Whites was around 1.3:1. 

difference was for Violent-economic crimes, where Black participation 

exceeded White participation by a factor of almost 1.9:1. The Black/White 
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Table 3-1 
Humber and Percent with Arrests for Serious Offenses By Race 

White Black Hispanic Total l 

(n=713) (n=359) (n=210) (n=1282) 

Offense Type ~ Cum % % Cum % X Cum % % Cum % 

Violent-
aggressive 

0 51. IX 100.0% 35.7% 100.0% 30.5~ 100.0~ 43.4~ 100.0% 
1 20.2% 48.9% 17.5% 64.3% 21. 9% 69.5~ 19.7% 56.6% 
2 12.8% 28.8% 12.0% 46.8% 15.7% 47~6% 13.0% 36.9% 
3 5.6% 16.0% 11.1% 34.8% 10.5% 31. 9% 8.0% 23.9% 
4 4.6% 10.4% 7.8% 23.7% 7.1% 21.4% 5.9% 15.9% 
5+ 5.8% 5.8r. 15.9% 15.9% 14.3% 14.3~ 10.0% 10.0% 

Violent-
economic 

0 66 .2% 100.0% 37.07- 100.0% 53.8% 100.0~ 56.0% 100.0% 
1 16.0% 33.8% 19.87- 63.0% 20. O~ 46.2% 17.7% 44.0% 
2 10.0% 17.8% 13.47- 43.2% 11. 9% 26.2% 11.2% 26.3% 
3 3.5% 7.8% 9.27- 29 .8~{ 5.7~ 14.3% 5.5% 15.1% 
4 1.5% 4.3% 5.3% 20.6% 4.8% 8.6~ 3.1% 9.6% 
5+ 2.8% 2.8% 15.3% 15.3% 3.8% 3.8% 6.5% 6.5% 

Proeertl! 
0 27.9% 100.0% 17.87- 100.0% 26.7% 100.0% 24.9% 100.0% 
1 15.0% 72.1% 13.1% 82.2% 16.7% 73 .• .3% 14.7% 75.1% 
2 15.7% 57.17- 9.57- 69.0% 10.5% 56.6~ 13.1% 60.4% 
3 9.8% 41. 4% 8.67- 59.5% 9.0% 46.1% 9.4% 47.3~ 

4 6.5% 31. 6% 8.67- 50.9% 7.1% 37.1% 7.2% 37.9% 
5+ 25.1% 25.1% 42.3% 42.3% 30.0% 30.0% 30.7% 30.7% 

Anl! Serious 
0 16.3% 100.0% 7.8% 100.0% 11.0% 100.0% 13.0% 100.0% 
1 10.1% 83.7% 7.2% 92.2% 7.1% 89.0% 8.8% 87.0% 
2 10.IX 73.6% 3.97- 85.0~ 10.0~ 81.9% 8.3% 78.2~ 

3 11.5% 63.5% 7.2% 81.1% 7.1~ 71.9~ 9.6% 69.8% 
4 7.6% 52.1% 2.8% 73.8% 5.7~ 64.8% 5.9% 60.2% 
5+ 44.5% 44.5% 71. 0% 71. 0% 59.0% '59.0% 54.3% ·~54. 3% 

Anl! Violent 
0 39.3% 100.0% 18.9% 100.0% 20.5~ 100.0% 30.5~ 100.0% 
1 18.5% 60.8% 14.5% 81. 0% 15.2~ 79.5% 16.8% 69.5% 
2 13.5% 42.3% 8.6% 66.5% 14.8% 64.3% 12.3% 52.7% 
3 9.1% 28.8% 10.6% 57.9~ 11.4~ 49.5% 9.9% 40.4% 
4 6.9% 19.7% 7.2% 47.3% 14.8~ 38.IX 8.3% 30.5% 
5+ 12.8% 12.8% 40.17- 40.1% 23.3% 23.3% 22.2% 22.2% 

1 Cases not classified as White, Hispanic or Black (n=26) were excluded. 
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ratio for participation in Any Serious offense was 1.1:1, which is 

strikingly different from the estimated ratio of 3.6:1 for index offenses 

in the general population reported by Blumstein and Graddy (1982). The 

di stri buti ons of offenses also show clear di fferencesby ethni ci ty; 

Whites generally had lower levels of involvement, especially for Violent 

crimes. The proporti~n of Whites with five or more V~olent crimes. for 

example. was one-third that of Blacks and around half that for Hispanics. 

Blacks showed higher levels of involvement in each crime type. 

Participation rates for selected specific offenses are shown in 

Table 3-2, and the rates for specific serious offenses are displayed 

graphically in Figure III-l for the three ethnic groups. For the total 

sample, parti ci pati on rates were at or above 25% for eleven of the 

twenty-one types of offenses considered. An additional three offens~s 

had participation rates at or above 20%. Except for such low-base-rate 

offenses as Homicide, Rape, and Arson, all other offerises had 

participation rates above lOX. The highest rates of participation were 

for miscellaneous ("Other") offenses ~nd Drug Use offenses. but the next 

two most common offenses were the relatively serious crimes of Burglary 

(58.270) and Aggravated Assault (43.4X). Thus, for offenders initiating 

serious criminal careers at an early age, the chances of being arrested 

for most of the offenses listedw8s'over 20X, with the chances of bein9 _, 

arrested for Burglary or Aggravated Assault closer to 50/50. 

Although the differences were mostly small, Blacks show~d the 

highest participation rates for most of the offenses li~ted, especially 

Sex Offenses and Property offenses. Blacks generally showed IO\-Ier 

participation rates for Liquor Offens9s and Drug Offenses. Hispanics'had 
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Offense Type 

Violent-
aggressive: 

Homicide 
Agg. assault 
Rape 
Misd. Assault 

Violent-
economic: 

Armed Robbery 
Strongarm robbery 
Other person 

P,-oeert~: 

Burglary 
Rec. Stolen Prop. 
Gr~,"d theft 
Forgery 
Grand theft auto 

Other Offenses: 
Arson 
Other theft 
Joyride 
Weapons offenses 
Sex offenses 
Liquor offenses 
Drug use 
Drug sales 
Other offenses 

Table 3-2 
Number and Percent Participating 

in Each Offense Type by Race 

White Black Hispanic 
(n=713) (n=359) (n=210) 

Ho. X Ho. % No. % 

45 6.3% 32 8.9% 22 10.5% 
254 35.6% 189 52.6% 114 54.3% 

36 5.0% 39 10.9% 13 6.2% 
157 22.0% 98 27.3% 68 32.4% 

135 18.9% 121 33.7% 55 26.2% 
135 18.9% 166 46.2% 62 29.5% 

71 10.0% 63 17.5% 21 10.0% 

379 53.2% 237 66.0% 130 61.9% 
241 33.8% 162 45.1% 66 31.4% 
143 20.1% 118 32.9% 50 23.8% 
152 21.3% 82 22.8% 26 12.4% 
125 11.5% 86 24.0% 3(. 16.2% 

15 2. 1% 12 3.3% 5 2.4% 
265 37.2% 144 40.1% 87 41.4% 
179 25.1% 116 32.3% 41 19.5% 
220 30.9% 170 47.4% 68 32.4% 

87 12.2% 58 16 .2% 17 8.1% 
290 40.7% 107 29.8% 134 63.8% 
395 55.4% 224 62.4% 144 68.6% 

84 11.8% 38 10.6% 38 18.1% 
606 85.0% 297 82.7% 186 88.6% 

. 

Total l 

(n=1282) 

no. X 

99 7.7'X. 
557 43.4% 

88 6.9% 
323 25.2% 

311 24.3% 
363 28.3% 
155 12.1% 

746 58.2X 
469 36.6X 
311 24.3% 
260 20.3% 
245 19.1% 

32 2.5% 
496 38.7% 
336 26.2% 
458 35.7% 
162 12.6% 
531 41.4% 
763 59.5% 
160 12.5% 

1089 84.9% 

1 Cases not classified as White, Hispanic or Black (n=26) were excluded. 

the highest rates of participation in aggressive Violent crimes (except 

Rape) and in drug or alcohol-related crimes, while showing lower rates 

of participation in Forgery, Auto Theft, and Sex Offenses. Whites had 
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the lowest participation rates for most o'ffenses, but the difference was 

substantial only for Aggravated Assault and Robb~ry. 

Table 3-3 shows the number of multiple offenders within each specific 

crime. 12 Shown are the number of cases with two ,or more arrests for each 

offense and the number wi th three or more arrests. ThQSQ 11 gures are also 

12 These figures are not brokQn down by ethnicity bQcause of tha small 
number of multiple offenders for most crim~s; COnSequQntly. caSes in 
the "other" category of race were also included. In addition. no 
distinction was made between cases who were actually arrested on more 
than one occasion for the crime in question and those who were 
arrested once and charged wHh multi pIe counts. Both i ndi cate 
repetitive involvement in the crime. The terms "multiple arre"sts" 
and "multiple charges" will be used interchangeably in this context. 
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----------~--------------- -----------

Table 3-3 
Number and Percent of Multiple Offenders 

for Each Offense Type 

Two or More Offenses Three or More 

X of X of % of 
Offense N Sample Partici- N Sample 

pants 

No multiple 
arrests 144 11.0X 291 22.2X 

Violent-
aggressive: 

Homicide 17 1. 3X 16.5% 6 O.SX 
Agg. assault 305 23.2X 53.7X 175 13.3X 
Rape 28 2.U 31.1X 10 0.8X 
Misd. Assault 132 10.lX 39.6X 54 4.1X 

Violent-
~conomic: 

Armed Robbery 127 9.7X ItO.2X 64 4.9X 
Strongarm robbery 152 l1.6X 41.2% 70 5.3% 
Other person 43 3.3% 27.0X 16 1. 2X 

ProEert~: 

Burglary 506 38.5% 66.4% 325 24.8X 
Rec. Stolen Prop. 237 18.IX 49.6% 123 9.4% 
Grand theft 108 8.2X 34.17. 38 2.9X 
Forgery 126 I 9.6% 47.7% 78 5.9X 
Grand theft auto 86 6.5% 34.7% 47 3.6% 

Other Offenses: 
Arson 7 0.5% 20.6" 1 0.1% 
Other theft 264 20.U 52.1% 128 9.7% 
Joyride 152 11.6% 44.1% 71 5.4% 
Weapons offenses 240 18.3% 51.6% 122 9.3% 
Sex offenses 73 5.6Y. 43.2% 34 2.6% 
Liquor offenses 315 24.0X 57.8% 198 15.1X 
Drug use 570 43.4X 73.5% 392 29.9% 
Drug sales 51 3.9X 31.5X 24 1.8% 
Other offenses 945 72.0% 31. 5X 787 59.9X 
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% of 
Partici-
pants 

5.8% 
30.8% 
ll.U 
16.2X 

20.3% 
19.0X 
10.1X 

42.7X 
25.7% 
12.0% 
29.5% 
19.0% 

2.9% 
25.2X 
20.6% 
26.2% 
20.1% 
36.3% 
50.6% 
14.8% 
70.6X 



shown both as a percentage of the entire sample of eVA cases (% of Sample) 

and as a percentage of those cases with at least one arrest of that kind 

(% of Participants). For example, there were 17 offenders who were 

arrested tWQ or more times for Homicide (Murder or Manslaughter); these 

17 cases canst; tuted 1. 3% of all cases in the sample and 16.5% of all 

offenders who were arrested at least once for a Homicide offense. Of 

those 17 cases, six were arrested three or more times; these six cases 

were 0.5% of the sample and 5.8% of all cases ever arrested (as adults) 

for Homicide. 

Overall, tho data i ndi cated that bei ng charged wi th two or more 

offenses of a si .. gle type was not a common occurrence in thi s sample of 

offenders. Other than arrests for miscellaneous "Other" offenses. Drug 

Use was the most common offense resulting in multiple arrests, followed 

by Burglary, Liquor Offenses and Aggravated Assault. These four offense 

types were also by far thQ ·most common crimes for which offenders were 

arrested three or more times. Multiple arrests for Homicide, Rape, Other 

Person offenses, Arson, Sex Offenses, and (interestingly) Drug Sales, on 

the other hand, were rare, especi ally at the level of three or more 

charged offenses. 

When only the percent of participants in each type of crime who had 

multi pIe charges is consi dered, the extent of repeti ti on appears more 

substantial. In mast c~ses, the likelihood of an offender having more 

than one arrest was over 30%. wi th repet it i on for Aggravated Assault, 

Burglary, Receiving Stolen Property, Theft, Weapons Offenses and Drug Use 

and Liquor Offenslt!s near or above 50%. In general~ these percentages were 

higher than the percentages of the sample with any participation in t~ese 
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crimes, suggesting soma tendency to repeat crimes. For example, of the 

162 cases (12.6% of the sample) who were ever arrested for a Sex Offense 

other than Rape (Table 3-2), 73 (or 43.2%) had at least two such offenses 

and 34/73 = 46.6% of those with at least two arrests had three or more. 

Thus, while the probability of ever being charged with a Sex Offense was 

12.6% in thi s sample, the probabil i ty of bei ng charged for a second 

offense. given the first, increased to 43.2%. Once arrested for a second 

Sex Offense, the probability of being arrested at least one more time for 

the same offense was 46.6%. These subsequent offenses. however, may not 

have been the next offense--the offender may have been arrested for a 

number of other crimes before being charged with another Sex Offense. 

Types of Crimes as A Proportion of The Total 

Members of the three ethnic groups also differed with respect to-the 

relative proportions of various offenses making up .the total array of 

arrests. This breakdown, for the general categories of crimes, is shown 

in Table 3-4, and displayed graphically in Figure III-2. Since the table 

also shows the total number of crimes of each type. the sheer volume of 

crimes charged against these offenders is readily apparent. The 1,282 

offenders in this sample (excluding "other" ethnicities> were charged 

with over 23,000 crimes 'as adul'ts, for 'an average of-eighteen crimes 

apiece. This average differs, once again, by race, with Whites averaging 

four fewer charged cri mes per case than Blacks or Hi span i cs. About 

two-thirds of these offenses, however. were of a relatively minor nature. 

Of the Serious, offenses, most were for Property ,crimes (20.7% of all 

crimes, and 57.6% of all Serious offenses). Serious Violent crimes were 
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Table 3-4 
Number and Percent of Arrests for Types of Offenses 

By Race 

White Black Hispanic Total 
Offense Type (n= 713) (n=359) (n=210) (n=1282) 

Total 11510 7344 4212 23066 

Mean: 16.1 20.5 20.1 18.0 

Violent-aggressive 831 790 428 2049 
7.2Y. 10.8% 10.2Y. 8.9% 

Violent-economic 521 729 212 1462 
4.5% 9.9% 5.0% 6.3% 

Property 2332 1675 757 4764 
20.3% 22.8% 18.0% 20.7% 

Other Offenses 7826 4150 2815 14791 
68.0Y. ,56.5% 66.8% 64.1Y. 

Total Violent 1352 1519 640 3511 
11. n: 20.7% 15.2% 15.2% 

Total Felony 3684 3194 1397 8275 
32.0% 43.5% 33.2% 35.9% 

evenly divided between those of an aggressivE! nature and those of a more 

economic nature. 

Blacks had a higher proportion of all-three major types of serious. ;J~. 

crimes and a consequently lower proportion of more minor offensest than 

did Whites or Hispanics. The proportion of Violent-economic offenses, 

for example, was twice as high for Blacks as for others. Although Whites 

and Hispanics had about the same overall proportion of serious crimes 

among thei r charged offenses, Hi spani cs had a hi gher proporti on of 

Vjolent-aggressive offenses and a lower proportion of Property offenses. 
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Figure 1I1-2. Arrests of various types as a percentage of the total, by 
race. 

Breadth of 1nvqlvement 

The foregoing analyses suggested that these serious offenders 

participated in a variety of offenses, with participation rates for both 

Violent offenses and Property offenses above SOX. Moreover, although the 

majority of offenses wera minor, the proportion of various Violent 

offenses and Property offenses was substantial. The question arises as 

to whether these overall proportions are the result of diffarantoffenders 

committihQ different types of crime more-or-Iess QxlusivQly or, rather, 

of all offenders committing a variety of crimes. 
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To assess the extent of variability/specialization in the careers 

of these offenders. each offender was classified in terms of the different 

types of Serious crimes appearing on his arrest record. 13 In order to 

establish overall level of lnvolvem~nt in more than one type of serious 

offense. these analyses were first performed for all cases. To better 

assess the extent of specialization in this sample. the analysis was 

repeated, including only those cases with at least three serious charges; 

cases with fewer than three arrests were excluded because those with only 

'. one arrest are. by necessity. specialists (and cases with two serious 

arrests are limited to two types). The results of these anlayses are 

presented in Table 3-5. 

As shown in the Table, 27.9% of all cases in the sample were charged 

at least once for ~ach of the three major types of serious crimes (these 

offenders constitute 32% of all cases with Any Serious charges). Adding 

t.ogether the percentages for the four categories indicating involvement 

in at least two types of crimes, a total of 60.8% of all cases (or 70% 

of all cases charged with Any Serious offenses) had charges in at least 

two groups. Together. the offenders with arrests for only one type of 

crime (specialists) constituted only 26.1% of the sample. making 

specialization less likely than being a three-type offender. Offenders 

with charges for only one type of Violer.t crime were especially rare. 

constituting only 8.6% of the total sample. 

13 The interest hre was primarily in Serious crimes; involvement in 
minor crimeb was so high (over 94% for all three ethnic groups) that 
virtually all of these offenders would have arrests for minor cri.es 
in addition to their more serious arrests. 
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Table 3-5 
Participation in Multiple Serious Offense Groups 

By Race 

Offense Combination White Black Hispanic Total 

All cases 

N of cases 

None 
Property only 
Violent-economic only 
Violent-aggressive only 
Property/Violent-economic 
Property/Violent-aggressive 
Violent-econ./Violent-agg. 
All Three 

Cases with 3+ Serious 

N of cases 

Property only 
Violent-economic only 
Violent-aggressive only 
Property/Violent-economic 
Property/Violent-aggressive 
Violent-econ./Violent-agg. 
All three 

713 

16.3% 
23.0% 

1.3% 
7.6% 

10.5% 
19.4% 

2.8% 
19.2% 

453 

20.1% 
.2% 

2.6% 
15.5% 
28.0% 

3.3% 
30.2% 

359 

7.8% 
11.1% 

2.2% 
4.2% 

14.5% 
13.9% 

3.6% 
42.6% 

291 

6.9% 
.7% 

1. 7% 
17.2% 
16.5% 

4.5% 
52.6% 

210 

11. OX 
9.5% 
1. 9% 

10.0X 
8.1% 

23.3% 
3.8% 

32.4% 

1.51 

7.3% 
.7% 

3.3% 
10.6% 
29.1% 

4.0% 
45.0% 

1282 

13.0% 
17.5% 

1.6% 
7.0% 

11.2% 
18.5% 

3.2% 
27.9% 

895 

13.6% 
.4% 

2.5% 
15.2% 
24.5% 

3.8% 
40.0r. 

Even among parti ci pants in each type of cri me, speci ali zati on was 

low (these figures are not shown in Table 3-5). Specialization among 

participants was determined by divi~ing the percentage of the sample who 

committed only one type of crime by the total number of cases who were 

ever arrested for that crime (participants). For example, 75.1% (from 

Table 3-1) of the sample were involved in Property crim2s. and 17.5% of 

the sample were involved only in Property crimes. Among participants in 

Property crimes, then, onl!! 23.3% 07.5/75.1 x 100) were specialists: 

76.7% were also involved in Violent crimes. Comparable fi gures for 
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specialists in Violent-aggressive and Violent-economic crimes are 3.6% 

and 12.4% respectively.14 Such a lack of specialization in Violent crimes 

is not surprising, given the high participation rate for Property crimes, 

but specialization in Property crimes was also low in this sample. 

The extent of variety in the offense types of these offenders can 

be seen in the proportion of participants in each type of crime who showed 

charges for all three types of serious crimes. Computations similar to 

those above show that 27.9/56.6 x 100. or 49.3% of all participants in 

Violent-aggressive crimes were involved in all three types of crimes. 

Over half (63.41) of those ever charged with a Violent-economic crime were 

charged as well with both Property and Violent-aggressive crimes. Among 

Property offenders, 37.21 'were three-type offenders. Considering ,that 

some porti on of the sample had only one or two seri ous arrests in all (and 

were therefore not able to achi eve 'the three-type '-efi st i ncti on). the.se 

fi gures suggest a general tendency for offenders to di stri bute thei r 

crimes among offense types. 

Turning to the bottom part of Table 3-5, one can see that ~mong the 

895 offenders wi th three or more seri ous charges, four in ten were 

three-typers, with the others spread fairly evenly among Property crime 

specialists and combinations of Property crimes and Violent crimes. 

14 This is a somewhat different approach to studying specialization than 
has been used in other research, which has focused on the likelihood 
that a given arrest will be for the same crime as the previous arrest 
(Wolfgang et aI., 1972; nursik, 1980; Smith and Smith, 1984), Due 
to the large numbers of arrests averaged by these offenders, over.all 
tendencies to commit certain types of crimes seemed a more appropriate 
way to characterize total careers. 
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Summing across percentages shows that virtually all offenders with three 

or more serious charges (93.37.) had at least one Property crime charged 

against them. Conversely, only 6.77. were charged exclusively with Violent 

crimes. 

The figures for the different ethnic groups indicate that Whites in 

this sample were much more likely than others to specialize in Property 

crimes, particularly at the higher level of criminality. 'They were also 

less likely to be generalists than either Blacks or Hispanics. Between 

the two minority groups, Hispanics were somewhat less likely to have all 

three types of crimes in thei r records, but mora likely to have a 

Property/Violent-aggressive combination. A higher proportion of Blacks 

fell into the Property/Violent-economic category. These findings ~re 

consistent with the findings presented earlier, which showed Blacks to 

have higher levels of participation in Robbery and Property crimes, while 

Hispanics had higher levels of participation in Violent-aggressive 

crimes, such as Assault. The higher involvement of Blacks in Robbery is 

also consistent with other research (Hindelang, 1978; Hindelang, Hirschi 

and Weiss. 1979; Cohen. 1986). 

In order to identify cases with extensive involvement in various 

combinations of crimes, the typ~logy was then restricted to cases with 

two or more arrests per type of crime and to those with three or more 

arrests per type. These results are shown in Table 3-6. These figures 

show ~hat over 75% of the sample had two or more charges in at least one 

type of offense (over 607. had three or more charges for one ty~e of crime 

and/or another). , Agai n, the vast major; ty of these cases were extensi vely 

involved in Property crimes. Eleven percent of the cases in this sample 
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Table 3-6 
Participation in Multiple Serious Offense Groups By Rac~: 

Multiple Arrests in Each Group 

r---------------------------~------_r------~~------T_-----_, 

Offense Combination 

2+ Arrests Per Type 
None 
Property only 
Violent-economic only 
Violent-aggressive only 
Property/Violent-economic 
Property/Violent-aggressive 
Violent-econ./Violent-agg. 
All three 

3+ Arrests Per Type 
None 
Property only 
Violent-economic only 
Violent-aggressive only 
Property/Violent-economic 
Property/Violent-aggressive 
Violent-econ./Violent-agg. 
All three 

White 
(n=713) 

30.0% 
31.7% 

2.7% 
7.6% 
6.9% 

12.9% 
2.7% 
5.6% 

47.8% 
30.9% 

2.1% 
7.3% 
3.2% 
6.2% 
1. 4% 
1.1% 

Black 
(n-359) 

16.7% 
19.8% 

3.9% 
6.4% 

12.8% 
13.9% 

3.9% 
22.6% 

24.5% 
25.1% 

4.5% 
8.4% 

11.1% 
12 • .3% 

3.1% 
11.1% 

Hispanic 
(n-210) 

22.4% 
18.6% 

2.9% 
15.7% 

8.6% 
17.1% 

2.4% 
12.4% 

36.2% 
21.9% 

2.4% 
14.3% 

7.6% 
13.3% 

1.0% 
3.3% 

Total 
(n=1282) 

25.0% 
26.2% 

3.0% 
8.6% 
8.8% 

13.9% 
3.0% 

11.5% 

39.4% 
27.8% 

2.8% 
8.7% 
6.2% 
9.0% 
1.8% 
4.3% 

had at least two arrest charges in each of the three major categories of 

crime. 

Adding various categories, it was found that over 20% of the sample 

had two or more charged offenses for both Property and.Violent-economic 

cr i mes (P roperty/Vi 01 ent-econom i c + A 11 three). 'Over 'one in four had two 

or more charges for both Property and Vi 01ent-aggres5.i.'IQ,;Of.fenses. Whi Ie 

only 4.3% of the sample had at least three offenses in each of the three 

types, over 10% had that level of involvement in both Property and 

Vi olent-economi c crimes, wi th 13% be; ng charged with three or more 

Property and Violent-aggressive offenses. 
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As with earlier findings, Blacks showed more extensive involvement 

in combinations of offenses involving Property and Violent crimes: almost 

50~ had two or more Property crimes and Violent crimes of one type or the 

other charged against them. and over 22% had two or more charges for each 

of the three major types of offenses. Over one-third (37.6~) of the 

Blacks in the sample were involved in two or more crime types at the level 

of three or more offenses each; the proportions for Whites and Hispanics 

were 11.9~ and 25.2%. respectively. Whites again showed the lowest levels 

of multiple. extensive involvement. The percentage of Whi tes involved 

in all three types of crimes at the level of two or more charges each was 

about one-fourth that of Blacks (5. 6~ vs. 22. 6~) and one-tenth at the 

level of three or more offenses (1.1% vs. 11.1%). 

Thus, broad, extensive involvement in criminality ~as more~ommon 

among the minorities in this sample. particularly among the Black members. 

These differences suggest that factors associated with ra~e affect .not 

only the likelihood of engaging in criminal behavior of the types studied 

here, 15 but also affect the nature and extent of involvement in these 

crimes. Even though all of the members of the sample had histories of 

serious criminal behavior at an early age, differences in the nature of 

their adult criminal involvement were evident. The findings suggest, 

then, that factors associated with race continued to have an influence 

on criminality throughout the careers of these young offenders. 

15 Raci al di fferences in the Ii kel i hood of ever engagi ng in cri mt nal 
behavior could not. of course. be evaluated with the present sample 
of offenders, but has been supported by consi derable research (see 
Blumstein et al., 1986). 
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Patterns of Participation by Age 

A common theme in criminological literature is the fact that criminal 

involvement differs by age (Blumstein et al., 1986; Hirschi and 

Gottfredson, 1983; Greenberg, 1985; Farrington, 1986). The populati on 

arrest rate has generally been found to "peak" during the late teens and 

early twenties and decline thereafter, so that a greater proportion of 

the population of 18-year-olds gets arrested every year than of 

35-year-olds. Further, some offenders commit only one or two crimes 

during their teens and then quit entirely, while other offenders continue 

to engage in criminal behavior well into their fifties and sixties (West 

and Wright, 1981). Some portion of the 30-year-old arrestees, then. were 

arrested for the first time at a much younger age. Some consider an 

understandi ng of the factors that le'ad to conti nuedcrimi nal behavi·or over·,., 

time (or, conversely, to "dropping out" from crime) to be among'the most 

important task for research on criminal careers (Petersilia, 1980). 

The foregoing analyses and findings have made clear that among the 

members of the present sample. continued criminal involvement as adults 

was both extensive and varied. This section will focus specifically on 

such issues as how long and to what extent they cont i nued theil- crt mi nal 

involvement as they got older. One type of analysis focused on the rate 

at which these offenders apparently dropped out of crime altogether--the 

proportion of cases who experienced their last known arrest during or 

after particular ages (remained "active" in crime through those ages). 
(,-==::..:. 

other analyses investigated whether those offenders who remained active 

in crime committed fewer crimes as they got older. 
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Recent explanati ons of the decl i ni n9 arrest rate by age in the 

general population--and in most cross-sectional research on crime--have 

suggested that the decline is due mostly. if not entirely. to offenders 

"dropping out" of crime completely (Blumstein et al •• 1986; Farrington, 

1986). This conclusion is based on research that suggested that aggregate 

rates of criminal behavior remain constant throughout the period of active 

participation in crime (Blumstein and Cohen, 1979; Cohen. 1986). If this 

hypothesis holds for the types of serious offenders in this sample, one 

would expect to fi nd part; cular relati onshi ps between age and vari ous 

indices of criminal behavior. Fi rst, it would be expected that the 

proportion of cases actively participating in crime would decline 

substanti ally wi th age. Second, one would expect that of those cases 

known to be active in crime, a constant proportion would be arrested at 

each age. Third, the offense rates of "active" offenders would also be 

expected to remain stable over time. The last of these hypotheses will 

be addressed in the next chapter. The present analyses focused on the 

first two: the proportion of cases remaining active in crime through 

various ages and the proportion of "active" offenders with arrests during 

each age. 

Continued participation was estimated by starting with cases who had 

their last known arrest after (that i"S, blo;! active at) age 21 and 

calculating the proportion who continued to be active through later ages. 

The interest was in determi ni n9 the proporti on of cases (among those 

active at age 21) who could still reasonably be considered active at each 

later age. While it seemed reasonable to assume that any individual who 

was arrested after a given age was still active at that ager the converse 
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was not so easy to assume. The issue was how long an individual had to 

be arrest-free after a parti cular age before it could be reasonably 

assumed that he had actually dropped out of crime. Since no firm 

estimates were available from other research, it was decided (somewhat 

arbitrarily) that a period of three years was sufficient for assuming that 

no additional arrests would occur. In addition. it was required that this 

three-year follow-up period include at least twelve months of time on the 

street, in order to avoid considering an offender a "drop-out" simply 

.. because he spent three years in prison or jail. Thus, at each age, the 

sample included all cases wi th at least three years of follow-up, 

including at least twelve months of street time. Cases with any arrests 

at that age or later were considered "active" at that age, while those 

with no subsequent arrests were, by implication, assumed to have ended 

their criminal careers. The results up through age 32 ara shown in Tabl~ 

3-7. 

As shown, there was a steady decline in the proportion of cases who, 

according to the above definition, remained active at various ages. For 

example, of those 1151 offenders who were active at age 21. 768 were 

followed at least through age 30, and thereby were i neluded in the 

analysi 5 for age 27. Of those 768 offenders, 563 (73.3%) were still 

active Chad at least one arrest at age 27 or at some later age). By age 

32, half the cases with three years of additional follow-up were still 

active in crime. Bearing in mind that these figures are conservative. 

since soma "active" offenders may simply have been able to avoid arrest 

during those three years. these data suggest a high rate of persistence 

in criminal behavior for these offenders. 
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Table 3-7 
Percent of Active Offenders at Age 21 

Who Remained Active at Later Ages 

N of Number Percent 
Age Cases l Active Z Active 

21 1151 q51 100.0% 
22 1118 1094 97.9% 
23 1061 1006 94.8% 
24 1001 902 90.1% 
25 938 794 84.6% 
26 861 678 78.7% 
27 768 563 73.3% 
28 658 456 69.3% 
29 567 361 63.7% 
30 518 299 57.7% 
31 431 230 53.4% 
32 261 127 48. n: 

1 Number of cases who were active at age 
21 and who had at least three years of 
followup beyond the age of interest 
(including 12+ months of street timer. 

Z Number of cases with an arrest at that 
age or later. 

However, these "active" offenders did not necessarily have an arrest 

at ~ age. In fact, one would expect that some offenders at each age 

would show no arrests, if for no other reason that some portion of the 

sample was usually incarcerated. As discussed above, offense' rate 

stabi 1 i ty i mpl i es that a constant pro port i on of those cases who were 

active in crime and who were capable of being arrested (that is, on the 

street) would be arrested at each age. This issue was investigated for 

the present sample by taking all the cases known to be active at each age 

and calculating both the percent who were incarcerated the the full twelve 

months of that year and the percent with arrests at that age. Note that 

here a slightly different operational definition of "active" was used. 
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Since the interest was simply in those cases known to still be active in 

crime. cases were no longer requi red to have three years of follow-up 

beyond a given age. Being active in crime was evidenced simply by having 

at least one arrest s.f:tru: the age bel ng cons; der-ed. The "after" 

requirement ensured that the arrest that defined each-case as an active 

offender not be included in the analysis; the ~nclusion of these 

"defining" arrests would bias the results upward, since each offender had 

one. Consequently, the analy:si s i nvclved only those ages for each 

offender falling prior to the age at which the last known arrest occurred. 

Shown in Table 3-8 are the number of cases who were active at each 

age. by the above definition. whether they were on the street at that age 

or not. Also shown are the number and percent of these active cases who 

spent that whole year in prison or jail (to be active. these ~ases had 

to have been subsequently released and then re-arrested). 'The final three 

columns of the table show the number of active cases with any street time 

during that year and the percent of those cases who were arrested at least 

once for any crime and. separately, for any Violent crime. 

These percentages' all show decreases over time. The percentage of 

the active cases who were incarcerated rose over the ages 20 to 24 from 

11.4X up to a high of 16X. After age 24. this percentage dropped to 

around 3% by age 28. at which point it leveked off •. Among those offenders 

who Were on the street at least part of e~ch year, there was a slight 

decline over time both in the percentage arrested for any crime and in 

the percentage arrested for a Violent crime. Starti n9 from a hi gh of 

64.8X arrested at age 20, the percentage dropped more-or-Iess steadily 

to a low of 37.2X at age 32. The percentage of actiVe offenders arrested 
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Age 

20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 

Table 3-8 
Percent of Non-incarcerated Active Offenders Arrested 

At Each Age 

" 

Incarcerated 
Entire Year Any Street T;me 

Total % With % With 
Active Any Violent 
Cases 1 N % N Arrests Arrests 

1180 135 11.4% 1045 64.8% 18.3% 
1152 143 12.4% 1009 62.5% 17.2% 
1107 146 13.2% 951 60.1% 17.0% 
1041 146 14.0% 895 56.9% 17.0% 

961 154 16.0% 807 52.9% 14.0% 
866 123 14.2% 743 53.0% 14.7% 
756 82 10.8% 674 47.6% 11.6% 
537 52 08.2% 585 44.4% 13.5% 
524 41 7.8% 483 46.4% 11. Or. 
405 32 7.9% 373 45.8% 10.2% 
328 26 7.9% 302 44.4% 16.0% 
254 16 6.3% 238 44.1% 16.1% 
204 16 7.8% 188 37.2% 11.2% 
142 12 8.5% 130 41.5% 12.3% 

1 Number of cases who were active at age 21 ~nd who were active (had at 
least one arrest) after the age of interest. 

for a Violent crime also decreased somewhat over time, dropping from 18.3% 

at age 20 to 10.2% at age 29; at that point. the percentage jumped up to 

16% for ages 30 and 31, before dropping once again to around 11% at 

age 32. Both percentages show a slight rise after age 32. Although the 

overall (any arrest) rate appears to decl i ne faster, the percentage 

arrested at age 33 as a proportion of the percentage arrested at age 20 

is only slightly lower for any arrest than for Violent arrests 

(.57 vs. 61). The clear, though small, rise in these percentages in th~ 

late 20's (for any arrest) and around age 30 (for Violent arrests) will 
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be seen again in the next chapter, when aggregate offense rates by age 

are presented. Their meaning. however~ is not clear at the present time. 

Together. these two analyses show a pattern of declining criminal 

participation over time for these offenders. As they got older. more and 

more of these former serious delinquents dropped out of crime. Further, 

among those that remained actively involved, fewer and fewer were arrested 

each year, although the decline was not a particularly steep one. The 

latter finding may suggest that criminality did not decline much for these 

active offenders as they got older. However. it will be shown in the next 

chapter that while overall participation seemed to decline only slightly, 

the rate at which those offenders were arrested declined more dramatically 

as they aged. 
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Chapter 4 

Adult Arrest Rates of Former CYA Wards 

This cha~ter will focus on offense rates, as these are estimated from 

charged crimes in official records. Again,the interest will be primarily 

in differences in these rates by race and age. The data presented in the 

last chapter showed that participation in various crimes and combinations 

of crimes differed for ethnic groups in the sample and that participation 

declined with age for these offenders. In the present analyses, 

differences were also found in rates at which ethnic groups were arrested 

<number of arrests per year of time at risk--"street time") and in the 

rates at which these offenders were arrested at various ages. 

In summari zi ng the exi sti ng literature on raci al di fferences in 

offense rates, Cohen (1986) observes that the large differences in Black 

and Whi te rates of parti ci pati on in crimes is not paralleled by large 

differences in the rates at which active offenders commit crimes. Racial 

differences, she suggests, appear to be largely a matter of diffe~ences 

in the proportions of each ~thnic group that commit any crimes. Among 

acti ve offenders, di fferent 'ethrai c groups are ,.argued not to di ffer. 

SUbstantially in their rates of arrest (Blumstein and Cohen, 1979; Cohen, 

1986). FUrther, some researchers have suggested that, while arrest rates 

in the general population may decline with age, these rates do not decline 

appreciably during periods of active involvement in crime--that arrest 

rates do not decline with age as long as offenders remain active in crime. 
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For both arguments (minimal racial differences and no decline with age), 

the appropriate focus of investigation is argued to be "active" offenders: 

offenders who have not yet retired from crime. Further, the arguments 

concerning age effects focus on rates for specific offenses among active 

offenders who have committed those particular crimes. Indi vi duals who 

have been arrested at least once for Robbery 1n their lives (Robbers), 

for example, can be expected to continue being arrested fbr Robberies at 

the same rate until they stop getting arrested altogether. The present 

sample of adult offl~nders, loJith its high incidence of cases who remained 

active for a long period and its high participation rates for most 

offenses, can be used to assess the validity of these assertions. 

As in the research ci ted above, the rates used in the present 

analyses were calculated on ~n aggregate level (all crimes divided by all 

accumulated street time for par/ei cular groups or for all offenders at 

particular ages). As such, these rates will have implications primarily 

for comparing groups. It will be important to keep in mind that the data 

refer to rates of arrest, rather than rates of committing crimes, but 

differences in these rates should reflect differences in actual offense 

rates. Some charged crimes were actually not committed by the indi~idual 

so charged, and it is likelY that many crimes were committed that never 

resul ted in arrests. Si nee no adequate method was ava; la'ble for assessi ng 

either the extent of false charges in the records or the number of actual 

crimes committed, no attempt was made to estimate actual offense rates 
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using the present data. 16 However, there has been little in the way of 

empi ri cal evi dence suggest; ng di fferences in arrest probability 

associated with race or age (Hindelang. 1978; Hindelang. Hirschi and Weist 

1979; Cohen, 1986); therefore, it should be possible to draw reasonable 

inferences about di fferences in offense rates f.rom these analyses of 

arrest rates. 

Following the format used in the previous chapter. data on arrest 

rates for those members of the CYA sample who are White, Black or Hispanic 

will be presented first.17 The discussion will then turn to the findings 

concerning variation in these rates by age, both for the total sample and 

by ethnicity. 

Arrest Rates Over The Follow-up Period 

Arrest rates were calculated for general categories .of offenses·~nd 

for speci fi c offenses as the aggregate rate of arrest per year of 

street-time for the entire sample and by race (again. the 26 cases not 

16 Although it is theoretically possible to infer actual offense rates 
from data on arrests, using estimates of the probability of arrest 
for various crimes (Blumstein and Cohen, 1979; Cohen, 1981, 1986), 
these estimated probabilities vary considerably across jurisdictions. 
types of crime and types of offenders. The applicability of various 
estimates of arrest probabi 1 i ti es to the present sample, then. is 
highly uncertain. 

17 These aggregate rates will mask differences among sample members in 
the rates at which they get arrested or commit crimes. The pooled 
estimates for ethnic groups are merely "average" rates and are not 
meant to apply to individual offenders. It should be kept in mind 
that there was considerable variation in the rate at which individual 
offenders in this sample committed crimes. 

- 61 -



classifi2d as White, Black or Hispanic were excluded). Each rate was 

calculated for all cases and' then separately for "active participants." 

as descrlbed below. 

First, the Yearly rates of arrest (for each ethnic group) across £l! 

eYA cases. using all accumulated street-time during the follow-up period 

were calculated. The numerator in these rates was simply the number of 

arrests occurring during the follow-up period; the denominator was the 

number of street years accumulated by all cases together duri ng th; 5 

period (cases could contribute partial years to the total). This analysis 

prov i ded an i ndi cat i on of what mi ght be expected in terms of overall 

di fferences in offense behavi or for such a sample of seri ous youthful 

offenders followed (in most cases) into their thirties. These rates will 

underestimate, however. the actual arrest rates for offenpers who 

participated in various crimes. since non-participants contributed to the 

aggregate street-time figures. They will also underestimate the actual 

rates of arrest occurri I1g whi Ie offenders were acti vely commi tti ng 

crimes, si,,:::e street time after "retirement" was included for some cases. 

Second, the rates for active participants were calculated. These 

rates used the same numerator as the rates for all eYA cases Call arrests 

during the follow-up period) but used as the denominator only that street 

time accumulated by those who were arrested at least once for each type 

of crime (the participants), through the age of their last arrest. These 

rates thus provide more focused estimates of average arrest rates over 

periods of active criminal involvement for offenders charged at least once 

with various crimes. They will, however, overestimate these rates to some 

unknown extent. A valid estimate would require including the street time 
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of those offenders who committed various crimes but were never arrested 

for them. In addition, these rates may be inappropriate for assessing 

group differences or establishing expected rates of arrests for 

individual offenders when the offense under consideration tends to be 

committed only once per offender. This latter point will be discussed 

in detail when the findings for specific offenses are presented. 

The analysi s for l'Iacti ve parti ci pants," then narrows the focus, 

eliminating both the bulk of the non-offenders and the post-active street 

time. As such, it allows for an assessment of the effect of these factors 

on observed differences in estimated arrest rates among ethnic groups. 

Rates for general categories of offenses. The aggregate arrest rates 

(per person-year of street time) for the general categories of offenses 

are displayed in Table 4-1. Shown are the rates for all cases in the 

sample and. for participants in that offense category. The rates for 

partie; pants, agai n, were calculated usi ng only that porti on of each 

offender's street time that occurred prior to the last known arrest. 

Over the follow-up period. the rate of arrest overall was one and a 

half arrests per year of street time for the whole sample. The rate for 

Violent c;imes was considerably lower (one arrest for every four to five 

years of accumulated street time), and charges for Property crimes 

occurred at the rate of one for every three to four ·yearsof street time. 

The lowest rates were found for Violent-economic crimes, which occurred 

at the rate of less than one for every ten years of stre.et time. Racial 

differences followed a similar pattern as for participation, with Blacks 

showi ng hi gher overall rates of arrest for each of the cri me-types 

considered~ and Whites showing the lpwest aggregate rates. The ratio of 
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Table 4-1 
Aggregate Yearly Arrest Rates for Offense Categories 

By Race 

White Black Hispanic Total 
Offense Type (n=713 ) (n=359) (n=210) (n=1282) 

All Cases 

Total 1. 315 1 1.847 1.620 1.505 
Total Violent .154 .382 .246 .229 
Violent-aggressive .095 .199 .165 .134 
Violent-economic .060 .183 .082 .095 
Property .266 .421 .291 .311 

Active Participants: 

Total 2.225 2 (682)3 2.765 (345) 2.384 (205) 2.404(1232) 
Total Violent .391 (434) .672 (291) .447 (167 ) .491 (892) 
Violent-aggressive .291 (349) .420 (231) .337 (146 ) .341 (726 ) 
Violent-economic .295 (241) .434 (226) .264 (97) .344 (564) 
Property .579 (514) .735 (295) .551 (154) .620 (963) 

1 Number of arrests per man-year of street time. 
2 Humber of arrests per man-year of street time through age of last 

arrest. 
3 Humber of cases participating in each category offense. 

Black rates to White rates for Violent crimes we~e over 2:1, with the 

ratio for Violent-economic crimes about 3:1. 

When the focus was narrowed to rates for active participants in each 

category of crime, the rates were much higher, as one would expect on the 

ba~is of removing non-participants and some of the street time from the 

calculations. For all ethnic groups combined, these rates were at least 

twice as high as those estimated for the entire sample (using all 

available street time in the estimate). For particlPants, there were, 

on average, 2.4 arrest charges for every year of active street time. 

Parti ci pants in Vi olent crt mes accumulated one arrest charge for every 
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two years of active street-time. and Property crime participants were 

arrested for nearly two Property crimes for every three years of 

accumulated street time. Arrests for Violent-aggressive and 

Violent-economic crimes each occurred at a rate of about one for every 

three years of street time. 

Restricting the focus to active participants had the effect of 

reducing observed differences in these rates across ethnic groups. As a 

result, the differences in these rates are smaller than those found for 

the estimates based on all cases and all street time. Al though 'l:he 

general pattern of differences among the ethnic groups remained, the rate 

of Violent-economic crimes and Property crimes for Hispanic participants 

fell below those for White participants. 

In order to more easily understand the effect of the narrowed focus 

on differences in estimated rates among the ethnic groups, the ratio of 

Black and Hispanic rate~ to those for Whites for the two kinds of analysis 

were calculated. These ratios. with White rates set to one. are shown 

in Table 4-2. As evi denced from these fi gures, the rati 0 of rates 

decreased when non-participants and non-active periods were removed from 

the analysis. The ratios of Hispanic rates to White rates, which were 

not large to begin with, fell to nearly 1:1, with Hispanic rates for 

Vi olent-aggressi ve crimes remai ni ng sl i ghtly hi gher and the rates for 

Violent-economic crimes and Property crimes being slightly lower than 

those for White participants. All of the Black rates remained higher than 

the rates for Whites, but the difference was considerablY smaller for the 

more narrowly-focused analysis. Thus. while narrowing the focus in this 
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Table 4-2 
Ratios of Arrest Rates to Rates for Whites 

By Race 

Active 
All cases Participants 

Offense Type Black Hispanic Black Hispanic 

Total 1.40 1.23 1.24 1.07 
Total Violent 2.48 1. 60 1. 72 1.14 
Violent-aggressive 2.09 1.74 1.44 1.16 
Violent-economic 3.05 1.37 1.47 .89 
Property 1.58 1. 09 1.27 .95 

manner eliminated overall differences in rates for Hispanics and Whites. 

it did not eliminate those differences 1n rates between Blacks and Whites. 

Rates for specific crimes. Before presenting the findings, a word 

of caution is in order with regard to using estimates of offense-specific 

rates of arrest to assess group di fferences or to establ ish expected 

individual rates of arrest. In the previous ~hapter, multiple arrests 

for many of the more serious offensos were found to be rare (homicide, 

rape, and other person offenses§ as examples). In calculat.ing the rates 

of arrest for such crimes, the numerator would be number ~f individuals 

arrested (plus the few additional arrests accumulated by repeaters) and 

the denominator would be the street-t~me accumulated by the whole sample. 

For these low-repeti ti on offenses, howeye~, est; mated rates wi 11 be 

unreliable because 'i:hev will, in general, be highly sensitive to the 

amouht of street-time available for estimating the rate. For example~ 

if a hypothetical crime is commit'l:ed only once per offender, that 

offender's estim~ted rate of committing that crime would be one divided 

by the number of street-years accumulated during the time he was observed: 
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the longer the observation period, the lower the estimated rate. Thus, 

for the low-repetition, serious crimes, any estimated rate may be more 

greatly influenced by the research design (the amount of follow-up 

available) than by the behavior of the offenders. It is not surprising, 

in this regard, to find that the estimated."rate~" for specific offenses 

among active offenders reported by Blumstein and Cohen (1979) and Cohen 

(1986) were around one for every five to seven years, since that was the 

length of their observation period. 

The usefulness of offense-speci fi c arrest rates for establ'j shi ng 

expected rates of arrest for individuals is even more limited. Some 

researchers have argued that individual offense rates for offenders who 

participate in various crimes can be meaningfully estimated from such 

aggregate, offense-specific rates of arrest (Blumstein and Cohen, 1979. 

Cohen 1986). In addition to unreliability of these rates at the aggregate 

level, however. the meaning of a "rate" is often unclear in ibjelf, 

especially for the low-repetition crimes. Offense rates at the individual 

level connote repetitive commission of the crime in question, this 

assumption being more-or-less reasonable for different kinds of crimes. 

Certainly, a "rateR based on such calculations should not be inter~reted 

as suggesting that other offenders are likely to be arrested at that rate 

or that the offenders who did commit those crimes would be arrested again 

if followed long enough. For this reason, findings regarding 

offense-specific arrest rate~ should not be interpreted in terms of their 

indicativeness of the offense rates of individuals in tho analysis. 

The rates uf arrest for specific crimes are shown in Table 4-3 for 

the entire follow-up period for all cases and in Table 4-4 for acti~ 
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Table 4-3 
Aggregate Yearly Arrest Rate for All Cases 

By Offense Type By Race 

White Black Hispanic 
Offense Type (n=713) (n=359) (n=210) 

Hom.i ci de .006 .011 .011 
Agg. assault .054 .130 .100 
Rape .001 .014 .001 
Misd. Assault .029 .044 .047 
Armed Robbery .025 .066 .034 
Strongarm robbery .023 .094 .038 
Other person .012 .024 .010 
Burglary .111 .191 .151 
RSP .055 .090 .051 
Grand theft .024 .048 .031 
Forgery .049 .052 .022 
Grand theft auto .022 .040 .025 
Arson .002 .003 .002 
Other theft .058 .090 .077 
Joyride .042 .058 .022 
Weapons offenses .053 .103 .050 
Sex offenses .018 .043 .014 
liquor offenses .085 .069 .156 
Drug use .111 .201 .218 
Drug sales .014 .011 .024 
Other offenses .445 .459 .460 

~~-- ---~~------

Total 
(n=1282) 

.008 

.082 

.009 

.036 

.031 

.044 

.014 

.143 

.064 

.031 

.045 

.021 

.003 

.010 

.043 

.066 

.024 

.093 

.201 

.016 

.451 

participants. For the entire sample (all adult street time), the highest 

rates (ignoring the residual, "Other Offenses" category) were found for 

Drug Use offenses. which occurred at the rate of one every five years. 

The only other rate that was higher than one every ten years of street 

time was for Burglary. These low overall rates are not surpri si ng, 

considering the generally low participation rates for specific offenses. 

Blacks generally had the highest aggregate arrest rates for all except 

Drug Use offenses and alcohol-related (liquor) offenses; Whites gen~rally 

had the lowest rates, except for Joyride (non-felony auto theft), Weapons 

Offenses and Sex Offenses. Again, these rates are best thought of as 
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reflecting oroup, rather than individual rates of arrest. For example, 

for each 1000 person-years of street time accumulated by each group (say, 

250 individuals contributing four street years each). the Blacks. as a 

group. accumulated 130 arrests for Aggravated Assault. compared to 54 for 

whites and 100 for Hispanics. The differences among groups can be used 

to understand factors that influence arrest rates. but they say little 

about the offense behavior of particular individuals in those groups. 

The figures in Table 4-4 indicate that all of the rates increased, 

as expected. when non-participants and non-active street-time were 

excluded. The greatest effect on these rates. of course. resulted frpm 

excluding non-participants, since the participation rates were generally 

luw. Still, these rates are not very high, reaching a rate of one for 

every three years of street time only for Drug Use, Burglaryp and Other 

Offenses. 1S 

Once again. the meaning of these rates is not entirely clear. since 

they are strongly affecied by the extent of repetition and by the amount 

of follow-up. For example. a rate of .180 for Homicide means that of 

those ever arrested as adults for Homicide offenses, there were eighteen 

18 Considering that the present sample constituted a particularly 
high-risk group of offenders. these rates are remarkably similar to 
(although somwhat higher than) those provided by Cohen (1986, Table 
B-19, pg. 329) for all adult arrestees in Washington. D.C.: 

Aggravated Assault: .19 
Robbery: .23 

Burglary: .26 
Auto Theft: .14 

Weapons: .22 
Drugs: .32 
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Table 4-4 
Aggregate Yearly Arrest Rate for Active Adult Period: 

Cases Participating in Each Offense Type l 

Offense Type White Black Hispanic Total 

Homicide .173 .226 .146 .180 
Agg. assault* .223 .326 .271 .268 
Rape .251 .191 .140 .202 
Misd. Assault .179 .202 .184 .187 
Armed Robbery .248 .341 .223 .278 
Strongarm robbery .204 .288 .186 .239 
Other person .181 .190 .150 .180 
Burglary* .352 .412 .354 .371 
RSP* .255 .272 .262 .262 
GI~and theft .183 .202 .177 .189 
Forgery* .343 .282 .234 .311 
Grand theft auto .191 .221 .191 .202 
Arson .158 .143 .189 .157 
Other theft* .234 .301 .243 .255 
Joyr~de .262 .259 .172 .250 
Weapons offense5* .267 .305 .229 .275 
Sex offenses .232 .373 .234 .282 
Liquor offenses* .301 .284 .335 .307 
Drug use* .494 .439 .557 .491 
Drug sales .183 .205 .180 .188 
Other offenses* .825 .759 .736 .790 

1 The number of cases included in each estimate can be found 
in Table 3-2. 

* Offenses for which at least 33X of participating offenders 
had three or more charges (repetitive crimes). 

arrests for Homicide for every 100 years of accumulated street time. 

Sf nce there were so few cases arrested more than once for Homi ci de, ~n 

alternative interpretation is that each 18 offenders arrested for 

Homicide accumulated about 100 person-years of street time during :the 

follow-up period. As indicators of the expected rate of offending, these 

rates are more indicative of offense behavior for offenses with relatively 

high repetition rates. In the table, those offenses for whi ch over 

- 70 -

{,. 



one-third of the offenders had three or more arrests are shown with an 

asteri sk 00. Of a)l the rates in the table, the rates for these offenses 

are the best indicators of arrest rates for individual participants in 

those offenses. Thus, it mi ght be expected that Burglars would be 

arrested for Burglary an average of once every three years, Aggravated 

Assaulters an average of once every four years, and so on. It would be 

less likely that Armed Robbers would be arrested that often, even though 

the "rate" for this offense was over .25, since few of the Robbers were 

-. arrested more than once. 

For the hig~ repetition offenses, Blacks had the highest rates of 

arrest for Aggravated Assault, Burglary, Receiving Stolen Property (RSP), 

Theft other than Grand Theft and Weapons Offenses. Hi span i cs had the 

highest rates of arrest for Drug Use and liquor Offenses, while Whites 

had the highest rates for Forgery and for Other (miscellaneous) Offenses. 

Although these differences are not large (the greatest difference is for 

Aggravated Assault, where the Black rate is 1.46 times the rate for 

Whites), they suggest that ethnic differences remain even after 

controlling to some extent for participation and length of criminal 

career. 

Summary. In general, these analyses have shown that overall rates 

of arrest were generally high (over 1.5 per year of street time overall 

and 2.4 per year of active street time for participants). The rates for 

categori es of seri ous crimes ~ere cons; derably lower, but gi ven the 

seriousness of the offenses, cannot be considered low by any means. Rates 

for participants during active periods were nearly two for every three 

years of street time for Property offenses and one every two years for 

- 71 -



Violent offenses. Given that the participation rates for these categories 

of crime were shown in the previous chapter to be quite high (75% for 

Property crimes and 70X for Violent crimes), the overall criminality of 

this sample of youthful offenders becomes even more apparent. As a group, 

the offenders who embark on serious criminal careers early in life must 

be considered likely to be responsible for a substantial amount of crime 

as adults, and those who do continue their criminal careers' into adulthood 

(and most do) are likely to commit those crimes in which they are involved 

at substantial rates. 

These analyses also showed these aggregate rates to di ffer by 

ethnicity. The Blacks in the sample, as a group, h~d higher rates of 

arrest for each ef the general categories of crime. both overall and among 

active participants. As discusse.d in the previous chapter, these members 

of the sample also showed higher levels of participation and higher rates 

of multiple offending, both within categories and across categories of 

offenses. Gi ven that ethn i ci ty serves as an i ndi cator of a host of 

socio-cultural differences among the groups, it would appear that social 

factors influence not only whether an individual will engage in various 

types of cdminal behavior, but also the rate at whlch those cdmes are 

committed. A conception of criminal careers that minimizes the importance 

of these factors by assuming that rates of criminal behavior are, for the 

most part, immune to social influences (and thereby stable) greatly 

oversimplifies the nature of those careers. 
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Arrest Rates by Age: General Offense Categories 

These analyses focused on ages 20 to 33 for the cohort of eYA cases. 

who started thei r crt mt nal careers early and who werl2 followed into 

adulthood regardless of the nature of their adult criminality. The 

requi rement that supplementary cases have arrests for seri ous crimes 

duri n9 adulthood (at least one arrest of parti culer kinds duri n9 the 

-follow-up peri cd for probati on cases, and adult pri son terms for eDC 

cases) made them les5 appropriate for studying these effects. Using all 

cases who were criminally active through at least age 20 (had one or more 

arrests duri n9 or after age 21), Total and Vi olent arrest rates were 

calculated for each age using all available street time for all offenders 

at that age. Next, in order to make the findings more comparable to those 

obtai ned in the pi votal study of arrest rates by age undertaken by 

Blumstein and Cohen (1979), the analysis was restricted to cases who were 

active in crime at each age: those offenders who had arrests after each 

age in question. 19 In order to avoid spuriously inflating the estimates 

of rates for later ages, data for the year during which the last arrest 

occurred were not used in the analyses for active offenders. 

Rates for all cases wi th follow-up data. To set the stage for 

understanding the effects of limiting the analysis to periods of activo 

cri mi nal involvement, patterns over the enti re follow-up peri od were 

19 Rates for ages prior to age 20 and after age 33 were not analyzed, 
because some individuals were selected for eYA on the basis of crimes 
occurring during ages 18 and 19 and there were too few cases active 
at ages beyond 34 for analysi s. In some anal~lses. rates for ages 
18-19 were used as control variables, to determine the effect of prior 
criminality on patterns of change. 
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Age 

20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 

" 

Table 4-5 
Arrest Rates by Age 

Total Violent 
HI Rate Rate 

1180 2.81 .36 
1180 2.68 .33 
1180 2.40 .37 
1180 2.10 .32 
1180 1.83 .28 
1172 1.55 .28 
1150 1.37 .23 
1099 1.23 .27 
1041 1. 08 .20 

981 .97 .16 
901 .83 .14 
803 .82 .18 
687 .55 .13 
593 .54 .10 

Violent 
Percent 

12.8 
12.4 
15.3 
15.1 
15.3 
18.1 
16.6 
21.6 
18.5 
16.6 
17.1 
21.5 
22.7 
17.9 

1 Rate calculations for each age include all cases 
with follow-up data through that age. 

calculated for all cases included in the analysis of active periods (all 

ca ses who were act i va beyond age 20). Assumi ng the absence of any 

systematic change by age in the probability of being arrested for crimest 

changes at this level will reflect the effects both of any reduction in 

the number of cohort members remaining active in crime and of any 

reduction in the rate at which acti\;e criminals commit their crimes. 

These rates, along with the ~ercent of all arrests that were for Violent 

offenses, are shown in Table 4-5. These figures indicate that over the 

fourteen-year period, Total arrest rates for this cohort decreased from 

2.81 arrests per person-year of street time at age 18 to .54 arrests at 

age 33. The Vi~lent arrest rate showed a similar, though not as steep, 

overall decline with age. Note that the slower decl i ne for Vi olent 
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arrests resulted in a slight increase in the percentage of Violent arrests 

for later ages. 

Table 4-6 and the accompanying graphs (Figures IV-l and IV-2) show 

the arrest rates for the same cases during periods of active involvement 

in crime. These rates show a similar overall decrease over time. with 

Total rates dropping from 2.81 to 1.08 (a drop of over 601) and Violent 

rates dropping from .36 to .17 (a drop of over SOX). It appears. then. 

that the decrease in arrest rates by age shown for all cases wi th 

follow-up is not simply due to more and more cases dropping out of crime 

altogether. Not only did some cases desist completely, the remaining, 

active cases tended to commit crimes at an increasingly lower rate as they 

got older. 

These declines, however, were neither steady nor uniform. The Total 

arrest rate showed a fairlY even decline until age 26. where it leveLed 

out to some extent and then reversed at age 28, increasing through age 

30 before declining once again. The rate of Violent arrests was rather 

variable within the general patte~n of decline, showing sharp single-year 

increases followed by declines at age 27 and again at age 30. These 

increases in the late twenties followed by a return to the general pattern 

of decline are similar to those found for the percentages of these active 

cases wi th any arrests at each age (Chapter 3). Tni s consi stency' 

indicates that the increase in rates was not due simply to a few offenders 

embarking on "crime sprees" at that age. Further analysis showed that 

the increase could not be totally accounted for by the increase in the 

proportion with arrests either; during those ages, there were both more 

individuals arrested and more arrests per individual arrestee. 
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Table 4-6 
Arrest Rates by Age for Active Offenders 

Total Violent Violent 
Age HI Rate Rate Percent 

20 1180 2.81 .36 12.8 
21 1152 2.65 .33 12.3 
22 1107 2.42 .35 14.4 
23 1041 2.18 .31 14.4 
24 961 1. 98 .28 14.3 
25 866 1. 78 .29 16.5 
26 756 1.57 .21 13.5 
27 537 1.48 .30 20.2 
28 524 1.41 .22 15.4 
29 405 1.42 .16 11.6 
30 328 1.56 .28 18.2 
31 254 1.51 .25 16 .5 
32 204 1.08 .21 19.4 
33 142 1. 08 .17 16.0 

1 Rate calculations for each age include only those 
offenders who had both follow-up data through the 
next higher age and at least one arrest after the 
present age. 

Arrest rates by age for the three main ethnic groups are shown in 

Table 4-7 and displayed graphically in Figures IV-3 and IV-4. The rates 

for all three groups showed similar declines with age, with some variation 

(particularly for rates of Violent arrests). To"l:al rates for Blacks 

started somewhat higher at age 18 and remained slightly higher than the 

rates for Whites throughout the fourteen-year range .. Rates for Hispanics 

varied between those for the Whites and Blacks. All three rates showed 

similar increases around age 30. indicating the pervasiveness of this 

somewhat anomalous pattern. Rates of Violent arrests, too, showed similar 

patterns of increase at around age 27 and again around age 30 for all 

groups (Blacks had one add; ti anal peak at age 25). In fact I for 
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Figure IV-I. Aggregate yearly arrest rate by age for active offenders: 
Total offenses. 
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Figure IV-2. Aggregate Yearly arrest rate by age for active offenders: 
Violent offenses. 
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Table 4-7 
Arrest Rates by Age for Active Offenders By Race 

Total Violent Vi ohmt 
Age N Rate Rate Percent 

Whites: 2!l 654 2.66 .23 8.7 
21 634 2.40 .22 9.2 
22 610 2.23 .25 11.0 
23 565 2.00 .24 12.2 
24 516 1.81 .24 13.0 
25 457 1.50 .16 11.0 
26 393 1.33 .14 10.5 
27 328 1.17 .19 16.0 
28 269 1.18 .21 18.0 
29 202 1.39 .13 9.3 
30 157 1.36 .18 13.5 
31 114 1.53 .20 12.9 
32 95 .96 .17 17.7 
33 67 .92 .11 11.5 

Blacks: 20 330 3.28 .68 20.7 
21 325 3.34 .58 17.3 
22 310 2.74 .61 22.3 
23 298 2.39 .46 19.5 
24 277 2.29 .38 16.4 
25 251 2.26 .59 26.2 
26 227 1.85 .35 19.0 
27 195 1. 9Ct .50 25.7 
28 158 1.71 .22 12.7 
29 122 1.58 .20 12.8 
30 102 1.89 .37 19.4 
31 80 1. 54 .24 15.7 
32 64 1.19 .32 26.7 
33 45 1.29 .18 14.3 

Hispanics: 20 196 2.59 .31 11.9 
21 193 2.43 .30 12.3 
22 187 2.56 .31 12.2 
23 178 2.44 .31 12.7 
24 168 2.08 .30 14.5 
25 158 1. 93 .25 13.2 
26 136 1.82 .20 11.0 
27 114 1. 61 .29 17.7 
28 97 1.59 .23 14.6 
29 81 1.24 .19 15.5 
30 69 1.52 .39 25.6 
31 60 1.45 .36 25.0 
32 45 1.20 .15 12.2 
33 30 1.11 .32 29.2 
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Figure IV-3. Aggregate yearly arrest rate by age by race for active 
offenders: Total offenses. 
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Fi gure lV-4. Aggr-egate yearly arrest rate by age by race for active 
offenders: Violent offenses. 
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Hispan1cs. the highest rates of arrest for Violent crimes occurred during 

the early thirties. 

In order to assess the influence of early adult rates on later rates 

of arrest. rates by age (f9r Total arrests) were also calculated for 

offenders classi fi ed as hi gh, medi um. or low-rate based on arrests 

occurring during ages 18 and 19 (Figure IV-5)' Three parti cularly 

noteworthy patterns emerged from this analysis. First. the Total arrest 

rates during these early adult years carried over into the remainder of 

the twenties. While all the rates decl i ned duri ng thi s peri od. the 

relati ve rank; ng of the groups in terms of thei r rates of arrest was 

maintained. Second, there appeared to be a lower limit to the arrest 

rates for these acti ve offenders of around one arre5t per year. The rates 

for the three groups tended to converge on this lower limit at around age 

32-33. Third, all three groups showed the aforementioned rise in rates 

during the late twenties. the rise coming slightly earlier for low-rate 

offendors and slightly later (and most noticeably) for medium-rate 

offenders. Thus, whi Ie di fferences in aggregate rates of cri mi nal 

behavior during the early adult period were maintained through the 

twenties, all three groups experienced some decline in those rates, and 

the rate of dec I 'i ne was faster for those offenders who were the most 

active while younger. 

Rates of arrest for Violent offenses for these three groups showed 

a similar pattern: higher rates for those with the highest early-adult 

rates and a general convergence over time. Further. the proportion of 

arrests that Were for Vi olent offenses showed no part; cular pattern. 

suggesting that the decline in rates for the high-rate early-adult group 
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Figure IV-S. Aggregate ar'est rate by age by prior arrest rate (active 
offenders): Total offenses. 

was not simply a matter of their reducing their minor criminal activity 

while maintaining higher levels of serious criminal activity. 

In addition to the analyses described so far, analYses were also 

performed to help understand these findings and to assess their 

appli cabil i ty to p~rti cular types of offenders. The results of these 

analysAs are summarized in the following sections. 

Rates by age bv year of birth. InordQr to differentiate between 

age effects, cohort effects (effects resulting from common experiences 

shared by various birth cohorts> and period effects (effects resulting 

from experiences ~hared in ~ommon throughout the 3amplQ at e particular 

poi nt inti me--and therefore at di fferent ages for di ffarent cohorts), 

it is best to estimate rates by age for various birth cohorts followed 
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through tlm~. Unfortunately, the sample of eYA cases was primaril: drawn 

from two previ ous research studi es occurri ng fi ve years apart at two 

different institutions. Because these institutions were used to house 

delinquents differing in seriousness (the more serious. older delinquents 

in the earlier study), birth cohorts necessarily differed in the extent 

of their delinquency. No attempt was made, therefore, to differentiate 

age. period. and cohort effects for this sample. 

However. aggregate rates by age were esti mated for three bi rth 

cohorts in order to assess whether similar patterns of decline were noted 

in each case. In general. all three groups showed the same patterns of 

decline with age and showed the characteristic jump in these rates during 

ages 29-31. While there was some variation across groups in the actual 

rates est i mated for ages and in the rate of decli ne wi th age. no 

discernable pattern emerged which would cast doubt on the con~lusion that 

arrest rates declined with age for these offenders. 

Rates by age by last active age. The number of cases included in 

the analyses described so far was determined both by the age at the last 

knm-Jn arrest and by the age at follow-up. Rates for later ages were based 

on an i ncreasi ngly smaller subset of the cases that were act i VEl! at 

age 21. As discussed earlier. the last known arrest is not necessarily 

a valid i~dicator of the end of a criminal career, one possible reason 

being that this arrest may have occurred prior to a term of incarceration 

that extended to the end of the follow-up period. It seemed possible. 

therefore. that the observed decrease in arrest rates could have been due 

to offenders wi th hi gher rates of arrest droppi ng out of the analysi s 

(going to prison) early, leaving primarily lower-rate active offenders 

- 82 -



-----------------------~~- --~ ---~ 

in the sample. If this were the case, the overall decline would have been 

observed in spite of stable rates across offenders who were "active" up 

to various ages. To te5t thi s poss; bili ty. rates by age (.lind for the 

enti re acti ve fo) low-Up peri od) were calculated separately for groups 

whose last acti ve age was the same. While there was cons; derable 

variation in these rates by age within groups, each group showed a general 

decline with age and no substantial variation was found in overall rates 

for the different groups. The results of these analyses indicated that 

the observed declines by age could not be explained simply on the basis 

of which cases were in the analysis at each age. 

Rates for particular offenders. Analysis of rates by age were also 

performed separately for eYA cases who went to pri son as adults and. 

within this subsample, Robbers and Burglars. The latter analyses were 

performed because these offenders have been considered by some to be among 

the most active and persistent of offenders (Greenwood, 1982). Similar 

declines were found in all analyses. The rates for all cases going to 

adult prison (n=485) started at a relatively high rate (4.51) and declined 

fairly steadily to 1.58 at age 33. There was a small. but noticeable rise 

in the rate at age 30, with a decline thereafter. Violent arrest rates 

for this sample also started relatively high (.75) and declined to .24 

at age 33, with the same small jump at age 30. 

These general observations hold also for Robbers (n=218) and 

Burglars (n=189) in this prison sample. Both groups showed a slightly 

lower rate of decline (from just over 4.0 per street year to around 2.0 

per street year over that period) than did the prison sample as a whole. 

There was considerable differences between these two subgroups in terms 
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of rates of Violent arrests, however. Robbers had much higher rates of 

Violent arrests at age 20 (1.24. compared to .51 for Burglars), but showed 

a much sharper decli ne, fal11 ng below Burglars in the rate of these 

arrests at age 33 (.20 vs. 32). Consequently. the Burglars showed an 

overall increase in the percentage of arrests that were Violent, while 

Robbers showed a decrease. Both groups had small increases in these rates 

around age 30 • 

.. Arrest Rates by Age: Specific Offenses 

The analyses of arrest rates for specific offense were carried out 

somewhat di fferently than were those for all offenses and all Vi olent 

offenses. In most cases, there were relatively few offenders involved 

and fewer yet who had more than one or two arrests. Consequently, it 

seemed likely that there would be only, at most, a handful of arrests 

occurring at each age; under these conditions, a difference of one or two 

arrests from one age to the next could result in wi de vari ati ons in 

estimated rates. Rather than obtain rates for each specific age, then, 

estimates were calculated for four-year age blocks (18-21, 22-25, 26-29, 

30-33, 34-37). This kind of aggregation was intended to smooth out some 

of the random variation while still maintaining enough points to allow 

an assessment of trends over time. Analyses focused on arrest rates for 

specific nffenses for all active offenders, rates for serious offenses 

for active offenders who participated in these crimes at some point during 

their adult follow-up, and the subsequent rates (during active periods) 

for offenders involved in Robbery or Burglary offenses during the 18-21 

age bracket. 
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Each of these analyses was designed to investigate trends in arrest 

rates for specific offenses over time in a slightly different way. 

Analyses i nv;:)lvi ng all active offenders provided a basi s for 

understanding the expected offense behavior of the cohort as a whole as 

it aged into the early thirties. The inclusion of non-participants in 

the rates. however. may have masked some variation in the rate at which 

these crimes were committed by participants. prompting the analysis of 

these rates for participants only. Since, once again, these offenses 

often result in only one or two arrests per individual. even the rates 

for participants may not provide a clear picture of rates over time. 

These rates may be more indicative of when offenders of particular types 

finally commit those offenses than of their relative ~ of committing 

those offenses at different ages. The final analyses, then, focused 9n 

offenders known to have been arrested for particular.crimes early in their 

adult careers. Thei r rates of arrest at later ages provi de another 

picture of how offense behavior changes as a function of age for 

particular offenders. 

Note that these analyses were performed on a data set created 

especially for this purpose, and that this data set differed slightly from 

that used in the previous analyses. Specifically, due to some miscoding 

of final follow-up dates in the file used in the earlier analyses. some 

later offenses were lost, resulting in a smaller number of known "active" 

offenders at various ages. These errors were basically arbitrary (and 

random) and could not have affected the general findings in any important 

way. Nevertheless, the number of offenders included in the following 

analyses is slightly higher at each age than in the previous analyses. 
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Table 4-8 
Mean Yearly Arrest Rates for Active Adult Period By Age Block 

Offense Type 

Total 
Violent-aggressive 
Violent-economic 
Property 
Total Violent 

Average no. of Types 

Violent-aggressive: 
Homicide 
Agg. assault 
Rape 
Misd. Assault 

Violent-economic: 
Armed Robbery 
strongarm robbery 
Other person 

Property: 
Burglary 
Rec. Stolen Property 
Grand theft 
Forgery 
Grand theft auto 

Other: 
Arson 
Other theft 
Joyride 
Weapons offenses 
Sex offenses 
Liquor offenses 
Drug use 
Drug sales 
Other offenses 

18-21 
(n=1159) 

3.011 
.202 
.169 
.597 
.371 

3.780 

.008 

.125 

.015 

.055 

.058 

.092 

.018 

.298 

.102 

.048 

.074 

.076 

.006 

.124 

.120 

.08 S' 

.041 

.189 

.378 

.023 
1. 072 
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Age 

22-25 
(n=921> 

2.113 
.198 
.125 
.435 
.321 

3.096 

.009 

.121 

.011 

.056 

.053 

.052 

.020 

.211 

.099 

.041 

.055 

.029 

.002 

.100 

.046 

.090 

.027 

.In 

.303 

.026 

.591 

26-29 
(n=505) 

1.551 
.153 
.094 
.334 
.247 

2.634 

.003 

.098 

.007 

.046 

.034 

.042 

.018 

.150 

.072 

.043 

.039 

.030 

.001 

.078 

.022 

.084 

.029 

.103 

.235 

.021 

.,396 

30-33 
(n=181) 

1.439 
.143 
.120 
.425 
.263 

2.464 

.007 

.081 

.010 

.045 

.031 

.06'4 

.026 

.139 

.091 

.043 

.136 

.015 

.002 

.093 

.022 

.072 

.028 

.050 

.162 

.026 

.296 



Specific arrest rates for all active offenders. Shown in Table 4-8 

are the arrest rates for categories of offenses, the average number of 

different types of crimes (among the twenty-one types listed) for which 

these offenders were arrested and the rates for specific offenses for 

cases active through each age block. The rates for Total offenses and 

all Violent offenses are included on this table to allow comparison with 

the rates by age presented in Table 4-6. These rate estimates are 

consistent, suggesting that the present analysis is sufficiently 

sensitive to changes in rates over time to serve our purposes. However. 

by aggregating across ages 30 to 33, some information was lost. The 

"jump" in rates Cnoted earlier) that occurred around age 30 affected this 

entire block of ages. Consequently, interpretation of changes for this 

last block must be somewhat tentativ~. 

Arrest rates for the general categories of offenses over the first 

three blocks showed the same general decline in rates as was found in the 

previous analyses. The average number of types per "offender also showed 

a decline over these ages, suggesting that for this cohort, the effect 

of age on criminal behavior involved both a decline in the overall number 

of crimes committed and in the overall breadth of criminal involvement. 

However, Property and Violent-economic arrest rates showed an increase 

for this last block; whether these increases actually signal a sustained 

ri se in these arrest rates after' age 30 cannot be determi ned from these 

data. 

The rates for specific offenses in Table 4-8 indicate that for these 

active offenders, the arrest rates ftlr most of the specific crimes 

generally declined over time, at least through the first three blocks. 
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Exceptions included Homicide and Other Person Offenses (both of which a~e 

low-rate, non-repetitive crimes), along with Grand Theft, Weapons 

Offenses, Sex Offenses, and Drug Sales. The rate of arrests for Strongarm 

Robbery~ Receiving Stolen Property (RSP), Forgery, and Other Theft showed 

a rise in the 30-33 age bracket, after showing decreases up to that point. 

Again, whether these rates experienced momentary rises around age 30 or 

continued to rise throughout the early thirties could not be determined 

with these data. 

Specific rates for active participants. Table 4-9 shows the effect 

of limiting the calculation of arrest rates over active periods to those 

offenders who participated in the various crimes. In general. while all 

of the rates were higher, the same overall patterns remained. Except for 

Homi ci de and Other Person Offenses. for whi ch the rates were hi ghest 

during the 22-25 age block, all of these offenses showed decreases in 

rates over the twenties. On the other hand, all of these rates showed 

an increase after age 30, with the exceptions of Aggravated Assault~ Armed 

Robbery, Burglary, and Grand Theft Auto. Hote, however, that none of 

these rates increased to the level found for either of the first two age 

blocks. 

Subsequent arrest rates of early offenders. The final analysis 

focused on the arrest rates, over subsequent age blocks, of those'", 

offenders arrested for Burglary or Robberyzo during the 18-21 age-block. 

Shown in Table 4-10 are the rates during active blocks for all offenses, 

20 Both Armed Robbery and Strongarm Robbery were included. 

- 88 -



Table 4-9 
Mean Yearly Arrest Rates for Active Adult Period By Age block: 

Cases Participating in Each Offense Type 

Age 

Offense Type HI 18-21 22-25 26-29 30-33 Total 

Violent-aggressive: 
Homicide 89 .116 .163 .047 .108 .115 
Agg. assault 550 .274 .247 .190 .148 .237 
Rape 85 .224 .169 .100 .138 .173 
Misd. Assault 323 .194 .178 .135 .140 .171 

Violent-economic: 
Armed Robbery 295 .276 .272 .161 .136 .241 
Strongarm robbery 357 .329 .183 .127 .161 .223 
Other person 153 .148 .156 .141 .152 .149 

Pro~ert~: 

Burglary 726 .503 .337 .225 .194 .364 
Rec. Stolen Property 456 .272 .251 .179 .240 .243 
Grand theft 302 .193 .157 .151 .159 .169 
Forgery 253 .337 .233 .131 .577 .280 
Grand theft auto 238 .393 .144 .108 .047 .220 

1 The number of cases participating in these crimes as adults who also had 
both follow-up time and offenses of some kind after age 21. The number 
of cases in each later cell is that subset of these cases that had both 
follow-up and one or more offenses in the next later block. 

all Violent offenses, and either Burglary or Robbery. For the 497 

Burglars in the analysis, all of the rates showed a clear decline through 

all three subsequent blocks, the greatest drop ~enerally occurring for 

the second age block (from 18-21 to 22~25). The arrest rate for Burglary 

dropped over 80X from the fi rst to t.he fourth block. For Robbers, a 

similar decline was found for Total offenses and, through the first two 

subsequent blocks, for all Vi olent offenses· and far Robbery offenses 

specifically. The Violent and Robbery rates increased during the last 

block, but, again, did not reach the level found for the 22-25 block. 
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Table 4-10 
Mean Arrest Rates for Active Adult Period By Age block: 

Burglars and Robbers at Age 18-21 

Age 

Offense Type 18-21 22-25 26-29 30-33 

Burglars (n=497): 
Total 4.216 2.424 1.836 1.534 
Violent .458 .374 .342 .259 
Burglar~' .743 .287 .187 .148 

Robbers (n=293) 
Total 4.533 2.605 2.113 1.738 
Violent 1.084 .523 .405 .452 

L Robbery .703 .228 .142 .195 

Despite this increase after age 30 (which may not be characteristic of 

all of these four ages), the Robbery rate during the last block was still 

only 28X of the rate for the 18-21 block. 

Summar~. These various analyses of arrest rates as a function of 

age for this cohort of offenders produced surprisingly consistent 

results: rates of arrest generally decreased throughout the twenties, 

with some indication of leveling off or slightly increasing during the 

very earlv ~:hi rti es for a number of offenses. Similar results were 

obtained for Total offenses, Violent offenses, ~nd specific crimes, as 

well as for vari ous subgroups of offenders (part; ci pants vs. others, 

different ethnic groups, offenders going to adult prison, cases with 

di ffli'!rent eiilrlv rates of arrest. Robbers and Burglars). Although the 

declines were not great in all cases, the same pattern generally held. 

Recalling the earlier findings that overall participation in crimes (the 

percentage of active offenders arrested at each age) decreased and that 
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the average number of types of cri mes decreased as well, the present 

findings lead to the conclusion that, in general, offense behavior clearly 

declined with age for these serious offenders even while they remained 

active in crime. 
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Chapter 5 

Individual Offense Rates: Methodological Issues 

So far~ the discussion has focused on general patterns of criminal 

participation ~nd of rates of arrest within a cohort of former serious 

juvenile offenders. In those analyses~ rates were estimated uiSing 

aggregated data on the number of arrests and the amount of street time 

during the follow-up period. In the following chapters, attention Nill 

turn to issues related to the criminal careers of individual offenders: 

their stability and predictiveness. To address these issues, 

individual-level data on the rates of arrest over portions of the 

follow-up period were used. Analyses focused on whether offense behavior 

tended to remain relativelY stable over time and on the feasibility of 

identifying those offenders with the highest rates of arrest. Before 

presenting these findings, it is important to first gain an understanding 

of the limitations of official data for addressing these types of issues. 

It is well known that offi ci al cri mi nal hi story data prov; de. at 

best, an incomplete picture of an individual's criminal behavior. 21 

Arrests can be seen as a "sample" of .all the crimes an individual commits, . 

21 Al though there is the problem of "false arrests,1'I .whi ch (when the 
focus 1S on charged offenses, regardless of conviction> may 
spuriously inflate the estimate of an individual offender's 
involvement in crime. the greatest source of error is probably in the 
other direction: many more actual crimes than arrest records would 
suggest (Blumstein et al .• 1986). 
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with the sampling probability being a "loose" function of the 

probabilities of arrest for various crim~s. These probab~lities may be 

expected to vary somewhat for individuals (some are better able to avoid 

detection), over time (a police department may obtain extra funding to 

"crack down" on certain crimes), and across jurisdictions, but overall 

it; 5 possi ble to vi ew arrests as a more-or-less "random" sampl i ng of 

crimes committed. Now. by the nature of random sampling devices. no two 

random samples of a given population will be e~pected to be exactly alike, 

and no si ngle sample wi 11 be expected to perfectly represent that 

population. Thus, any arrest rate based on an offender's criminal record 

(over, say, a four-year period) will only approximate the actual rate of 

criminal behavior during that period, and any two of these rates (say. 

adjacent four-year periods) will provide somewhat different estimates ~f 

the individual's criminal behavior even if that behavior is exactly thg 

same during those two periods. To the extent that the arrest process is 

truly random, these deviations from the actual rates can be thought of 

as resulting from "random measurement error." 

This limitation of official offense data has important implications 

for the analysi 5 of stab; 1 i ty and predi ctabi 1 i ty of offense patterns. 

On the one hand, a less-than-perfect correlation b~tween arrest rates ove~ 

di fferent peri ods of time would be expected ev,m for offenders whose 

actual criminal behavior did not change. On the other hand, givBn some 

modicum of ability to predict criminal behavior, that ability would be 

reduced simply by the fact of using official data. Of importance in both 

cases is the extent of the reduction that would be expected. For studying 

stabi 11 ty, the issue is hOl ... to interpret fi ndi ngs on the relat i onshi p 
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between arrest rates observed for different periods for the same 

i ndi vi duals: how much these rates would be ~xpected to vary by chance 

(random measurement error) alone. In other words, what is needed is an 

estimate of expected variation in arrest rates, given no change in 

criminal behavior, that can be used as a standard for evaluating actual 

variation. 

For predictability, the important issue is simply the extent to which 

the use of official data limits the ability to predict offense behavior. 

Many possible policies in criminal justice (from focusing efforts at 

rehabilitation to selective incapacitation) rest on the ability to 

identify individuals most likely to continue offending at relatively high 

rates. Since in most cases, only official data are available for making 

these predictions, an understanding of the limitations of official data 

can help in evaluating the feasibility of these policies. 

The present appro'ach to addressi ng both of thes,e issues i nvol ved 

estimating the relationship of the observed data (arrest rates) for two 

sample periods dur~ng which the underlying variable (criminal behavior) 

was expected to be identical. Following the suggestion by Janson (1983), 

each individual sample member's follow-up data were divided into· those 

referring to odd ages (ages 19, 21,23 , etc.) and those referring to even 

ages. Data for ages 18 to 37 were used, so that there were ten years of 

possible data included in each observation period, but since not all cases 

were followed through that age, the number of years in each observation 

varies across individuals. Offense rates for Total offenses and Violent 

offenses were calculated for both even and odd ages by adding all arrest 

charges for those ages and dividing that number by the number of street 
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years the individual accumulated during those ages. Cases with less than 

one full year of street time during either odd or even ages were 

eliminated. In order to reduce the effect of skewness on measures of 

association, the natural logarithms of these variables were used in the 

analyses. Simi larly. percentages of street time on vari ous types of 

drugs, percentages of street time employed and percentages of total time 

in various marital statuses were calculated for both odd and even ages. 

Although some normal fluctuation in behavior may be expected from one year 

to the next, it was expected that these fluctuations would average out, 

leavi ng di fferenc£s in observed rates between odd and even ages to 

indicate primarily the amount of variation resulting from measurement 

error. 

Split-half Correlations 

Correlations between the odd and even-age variables (which will be 

referred to as "spli t-hal f correlat ions"), along wi th Spearman-Brown 

reliability coefficients and r-squared values, are shown in Table 5-1. 

The correlations of the logged offense-rate variables were not very high, 

consi deri ng that the underlyi ng vari able (actual cr'i mt nal behavi or) 

should be very highly correlated. The correlation for the Violent offense 

rate was especi ally low, ind; cati ng that over the f.oll.ow-up peri ad, the .... 

rate of Violent arrests for any sampling period was unlikely to be highly 

correlated wi th the rate f~r any other peri od, even if the underlyi ng 

behavior was reasonably stable. The rate for Total arrests was not as 

low, and may seem reasonably hi gh when compared to other behavl0ral 

indices, but still suggests some profound limitations on the usefulness 
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Table 5-1 
Split-half Correlations and Reliabilities 

Pearson Reliability Explained 
corr. coeff. variance 

Variable N [rJ [2r/(1+r) J [r2J 

Arrest rate (logged): 
Total 1538 .727 .842 .529 
Violent " .448 .618 .201 

Percent violent " .259 .411 .067 

Percent of street-time: 
Heroin use 924 .881 .937 .776 
Speed/barbiturates use " .869 .930 .755 
Hallucinogens use " .863 .927 .745 
Full-time employment " .801 .641 .641 
Unemployed " .822 .676 .676 

Pert<ent of all followue: 
Common-law relationship 964 .958 .918 .918 
Legally marri ed " .971 .943 .943 
Supporting dependents " .972 .944 .944 

of official data for predictive purposes. The proportion of explained 

variance for the Total offense rate was only .53, meaning th~t the Total 

arre~t rate over as much as ten years accounted for only 53~ of the 

variance in an equivalent ten-year period for these offenders. As an 

index of the relati ve seri ousness of the offenses commi tted by eC9ch 

individual, the percentag~ of all arrests that were for Violent offenses , " 

was also calculated. This correlation, labeled "Percent Violent" was even 

lower, apparently affected by measurement error in both of the other 

variables. Thus, under the best of conditions (known stability of offense 

behavior), the ability to predict using a considerable amount of official 

data on criminal behavior would appear to be severely limited, especially 
" 

for Violent offenses. 
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Also shown in the table are the split-half correlations for measures 

of drug use. employment, and marital status. Recall that due to the 

rather fragmentary nature of the file materi~ls from which these data were 

coded, it was necessary to make assumptions about the stability of these 

factors. For drug use and marital status, it was assumed that indicated 

statuses continued unchanged until actual evidence of a change was noted 

in the file (only known changes in drug use patterns and marital status 

were coded). The coding for these variables, then. may well have "built 

in" some amount of stability that was not true of these variables. It 

is not surpri si ng, therefore. that these vari abIes correlated almost 

perfectly. sti 11 there was cons; derable evi dence of change in these 

patterns (few had the same pattern through the entire follow-up period), 

especially for drug use. Consequently, drug use correlations are somewhat 

lower than those for marital status. 

Employment was coded as the approximate number of months worked 

duri ng calendar years (si nee that was how employment was generally 

indicated in the files) and whether that employment was primarily 

full-time or part-time. Being unable to work dUring a given year (being 

disabled or in school) was coded as well, leaving the absence of any data 

to indicate unemployment for th~t year. Thus, for these variables, errors 

are probably quite random, though considerable. For example, a notation 

that a particular individual "worked full-time for five months in 1982" 

was coded just that way, even though the actual :employment may have 

spanned calendar years to some extent. Thi s ki nd of impreci si on is 

reflected in the relatively low split-half correlations for these 

variables. 
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Table 5-2 
Split-half Correlations of Arrest Rates 
(Logged) under Varying Data Conditions 

Total 
Humber of Rate 

Condition cases (logged) 

Ages included: 
Eight (avg. of 2 est.) 1538 .704 
Four (avg. of 4 est. ) 1538 .597 

Truncation 
Top 2% 1538 .729 
Top 5% 1538 .728 

. 
Elimination: 

Tep 2% 1467 .695 
1463 

Top 5% 1398 .674 
1409 

Minimum no. of offenses: 
Two or more 855 
Five or more 1315 .638 

347 
Ten or more 1036 .568 

Minimum street ~ears: 
1 1538 .727 
2 1454 .722 
3 1293 .702 
4 1138 .686 
5 684 .644 

Violent 
Rate 

(logged) 

.415 

.295 

.452 

.444 

.366 

.334 

.174 

-.015 

.448 

.437 

.418 

.349 

.336 

In an attempt to isolate the factors that may have caused the low 

offense-rate correlations, they were recalculated after placing certain 

restrictions on the sampJ,e or the data. The results are shown in 

Table 5-2. First, in order to understand the relationship between the 

length oT the sampl i ng peri od and the correlctti ons; correlati ons were 

obtained using various numbers of the odd-age and even-age years. Care 
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was taken to choose ages so that the average age for the sampled years 

was the same odd and even. In general, as the number of years used to 

produce the rate decreased, so did the correlations between the odd and 

even estimates. Two of these correlations--for eight-year groups (two 

estimates) and four-year groups22 (four estimates)--are shown in the 

table. Note that the four-year correlations are only about 6U% as high 

as the ten-year correlations. 

To assess the effect of skewness on these correlations, analyses were 

performed in which the highest rate values were truncated (using the 95th 

and 98th percentiles as cut-offs) and in which the highest rate cases were 

simply eliminated altogether. As shown in the table, these efforts 

resulted in no improvement; in fact, the elimination of the top 5% of 

cases actually resulted in lower overall correlations. 

Basing the analysis on cases with a minimum number of offenses 

allowed for the determination of whether larger numbers of arrests would 

be spread more evenly among odd and even ages. The lower rates for the 

more repetitive offenders came as something of a surprise, suggesting that 

:I! 2 The four sets of four-year groups of ages included the follow; n9 ages: 

set 1 even: IS, 20, 24, 26 
odd: 19, 21p 23, 25 

~ even: 20, 22, 24, 26 
odd: 19, 21, 25, 27 

set 3 even: 20, 22, 26, 28 
odd: 19, 23, 25, 29 

set 4 even: 22, 24, 26, 28 
odd: 21, 23, 27, 29 
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arrest rates are no better indicators of offense behavior for relatively 

high-rate arrestees than for others. 

Finally, the impact of differences in the amount of "street time" 

across offenders was assessed by restricting the analysis to cases with 

varying numbers of street years during both the odd and even ages. Again, 

the greater the restriction, the lower the correlation. Similar results 

were found when correlations using rates calculated for four ages were 

analyzed (not shown). In this case, it appears that the increasing 

street-year requirement increasingly selected out cases with the highest 

arrest rates (these offenders apparently spent a great deal of time 

incarcerated), reduci ng both the overall base-rate and the amount of 

variation. Both of these effects tend to reduce correlations. 

In general, then, it appears that low probabilities of arrest rather 

severely reduce the reI i abi Ii ty of arrest rates as i ndi cators of off.ansE! 

behavior for individuals. Even using up to ten years of arrest 

information odd and even, the correlation for Total offense rates was 

moderate and that for Violent offense rates was very low. Correlations 

based on smaller numbers of years were lower. Thus, the usefulness of 

offense rates based on what is usually consi dered a relati vely long 

follow-up period (four years) for differentiating among offenders with 

different actual offense rates is suspect. Their usefulness for 

establishing relative rates of Violent offenses is part; culerly 

problematic. The problem, further, did not appear to be caused by the 

skewness of the rate vari ables, the i nclusi on of low-rate (or non-) 

offenders in the correlations, or the inclusion of cases with small 

'amounts of street time. The arrest process would 51 mply seem to be 
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inherently limited in its ability to produce a reliable sampling of an 

individual's offenses. 

Of course, it is reasonable that some of the lack of high 

correlations is due simply to short-term variation in criminal behavior. 

A momentary "crime spree" after a prolonged period of low-rate offending, 

for example, may result in a single year's total of offenses being higher 

than all other years combined. Further, a large number ~f arrests in a 

given year is likely to lead to some considerable response by the justice 

system, placing rather strong limitations on the number of arrests likely 

to occur during the next year (the offender may be incarcerated or 

threatened with such if the behavior continues). The same limitation is 

not as likely for previously low-rate offenders, making changes in rates 

from low to hi gh. or hi gh to low. more Ii kely thlmremai ni ng hi gh-rate 

for any length of time. These effects would be expected to be even ~ore 

pronounced for ordinarily low-rate, relatively serious (i.e., Violent) 

offenses. 

Correspondence of Rankings Based on Rates of Arrest 

Correlations tell us something about the relationship between tbe 

rates of arrest calculated for the odd and even ages, but it is possible 

that these rates are too "precisely" calculated, 'so that reasonable 

correspondence between rates is masked by relatively small, and 

unimportant, differences in the calculated rates. In other words, cases 

with relatively high rates of arrest during both odd and even ages may 

still show consi.derable variation in actual rates; this variation may 

produce low correlations even though, for practical purposes, these cases 
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were stably high-rate offenders. Accordingly, offenders were classified 

as having low, medium, or high rates during odd and even years, and the 

extent of agreement in these rankings was calculated. The same cut-off 

points were used for both odd and even ages. For odd and even ages over 

the whole follow-up period, cut-off points ~ere b~sed on the distribution 

of rates over the entire career (all ages combined). For the var'i ous 

four-year analyses, cut-off points were chosen for each odd/even pair such 

that approximately the same number of cases were classified as high, 

medium and low. Crosstabulations provided a basis for determining the 

amount of agreement. 

Table 5-3 shows the number of cases in each cell for the 

crosstabulation of Total offense rates over the full follow-up period. 

Simple calculations show that of the 377 cases identified as low-rate for 

the even ages, 244 (or 65Y.) were also low-rate during the odd ages. The 

correspondi ng fi gure for even-to-odd correspondence was 244/418 :: 58%. 

for an average of 61.5Y. agreement overall for the low-rate group. Average 

correspondence figures for the medium and high-rate groups were 55.6Y. and 

72.1Y.. respectively. These figures. especially for the high-rate 

offenders. appear fairly high, suggesting reasonable correspondence 

between odd and even years. However, the percentage of cases that were 

identified as high-rate during either the odd or even years who were 

identified as such in odd and· even ages, was only 

377/(535+511-377) = 56.4%. In other words. only about 56Y. of the 

offenders who were identified as high-rate. based on one sample of ages 

or the other, were high-rate in both sample periods. 
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Table 5-3 
Correspondence of Odd/Even Arrest Rates: 

low 

Even Medium 

High 

Total 

Total Offenses 

low 

244 

162 

12 

Odd 
Medium 

120 

343 

146 

High 

13 

121 

377 

418 609 511 
(27.2%) (39.6%) (33.2%) 

Table 5-4 

Total 

377 (24.5%) 

626 (40.7%) 

535 (34.8%) 

1538 
(lOO%) 

Correspondence of Odd/Even Arrest Rates: 

low 

Even Medium 

High 

Total 

Violent Offenses 

low 

449 

226 

74 

Odd 
Medium 

154 

203 

85 

High 

75 

108 

16 6/ 

749 442 347 
(27.2%) (39.6%) (33.2%) 
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678 (44.1%) 

537 (34.9X) 

323 (21. OX) 

1538 
(100%) 



For Violent offense rate categories (Table 5-4), the above 

calculations produce lower correspondence estimates. as would be expected 

from the lower correlations. Average correspondence rates for low, medium 

and high-rate offenders were, repsectively, 63.0%, 41.8% and 49.0%. For 

the high-rate offenders identified as such for either odd or even ages, 

only 32.4% were hi gh-rate duri ng both odd and even ages. Thus. the 

usefulness of arrest rates for identifying offenders who had high-rates 

of arrest in comparable time-periods was quite limited for Violent 

offenses. 

Since the analysis of offense rate stability over time (Chapter 6) 

wi 11 focus on four-year blocks of ages, the same calculati ons were 

performed for the four sets of matching four-year groups of odd and even 

ages. The average of the eight correspondence rates (even to odd and odd 

to even for the four crosstabulations) were 

low: 61.2% 

medium: 43.4% 

high: 61. 0% 

Thus, only about 61% of high-rate arrestees identified on the basis of 

four years of data were also identified as high rate in a comparable four 

years of data. 

In these analyses for Violent arrest rates, it ~as not possible to 

trichotomize the rates, since over 60% of offenders in each four-year age 

group had nQ Violent arrests. Analyses were performed, therefore, with 

the variable dichotomized as "no arrests" vs. "any arrests". Tho 

variable was split so as to identify the 20% of cases with the highest 

rates. For the non/any analysis, an average of 73.2% of those with no 
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Violent arrests during one set of four ages also had no Violent arrests 

during the corresponding ages (odd or even); conversely, 26.8~ of these 

offenders with no offenses over four years did have a Violent arrest in 

the comparable period. Of the cases that did have Violent arrests, an 

average of only Sl.4X also had arrests during the comparable four years 

(almost half of t~e Violent offenders were not identified as such using 

data from a comparable period). The average correspondence rates for 

i denti fi ed hi gh-rate Vi olent offenders (the top 20%) was 37. 9~; in 

contrast. an average of 42.5% of these relatively high-rate Violent 

offenders had !!..Q. Vi olent arrests dud ng the comparable four ages. 

Clearly, the usefulness of data on rates of Violent arrests for 

identifying offenders with a potential for violence does not appear to 

be very great. Only about four in every ten offenders with high violence 

potential were identified as such using data from a set of ages comparable 

to those during which they were identified as high-rate Violent offenders. 

Predictions of Odd and Even Rates 

Although the arrest rates obtained for the odd and even ages were 

not particularly useful for identifying high-rate offenders based on the 

other half of their data. it was expected that the inclusion of other 

information about the offenders might enable us to predict those rates 

with greater accuracy. Using the data for the entire follow-up period, 

multiple regressions were used to assess the extent to which all of the 

information for the even half (plus background data> could predict Total 

and Violent arrest rates for the odd half, and vice versa. The sample 

was split in half so that predic~iye usefulness of each solution could 
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be assessed on a different sample. In all, four stepwise regressions were 

run, predicting odd rates and even rates for both halves of the sample. 

Arrest rate variables were entered first, followed by the drug use, family 

status and employment variables as a group. Background vari~bles were 

entered next, with race entered only after all other eligible variables 

were included. The multiple correlation of the final equation was also 

calculated for the other half of the sample in each regresslon. Because 

data on drug use. marital status, employment and family background were 

not available for all cases, means were substituted for missing data. 

There were 772 cases in one "half" of the sample and 811 in the other. 

The results are summarized below for rates of Total arrests and Violent 

arrests. 

Average Total Rate Violent Rate 

Multiple R .755 .586 
Multiple R2 .570 .344 

Multiple R .742 .568 
(x-validation) 

As shown. these regressions accounted for about 57% of the variance in 

Total arrest rates and 34% of the variance in Violent arrest rates. In 

these half-samples, the bivariate correlation of the Total arrest rate 

variables was about '.70, and the correlation of the Violent arrest rate 

variables was about .40; these rates alone could explain 49% and 16% of 

the Y~riance in the rates for the corresponding (odd or even) rates. For 

Total offenses, then, these predictions improved only marginally over 

simply using the arrest rates to predict one another. For Violent arrest 

rates, some improvement was obtained by including other variables in the 

equation (doubling the explained variation). still, the predictability 
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of these rates is relatively low. suggesting that the low reliability of 

the arrest-rate measure places severe constrai nts on the abi 1 i ty to 

predict arrest rates in this sample. 

While these analyses did not help much in resolving the problem of 

predictability, given low reliabilities. they shed some light on the 

factors associated with high arrest rates during the course of a career. 

Consistent predictors of Total arrest rates (found in three of the four 

final equations) were (a) the Total arrest rate in the other half (odd 

or even years); (b) the rate of Violent arrests (a negative effect. once 

the Total rate was accounted for), (c) the percentage of time in the other 

half spent incarcerated. and (d) the percentage of time using 

hallucinogenic drugs. In other words" those with the highest rates in 

either the odd or even ages tended to have higher Total rates in the other 

ages, lower Violent arrest rates, less street time. and more time uSlng 

marijuana, LSD. mescaline and other hallucinogenic drugs. For Vi olent 

arrest rates. the consistent predictors included Ca) the Violent arrest 

rate in the other half; (b) the percent of time incarcerated; (c) 

hallucinogenic drug use; and (d) race (White offenders had lower rates). 

In all. these solutions are not v~ry enlightening about the factors 

related to relatively high criminal behavior rates in this sample. Most 

of the consistent predictors found in the above analyses were additional 

indicators of criminality (time incarcerated, for example). Thus, except 

for the importance of drug use as a correlate of criminal behavior. these 

analyses merely indicate that crime predicts crime. This suggests that 

at this level of risk for continued criminal behavior. little actually 

differentiates the offenders with the highest rates of arrest from those 
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wi th lower rates. However, other factors may come 1 nto play when 

predicting from one time period to the next. 

In the next section. some of the implications of these low 

reliabilities for the study of offense rate stability and prediction of 

offense behavior will be discussed. 

Implications of Using Official Offense Measures 

The stability of offense rates over time will be addressed. in the 

chapters that follow, both through studying the correlations of arrest 

rat~s for different time periods (four-year age blocks) and the extent 

of agreement (correspondence) between the categori zed level!i based on 

those rates from one period to the next. The foregoing findings will 

inform these analyses in two ways. First, they suggest that there is an 

upper limit to the expected correlations and rates of agreement that would 

be obtained for these four-year periods even if the underlying rates were 

reasonably stable. That upper limit for correlations is in the 

neighborhood of .60 for the Total arrest rate and .30 for the Violent 

arrest rate. For rates of correspondence. the upper limit for high-rate 

to high-rate agreement for Total arrest rates is about 61~. and for any 

Violent arrest about 51%. Indicators of stability over time must be 

judged against these "natural" limits imposed by the data. Second, they 

sugcest that little improvement over simple. commonly-used methods (using 

logarithms) could be expected by manipulating the data (truncating or 

eliminating high scores) or by excluding certain kinds of cases from the 

analysis. The analyses in the following chapters will therefore include 
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all cases for whom data were available (for four-year blocks, a m~nimum 

of 12 months of street time was still required). 

For predictions, these data also suggest upper limits to the 

predictability of offense rates over time. The present findings suggest 

that even if offense behavior were not to change over time. the best 

predi cti ons based on arrest data covert ng as much as ten years would 

account for around half (53~) of the variance in subsequent Total arrest 

rates for these high-risk offenders. Ex()lained variation in Violent 

arrest rates would be expected to be considerably less--around 20~. The 

inclusion of other predictors in the equations did tend to increase the 

explained variation to some extent. but it is unlikely that substantial 

increases would be found when predicting rates during one time period from 

information for previous periods. Even with the inclusion of additional 

variables. the 'axplained variatio~1 in Total arrest -rates was less than 

60~, and the explained variation in Violent arrest rates was under 35~. 
, 

Over four-year peri ods, even less predi ctabi 1 i ty of arrest rates 

would be expected. Under similar assumptions of behavioral stability, 

predictions of rates over four years. using the previous four year's rate, 

would account for only about 36% of the variance (the square of the 

average correlation for the four-year analyses, .597). For Violent rates. 

the explained variation was only 8.7% (,295 squared). Future stud; es 

atter.lpting to predict rates of criminal behavior using data available from 

official sources will have to keep in mind the fact that there are upper 

limits to the predictability of these rates and that the upper limit is 

not very high when only a few years of data are available. 
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Chapter 6 

Stability of Individual Arrest Rates 

As discussed in the Introduction. the assumption of stability in 

cri mi nal behavi or is central both to current arguments in favor of 

selective incapacitation policies and to existing methods for estimating 

their probable benefits. The idea that certain offenders will commit 

crimes at very high rates whenever they are free to do so (not 

incarcerated) spawned the belief that scarce public resources could be 

most effectively applied to ensuring that those offenders remain behind 

bars longer than others. The assumption here is that the propensity to 

commit crimes is an enduring characteristic of the individual and that 

the propensity will express itself in terms of stable rates of criminal 

behavior under varying social and environmental conditions as long as the 

offender is active in crime (throughout his "career"). This assumption 

suggests that longer sentences for high-rate offenders (who. because of 

their high criminality, deserve longer sentences anyway) will have the 

most crime-reduction benefit in the future. While some instability in 

offense beha,,; or would not reduce the potency of such an argument. 

considerable instability would suggest a more tenuous link between past 

and future behavior, reducing the likely payoff for incapacitating known 

high~rate offenders. Reduced certa; nty in the stab; Ii ty of offense 

behavior would also cast some doubt on the cUrrently popular conception 

of criminal careers as stable patterns of criminal behavior. 
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The assumption of stability also l'ies at the foundation of most 

efforts to estimate the likely benefits of selective incapacitation 

policies. As discussed 1n the introduction, models of the criminal 

justice system, developed by Shinnar and Shinnar (1975), have been used 

to estimate the likely effects of changing various characteristics of that 

system, including the lengths of prison terms for certain offenders (Cohen 

and Blumstein, 1978; Chaiken and Rolf, 1978; Greenwood, 1982), For 

heuristic purposes, these models have generally 'assumed that individual 

offense rates dp not change over time. Although systematic changes, as 

in the decline by age found earlier, could presumably be incorporated, 

substantial instability would question the usefulness of these models. 

Thus, while the possible benefits of selective incapacitation policies 

do not regui rIO! that offense rates be perfectly stable for i ndi vi dual 

offenders, the appeal of these policies and the estimation of their likelY 

effects have been grounded firmly on this assumption of stability. 

The analyses in Chapters 3 and 4, showed that for these high-risk 

offenders, both the participation in crime (judged by any arrest) and the 

rate of arrest for the sample as a whole and for various subsamples showed 

definite declines with age. These trends suggest that soc; al and 

environmental factors have a strong role in determining the year-to-year 

extent of criminality among offenders, and that the type, number or 

importanca of these factors change with age. Further, the decline in 

arrest rates was most marked for those offenders with the highest arrest 

rates at ages 18-19, suggesting that factors operating to inhibit criminal 
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behavior may well apply differentially, with the highest-rate offenders 

most affected. 23 

It should be noted, however, that because these analyses used rates 

of arrest aggregated across all members of the sample (or subsample) in 

questi on, they masked i ndi vi dual di ff~rences in rates and thei r change 

(or stability) over time. As such. those analyses could not address the 

extent of either a) relative stability--whether offenders maintain 

constant relative rates of arrest over time (do high-rate offenders at 

age 21 have higher rates of arrest than other offenders as they all got 

older?); or, b) absolute stability--whether some offenders' rates defy 

the general downward trend with age and remain at the same level over 

time. Both issues are important for understanding the possible benefits 

of selective incapacitation policies, as well as for understanding 

criminal behavior in general. 

If relative rates of arrest within age-groups are stable (even though 

the rate may decline with age), it may still make sense to select out the 

higher rate offenders for increased sentences. However, the 

crime-reduction benefits of the increased incarceration for particular 

offenders would depend on their age and prior offense rate. It could be, 

for example. that a greater benefit would be derived from incapacitating 

medium-rate offenders at age 20 than from incapacitating the high-rate 

:3 An alternative explanation might be that these rates were spuriously 
high due to measurement error, and that they would naturally fall 
toward the average values for the larger sample. Such rate drops, 
however. would be expected to be sudden. rather than gradual, since 
the measurement error would, presumably, not affect the same 
offenders in the same way over different time periods. 
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offenders once they reach age 30. Decisions concerning whether or not 

to increase the sentences of particular offenders would thus depend on 

both their previous rate of arrest, the age at which they would ordinarily 

be freed and the expected rate of decline for offenders with that rate 

of arrest at that age. Further, the estimation of the overall effect of 

the policy would have to take into account differences in age, sentence 

length, rates of prior arrest and age-by-rate-specific declines in arrest 

rates for the vari ous mi xes of offenders to whom the pol i cy may be 

.. appli ed. All of these factors would have to be taken into account in 

addition to the estimated probabilities of arrest, conviction, and 

incarceration (which may also differ for different types of offenders). 

Of course, the ability to adequately estimate these benefits for 

individuals or overall would decrease to the extent that these relative 

rates are not stable over time. 

Policy issues aside, it is still important to better understand the 

stability of relative rates of arrest over time. Attempts to understand 

differential rates of offending in terms of the attributes of offenders 

(family backgrounds, psychological characteristics, etc.) obviously make 

the most senSe if offenders maintain their rates of behavior relative to 

onla another. Hi gh-rate offenders, in thi s sense, could be reasonably 

assumed to be "different." If, on the other hand, these rates are not 

stable, then high-rate offenders at one point in time would be a different 

group than high-rate offenders at another point in time. Attempts to 

understand what causes high rates of offending, then, would be better off 

searching for situational factors common to these groups. In other words, 

general instability would suggest that differences in rates of offending 
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are as much the result of situational (social and environmental) factors, 

which can be understood to vary across offenders over time and place, as 

they are the result of enduring differences in criminal propensity. 

It is also possible that the downward trend in arrest rates did not 

apply to all offendet's equally. In other words •. in spite of the general 

trends. there may sti 11 have been a core of hi gh-rate offenders who 

maintained relatively constant (and high) rates of criminal behavior over 

time and who. in spite of measurement error in arrest rates. could be 

identified as such. Offenders of this type would constitute an important 

sample of those generally considered to be prime candidates for selective 

intervention efforts; they are, in fact, the very offenders upon whose 

existence the notion of selective incapacitation has been based. For 

selective incapactitation to work, after all. it is necessary not only 

to be able to posit the existence of a core of stable high-rate offenders. 

bu: also to' be able to identify them. Thus. if offenders who maintain 

high levels of arrests are particularly rare. constituting only a fraction 

of the offenders who have high rates of arrest at any point in time. the 

identification of targets for selective incapacitation would certainly 

be problematic. 

The investigation of offense-rate stability in this sample was 

approached in several ways. First, correlations between arrest rates 

calculated over four-Year age blocks were usedz4 to assess the extent of 

24 Again, four-year blocks were chosen in order to overcome some of the 
i nstabi li ty in rate est imat i on that would result from measurement 
error over short time periods. Rates were calculated for all 
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relative stability. These correlations were compared to one another and 

to the correlation obtained for arrest rates based on sets of four odd 

and four even ages. To investigate absolute stability, arrest rates were 

collapsed into low, medium, and high. The categorized rates were used 

to calculate transitional probabilities for high-rate offenders and to 

establish overall career patterns (over three or four age blocks). These 

latter analyses will point to the effects on individual arrest rates of 

the factors discussed to that point: general declines with age, 

instability of arrest rates due to measurement error. and any instability 

in these rates attributable to the changeable nature of criminal behavior 

over time. 

Correlations of Age-block Arrest Rates 

Correlations among variables indicate the extent to which values for 

the same individual tend to be similarly high or low, as compared to those 

of other individuals. They are calculated relative to the means of the 

variables, taking into account the overall variation of each.2s Thus, the 

correlations between rates for different time periods take into account 

overall declines by age and the effect of these declines on the 

distribution of rates, thereby providing an indication of the stability 

of those rates relative to other offenders. The findings in Chapter 5 

individuals who had at least twelve months of street time during the 
four-year period. 

2S Because of the sensitivity of the means and the variance estimates 
to extreme values. the natural logarithm of each rate variable was 
used. rather than the rate itself. 
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indicated that, due to measurement error, the correlations of arrest rates 

would be expected to be consi derably less than perfect even if the 

underlying offense rates were fairly stable. For rates calculated on the 

basis of four years of data, expected correlations were estimated to to 

be around .60 for Total offenses and .30 for Violent offenses. 

Interpretati on of the present correlati ons wi 11 be in terms of these 

"standards" for the arrest rate correlations: lower correlations would 

suggest that the rates actually varied over time for the individuals in 

-. thi s sample. 

The correlations for the five four-year age blocks from age 18 to 

age 37 are shown in Table 6-1. Also included are the correlations between 

the rates for these age blocks and the rate based on all available adult 

data for each offender. For Total offenses, the highest correlations 

among age-block rates were between adjacent blocks. For non-adjacent~ge 

blocks, the correlation decreased as the time between the two age blocks 

increased. None of the correlations reached the .60 standard for 

stability, although the correlation between the rate for the 30-33 block 

and that for the 34-37 block approached that level. These fi ndi ngs 

suggest that. for Total offenses, the rates of arrest were not completely 

stable and that the greatest stability occurred over the short-run. For 

Violent offenses, a similar pattern was found. Correlations, in general, 

did not reach the standard (.30), and decreased as the time between the 

age blocks increased. 26 However, all of these correlations were 

26 Similar analyses involving only "active" periods or including only 
those cases with one or more offense CTotal or Violent) showed nearly 
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Total Offenses: 
22-25 
26-29 
30-33 
34-37 

18-37 

Violent Offenses: 

Table 6-1 
Arrest Rate Correlations: 

Four-year Age Blocks 

18-21 

.482 1 

.372 

.226 

.145 

.753 

22-25 

.508 

.331 

.289 

.798 

26-29 

.506 

.344 

.737 

22-25 .240 
26-29 
30-33 
34-37 

18-37 

.252 

.222 

.119 

.674 

.256 

.162 

.197 

.710 

.286 

.170 

.672 

30-33 34-37 

.577 

.654 .545 

.206 

.635 .479 

Note: Correlations include cases with at least twelve 
months of street time for both age-blocks (minimun n=504). 
The natural logarithm of all variables was used. 

1 All correlations significant (p<.01). 

statistically significant, meaning that there was, most likely, a 

relationship between an individual's rate at any point in time (relative 

to others) and his rate at other points in time. Thus, while relatively 

high-rate offenders tended to remain so, there was a clear departure from 

overall stability. The correlations of each of the block rates with the 

rate for the total follow-up (18-37) suggest that the arrest rates over 

the peri od from age 22 to age 25 were most indi cati ve of how these 

offenders differed from one another over the entire twentY-Year period. 

identical patterns of correlations. The correlations were generally 
lower, and showed similar decreases as the time period increased; 
these fi ndi ngs sugggest that these patterns were not due to some 
offenders having ended their careers while other continued or to the 
inclusion (especially for Violent offenses) of a considerable number 
of offenders with "zero" rates (no offenses) in every black. 
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Table 6-2 
Arrest Rate Correlations: 

Four-year Age Blocks Incremented by One Year 

18-21 19-22 20-23 21-24 22-25 
Total Offenses: 

22-25 .482 1 

23-26 .440 .488 
24-27 .400 .445 .503 
25-28 .378 .414 .463 .499 
26-29 .372 .419 .464 .483 .508 
27-30 .329 .367 .418 .426 .448 
28-31 .316 .350 .393 .391 .396 
29-32 .270 .302 .350 .340 .351 
30-33 .226 .262 .323 .321 .331 

Violent Offenses 
22-25 .240 
23-26 .221 .186 
24-27 .228 .223 .230 
25-28 .255 .235 .223 .222 
26-29 .252 .296 .289 .263 .256 
27-30 .230 .275 .257 .233 .233 
28-31 .189 .232 .200 .169 .152 
29-32 .210 .220 .216 .184 .165 
30-33 .222 .226 .219 .171 .162 

Note: the natural logarithm of all variables was used. 

1 All correlations significant (p<. 01). 

To better understand the effect of increased time between 

measurements, rates were calculated for each four-year period from 

age 18 to age 33, incremented by one year at a time. The correlations 

among these rates are shown in Table 6-2. Reading down the columns. each 

correlation is between rates for four-year blocks one year later than the 

one above it. For Total offenses, the follow; ng pattern was observed: 

the greater the ti me between the blo four-year blocks, the lower the 

corr-eIat ion beb<leen the two rates. These patterns suggest that while 

offense behavior is not totally unstable, changing drastically over time, 

it does change, wi th some offenders showi ng an increase i h offense 
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behavlor and others showl n9 a decrease relati ve to one another. The 

greater the ti me between the per; ad of observati on and the peri od of 

interest, the less useful the observed arrest rate would be for predicting 

later differences in these rates. 

~or Violent offenses. no clear pattern emerged. There was a similar 

tendency for correlati ons to decrease wi th i ncreasi n9 time intervals 

be'tween peri ods, but the decrease was not as pronounced .. In fact, some 

correlations were higher than for immediately adjacent periods, 

suggesting that, overall, rates of Violent offenses may be somewhat more 

stable than rates for all offenses combined. However, the correlations 

were all fairly low (as was the correlation for odd and even four-year 

rates), suggesti ng that, for practi cal purposes,' any predi cti ve benef; t 

ba~ed on higher stability was more than offset by mea2urement problems 

for these low-base-rate offenses. 

Additional evidence of instability in arrest rates was found when 

adjacent age blocks were combined to create eight-year rates of arrest 

for Total and Violent offenses. As shown in Table 6-3, the correlations 

between adjacent age blocks again were highest. with considerable 

decreases occurring for the correlations involving age blocks separated 

by four years. Of interest in thi s table are the relati vely low 

correlat,ons, even among the adjacent eight-year ,- blocks. These 

eight-year rates should provide more stable indi~ations of an 

individual's "true" arrest rate over those periods. the larger time frame 

mit\gating, to some extent, the problem of measurement errOr. (Thi 5 

contenHon is sUPported by thei r hi gher correlati ons wi th the overall 

adult rate.) .If offense rates were stable and the main problem was one 
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Table 6-3 
Arrest Rate Correlations: 

Eight-year Age Blocks 

18-25 22-29 18-37 
Total Offenses: 

26-33 .470 1 .791 
30-37 .352 .486 .730 

18-37 .889 .868 1. 00 

Violent Offenses: 
26-33 .358 .759 
30-37 .280 .340 .743 

18-37 .857 .827 1. 00 

. 
Note: Correlations include cases with at 
least twelve months of street time for 
both age-blocks. The natural logarithm 
of all vqriables was used. 

1 All correlations significant (p<.01). 

of measurement error. these eight-year correlations would be expected to 

be much hi gher than those obtai ned for four-year blocks. For Total 

offenses. the arrest rate correlati ons were about the same as for the 

four-year blocks. The most Ii kely explana"t:i on for the simi lari ty in 

correlations is that whatever advantage is gained from using longer time 

periods in terms of decreased measurement error is offset by the inclusion 

in these rates of time periods that are increasingly dissimilar in ~ctua! 

offense rates (earlier behavior included in one rate and later behavior 

in the other). For Violent offenses, some increase in the correlations 

was found, again suggesting that the underlying offense rates may have 

been more stable over time. However, the increase in correlati ons 

resul ti ng from decreased measurement error is not completely offset by 

increased diversity in actual behavior. 
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Overall. then. these correlati onal analyses suggest that offense 

behavior was not stable over the careers of these individual offenders. 

Although some lack of perfect correlation between rates would have been 

expected even if rates were stable over time. the actual correlations were 

lower than would be expected based on measurement error alone. Further. 

the longer the time period between measurements, the greater the 

discrepancy between the actual and expected correlations. Although a 

reasonable relationship was found between rates for any two periods of 

time. these relationships were not great enough to warrant the assumption 

that rates of individual offending were stable. relative to other 

offenders. Rates of arrest for Violent offenses. which were found earlier 

to be more affected by measurement error. appeared to be somewhat more 

stable over time, but even for these offenses. stability was not high. 

Patterns of Arrest Rate Levels 

To investigate the pai:terns of arrest rate levels over time. the 

rates for each four-year age block were collapsed into low, medium. and 

hi gh usi n9 the sam~ cut-offs for each age block. A single standard 

alloloJed the identification of patterns of change in the actual ratas, 

ignoring the general decline in these rates by age. The cut-off points 

were derived from the distribution of rates calculated for the entire 

follow-up period and chosen so as to divide that overall distribution into 

rough thi rds. Because the rates based on the four-year blocks area 

affected by the overall decl i ne in rates by age. these cut-off poi nts 

would not be expect~d to divide the sample into thirds for each age block; 

proportion of cases with lower rates would be expected to increase and 
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the proportion of cases with higher rates would be expected to decrease 

for later blocks. 

Two types of analys~s were performed using these collapsed 

variables. The fi rst focused on the transi ti anal probabi 1 i ti es for 

high-rate arrestees: the probabilities that high-rate arrestees showed 

low, medium or high rates of arrest in the next age block. The second 

type of analysi s involved global patterns over the enti re follow-up 

period. focusing on the first three or four blocks in which the offenders 

had val i d rates Chad at least twelve months of street time). The 

transitional probabilites allow for understanding the usefulness of prior 

rates for predicting subsequent rates of arrest. while the global patterns 

suggest the extent of variability in these rates over the entire career. 

Transitional probabilites for hi9h-rat~ arrestees. The fi r!:it set 

of analyses were intended to provide information on the expected 

distribution of the arrest-rate levels of high-rate offenders in those 

blocks followi:"lg the block in whi ch they were i den"ti fi ed as hi gh-rate 

offenders. Because of the combined effects of measurement error, 

declining rates over time and general instability. one would not expect 

a very high proportion of high-rate arrestees to remain so in subsequent 

ag,~ blocks. In addition. some high-rate arrestees spent enough of the 

n~xt age block incarcerated that they did not have ~he requisite twelve 

months of street time upon which to base an adequate estimate of their 

arrest rates. Thus. the present analysi 5 poi nts to -the tendency of 

offenders who had high rates of arrest in one period and who managed to 

accumulate twelve months of street time in the next block to have various 

levels of arrest in that subsequent four-year block. 
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Table 6-4 
Transitional Probabilities for High-rate Offenders 

Next Block 

Block en) Number 00 Low Medi um High 

Total Offenses: 

18-21: High-rate 618 (47.5%) 167 
Others 684 (52.5%) 409 
Total 1.31)2 ( 100%) 576 

22-25: High-rate 348 (30.1%) 115 
Others 809 (69.9%) 610 
Total 1.157 ( 100%) 725 

26-29: High-rate 153 (16.0%) 63 
Others 806 (84.0%) 679 
Total 959 ( 100%) 742 

30-33: High-rate 54 ( 9.4%) 17 
Others 519 (90.6%) 451 
Total 573 ( 100%' 468 

Violent Offenses: 
18-21: High-rate 433 (33.3%) 214 

Others 869 (66. no 600 
Total 1.302 ( 100%) 81ft 

22-25: High-rate 286 (24.7%) 176 
Others 871 <75.3%) 684 
Total 1,151 ( 100%) 860 

26-29: High-r.ate 159 U6.6%) 99 
Others 800 (83.4% 689 
Total 959 ( 100%) 788 

30-33: High-rate 80 (14.0:10 59 
Others 493 (86.0%) 459 
Total 573 ( 100%) 518 

Hote: the following cut-offs were used: 
Low 

Medium 
High 
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(27.0%) 141 
(59.8%) 139 
(44.2%) 280 

(33.0%) 81 
<75.4%) 125 
(62.7%) 212 

(41.2%) 36 
(84.2%) 78 
<77.4%) 114 

(31.5%) 15 
(86.9%) 48 
(8l. 7%) 63 

(49.4%) 38 
(69.0%) 81 
(62.5%) 119 

(61.5%) 25 
<78.5%) 60 
<74.3%) 85 

(62.3%) 3 
(86.1%) 32 
(82.2%) 43 

(73.8%) 0 
(93.1%) 3 
(90.4%) 3 

Total 
o - .79 

.80 - 2.09 
2.10+ 

(22.8%) 310 
(20.3%) 136 
(21. 5%) 446 

(25.0:0 146 
U5.5%) 74 
(18.3%) 220 

(23.5%) 54 
( 9.6%) 49 
(11. 9%) 103 

(27.8%) 22 
( 9.2%) 20 
(11. 0%) 42 

( 8.8%) 181 
( 9.3%) 188 
( 9.1%) 369 

( 8.7%) 85 
( 6.9%) 127 
( 7.3%) 212 

( 5.0%) 52 
( 4.0X) 19 
( 4.2%) 131 

( 0.0%) 21 
( 0.6%) 31 
( 0.5%) 52 

Violent 
o 

.01 - .30 
•. 31+ 

(50.2%) 
(19.9%) 
(34.3%) 

(42.0%) 
( 9.1%) 
U9.0~O 

(35.3%) 
( 6.1%) 
(10.7%) 

(40.7%) 
( 3.8%) 
( 7.3%) 

(41.1%) 
(21.6%) 
(28.3%) 

(29.7%) 
(14.6%) 
U8.3%) 

(32.7%) 
( 9.9%) 
(13.7%) 

(26.3%) 
( 6.3%) 
( 9.!X) 



The transitional probabilities for high-rate arrestees and others 

are shown in Table 6-4. For each block, the number and percentage of the 

high-rate arrestees having low, medium. or high rates of arrest in the 

next block are provided first. Im~ediately below these figures are those 

for the non-high-rate arrestees and the entire sampl~. For example. of 

the 1.302 offenders with valid rates in the 18-21 block and the 22-25 

block, 576 (44.2%) had low rates of arrest in the 22-25 block. 280 (21.5%) 

had medium rates, and 446 (34.3%) had high rates. Of the 618 high-rate 

offenders among the 18-21 year-olds, 167 (27.0%) had low rates during the 

22-25 block, 141 (22.8%) had medium rates. and 310 (50.2%) had high rates 

of arrest. 

Consistent with expectati~ns, these figures show that the proportion 

of cases wi th hi gh rates was lower for each succeedi ng ag\'a block. For 

hi gh-rate arrestees, the proporti on of hi gh-rate offenders wi th hi gh 

rates in the next biock also decreases somewhat after the first 

transition, but then appears to stabilize at around 40% for Total offenses 

and about 30% for Violent offenses. For each age block. the proportion 

of high-rate arrestees who had high rates of arrest in the next block was 

considerably higher than for others. indicating some stability in these 

patterns. For all except the first transition for Total offenses, 

however, less than half maintained high arrest rates into the next block. 

For Total offenses. it is interesting to note that for each transition, 

high-rate offenders were only slightly less likelY to have low rates of 

arrest in the next block as to ma i ntai n hi gh levels. For Vi alent 

offenses, low (zero) rates of arrest were the most likely for high-rate 

arrestees as w~ll as for all other members of the sample. For no 

- 125 -

~--.---



transiti, on di d half of the hi gh-rate arrestees have any Vi olent arrests 

in the next age block. 

To assess the added power of additional information on arrest rate 

stability. the same transitional probabilities were calculated for those 

cases that had high rates of arrest in the previous two age blocks. That 

is. for cases with valid rates in the 18-21, 22-25. and 26-29 blocks, 

transitional probabilities during the 26-29 block were -calculated for 

those cases with high rates of arrest in both the 18-21 and 22-25 blocks. 

-. It was hypothesized that a stable pattern of high arrests over two blocks 

mi ght establ ish a pattern that held through the next block as well. 

However. as shown in Table 6-5, the percentages of these two-block. 

high-rate arrestees who had high rates of arrest in the next block were 

only slightly higher than that found when only the rate for the 

immediately prior block was considered. Further. all the percentages 

(except for the last transition, where very small numbers were involved) 

were below 50%. These offenders were still nearly as likely to have low 

rates of arrest as high rates for Total offenses, and ~ likely to have 

~ rates than high rates for Violent offenses. 

Thus. knowing that offenders in this sample maintained high rates 

of arrest over two four-year periods did not substantially increase the 

probabi 1 i ty that they would have a hi gh rates of arrest in tho next 

four-year period. Using apparent stability as the criterion for 

identifying cases as high-rate offenders during the 26-29 age block, the 

identification would have. been correct in 109 cases and wrong (fels&l 

positives) in 117 cases (51.8%). It would also have mistakenly identified 

103 (11.5%) of the 899 non-high-rate arrestees as non-high-rate in the 
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Table 6-5 
Transitional Probabilities for High-rate Offenders 

Over the Previous Two Blocks (High in Both) 

Next Block 

Block (n) Number (%) low Medium High 

Total Offenses: 

18-21/22-25 
High-rate 226 (20.1%) 64 
Others 899 (79.9X) 646 
Total 1,125 ( 100X) 710 

22:-25/26-29 
High-rate 77 ( 9.0%) 27 
Others 778 (91.0%) 648 
Total 855 ( 100%) 675 

26-29/30-33 
High-rate 22 ( 4.2%) 7 
Others 503 (95.8%) 428 
Total 525 ( 100%) 435 

Violent Offenses: 

18-21/22-25 
High-rate 126 (11.2%) 72 
Others 999 (88.8%) 768 
Total 1.125 ClOOX) 840 

22-25/26-29 
High-rate 44 ( 5.1%) 29 
Others 811 (94.9%) 686 
Total 855 9 100%) 715 

26-29/30-33 
High-rate 28 ( 5.3%) 17 
Others 497 (94.7%) 461 
Total 525 ClOO%) 478 

Note: the following cut-offs were used: 
Low 

Medium 
High 
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(28.3%) 53 
(71. 9%) 150 
(63.1%) 203 

(35.1%) 19 
(83.3%) 76 
(78.9%) 95 

(31.8X) 3 
(85.IX) 50 
(82.9%) 53 

(57.1%) 7 
(76.8X) 76 
04.7%) 83 

(65.9%) 13 
(84.6%) 20 
(83.6%) 33 

(66.5%) 0 
(92.8%) 2 
(91.0%) 2 

Total 
o - .79 

.80 - 2.09 
2.10+ 

(23.5%) 109 
(16.7%) 103 
(18. OX) 212 

(24.7%) 31 
( 9.8%) 54 
(11.1X) 85 

(13.6%) 12 
( 9. 9~O 25 
(10.1%) 37 

( 5.6%) 47 
( 7.6%) 155 
( 7.4%) 202 

( 6.8%) 12 
( 2.5%) 95 
( 3.9%) 107 

( 0.0%) 11 
( 0.4%) 3{t 
( 0.4%) 45 

Violent 
o 

.01 - .30 
.31+ 

(48.2%) 
(11.5%) 
(18.8X) 

(40.3X) 
( 6.9%) 
( 9.9X) 

(54.5X) 
( 5.0X) 
( 7·9%) 

(37.3%) 
(15.5%) 
(18. OX) 

(27.3X) 
(11.1'0 
(12.5%) 

(39.3%) 
( 6.8%) 
( 8.6%) 



next block when they actually were high-rate--false negatives. Note that 

these 103 offenders constituted almost half (48.5%) of the 212 high-rate 

arrestees during ages 26-29. Thus. whi Ie -the false-negati ve rate was 

fairly low, both the false positive rate and the. percentage of high-rate 

arrestees not identified on the basis of earlier rates would have been 

higher than the true positive rate of 48.2%. Predictions for the other 

age blocks showed similar results. 

From the fi gures in thi s table, the proporti on of the sample 

remaining high-rate through three age blocks can be Gasily calculated. 

For Total offenses, the number of cases with high arrest rates through 

ages 18-21, 22-25. and 26-29 was 109. By dividing this number by the 

total number of cases wi th val i d rates through these three age blocks 

(1,125), the percentage of cases who remained high-rate from ages 18-29 

can be obta i ned: 109/1,125 = 9.7~. Similar calculations show that for 

the three age blocks between ages 22 and 33. the percentage with all high 

rates was 3.6%, and for the blocks between ages 26 and 34, 2.3~ had high 

rates in all three periods. For Violent offenses. the percentages for 

the thr2e three-block periods were 4.2%, 1.4% and 2.1%, respectively. 

Clearly, the maintenance of high rates of offenses through three four-year 

age blocks in a row was quite rare. This small group of offenders. who 

presumably would be the most appropri ate focus of selective 

incapacitation policies, would constitute a small target indeed. Hitting 

such a target would be a consi derable challenge for an'y predi cti on devi ceo 

It must be remembered, of course, that these results cannot be taken 

as accurate i ndi cati ons of the extent of true stabil i ty in cri mi nal 

behavior, for at least two reasons. Fi rst, measureme.nt error may 

- 128 -



attenuate actual relationships, masking some of the actual stability in 

these rates; some proporti on of those cases wi th hi gh rates over two 

blocks may have had high rates of criminal behavior in the next block, 

while only having relatively low rates of arrest. Second, it is possible 

that some offenders with high rates of arrest spent enough of the next 

adjacent block incarcerated that they did not accumulate the requisite 

twelve months of street time for a valid rate calcUlation. These 

offenders may have had high arrest rates in that block if they were free 

to do so. Thus, although these transitional probabilities suggest serious 

problems for selective incapacitation policies. it is not possible to 

infer from these data actual incapacitaton effects, in terms of the actual 

proportion of high-rate offenders identifiable on the basis of apparent 

stability to that point. It would appear, however, that the combined 

effects of measurement error. declines in criminal behavior with age and 

instability in offense behavior minimize the likelihood of observing 

patterns of continued high rates of arrests among even these high-risk 

offenders. 

Global patterns of arrest-rate levels. To further explore the nature 

of stabi 1 i ty and change in arrest rates over the careers of these 

offenders. an attempt was made to develop a 51 ngle 1 ndex that would 

indicate the overall pattern of arrest-rate levels for each individual. 

In order to focus clearly on patterns of arrest during periods in which 

the offenders were free to be arrested, these analyses focused only on 

blocks in which offenders had valid age-block rates. In other words, 

those periods in which an offender did not have twelve months of street 

time due to incarceration were ignored. For example, if an offender did 
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not have a valid rate for the 22-25 age block, the rate for the following 

age blocks were moved forward; this process continued until the rates for 

the valid blocks were arranged sequentially. Rate levels Here established 

using the same cut-off points as in the previous analyses of transitional 

probabilities. 

These rate levels were first used to establish a single three-digit 

or four-digit number made up of the levels for each block. For instance, 

an offender that had medium rates of arrest over the first three valid 

blocks would have rece; ved an ; ndex number of 222 for the three-block 

analysis (only those cases with at least three valid blocks were 

included>. If that same offender dropped to low-rate during the fourth 

block, his index number would be 2221 for the four-block analysis; if he 

had no valid fourth block, he would not have received a number (and.would 

have been included only in the three-block analysis). In thi s way., a 

single number would provide information on the overall pattern of rate 

levels over those blocks for each offender in which he was on the street 

long enough to have an arrest rate calculated. There were a total of 

1,316 offenders in the three-block analyses and 968 offenders in the 

four-block analYses. 

For the three-block analyses, there were a total of 3 3 , or 27 

possible combinations of the three levels. For both Total offen5~S and 

Violent offenses, all 27 possible patterns were represented in the sample. 

For Total offenses, the most common patterns included: 

Pattern Number Percent 
111 219 16.6% 

·211 146 11.1% 
311 144 10.9% 
333 126 9.6%. 
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Thus, included among the four most common patterns were stable low-rate 

and stable high-rate patterns. There were only 21 offenders (1.6% of the 

sample) with stable patterns of medium-level arrest rates. For Vi olent 

offenses, the most common patterns included: 

Pattern Number Percent 
111 459 34.9X 
311 162 12.3X 
331 104 7.970 
131 102 7.8X. 

The predominant pattern, as expected, was no Violent arrests in any block 

(34.970). Those with stable patterns of medium-rate and high-rate arrests 

constituted only 0.370 and 4.8X of the sample, respectively. 

For the four-block analyses, 34 , or 81 patterns were possible. For 

Total offenses, there were 71 patterns (87.7% of those possible) 

represented in the sample, with the most common patterns being 

eattern number eercent 
1111 165 17.0% 
2111 113 11. 7% 
3111 106 11. 0% 
3211 57 5.9%. 

The common patterns show a marked simi lari ty to those found for three 

blocks: a low or declining pattern of arrest over time. Sustained 

patterns of high-rate arrests (2.8%) or medium-rate arrests (0.7%) were 

extremely rare over four age blocks. 

For Violent offenses, 63 patterns (77.8% of those possible) emerged. 

For these offenses, the most common patterns included: 

eatterlJ number eercent 
1111 347 35.8% 
3111 112 11.6% 
1311 60 6.2% 
3311 57 5.9%. 
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Thus, over half the offenders in the sample had either no arrests for 

Violent offenses in any block or a high-rate of arrests for these offenses 

during the first valid block and none thereafter. Only 1.0% had four 

high-rate periods and ~ had four medium-~ateperiods. 

The number of patterns that were found bespeaks the di versi ty of 

career 1 i nes among these offenders as well as the overall lack of 

stability in arrest rates. In reviewing these patterns. however, it was 

apparent that many patterns did not differ substantially. For example, 

the patterns 112. 121, and 211 may all be considered to indicate generally 

low rates of arrest overall. It was decided. therefore. to combine some 

of these patterns into more general categories reflecting the number of 

age blocks with low. medium or high rates of arrest. These categories 

were further collapsed into categories indicating "mostly low." "mostly 

medium" and "mostly high" rates, based on having only one period with a 

different arrest-rate level (that is, only one level different from the 

others). That difference. moreover, could only be from one level to the 

next (for example. from low to medi um, but not from low to hi gh). 

Patterns that did not fit into these general categories were felt to be 

most indicative of instability. 

80th sets of categories. for both Total offenses and Violent 

offenses, and for both the three-block analyses and the four-block 

analyses, are sholJJn in Table 6-6. Note that for each analysis, the 

general category indicating the greatest instability in arrest rates (the 

"other" category) included the greatest number of cases. The next most 

common general category in each analyses was "mostly low." Only for the 

three-blOCK analysis for Total offenses did the number of cases in either 
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Table 6-6 
Arrest-rate Patterns Over Valid Age Blocks 

Total Offenses 

Pattern N % H 

Three valid blocks: 1316 

Mostly low: 419 
3 low 219 16.6% 
2 low, 1 med 210 16.07-

Mostly medium: 181 
3 med 21 1.67. 
2 med. 1 low 181 6.27-
2 med, 1 high 179 6.07-

Mostly high: 249 
3 high 126 9.6% 
2 high, 1 med 123 9.3% 

Other: 457 
2 low, 1 high 168 12.8% 
2 high, 1 low 117 8.97-
High, med, low 172 13.17-

Four valid blocks: 968 

Mostly low: 318 
4 low 165 17.07-
3 low. 1 med 153 15.8% 

Mostly medium: 41 
4 med 7 .77-
3 med, 1 low 15 1. 57-
3 med, 1 high 19 2.07-

Mostly high: 65 
4 high 27 2.8% 
3 high, 1 med 38 3.9% 

Other: 544 
3 low, 1 high 126 13.07-
2 med, 2 low 63 6.57-
3 high, 1 low 34 3.5% 
2 high, 2 med 28 2.9% 
2 high. 2 low 62 6.47-
High, med, low 231 23.9% 

Note: the following cut-offs were used: 
low 

Medium 
High 
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% N 

1316 

31.87. 

13.87. 

18.97. 

34.77. 

32.9% 

4.27. 

6.7% 

56.2% 

Total 
o - .79 

.80 - 2.09 
2.10+ 

459 
125 

4 
21 
10 

63 
27 

316 
194 

97 

968 

347 
88 

0 
4 
1 

10 
7 

21Q 
21 
50 

4 
112 
114 

Violent 

X 

34.97. 
9.57-

.37-
1. 6% 
1.87-

4.8% 
2.1% 

24.0% 
14.77-

7.47-

35.87-
9.17. 

-
.4% 
.17-

1. 07-
.7% 

21.7% 
2.2% 
5.2% 

.47-
11.67-
11.87-

Vjolent 
o 

.01 - .30 
.31+ 

Offenses 

N X 

584 44.47. 

35 2.7% 

90 6.8% 

607 46.1% 

435 44.9% 

5 .6% 

17 1.,87-

511 52.8% 



the "mostly medium" or "mostly high" categories include 10% or more of 

the cases. 

Comparing the three-block and four-block results for Total offenses. 

the proportions of cases staying mostly low was about the same, while the 

proportion in the "other" category was substantially higher for the 

four-block analysis. Judging from the differences in the percentages in 

the more specific categories, it would appear that those cases with mostly 

medium or mostly high rates over three blocks did not maintain those 

levels over the fourth block. The proportion with three low and one high 

was about the same as for two low and one high, while those indicating 

more di verse patterns, i ncludi n9 the "'hi gh. medi um and low" category 

showed an increase. Thus, except for those offenders with stable low-rate 

arrest patterns. the longer the period over which these offenders were 

observed, the more likely that they showed considerable variation in·.their 

arrest-rate patterns. 

For Vi olent offenses, stable patterns even over three blocks were 

rare, except for those with no Violent arrests at all. In fact, it was 

rare for an offender to have any Violent arrests in all three blocks: 104 

offenders, out of 857 with one or more arrests for Violent offenses. All 

other Violent offenders had at least one four-year period (among those 

in which he was on the street at least twelve months) in which there were 

no arrests for Violent crimes. Less than half the Violent offenders (416 

of 857) had two or more periods with Violent arrests. Over four valid 

blocks, there were 621 offenders with any arrests for Violent crimes. 

Of these, 298 (48.0~O had only one period in which such an arrest 

occurred. and at least 431 (69.4%) had two or more ~eriods absent of any 
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Violent arrests (some proportion of the "high, medium and low" category 

had two low periods). This high proportion with no-arrest periods made 

stable patterns of Violent arrest rates unlikely. 

Overall. then, the findi'ngs suggest that these offenders were 

unl i kely to have stable patterns of arrest rates over thei I' careers •. 

These arrest rates were not completely unstable, of course, in the sense 

that behavi or patterns were randomly di stri buted, but the extent of 

stabllity was considerably less than is implied in currently popular 

concepti ons of crimi nal "careers" and less than would be necessary to 

justify selective incapacitation policies. Thus. whi Ie the rates over 

four-year blocks di d have some usefulness for predi cti ng the level of 

arrest rate during a subsequent period. ~t no point were the high-rate 

arrestees l;kel~ to have high rates of arrest ,during the next block. High 

rates during two blocks was only slightly more predictive of high rates 

in the next block. Analyses of overall patterns showed the variety of 

arrest-rate levels experienced by these offenders and the overall 

instability in the arrest rates over time. Again, these findings 

reflected the combined effects of maturation. measurement error in the 

arrest rates, and instability in the criminal behavior of these offenders. 

These effects, it would appear, severely limit the usefulness of official 

arrest data at any point in time for identifying those offenders who would 

be the most appropriate targets for selective incapacitation. Alone, the 

combined effects of maturation and instability would call into question 

the assumptions underlying the concept of selective incapacitation and 

would certainly create problems for attempts to estimate the potential 

effects of such a policy. 
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Chapter 7 

Pre/post Comparisons: Prison or 'Probation 

The analysis of these offenders' arrest rate patterns has thus far 

focused on the entire follow-up period or on somewhat arbitrary age 

blocks. Decisions regarding sentencing policy~ however, must occur at 

particular points in these careers: at the point of sentencing. It is 

important. therefore, both to apply and to assess the applicability of 

th~se global patterns to the understanding of patterns observable at that 

important juncture. In this chapter. the results of analyses similar to 

those performed earlier using arrest data for the periods prior to and 

following a probation or prison sentence will be presented. 

In general, the results show that all of the general patterns 

described earlier applied to the pre-sentence and post-sentence periods 

as well: ethnic differences in aggregate arrest rates. a decline in 

arrest rates by age, and arrest rate instability at the individual level. 

In addition, two additional trends observable at that particular point 

in time will be discussed: an escalation in aggregate arrest rates during 

the years immediately prior to the current sentence, and a 

greater-than-expected decline in these rates during those years 

immediately following release. These two trends add to the general 

Instability of offense rates over that period, making arrest rates during 

the pre-sentence'period even less indicative of post-release rates than 

earl i er age blocks were of later ones. As a result, official data on 
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criminality appears to be least useful for identifying differences in 

criminal propensity precisely at that point when it would most likelY be 

employed. 

The sample of interest in these analyses is that subset of cases for 

whom pre-sentence i nvesti gat; on reports (PSIs) or" pri son reports were 

obtained. Recall that the supplementary samples obtained from probation 

departments and from the California Department of Corrections (CDC) were 

excluded from the analyses of overall career patterns (Chapters 3 and 4) 

because they were sampled on the basis of having certain patterns (adult 

probation or prison terms). For the present analyses, it is the periods 

of time before and after these sentences that are important. so it is 

appropriate to include these 5uplementary cases. Not 'ncluded in these 

analyses, on the other hand. were those cases from the original CYA sample 

who di d not serve adult pri son terms and who di d not have a recent 

probation report. As discussed in Chapter 2, prison reports were obtained 

for all cases in the CDC Supplementary sample (n=175) and virtually all 

cases in the CYA cohort that went on to adult prison (n=492).27 Probation 

materials were obtained for cases placed on probation in the recent past 

(files are destroyed five years after a case is discharged from 

probation). The Probati on supplementary sample (n=98) ; ncluded cases 

randomly selected from those known to have been arrested for robbery or 

burglary, although the conviction offense in the present analyses may not 

27 Files were not found at CDC for a few cases in the CYA cohort, and 
file materials were not obtained for some cases who were still in CDC 
institutions (or active on parole) at the time of the data collection. 
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have been for those crimes. These cases had no state-level incarcerations 

(juvenile or adult) prior to the conviction for which the PSIs were 

obtained. All cases in the CYA cohort with probation files Were included 

(n=142), these cases having had no adult prison commitments. 

Our interest was in four-year blocks of time prior to. -and following,. 

the convi ct i on and related i ncarcerat; on (i f any). This conviction 

experience will be referred to as the "current sentence." Some cases had 

more than one PSI or prison report, in which case the earliest conYlc~ion 
, 

was chosen as the current sentence, in order to maximize the number. of 

cases with follow-up data. The "Pr~" period included UP to four years 

of available data prior to the sentence obtained (probation, probation 

with jail, or prison). This period was bounded on the bottom by age ~8. 

limiting the length of the period for cases with early convictions. T~e 

"Post" period included up to four years of data after relea~e from jail 

or prison (some "probation" cases had no incarceration, so that the Post 

period immediatelY followed the Pre period). This Post period was also 

divided into single years, and was bounded by the final follow-up date 

(or death) for each case. Data for periods prior to the Pre period and 

following the Post period were also obtained, allowing the calculation 

of rates for the entire adult career. 28 

28 As thi s data set was created, earIi er err'ors in i denti fyi ng fi nal 
follow-up dates were corrected (see Chapter 4). As a result, these 
data do not exactly coincide with data used in earlier analy~~s. The 
errors were random, however, and should not affect any substantive 
conclusi ons or campar; sons between trends found earl i er and those 
obtained using the present data. 

- 139 -



For various reasons, not all cases were included in all analyses. 

Since only adult offense data were used, some casas who entered prison 

upon barely reaching age 13 had no prior arrest information (three cases) 

or had too little street time during that period to allow adequate 

calculat i on of an arrest rate (two cases). A number of cases had no 

post-release follow-up or too little street time after release for rate 

calculations. Cases with any prior or post-release data were included 

in aggregate rate calculations. however. As be'fore. analyses focusi ng 

on rates for ethnic groups included only those cases classified as White, 

Black or Hispanic. A breakdown of the sample in terms of ethnicity and 

available data is provided in Appendix 1. 

The Pre and Post data were analyzed both in terms of aggregate arrest 

rates and in terms of individual rates of arrest. First. using aggregate 

data, arrest rates were calculated for the Pre period and the Post period 

by sample and ethnicity. These data prov; d€d a basi s for assessi ng 

di fferences among these subgroups and for compari ng rates pri or to 

sentencing with those observed after release. Second. an assessment of 

the effects of agg on the Post arrest rates for the cases wi th adult 

prison sentences was made. Next, in order to identify trends in arrest 

rates over the four-year peri ods pri or to and follow; ng the current 

sentence, rates were calculated by sample for i ndi vi dual years duri ng 

these four-year periods. Finally, the stability of individual arrest 

rates from Pre to Post was exami ned, usi ng correlati onal analysi sand 

Pre/post transitions. 
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Trends in Aggregate Arrest Rates 

General Pre/post Comparisons. Tables 7-1 and 7-2 show the rates of 

arrest for di fferent general categori es of cri mes aggregated across 

ethnic groups and samples. Table 7-1 shows these rates for the periud 

prior to the current sentence~ and Table 7-2 shows the rates for the Post 

period. Since the rates for specif;c categories of offenses were not 

restricted to participants, they wi 11 reflect differences in 

participation in these crimes as well as in the rates of arrest. In 

particular, Blacks and Hispanics in the sample were more likely to have 

arrests for Violent offenses than Whites; consequently, the arrest 

leadi ng to probati on/jai I or pri son was more likely to be a Vi olent 

offense for these groups, and their Pre rates of Violent arrests would 

be expected to be higher. Again, there are three comparisons of interest: 

among samples, among ethnic groups, and between Pre and Post. 

The most striking difference in these tables is between Pre rates 

and Post rates, with the Post rates by sample being lower in all cases. 

and lower by ethnic group within sample in virtually all cases (a few of 

these rates did not decrease, but ~ showed a substantial increase). 

The greatest decreases were noted for those offenses for which rates were 

highest during the Pre period. Hate that the Pre rates may be somewhat 

inflated. since each offender had to have at least one arrest during that 

period (for one type of crime or another). These arrests, however, are 

part of each offender's behavior during that period and cannot simply be 

ignored. Some reduction in rates from Pre to Post, then, would be 

expected even if criminal behavior did not change. Further, given the 

earlier findings (Chapter 4) that these aggregate rates decreased with 
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Table 7-1 
Aggregate Yearly Arrest Rate By Race and Sample 

Four-year Pre Period 

Offense Type CYA/ CYA/ Suppl/ Suppl/ 
Ethni city Prob CDC Prob CDC 

Total 
White 2.79 4.81 1.14 3.56 
Black 2.57 5.17 1.80 3.61 
Hispanic 2.92 4.66 1.33 3.91 

Total 2.76 ,~, 91 1.41 3.63 

Violent 
White .21 .55 .23 .70 
Black .39 1.23 .40 1.15 
Hispanic .40 .67 .18 .82 

Total .28 .82 .27 .89 

Violent-aggressive 
White .15 .31 .09 .37 
Black .23 .55 .18 .49 
Hispanic .34 .40 .HI .59 

Total .20 .41 .12 .45 

Violent-economic 
Whi'te .06 .25 .14 .32 
Black .16 .69 .21 .66 
Hispanic .06 .28 .08 .23 

Total .08 .41 .15 .44 

Property 
t.Jhi te .61 1. 09 .41 1.09 
Black .50 1.32 .45 1. 00 
Hispanic .52 .92 .41 1. 00 

Total .57 1.14 .42 1.04 

- 142 -



Table 7-2 
Aggregate Yearly Arrest Rate By Race and Sample 

Four-year Post Period 

Offense Type CYA/ CYA/ Suppl/ Suppl/ 
Ethnicity Prob CDC Prob CDC 

Total 
White 1.47 2.33 .68 1.86 
Black 1.44 2.65 1.47 2.41 
Hispanic 1.51 2.68 1.03 2.30 

Total 1.47 2.51 1. 05 2.13 

Violent 
White .22 .37 .06 .35 
Black .25 .62 .12 .74 
Hispanic .12 .59 .28 Jt7 

Total .21 .50 .15 .51 

Violent-aggressive 
White .17 .18 .02 .15 
Black .19 .29 .12 .29 
Hispanic .05 .31 .08 .24 

Total .16 .24 .08 .21 

Violent-economic 
White .04 .19 .04 .20 
Black .06 .33 .10 .46 
Hispanic .05 .28 .10 .24 

Total .05 .26 .08 .30 

Property 
White .26 .63 .26 .64 
Black .17 .71 .34 .60 
Hispanic .24 .53 .20 .74 

Total .23 .64 .28 .64 
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age and that this decrease was greatest for those cases with the highest 

early rates, these results may be due, in part, to maturation. 

Among samples, there were clear differences between the cases who 

went to adult prison and those who did not for all offenses and for both 

the Pre and Post periods. In general, the two CDC samples and the two 

Probation samples were more similar to one another than CDC cases were 

to Probation cases, especially for the more serious offenses. For Total 

offenses, there was a striking rank order among these groups, with CYA/CDC 

cases having the highest rates, followed by the Supplementary CDC cases, 

the CYA/Probation cases and the Supplementary Probation cases, in that 

order. Further, while the rates for all groups were lower during the Post 

period, the same general rank order was maintained. For more specific 

types of offenses, the two CDC groups were more similar, and while the 

probation groups still showed differences, they were still more similar 

to one another than to the CDe groups. 

Rates by ethnic group indicate a greater similarity in arrest rates 

for Total offenses than was found for the eYA cohort Call acti ve 

offenders), suggesting that similar kinds of Cgses are select~d by the 

justi ce system at vari ous levels. With a few exceptions (Property 

crimes), the differences in these rates resemble the differences found 

for the entire eYA cohort when all active cases were included. These 

differences reflect, in part, the fact that a greater proportion of Blacks 

were sentenced for violent crimes, and would thus be expected to have 

higher rates of violent arrests during the Pre period. In the Post 

peri od, rates w.ent down for almost all groups, and the di fferences in 

rates were reduced someWhat. These similarities with earHer findings 
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support the earlier observation that general ethnic differences in 

overall criminal involvement (participation and rate) seem to be 

maintained even among the more serious offenders in the sample. 

Post arrest rates by age. The above findings. along with the earlier 

findings on age effects, would l.ead to the expectation that rates of . . 

arrest would be lower for cases released at later ages. To invest i gate 

this hypothesis, four-year aggregate rates were calculated separately for 

offenders released from the prison sentences at various ages (the 

Probation groups were not used in this analysis). The results are shown 

in Table 7-3. 

In spite of some variation, due in part to the small samples, there 

was a clear trend for Total offense rates to be lower for older releasees 

among the CDC cases. Sizable peaks can be seen for ~ges 24-25 and for 

ages 29-30, but these peaks do not contradict the general downward tr~nd 

in these rates. The rates for more specific offense categories showed 

similar trends for these cases as well. 

Pre and Post arrest rates by year. Arrest rates for both Total and 

Violent offenses showed similar patterns of escalation for each of the 

four samples during the four-year period prior to the current sentence. 

Each of these rates also showed a drop immediately after release, with 

some continuihg decline after that point. The initial levels, rates of 

escalation, and extent of decline differed among the subsamples, however, 

resulting in an interesting pattern of differences in rates over time. 

The aggregate rates for the four years immediately preceding and 

following the current sentence are shown in Table 7-4. Also included, 

for reference, are the rates over the full four-year peri ods (Pre and 
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Table 7-3 
Aggregate Yearly Arrest Rate: Four Years Post-release 

By Age at Release 
(All Adult Prison Cases) 

H Total Violent Violent- Property 
Age at Release economic 

-
20 29 3.36 .47 .26 .80 
21 3.3 2.57 .36 .22 .66 
22 70 2.75 .45 .24 1. 76 
23 93 

, 
2.37 .41 .24 .58 

24 85 2.70 .68 .41 .61 
25 106 3.00 .66 .34 .81 
26 74 1. 75 .52 .24 .44 
27 52 1. 90 .48 .23 .40 
28 36 1.29 .30 .15 .28 
29 32 2.53 .42 .18 1.10 
30 23 1.67 .30 08 .74 

Post) and the ratios of the Post rates to the Pre rates. 29 To aid in 

visualizing the patterns in these rates, they are also displayed 

graphically in Figures VlI-1 and VII-2. Reading down each column of the 

table, it is clear that for each subsample, the ,-ates for both Total 

offenses and Violent offenses showed a marked increase during the four 

29 These analyses were not planned initially, and the data set developed 
for the Pre/post analysis did not include data on individual years 
prior to the sentence (only four-Year and two-year data were 
calculated). Consequently, the Pre rates in this Table were 
calculated using rates by age, with the age at sentencing being 
considered the first prior year. Obviously, some error will occur, 
especially for Probation cases, for whom that age may extend into 
post-release period as well. As a result, the yearly rates will be 
inaccurate to some degree and the four-year rates wi 11 not, in 
general, equal the four-year rates in the Table 7-1 Cal though they 
are close), The patterns in the data, however, are reasonable, and 
are unlikely to have resulted merely from these problems in 
estimation. 
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Table 7-4 
Pre-entry and Post-release Arrest Rates By Year 

By Sample 

CYA/ CYA/ Suppl./ Suppl./ 
Period Probation CDC Probation CDC 

Total Offense Rate 

4th year Pre 2.02 3.78 .82 2.11 
3rd year Pre 2.76 4.25 .87 2.92 
2nd year Pv-e 2.97 4.84 1.64 4.14 
1st year Pre 4.39 7.96 2.55 7.06 

(sentence) 
1st year Post 2.21 2.60 1.67 2.32 
2nd year Post 1.36 2.58 .97 2.38 
3rd year Post 1.23 2.58 .80 1. 95 
4th year Post .93 2.23 .73 1.58 

4-year rate (Pre) 3.02 4.94 1. 4(. 3.71 
4-year rate (Post) 1.46 2.52 1.04 2.12 

Ratio (Post/Pre) .48 .51 .72 .57 

Violent Offense Rate 

4th year Pre .16 .3~ .10 .38 
3rd year Pre .10 .46 .22 .43 
2nd year Pre .39 .96 .31 1.22 
1st year Pre .72 1. 92 .49 2.13 

(sentence) 
1st year Post .33 .52 .35 .62 
2nd year Post .16 .46 .09 .56 
3rd year Post .19 .47 .06 .33 
4th year Post .14 .53 .13 .41 

4-year rate (Pre) .34 .85 .27 .91 
4-Year rate (Post) .21 .49 .16 .51 

Ratio (Post/Pre) .62 .58 .59 .56 
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2.67 
3.22 
3.96 
5.98 

2.37 
2.08 
1. 93 
1.62 

3.34 
2.04 

.61 

.30 

.36 

.83 
1.4·0 

.49 

.36 

.33 

.37 

.68 

.40 
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Pre years, reachi ng very hi gh levels immedi at ely pri or to the current 

sentence. Part of this increase was due to the fact that the offenses 

leading to the current sentence were included in the Pre-period rates. 

These ftnecessarily included" offenses would tend to make rates during this 

period larger than rates during any other period (in which offenders may 

or may not have had arrests). However. the increase over several years. 

along with the fact that these rates were very high (up to 8 crimes per 

year), suggests that the "trend" is not simply ~n artifact of having used 

these peri ods in the analysi s or of havi ng included the conv i ct i on 

offenses in the calculations. 

The initial levels and the rate of increase differed substantially 

among the subsamples, with the two CDC groups starting higher and reaching 

a level that was si mi lar to one another and much hi gher than tha'l: of 

either Probation group. This pattern was especially clear for Vi~lent 

offenses. where the two sets of graphed lines (Fi gure VII-2) almost 

coincide. Among the Probation groups. the CYA cases had higher rates for 

Total offenses both initially and at their peak, but still more similar 

to the Supplementary Probation cases than to the CDC groups.30 

Whil..":! all groups showed a decline in rates of arrest immediately 

following release (or being plac~d on probation), that declirlG was 

greatest for the two CDC groups. resulting in some convergence in these 

30 Bear in mind that "probation" sentences also included jail t~rms for 
many offenders; for these cases, the sentencing decision may be mora 
reasonably understood as hav; ng involved the appropri ate l~ngth of 
incarceration, rather than simply freedom ys. prison. In California, 
sentences of up to one year can (and generally are) served in county 
jail. while longer sentences have to be served in prison. 
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rates among the four subsamples. It is interesting that the eVA/CDC cases 

dropped to a level considerably below the level of even four years before 

their sentences, while the other three groups dropped to levels found in 

the years more proximate to their sentences. The ratios of four-year Post 

rates to the four-year Pre rates i ndi cate that each sample showed a 

considerable overall decrease during the Post period; all but one of these 

ratios was at or below around .60. 

These data strongly suggest that many of these offenders were 

arrested, convicted and sent to prison during a period of unusually high 

levels of criminal behavior: a "crime spree" that was not particularly 

indicative of their more enduring, personal criminal propensities. Such 

"spurts" would appear to point once again to the importance of situati~nal 

factors in the etiology of criminal behavior. Other explanations are 

possible, however. Fot" example. it is possi ble that the arrest rate 

escalation observed during this Pre-incarceration period merely. reflects 

the kind of clustering of arrests that might be observed even if arrests 

were randomly distributed throughout a "stable" offense career (Maltz and 

Pollock, 1980; Maltz. Gordon, McDowell and McCleary, 1980). This "random 

clustering" would be similar to having a run of, say, four or five "heads" 

in a row when flipping a coin. Sentences to jailor prison would be more 

likely during these spurts than at other times during the offenders' 

careers. From this perspective. then, we would expect to find such an 

increase in arrest rates prior to major sentences. Consequently, ~he 

spurts themselves would have no p~rticular meaning, and little would be 

gained by search,ing for their "cause!i." However, whi Ie some of the 

increase may be due to this kind of random grouping of crimes and/or 
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arrests. findings reported earlier suggest that differences between 

arrest rates for var; ous four-year blocks were greater than would be 

expected if arrests were randomlY di stri buted wi thi n stable careers. 

Closer investigation of this period. to determine whether it is possible 

to identify factors that precipitate this kind of increase in criminal 

b~havior. should be undertaken in future research. 

In any ca!se. these fi ndi ngs suggest that offense behavi or in the 

period prior to prison or probation may be highly uncharacteristic of an 

offender's overall career. mak i ng the use of data from thi s peri ad 

problematic for setting sentences or even understanding criminal 

behavior. For example. Cohen (1986, pg. 323) notes the similarities 

between two Rand self-report studies in the distributions of pre-prison 

offenses. even though the observation "window" periods used in the two 

studies were different: medians of 28 months and 14 months of street time, 

respectively. These similarities. which Cohen argues to indicate 

underreporting in the study with the longer window period. may be due. 

in large part. to th~se spurts prior to prison. If most of the crimes 

are committed immediately prior to prison. the distributions over one vs. 

two years may be, in fact. qui te simi lar, except for part; cularly 

high-rate offenses. such as burglary or drug sales (which ~ere found to 

be higher in the study with the longer window period). 

The dramatic drop in arrest rates after release from incarceration 

is very similar to that noted by Murray and Cox (1979) in thair study of 

serious delinquents committed to the Illinois Department of Corrections 

and of del i nquents involved in the Uni fi ed Del i nquency Interventi on 

Services (UDIS) program. They referred to the mechanism producing this 
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reduction in arrest rates as the "suppression effect." Murray and Cox 

saw thi s effect operati ng primarily through speci f1 c deterrence and 

through personal growth of the participants. The deterrent effect came 

from exposing the delinquents to the reality of institutionalization; the 

personal growth came as the result of program staffs' taking an interest 

in the youths. As aids in understanding the similar drop in rates for 

the present sample, only the deterrence hypothesis seems useful. The 

realities of adult prison life may well have been made clear to these 

offenders. It seems unli kely, 'on the other hand, that these pri soners 

experienced a great deal of personal growth while in adult prison, since 

the nature of the i nterventi on is less growth-ori ented than the UDIS 

program. Given the fact that·arrest rates during the Pre period were so 

high, one possible explanation would be that incarceration interrupted 

the development of whatever situational factors spurred or facilitated 

the prior escalation in criminal behavior (e.g., a developing drug habit 

or relationship with a trusted "fence" for stolen goods). 

Again, other explanations are possible. If the "random clustering" 

" hypothesis described above were to hold, for example, such a substantial 

drop in rates would simply be expected, since random processes would tend 

to bring the criminal behavior of these offenders back to its expected 

(lower) level (Maltz and Pollock, 1980; Maltz, Gordon, McDowell and 

McCleary, 1980). In this view, the rate would"be expected to have dropped 

from the Pre period to the Post period regardless of What happened to the 

offender in the interim. A situational perspective, it should be 

emphasized, would also predict some drop from these high levels in the 

absence of any prison sentences, since the circumstances of some offenders 
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would undoubtedlv change aver time (the kind of instability noted 

throughout this report). The drop, however, would not be expected to be 

so great~ since no forced disruption of crime-supporting social 

situations would occur. 

It is likely that both of these explanations have some merit. 

Although it would be interesting to assess their relative strengths, a 

ri gorous test is not Ii kely to be forthcomi ng. The present data are 

consistent with both hypotheses and provide no solid basis for deciding 

between them or for parcelling out their respective contributions. Doing 

so would requi re determi ni ng what would have happened to these arrest 

rates if the sentences had not been imposed. A rigorous study woulG thus 

require that some offenders be allowed to remain free regardless of the 

number and types of arrests they accumulate (to see if their rates go back 

down over time. and. if so, how much they decrease). Few would be willing 

to support such a policy in the name of science. 

After the first year back on the street, the Total arrest rates for 

the two CDC groups appeared to stabi Ii ze somewhat, whi Ie those of 

Probation groups continued to decline at a moderate rate. These trends 

served to increase the differences in their rates from that point on. 31 

These trends are again consistent with a situational perspective. The 

differences between prisoners and probationers could be understood, in 

31 Because of this greater drop after the first year, it is not sur
prl SI ng that studi es compari ng the post-release arrest rates of 
probationers and prisoners over only 24 months have reported small 
diffe~ences (Petersilia and Turner. 1986). While these differences 
may reflect differences in criminal behavior over the short-run, they 
should not be used to extrapolate to longer peripds of t~me. 

" 
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this view. partly by the degree to which social, situational, or 

ci rcumstanti al factors were carri ed over from the pr<2-sentence peri od 

into the post-release period. The CDC cases, sentenced to prison for 

~everal years, could not as easily return to previous, crime-supporting 

soci al si tuati ons. While thei I" overall crimi nal propensi ti es may sti 11 

have been higher (as evidenced by their maintaining higher rates of arrest 

even after prison), the situational factors that resulted in the high-rate 

period prior to prison may thus be expected to change fairly dramatically. 

The probationers, in contrast, would not have spent very much time 

incarcerated, and would have found themselves in essentially the same 

situation as before sentencing. 

For Violent offenses, similar overall patterns were noted, with the 

exception that after some initial declines in the Post period, the rates 

actually showed some increase (the third year for CVA cases and the fourth 

year for supplementary cases). Similar patterns were found for more 

specific offenses as well (results not shown). An increase during the 

fourth year was evident for Violent-economic crimes, and rates for 

Property crimes showed an increase during the third year for all except 

the Supplementary Probation group. Other rates showed some fluctuation, 

but no trend was evident. 

In general. the highest risk for rearrest for these offenders was 

during the first ye~r on the street after a conviction. The decline over 

time, though slight, is consistent with earlier findings (Chapter 4) 

concerning age effects, but it would appear that certain periods (the 
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fourth year for Violent-economic crimes, and the third year for Property 

crimes) may run counter to that general tendency.32 

Pre and Post rates by age. In discussing the rather sharp decrease 

in rates observed for the Post period as compared to the Pre period for 

cases sentenced to prison. it was suggested that soma decrease in these 

rates might be expected simply because these individuals aged in prison. 

The fi ndi ngs on post-release rates by age lent some credence to thi s 

hypothesi s, but could not address the issue of whether the Post rates were 

lower or higher than might be expected simply on the basis of age effects 

alone. Accordingly. analyses of aggregate arrest rates by age were 

performed using only the eYA cases who went to adult prison. Arrest rates 

were calculated for ages prior to their prison sentences and for "active" 

ages after release (up to. but not including the age of the last known 

arrest). Thus, the data for each individual entered into the calGulations 

for those ages prior to his entering prison and for those ages he was 

active after he was released. The two sets of rates (for Total offenses 

and Vi alent offenses) are shown in Table 7-5 and di splayed in Fi gures 

VII-3 (Total arrest) and VII-4 (Violent arrests). 

Two clear trends are evident from these data: all rates (except those 

for Pre Violent offenses) declined with increasing age and the 

post-release rates were lower than the pre-prison rates for all cases at 

3~ Additional studies (different samples) would help to determine 
whether these high-risk periods are common to all offenders (rather 
than peculiar to this sample) and may possibly point to factors which 
increas~ the risk during those periods. This kind of information may 
prove very valuable for understanding situational factors related to 
criminal behavior and suggest methods for reducing that risk. 
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Age 

20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 

Table 7-5 
Aggregate Arrest Rate By Age for Active Offenders 

Prior to and Following First Adult Commitment 
(CYA/CDC Cases Only) 

Pre-prison Post-pri son 
Active Ages Active Ages 

N Total Violent H Total 

32 4.52 .77 32 5.57 
60 4.51 .67 60 3.94 

101 4.34 .. 86 104 3.18 
156 4.79 .75 164 2.97 
158 4.39 .61 191 2.59 
177 4.15 1. 04 237 2.73 
156 4.14 .72 244 2.19 
114 3.41 .93 224 2.49 

90 3.53 .07 197 2.16 
62 4.00 .50 168 2.01 

150 2.37 
125 2.29 
106 1. 79 

78 1.64 
46 1. 7ft 

Violent 

.47 

.54 

.41 

.52 

.44 

.42 

.33 

.51 

.37 

.25 

.43 

.34 

.36 

.25 

.32 

those ages. Note that for the pre-prison rates. the estimates for older 

ages increasingly refer only to the ages immediately prior to the prison 

sentences of the cases included, explaining the sharp rise in the Total 

rate for ages 28 and 29 and, to some extent. the wide fluctuations in the 

rates for Violent offenses. Nevertheless, for both Total offenses and 

Vi olent offenses. the arrest rates duri ng the pre-pr1 son peri od were 

generally hi gher at each age than were the rates at those ages for 

offenders released from prison. Post-release Total offense rates showed 

~ sharp decl i ne after age 20, becomi ng more gradual after ag~ 22 and 

peaking briefly at ages 27 and 30. The rate for Violent offenses showed 
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a less smooth and more gradual decline. again peaking at ages 27 and 30, 

as well as age 23. 

If only the data prior to prison were analyzed, no clear age effect 

would have been observed for these offenders who went to prison. The 

pre-prison escalation in criminal behavior for these offenders, which 

occurred at vari ous ages. tended to mask the kino of general decl i ne noted 

for the eYA cohort as a whole (and for these cases as well, when no 

distinction was made between Pre and Post periods). Thus, because the 

" criminal justice system tends to "select" cases for prison sentences based 

on having high rates of arrest (and, presumably, of crimes), the 

cross-secti onal study of the pre-pri son behavi or of a sample of adult 

prisoners may be unable to identify important criminal career patterns. 

The Pre period will simply not provide a very accurate pictur~ of the 

overall offense behavior of these offenders. 

Stability of Pre/post Arrest Rates 

Given the overall decline in rates by age for these cases and the 

differences between Pre and Post rates, both overall and over time, one 

would expect stabi Ii ty from Pre to Post to be relati vely low. The 

correlations shown in Table 7-6 reinforce this observation. Shown are 

the correlations between the rates for the fOUr-year Pre and Post periods, 

as well as those for the fi ve four-year age-blocks between age 18 and 

age 37. The Pre/post correlation for Total offenses for CDC cases was 

very low (.213). Note 'I:hat thi 5 correlati on (and that for Vi olent 

offenses as well) is equal to that found between the 18-21 age block and 

the 22-25 age block Tor these cases. This similarity is not surprising, 
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Table 7-6 
Arrest Rate Correlations: 

Pre/Post and Four-year Age Blocks 

Pre/ 18-21/ 22-25/ 26-29/ 30-33/ 
Post 22-25 26-29 30-33 34-37 

CDC cases: n= 560 423 329 323 227 

Total .213 1 .213 .375 .428 .509 
Violent .156 .157 .190 .255 .132 
Violent-econ. .'169 
Property .186 

Probation cases: n= 222 274 202 116 45 

Total .386 .446 .324 .251 _3 

Violent .140 2 .013ns .209 .091ns -
Violent-econ. .075ns 
Property .290 

Note: Correlations include cases with at least twelve months of 
street time for both age-blocks. The natural logarithm of all 
variables was used. 

1 All correlations significant (p<.OI), unless otherwise noted. 
2 p<.05 
3 Too few cases for analysis. 

considering that the average age at entry to prison was about 22 and the 

average age at release was around 25; these correlations. then, cover 

generally the same time peri ods. As these offenders got older. the 

correlati on !:I between age blocks increased, suggest; ng that the rates 

during the post-prison periods were more stable. and thereby more 

indicative of their "true" expected individual arrest rates. 

Correlations for more specific types of offenses (Violent-e~onomic and 

Property offenses) Were even lower between Pre and Post. For Probation 

cases, correlations were similarlY low, but were mora comparable to the 

correlation between the 22-25 age block and the 26-29 age block. 
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Overall, these cQrrelati ons i ndi cate that the rates of arrest 

observable over the Pre period were not very indicative of the relative 

rates of arrest for these cases during the Post period. This instability 

is consistent wi~h the notion that many, if not most, of these offenders 

engaged in uncharacteristic patterns of criminal behavior (including 

crime sprees) immediately prior to being convicted. 

To illustrate the impact of these marginal relationships between Pre 

and Post rates on the ability to use Pre rates to identify offenders with 

" high Post rates, transitional probabilities from Pre to Post were 

calculated for cases wi th pri son sentences. Of interest were both the 

relative stability of these rates (the extent to which cases with high 

Pre rates had higher rates in the Post period than other offenders) and 

the absolute stability (the extent to which high-rate offenders 

maintained those rates during the Post period). The results are shown 

in Table 7-7. 

The top porti on of the table show the percentages of hi gh-rate 

offenders and non-hi gh-rate offenders wi th di fferent levels of arrest 

rates during the Post period, with both sets of rates divided into rough 

thirds. For both Total offenses and Vi olent offenses, less than half 

(about 45%) of the high-rate cases (Pre) fell into the highest third of 

cases bas'ed on Post rates. Of those cases not identified as high-rate 

based on pre-prison data, 26.2% had high Total rates of arrest and 28.9% 

had high rates of arrest for Violent offenses. Thus, while there wa5 some 

relationship between the two rate levels, using levels from the Pre period 

to predict levels for the Post peri od would result in over 50% false 

positive predictions and between 26% and 29% false negative predictions. 
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Table 7-7 
Transitional Probabilities for High-rate Offenders: 

Prior to and Following Prison 

Post Period 

Sample Humber (~) low Medium High 

Relative 
Stabi li ty: 

Total Offenses! 
High-rate 185 (33.OX) 41 (22.2X) 70 (37.8%) 74 (40.0X) 
Others 375 (67.0X) 131 (34.9%) 134 (35.7%) 110 (29.3%) 
Total 560 ( 100%) 172 (30.7%) 204 (35.6%) 184 (32.9%) 

Violent Offenses 
High-rate 176 (31.4%) 67 (38.1%) 39 (22.2%) 70 (39.8%) 
Others 384 (68.6%) 207 (53.9%) 67 (17.4%) 110 (28.6%) 
Total 560 ( 100X) 274 (48.9X) 106 U8.9%) 180 (32.1%) 

Absolute 
Stability: 

Total Offenses2 

High-rate 185 (33.0%) 106 (57.3%) 44 (23.8%) 35 (18.9%) 
Others 375 (67.0X) 255 (68.0%) 70 (18.7X) 50 (13.3%) 
Total 560 ( 100X) 361 (64.5X) 114 (20.4%) 85 <15.2X) 

Violent Offenses 
High-rate 176 (31. ~X) 67 (38.1%) 58 (33.0%) 51 (29.0%) 
Others 384 (68.6%) 207 (53.9%) 113 (29.4%) 64 (16.7%) 
Total 560 ( 100X) 274 (48.9%) 171 (30.5%) 115(20.5X) 

1 All differences statisticallY significant (Chi-square test) at the .01 
level, unless otherwise noted. 

2 p<.05 
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Further, considerably less than half the high-rate cases during the Post 

period would have been identified in this manner. 

In terms of the proporti on of cases mai ntai ni ng hi gh Pre levels 

during the Post period, stability is considerably lower. due to the 

overall reduction in rates from Pre to Post. OnlY 18.9% of the eaSElS with 

high Total rates during the Pre period had rates at the same level during 

the Post period, compared to 13.3% of those cases that did not have high 

Pre rates. Stability for Violent offenses was somewhat higher, but still 

less than 30%; in contrast, almost 16% of the cases without high Pre rates 

had a high arrest rate level for these offenses during the Post period. 

Again, using Pre rates as the criterion for identifying cases expected 

to have high rates in the Post period, well over half the high-rate cases 

would remain unidentified. 

In summary, the present data showed that not only did the general 

trends relative to ethnic differences and age effects hold for the period 

prior to and following a major conviction, other trends emerged as well: 

an escalation of arrest rates prior to conviction and a sharp decrease 

in these rates following the sentence. These additional trends combined 

to increase the instability of arrest rates from the Pre period to the 

Post period over what might have been expected based on earlier analyses 

of the larger sample. These findings suggest that official data would 

not be very useful for identifying those offenders who will engage in the 

hi ghest rates of criminal behavi or after release from thei r current 

sentences. They also suggest that the period prior to a sentence may be 

the least useful for study; n9 di fferences in offense patterns or in 
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offenders. Thus. studies using data referring to the period immed~ately 

prior to a prison sentence. such as the major studies conducted by the 

Rand Corporation (Peterson and Braiker. 1980; Chaiken and Chaiken. 1982; 

Greenwood. 1982). may be hampered in their ability to isolate patterns 

that are generally character; sti c of crim.i nal t:areers or to 1 dent; fy 

important diff~rences among offenders. 
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Chapter 8 

Correlates and Predictors of Arrest Rates 

for Incarcerated Offenders 

The focus of this chapter will be primarily on patterns of 

association (correlations)JJ between arrest rates and other variables for 

whi ch data were ava i lable: lifestyle vari ables, such as drug use, 

marl tal.lfami ly status, and employment; background variables; and 

variables related to the prison or probation sentences of the offenders 

in the sample. These analyses were intended primarily to explore the 

usefulness of thes~ data for understanding differences in arrest rates 

among those offenders for whom this kind of information··was available. 

Due to the nature of the sample, generalization of the present findings 

to other offenders is not warranted. Due to the nature of the data, their 

usefulness even for understanding relationships within this sample are 

somewhat limited. Before presenting the findings, some discussion of 

these limitations is in order. 

JJ Correlational analysis is not the most appropriate method of studying 
relat; onshi ps among all of the vari abies at hand, si nee most hays 
non-normal distributions and many are dichotomous (coded 0 or 1>. 
Nevertheless, the use of a single measure of association allows for 
a simple display of the results, so that ~verall patterns may be more 
read; ly apparent. Gi ven the exploratory nature of the present 
analyses, the reliance on correlational techniques may be excusable. 
For a more thorough analysi 5 of these associ ati ons and.lor for the 
development of a predictive device, other analytic techniques may 
prove more appropriate. 
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Fi rst, recall from Chapter 2 that these data were obtai ned from 

prison and probation files. Al though pri son i nformati on was available 

for virtually all offenders who served prison terms. probation data were 

avai lable only for offenders wi th recent exposure to probati on. The 

lifestyle information. then. will not. in general, be indicative of the 

lifestyles of offenders whose crt mi nal careers ended early and whose 

levels of criminality were low enough that they avoided sentences to adult 

prison. 

Second. the source of the data and the difficulties encountered in 

coding them reduce confidence in their validity and reliability. The 

information was usually found in narrative form (as part of the "social 

history") and was often difficult to interpret and code. To the extent 

possible. all changes in drug use patterns and marital sta~us. as these 

were noted in the files, were coded. Employment patterns were coded as 

the number of months employed during calendar years and the most common 

type of employment during that year. These coded data were then used to 

establ ish monthly and yearly i ndi ces of drug use, mari tal status and 

employment over the period up to the date of the last available report. 

As a consequence, the validity and reliability of these data are suspect. 

Although the split-half correlations for these variables (presented in 

Chapter 5) i ndi cated reasonable ·rel i abil lty, these correlat; ons were 

affected by the fact that only those changes' noted in the records were 

coded; uncertainty was coded as stability. 

Finally, it is important to note that since information on these 

vari abIes was taken from offi cial records, they were generally 1 im; ted 

to the peri od up to each offender" s fl nal parole or probati on report. 
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As a consequence, they often did not extend to the same point as did the 

data on arrests; the rap sheets covered time periods beyond the date of 

the las~ report containing lifestyle information. Lifestyle data for 

later ages must be understood as havi ng been ava; lable mostly for 

offenders still recently active in crime or recently released from prison. 

In fact, the later the age, the more the sample of cases with available 

data comes to be comprised of offenders recently or currently engaged in 

serious crime and/or currently serving major sentences. The data 

themselves. then. come to increasingly refer to that period immediately 

before and/or after a major sentence. Since this time perioti, as 

discussed in the last chapter, was exceptional in terms of criminal 

behavior (increasing criminal- behavior. followed by a reduction after 

release), it would seem likely that the lifestyle indicators during this 

period would also be exceptional. Data for later ages, therefore, is 

likely to be increasi~gly unrepresentative of the age-related lifestyle 

characteristics of any offenders, inside or outside the sample. 

Associations noted for those offenders with available data, however. 

can be useful for understanding what characteristics tended to go along 

with differences in arrest rates for those offenders. Whi Ie not 

generalizable to other offenders, these findings can add to the growing 

body of data concerni ng the relati onshi ps among these vari abIes for 

different groups of individuals at different times and under differing 

conditions. 

Using data on indicated changes in drug-use patterns, marital ~nd 

family status, and periods of employment, percentages of time in which 

these offenders used var; ous types of drugs, had parti cular types of 
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fami ly arrangements, and were ei ther employed full-ti me or unemployed 

were calculated. These percentages were calculated for the four-year age 

blocks used previously and for the four-year periods immediately prior' 

to, and following, any in~arceration served as part of the probation or 

prison term. The means, standard deviations and numbers of cases with 

available data are shown in Appendix 2 (for the age block analysis) and 

Appendix 3 (for the Pre/post analysis).H Since the information on 

lifestyle characteristics was coded for the same four-year age blocks as 

for the arrest data, correlations between lifestyle variables and arrest 

rates both wi thi n and across age blocks could be Ci' lculated. These 

correlations can provide a basis for understanding how variables relate 

to arrest rates over time for these offenders. The data for the periods 

prior to, and following, the incarceration terms can be used to understand 

the Pre/post period, as it compares to the arbitrary four-year periods 

included in the age-block correlations. 

The Pre/post i nformati on, along wi th background i nformati on and 

information on the current term, were also included in analyses aimed at 

the prediction of individual rates of arrest after prison or probation 

sentences. The i ntenti on of these analyses was not to develop a 

34 The percentages for drug use and employment were based on time not 
incarcerated (street time), while the family status variables 
referred to total follow-up time (since the individuals presumably 
retained their family status regardless of incarceration). 
Unemployment referred to periods in which the offenders had neither 
employment n~r some reason for being unemployed (disabled, enrolled 
in school, etc.). In the analysis of data for periods prior to, and 
following, major sentences, employment (the converse of unemployment, 
as defined above) was used. 
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predi cti on devi ce for i denti fyi ng hi gh-rate offenders, but rather to 

understand nnd illustrate thE impact of the criminal career 

characteristics discussed so far on the ability to predict individual 

arrest rates. The findings so far would generally lead one to expect only 

limited success at predicting differences in individual rates of arrest, 

particularly after a major sentence. On the one hand, arrest rates were 

shown in Chapter 5 to be fairly unreliable as measures of stable 

individual differences in criminal behavior. On the other hand, arrest 

rates over timp. were shown to be relatively unstable, so that correlations 

between one four-year age bloc~ ~nd the next were lower than might be 

expected on the basis of unreliability alone. This instability was found 

to be particularly high between the period prior to and the period 

following a sentence to prison or probation. Together, these findings 

poi nted to the I imi ted usefulness of data on pri or arrest rates for 

predicting future rates of arrest and suggested that situational factors 

play a large p~rt in determining criminal behavior. Under these 

circumstances. a great deal of success at predicting differences in arrest 

rates during any particular period using official information on criminal 

behavior from any other period would not be expected. 

Although information on lifestyle characteristics might be expected 

to provide some additional predictive power, the findings presented in 

Chapter 5 showed that the increase was marginal when predicting rates 

during odd or even ages from information on the other half of the career. 

The explained variance using a regression equation was 59%, compared to 

the 53% obtai ned when only arrest rates were used. The behavioral 

instability present around the time of a major sentence would be expected 
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to reduce thi s predi cti 'lie power consi derably. so that the accuracy of 

predicting arrest rates during the post-release period using available 

information from prior periods would be expected to be low. 

Stability of the-!ifestyle Variables 

Before turning to the relationships between these variables and 

arrest rates. it is interesting to note the extent to which these 

"lifestyle" variables"remained stable over time. As with the arrest rate 

measures. perfect correlati ons i nvolv1 ng these variables would not be 

expected even if the underlying behavior were constant. due to the nature 

of the records upon which the coding was based. However. as discussed 

in Chapter 5. the split-half correlations for these variables were 

generally higher than for the arrest rates. owing in part to the rules 

used in coding (patterns were assumed to have t:ontinued, unless other.wlse 

noted in the records). 

Shown in Table 8-1 are the correlations between adjacent age blocks 

and between the Pre and Post periods for each of the six lifestyle 

variables and one additional variable: the percentage of time in each 

block during which the offender was not incarcerated. Also shown are the 

meatlS (over each offenders' entire follow-up period) for these lifestyle 

variables. Again, due to the nature of the coding. these averages cannot 

be taken as indicators of the "true" extent of these characteristics, but 

they can serve 85 rough indications. 

As a group, these offenders, most of whom served pri son terms as 

adults, averaged two-thirds of their time outside of incarceration. 

During that time on the street, the data suggest rather extensive 
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Table 8-1 
Age-Block and Pre/post Correlations: 

lifestyle Indicators 

Correlations 

Career 18-21/ 22-25/ 26-29/ 
Variable Mean l 22-25 26-29 30-33 

~ of Street-time: 

Heroin use 23.46% .739~ .677 .631 
Speed/barbiturates use 21.88% .720 .741 .571 
Hallucinogens use 42.06% .715 .676 .542 
Full-time employment 12.68% .362 .471 .410 
Unemployed 3 79.78% .354 .463 .421 

~ of All Followup: 

Not incarcerated 65.96% .441 .577 .582 
Common-law relationship 10.30X .497 .502 .470 
legally marri ed 10.48% .462 .541 .571 
Supporting dependents 11. 98% .565 .590 .565 

Note: minimum n=201 

30-33/ Pre/ 
34-37 Post 

.624 .618 

.542 .577 

.573 .563 
-.016n5 n/a 

.135 4 .248 

.546 .164 

.418 .277 

.430 .275 

.493 n/a 

1 The average of the individual offenders' percentages oller their total 
follow-up periods. 

~ All correlations statistically significant (p < .01). unless otherwise 
noted. 

3 Coded as "percent of time employed" for Pre/post analysis. 
4 p<.05 

involvement in drug use, wi th these offenders averagi ng 23% of the; r 

follow-up street time coded as time using heroin and 42% of that time 

using hallucinogens. While the numbers maY not be accurate, they still 

indicate a considerable extent of drug use among these offenders. 

Invol vement instable relat i onshi ps (common-law or marr; ages) , on thea 

other hand. was rather low over the peri ods covered by these records. 

On average, these offenders spent only one-fifth of these adult periods 
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involved in one of these kind~ of relationships. The percentage of time 

during which these offenders contributed to the suport of dependents was 

s11 ghtly hi gher, i ndi cat; ng that some apparently conti nued to support 

dependent children after relationships ended. The average percentage of 

time unemployed (no noted employment) was high for this sample, averaging 

aox. with full-time employment accounting for slightly over half the time 

spent employed. Taken together. the low averages for" fam; ly involvement 

and employment suggest that these offenders tended to maintain, at best. 

" mat-ginal linkages to dominant social institutions during these years. 

The correlations between adjacent age-block variables reveal as much 

about how the variables were coded as they do about the stability of the 

characteristic in question. In fact. given that statuses were considered 

stable unless otherwise noted. there is more instability indicat~d than 

might be expected. For example. the hi ghest correlati ons across age 

blocks were found for drug use during the ages of 18 to 29; the fact that 

these correlations were only around .70 indicates that some changes in 

drug use patterns were noted in the records. Other vari abies Were 

correlated at about the same level as was found for Total arrest rates: 

around .40 to .50. For most variables, the correlations for all adjacent 

age bl,ocks and for the Pre/pos·t v<lriables were !3imi lar. For mari tal 

status variables, however. the Pre/post correlations were considerably 

lower, suggesting greater instability during that period with respect to 

mar~iages or common-law relationships. Percent of timg on the street was 

least stable from Pre-incarceration to Post-incarceration. 
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Age-block Correlations 

Correlati ons between 1 i festyle var; abIes and arrest rates (Total 

offenses and Violent offenses) were calculated for all cases and for CDC 

cases separately. Also included were selected background variables and 

a variable indicating whether the offender had an adult prison term. From 

these correlati ons, a pi cture of how these vari abIes related to one 

another over time could be gained. The correlation matrices were reviewed 

to identify patterns of association and differences for offense types 

(Total vs. Violent) ~nd for samples (all cases vs. CDC cases only). The 

results of these analyses will be discussed in general terms, with the 

actual correlations presented only for the analysis involving all cases 

and Total offenses. 

In reviewing the four sets of correlations. several general patterns 

emerged. First. except for the variables indicating the percentage ~f 

time during each block'in which the offenders were not incarcerated, all 

of the correlations were fairly low. Second. concurrent relationships 

(within-block correlations) were greater than predictive ones. with only 

a few exceptions. Third. the correlations were highest when all cases 

were included in the analysis; separate analyses using only those cases 

with adult prison sentences (CDC cases) resulted in similar patterns, with 

all correlations lower than for all cases combined. Fourth, correlations 

involving rates of arrest for Vlolent offenses were generally lower than 

those involving rates for Total offenses; a few interesting differences 

were observed, however. 

Table 8-2 shows the stati sti cally significant (non-zero) 

correlati ons between Total rates of arrest and the major 1 i festyle 
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Table 8-2 
Correlations with Total Arrest Rates for Age Blocks: 

All Cases with Prison or Probation Information 

% Streei::-tlme 
18-21 
22-25 
26-29 
30-33 
34-37 

% Time: Heroin use 
18-21 
22-25 
26-29 
30-33 
34-37 

18-21 

-.5584** 
-.339Hi>E 
-.1404** 

· 2144~H£ 
.176,0** 
.1134** 

% Time: Uppers/downers use 
18-21 .1805** 
22-25 .1729** 
26-29 
30-33 
34-37 

% Time: Hallucinogens use 
18-21 
22-25 
26-29 
30-33 
34-37 

% Time: Common-law 
18-21 
22-25 
26-29 
30-33 
34-37 

X Time: legally married 

.0965** 

.2025** 

.2016~H~ 

.0791* 

· 0877~OE 
· 0986~nE 

18-21 -.0840** 
22-25 
26-29 
30-33 
34-37 

Arrest 
22-25 

-.1810** 
-. 5128~BE 
-.3539** 
-.2281** 

.2996** 

.3616** 

. 2448~OE 

.1184* 

.1601* 

.1782** 

.2242l0E 

.1563** 

.1205** 

.1316* 

.1804** 

.2865** 

.1599** 

.0920* 

.0692* 

.1508** 

.1137** 

(Total Offenses) 
26-29 30-33 

-.1411** 
-.148HHE 
-.4276** 
-.4233** 
- .1387~OE 

.1576** 

.3115** 

. 2656~nE 

.0923* 

.0661* 

.1267** 

. 1142lUE 

.1016* 

.0843* 

.2022** 

.2690** 

.0980lHE 

.1223~OE 

.0845* 

.1162** 

.0925* 

-.1643** 
-.5328** 
-.3654** 

.1192** 

.1884** 

.2686l0E 

.2268** 

.1145** 

.1672lUE 

. 187nnE 

.2757** 

.1511** 

.0789* 

.0972* 

.2011** 

.2440l0E 

.1204* 

.1182** 
• 1166lHE 
.1270** 

.0919* 

.13l7~* 

Note: The natural logarithms of the arrest rate variables were used. 

* p<.05 
** p<.Ol 
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34-37 

-.2731** 
-.4989** 

.2930** 

.3190lHE 

.2775** 

.1221* 

.1312* 

.1189* 
• 2263~BE 
. 3254llOE 
.3880** 

.1136* 

.17 93l00E 

.1119* 
• 2847lHE 

• 1764lHE 



Table 8-2 (cant.) 
Correlations with Total Arrest Rates for Age Blocks: 

All Cases with Prison or Probation Information' 

Arrest Rate (Total Offenses) 
18-21 22-25 26-29 30-33 34-37 

% I~me: SUEeorting deeendents 
18-21 .0897* 
22-25 .1065lHE 
26-29 .0983** .1007* .1256* 
30-33 .1097301 • 1926JUE 
34-37 • 2204~nE 

% Time: Emelo:ied full-time 
18-21 -.0770* -.1094~HE 

22-25 -.1029** -.0766* -.0906* 
26-29 -.1070** 
30-33 -.1294** 
34-37 

% Time: Unemelo~ed 

18-21 
22-25 
26-29 -.1523** 
30-33 -.1104** 
34-37 -.1024* 

B'3c1<ground info: 

Crt mi nali tV: 
Father .0809** .1 084~dE 
Siblings .1662** .205j~* • 1503,OE 

Age at first: 
Arrest -. 4270~OE -.2664** - .1377** 
Commitment -.4159** -.2305~OE -.1368** 

No. escapes • 1731l0E 
Claimed school grade - • 1243,HE 
Adult prison .3539** .3729** .2265** .1678** 

Note: The natural logarithms of the arrest rate variables wer~ used. 

* p<.05 
** p<.OI 
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variables for the five age blocks. The highest correlations were between 

percentages of time on the street during these age blocks and the rates 

of arrest. These correlations were all negative, indicating that those 

offenders with the highest rates of arrest tended to spend the largest 

portions of these periods behind bars. It is noteworthy that the-

correlations between rates of arrest in each age block and percentages 

of street time in the next block were considerably higher than between 

these rates and percentages of street time in preceding blocks. This 

pattern indicates that incarceration time did not precede higher arrest 

rates to the same extent that arrest rates led to greater incarceration 

time. 

Drug use. The next highest correlations were p~sitive and indicated 

that, among the variables included in the analysis. differences in drug 

use were the most closely linked to differences in the rates of arrest. 

Still. these correlations were not particularly high. t~e highest being 

for hero; n use wi thi n the 22-25 year-old age block. A fter age 25, 

predictive relationships for heroin use were slightly stronger than 

concurrent ones; this was the only variable for which this predictive 

pattern was found. 

The use of other drugs--amphetemines and barbiturates ("uppers and 

downers"') and halluci nogen; c drugs--was also related to arrest rates, 

but, again. not strongly. Correlations for these forms of drug use were 

hi ghest wi thi n age-blocks, becomi ng smaller and smaller as the time 

difference between the two age-blocks increased. These patterns nuw 

suggest that drug use and criminal behavior are merely associated (the 

highest rates of arrest occur while the ~ndivldual is using drugs) and 
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that any cross-block correlations result merely from the fact that both 

drug use and criminal behavior have some modicum of stability over time. 

However. the relationship between the use of these drugs and subsequent 

arrest rates ",as stl"'onger, in general, than between arrest rates and 

subsequent druy use. This pattern appears to indicate a possible causal 

relationship; drug use in one period leads to higher rates of arrest later 

on. still, the fact that the differences in these correlations were not 

great would indicate that any causal relationship is not a particularly 

strong one. 

Marital/family status. The correlati ons for the fami ly status 

variables indicate that. contrary to common assumptions. this sample of 

offenders did not benefit from the common-law or legal marriages (however 

fleeti n9) in thei r Ii ves. at least in tel"'ms of thei r bei ng arrested. 

Except for the single negative relationship between time spent legally 

married and arrest rates during the 18-21 age block, all of the 

stati sti cally significant correlations involving common-law 

relationships. marriage or the support of dependents were positive. While 

no attempt was made to investigate the possible bases for such a curious 

finding, one possible explanation may be that these relationships impose 

an increased financial burden on the individual. Those unable or 

unwilling to meet this obligation through legitimate employment may turn 

to crime as a way of making money. Whatever the reason, the data suggest 

that the normal settling effect of family relationships did not occur for 

these offenders. 

Employment. The correlations between arrest rate and the extent of 

full-time employment were in the expected direction (more full-time 
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employment associ ated wi th lower rates of arrest) and PCl nt to the 

reciprocal influence of these factors. Reading across the top two lines, 

these stQtistically significant correlations suggest that full-time 

employment during the early twenties (18-25) was related to lower rates 

of arrest not only during those age blocks but also in later age blocks 

(26-29). On the other side of the coin, -reading down the first column. 

the correlati ons i ndi cate that. for these offenders. hi gher rates of 

.arrest duri ng the 18-21 age block was related to lower amounts of 

'. full-time employment in each subsequent age block up to age 33. 

The only significant correlations between unemployment and arrest 

rates were found for later age blocks. These negative relationships 

appear to indicate that, for these offenders, the greater the percentage 

of time during which there was no documented employment, sC~.i)ol, or 

disability in these periods, the lower the rate of arrest. Although no 

ready explanation for this curious relationship is offered. a r.eview of 

the correlations among the lifestyle variables suggests a possible. clue: 

positive relationships among drug use, family involvement and employment, 

especially during older age blocks. A positive correlation between family 

i nvol vement and employment would be expected, but the fact that increases 

in drug use were associ ated wi th i ncreCiSC!~; in fami Iy involvement and 

employment is not so easy to understand. It could be that increases in 

drug use lead to increased financial need, which. in turn, may have led 

either to increased employment or increased criminal behavior (or both). 

Family involvement, as suggested earlier, may have h~d a similar effect 

on financial need. Of course, no simple explanation is likely to suffice, 

since financial considerations cannot completely explain the relationship 
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between drug use and criminal behavior and are not likely to explain the 

relationship between family involvement and drug use. There are obviously 

a number of factors involved in creating these interrelationships. and a 

more detailed study of these patterns is called for. 

Background characteristics. These correlations indicate that higher 

arrest rates were related to having other family members with criminal 

hi stori es and to the age at whi ch the offender was f1 rst arrested or fi rst 

committed to a lock-up facility. Familial criminality was most strongly 

related to arrest rates during the 22-25 age block, while the age at first 

arrest was most strongly related to the 18-21 arrest rates. Of course. 

these relationships have been observed before; of interest in the present 

instance is that these relationships decreased over time. falling to zero 

after age 29. In fact, from age 30 on, none of these background variables 

was correlated with rates of arrest for these offenders. Of course, this 

pattern si mply i ndi ca'tes that these kinds of background vari abIes no 

longer served to differentiate among those offenders who remained 

seriously active in crime at that age. 

Violent offenses only. As menti oned earl i er, the correlati ons of 

these lifestyle and background variables with rates of arrest for Violent 

offehses only were generally smaller than for all offenses combi ned. 

Correlations with lifestyle variables followed similar patterns as for 

Total arrests, with fewer of the correlations reaching statistical 

significance. However. there were some differences in the correlations 

involving background variables than were found for Total arrest rates. 

While correlations involving sibling criminality and age at first arrest 

(or commi tment) were somewhat smaller. statistically significant 
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relationships were found for some variables not found when Total arrest 

rates were used. Among these variables were family instability (indicated 

by whether the family was intact) which was correlated with early rates 

of Violent arrp~ts; whether or not the family obtained welfare payments; 

known criminality on the' part of the father or mother; and serious 

criminality on the part of siblings (prison or jail sentences). All of 

these variables indicate the existence of unstable or unhealthy family 

environments. Whether or not these differences indicate possible 

differences in the etiology of Violent criminality (over general 

criminality) is uncertain, but deserves closer study in the future. 

In general, while there was some tendency for statuses and rates to 

v.ry together. the relationships were not strong. at least not strong 

enough to suggest a great deal of predictive value for information on drug 

use, employment or family status. 

Pre/post Correlations 

These analyses focused on correlations with arrest rates observed 

over the four-year period after release from jailor prison. In addition 

to the lifestyle and background variables included above, this analysis 

also included variables related to the current term and variables specific 

to offenders convicted of Robbery or Burglary, since these cases were of 

primary interest in the Rand study on selective incapacitation 

(Greenwood, 1982). One of these variables, the "Rand Score," was created 

so as to be as close as possible to the scale developed by Greenwood for 

identifying high~rate offenders among incoming California prisoners. It 

was created (for Robbers and Burglars only) by giving a score of "1" for 
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each of the following characteristics (zero otherwise) and summing them 

for each offender: 

1-Prior conviction for the instant offense (Robbery or Burglary); 
2-Incarcerated fer more than SOY. of the preceding two years; 
3-Known arrest prior to age 16; 
4-State-level juvenile commitment; 
S-Any drug use in the preceding two year~; 
6-Any juvenile drug use; 
7-Employed less than SOY. of the preceding two years. 

NotablY absent from this seven-point scale is any direct reference to the 

offender's criminal behavior during the Pre-prison period. The Rand study 

did not have follow-up data on their sample of prisoners. and Greenwood 

was therefore forced to establish his predictive scale using concurrent 

(prior) offense data. Since the offense rates for these offenders were 

assumed to be relatively stable. such a procedure was deemed justified, 

although Greenwood recognized the need for prospective validation of the 

predictive power of the scale. A prospective study would undoubtedly have 

included prior criminal behavior among the predictor variables. 

The non-zero (statistically significant) correlations are shown in 

Table 8-3. As before. only those correlations involving all cases (those 

with prison terms and those with probation terms) are presented. Some 

variables referred specifically to prison terms; these correlations 

included only those cases wi th pri son terms. Fi ndi ngs for separate 

analyses in which only the cases with prison terms were included will be 

referred to at times in the discussion. 

In general. these Pre/post correlations, like the age-block 

correlations. were generally low. Those correlations involving arrest 

rates for Total offenses were typically being higher than those involving 

more specific kinds of offenses. The highest correlations. other than 
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Table 8-3 
Correlations with Post Arrest Rates: 

All Cases with Prison or Probation Information 

Arrest Rate (Post): 
Total 
Violent 
Violent-economic 
Property 

Arrest Rate (Pre): 
Total 
Violent 
Violent-economic 
Property 

% oi' nme (Pre): 
Heroin use 
Uppers/downers use 
Hallucinogens use 
Common-law relationship 
legally marri ed 
Employed 
Hot incarc. (street-time) 

X oi' Time (Post): 
Heroin use 
Uppers/downers use 
Hallucinogens use 
Common-law relationship 
Legal!!.'! marri ed 
Employed 

~: 
White 
Black 
Hispanic 

Background information: 
Humber of siblings 
Known welfare recipient 
Intact fami ly 
Any criminality (father) 
Any criminality (mother) 
Any criminality (siblings) 

Age at first arrest 
Age at first commitment 
Humber of prior escapes 
Number of drugs as juvenile 
Any juvenile drug use 

Arrest Rate (Post) 
Violent-

Total Violent Economjc Property 
Street
Time " 

. 555HBE 

.4510** 

.6624** 

.3463lHE 

.0842** 

.1881** 

.8109** 

.156 9~nE 

• 2246~HE 
• 2080~OE 
.1666** 
.1085** 

. 1888lHE .0455 

.1197** .0794* 

.0777* 

-.0910** 
-.1595** -.1704** 

.3061** 

.1520** 

.2259** 

.1045~nE 

.1086~OE 

-.2834** 

.1422** 

.1052** 

.1783** 

-.1889~nE 

-.5866** 
-.4314IUE 
-.4223** 

.1550~UE -.4494** 

.1805** 

.1719~nE 

.2047** 

.0800* 

.1885** -.2604** 
-.1276** 
-.0759* 

.2471** -.1882** 

.0795* .1240** 

.0979** .1239** 

.0609* 

-.1119** 
-.1033** -.0726* 

.1595** 

.1162** 

.1640** 

.0597* 

-.1802** 

.1960~HE 

. 115 HUE 

.1332** 

.0638* 

.0613* 
-.1629** 

-.1440** 
-.1323** 

.0923** 

.1643** 

-.2166** 
- .1684** 
-.1952** 

-,0548* 
.3119** 

-.0760* 
.0575* 

-.1433** -.1232** 
.1501** .1294** -.0580* 

-.0768* 

.1113** 

-.1809** 
-.1622iHE 

.1944** 

.1848~OE 
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.1414** 
-.0579* 

.1469** 

.0728* 

.0850** 

-.1157** 
-.0772* 

.1125~OE 

.0898** 

.1252~UE 

.1382** 

.0906** 

-.1l06~UE 

-.0715* 

.1062** 

.0903** 

.0842** 

.0984** 

-.1077** 
-.0913~nE 

.0802* 

.0787* 

-.0787* 

-.0964** 
-.0793* 
-.1336** 

.1270** 

-.0587* 
-.1297** 
- .1147** 



Table 8-3 (cunt.) 
Correlations with Post Arrest Rates: 

". 

All cases with Prison or Probation Information 

Commitment Offense: 
Includes Robbery 
Includes Burglary 
Number of crimes 

Prior Conviction: 

Total 

-.0634* 

Arrest Rate CPost) 
Violent-

Violent Economic Property 

.0714* .1324** -.0722* 
-.0740* .1027** 

-.0594* 

.0638* 

street
Time % 

For Robbery 
For Burglary .0695* .1232** -.1097** 

Rand Score: 
i<obbers (n=233) 
Burglars (n=272) . 254 7~nE 

.1509* 

.1643** 
.1223* 
.1142* .2005** -.2400** 

Current Term (CDC): 
Age at entry 
Age at release 
Length of stay 
Juvenile commitment (CYA) 

Drug/alochol treatment 
Medication treatment 
Vocational training 

No. of disciplinaries 
Serious disciplinary 
Known enemies 
Known gang affiliation 

-.0817* -.1086** -.1216** 
-.2303** -.0819* -.1221** 
-.2185** -.1614** 

.1476~OE 

.1126** 

.0900* 

.0735* 

.1679** 

.1882~HE 

.1426** 

.0892* 

.0920* 

.1342~HE 

~1373** 

.0918* 

Parole or probation (all cases) 
Drug treatment, testing .1622** .0936** 
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.2187* 
.0987** 
.2045** 

-.152UUE 

.0850* 

-.1474~nE 

-.0989** 
-.0879* 
-.6778* 



those among the Post-peri od arrest rates, were wi th pri or rates of arrest. 

For Vi olent-economi c and Property offenses, the hi ghest correlati ons 

involved these specific rates during the Pre period. although Pre Total 

arrnst rates were nearly as high. Prior rates of arrQst for 

Violent-economic crimes were not related to subsequent Total arrest rates 

or to subsequent rates of arrest for Property crimes. 

lifestyle variables. lifestyle variables during the Pre period were 

not highly correlated'with Post arrest rates iri this sample. In separate 

analyses. involving only those cases with adult prison terms. most of 

these correlati ons dropped to zero. The main Pre-period U'-:estyle 

variables significantly related to Post-period arrest rates were Heroin 

use (with Total arrest rate) and Uppers/downers use (with Property arrest 

rate). Thus. while the lifestyle variables had some predictive usefulness 

within the broader sample, they could not aid in differentiating among 

the more serious offenders Who received prison sentences. 

Concurrent associations. on the other hand. generally held for both 

the combined sample and for prison (CDC) cases alone. These correlations, 

except for the employment variable, however, were smaller than were found 

within age blocks. The correlation with percentage of time employed, in 

fact, ran counter to the earlier finding of either no relationship or a 

positive one (more employment/higher arrest rates). For both t~e total 

sample and CDC cases separately, the negative correlations indicate that 

more employment duri ng the Post peri od was associ ated wi th a lower 

arrest-rate level during that period. Further invest i gat i on of these 

data, in order to reconcile the apparent i nconsi stency between these 

correlat ions and those found earIi er are c!i:'lrta i nly in order. In the 

- 184 -



meanti me, it would appear that efforts to increase the employment of 

individuals placed on probation or parole have some merit, if only over 

the short run. 

Ethni ci ty and background vari abIes. Correlations with ethnicity 

variables and background variables were consistent with earlier findings. 

Blacks showed higher rates of Total, Violent and Violent-economic crimes. 

but did not differ from others with respect to Property crimes. Fathers' 

and siblings' criminality and the age at first arrest (or commitment) were 

found to be related to rates of all types of crimes in the Post period. 

Also related to all types of crime were indicators of juvenile drug use; 

the number of different drugs was slightly more predictive than whether 

or not the record indicated any drug use as a juvenile. Indicators of 

family instability, poverty. and maternal criminality were related "!:o 

rates of violent crimes only. 

Robbery or Burglary. Correlations focusing on Robbery and.Burglary 

showed that those of~fenders commi tted for Robbery had hi gher rates of 

arrest for related crimes (Violent and Violent-economic) and lower rates 

for Total crimes and Property crimes. Burglars showed the opposite 

tendency Clower Violent-economic rates and higher Property rates). These 

patterns indicate some tendency of these offenders to specialize. 

relative to other off~nders. Prior convictions for Robbery (among all 

offende~s) showed little relationship to Post rates of crimes, while Prior 

convictions for Burglary had a relatively strong association with Post 

Property arrest rates and a lesser (but significant) relationship with 

rates of Violent-economic crimes. This latter association suggests that 

in addition to their tendency ·to continue committing Property crimes, 
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burglars also have the potent i al for vi olence in the context of thei I'" 

economically-oriented criminal behavior. Correlatons involving the Rand 

Scores were. at best, moder'ate, compared to other variables. High 

correlations for these variables would not be expected. since the scale 

did not include prior criminal behavior. 

Current term information. Few variables related to the current 

sentence were available for probationers. and the few that were available 

(age at sentence. age at release from jai 1, whether a jai 1 term was 

included in the sentence, and the length of stay in jail) were unrelated 

to any of the outcome measures. More i nformati on was avai lable from 

prison files. however, and some of these variables proved to be associated 

with outcome. 

Age at entry, age at release, and length of stay were all negatively 

associ ated wi th some or all of the Post arrest rates. and all were related 

to the percentage of time during the Post four-year period in which the 

offenders were not incarcerated. Post arrest rates did not differ for 

those cases with prior commitments to the California Youth Authority; 

these offenders did. however, manage to spend higher proportions of the 

follow-up period on the street. This latter finding appears to contradict 

those of the Rand study (Greenwood. 1982), in which state-level juvenile 

commitments were found to be predictive of rates of criminal behavior. 35 

3S Upon further investigation, it was found that former eYA cases did 
have higher rates of arrest CTotal offenses> during the Pre period. 
Since Greenwood's offense data were only for the Pre period, these 
data are consi stent wi th them in that regard. Not read; Iy apparent 
is why these cases would differ in their rates of arrest during the 
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Also related to Post-period arrest rates were the number of 

disciplinary infractions accumulated during the prison term, the presence 

of seri ous di sci pI i nary i nfracti ons, any i ndi cati on of the offrander's 

having enemies among the other inmates and any indication of gang 

membership in prison. All of these variables were related primarily to 

rates of Violent arrests during the Post period. It is likely that these 

variables serve primarily as indicators of existing criminal propensity 

among prisoners (rather than as indicating a causal link between behavior 

and social arrangements in prison and subsequent behavior), since they 

tend to be even more highly correlated with rates of arrest during the 

Pre peri od. A notable exception is the variable indicating "known 

enemies" in prison. This variable was un correlated with Pre arrest rates, 

suggest i n9 that confl i cts wi thi n pri son may have a di rect affect on 

criminal behavior (especially violence) after release. 

Not included in the tables (and un correlated with rates of 

Post-period arrests) were variables indicating levels of academic 

achievement, self-reported school grade level, IQ, and whether or not the 

offender received vocational or educational training while incarcerated. 

A variable indicating drug/alcohol treatment was related to arrest rates 

for Total offenses and Violent-economic offenses, suggesting that those 

cases deemed in need of such treatment were, in fact, more criminally 

inclined, but the data do not allow for an assessment of any possible 

effect the treatment may have had on subsequent criminal behavior. 

Pre period only, unless the prison terms had a different impact on 
the eYA cases than on those with no eYA history. 
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Prediction of Post-release Arrest Rates 

Multiple regression techniques were used to explore the usefulness 

of the above variables for developing a scale that would predict arrest 

rates during the post-release period. The sample was divided in half, 

wi th each half servi og as a separate constructi on sample and as a 

cross-validation sample for the other half. Total and Violent arrest 

rates (logged) were regressed, stepwise, on most of the variables included 

in Table 8-3. 

Resul ts for the total sample and for CDC cases separately were 

similar, in terms of the kinds of variables involved. Prediction 

accuracy, in both the construt::ti on and val i dati on samples was somewhat 

hi gher for the Total samr>le, as would be expected on the basi s of the 

higher correlations. The regression equations accounted for around 17X 

of the vari ance in Post arrest rates CTotal offenses) wi thi n the .two 

randomly-selected half-samples (Multiple R2 values were .158 and .180) 

and around 12% of the variance in these rates when each was applied to 

the other half of the sample (cross-validation). For CDC cases only, 

Multiple R2 values within samples dropped to around .096 (9.6y' of the 

variance accounted for); Multiple R2 values found when the two equations 

were appl i ed to the other half of the sample of CDC cases dropped to 

around .040 (4% of the variance in arrest rates). Thus, the regression 

analyses did not produce very powerful prediction equations, even when 

both Prior information and institutional inforMation were included. 

The predi cti on equati ons for the two random half-samples di d not 

include exactly the same variables; only the Prior rate of arrest for all 

offenses entered both equations. In part, this difference was due to the 
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sheer number of variables available for inclusion, many of which were 

somewhat overlapping or redundant. Thus, when the "types" of variables 

included in these equations were considered. more similarity was evident. 

Common "types" of predictor variables. among those referring to the Prior 

peri od or the i ncarcerati on term, included pri or drug use, low pri or 

violence, and institutional enemies or gang affiliation. These 

commonalities were found for those analyses limite~ to CDC cases in these 

two half-samples, as well. 

For the total sample, no other common variables entered the 

equations. In one half of the sample, age at release, parole/probation 

employment (offenders who were "mostly employed" had lower rates of 

arrest) and father's cri mi nall ty entered after the Pri or and 

Incarceration term variables. In the other half of the sample, a variable 

i ndi cat; ng parole/probat; on drug treatment entered (wi th treated 

offenders showing higher rates) and ethnic and sample differences were 

found; after controlling for other variables, Blacks were found to have 

higher average Post arrest rates and lower rates were found for those in 

the Supplementary Probation sample. Age at release entered both equations 

for the prison cases only. Beyond th;s one additional common variable, 

no other common vari abIes were found. One equation included parole 

employment and father's criminallty, while the ;other· 'equation included 

only ethnicity (Whites had lower Post rates, on average, in thls 

subsample). The amount of variance explained by the equations increased 

only slightly with the addition of these variables. 

The usefulness of these equations for predicting arrest-rate levels 

during the Post period was explored by changing the "common variables" 
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into variables indicating particular traits. These variables (coded 

0, 1) were then summed to create a scale score for Prior Factors, a scale 

score for Institutional Factors and a score for All Factors combined. 

Since the institutional factors relate primarily to cases with adult 

pri son terms, thi s analyst s J,oJas performed for CDC cases only. The 

percentages of those cases with low, medium or high rates of arrest during 

the Post peri od who had each parti cular trai t and the percentages who 

scored at various levels on the prediction scales are shown in Table 8-4. 

It is apparent from these figures that none of the traits were strongly 

related to differences in levels of Post arrest rates. Further, th~ scale 

scores derIved from these traits had only moderate (though statistically 

significant) relationships to these arrest-rate levels. 

Among the Prior factors, having an arrest rate over 5.5 per year (the 

top thi rd of the di stri buti on for these offenders) was the strongest 

predictor of having a high arrest rate in the Post period; in fact, this 

trait alone had almost as much predictive power as did being in the top 

third of the distribution on the Risk-scale score containing all Prior 

factors. In all, 43.2% of those with high rates of arrest during the Post 

period had two or more of these Prior risk-factor traits. Conversely, 

of the 203 cases with two or more traits, 21.7% had low Post arrest rates, 

39.4% had medium rates of arrest, and 38.9% had high rates (these figures 

are not shown in the Table). Thus, the Prior period factors were not able 

to pick out the high-rate offenders very well; only 38% 'of those predicted 

on the basis of Pre-sentence information to be high-rate offenders in the 

Post period actually were. The others (almost 62X) were false positives. 
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Table 8-4 
Percentages of Post-prison Arrest-rate Groupsl 
With Risk-score Traits and Scale-score levels 

Variable 

Risk factors (Prior period): 
Prior Rate (Total) > 5.5 
Prior Heroin Use (any) 
Juvenile: Heroin Use 
Juvenile: 3+ Drugs used 

Risk Factors: (Institutional stay): 
length of stay < 36 mos. 
Age at Release < 24 
Drug Treatment This Term 
Disciplinaries This Term> 4 
Major Disciplinary This Term 
Known Enemies in Prison 

Risk Score (Prior Factors)2: 
low 0 (n=178) 
Medium 1 (n=177) 
High 2+ (n=203) 

Mean Score (Prior Factors)J 

Risk Score (Institutional Factors)2: 
low 0-1 (n= 82) 
Medium 2 (n=112) 
High 3+ (n=156) 

Mean Score (Inst. Factors)J 

Risk Score (All Factors)2: 
low 0-2 (n=101) 
Medium 3-4 (n=124) 
High 5+ (n=105) 

Mean Score (All Factors)J 

Post~period Arrest Rate 

low 
(n=180) 

23.3% 
30.5% 
18.3% 
27.8% 

52.2% 
30.6% 
36.6% 
34.5% 
18.3% 
11.1% 

(n=171) 
43.9% 
30.4% 
25.7% 

.99 

(n=107) 
38.3% 
37.4% 
24.3% 

1.85 

(n=103) 
46.6% 
30.1% 
23.3% 

2.94 

Medium 
(n=218) 

33.8% 
45.0% 
25.2% 
35.3% 

62.8% 
38.5% 
49.6% 
39.0% 
24.3% 
18.3% 

(n=204) 
28.9% 
31.9% 
39.2% 

1.39 

(n=123) 
21.1% 
32.5% 
46.3% 

2.37 

(n=115) 
27.8% 
40.9% 
31.3% 

3.77 

High 
(n=196) 

40.2% 
51.6% 
28.1% 
36.2% 

71.4% 
44.9% 
57.4% 
47.3% 
24.0% 
21.9% 

(n=183) 
24.0% 
32.8% 
43.2% 

1.59 

(n=120) 
12.5% 
26.7% 
60.8% 

2.68 

(n=112) 
18.8% 
41.1% 
40.2% 

4.17 

Total 
(n=594) 

33.2% 
42.6% 
23.1% 
32.1X 

60. n: 
34.6% 
47.9% 
40.9% 
24.3% 
17.3X 

(n=558) 
31.9% 
31.7% 
36.4% 

1.33 

(n=350) 
23.4% 
32.0% 
44.6% 

2.32 

(n=330) 
30.6% 
37.6% 
31.8% 

3.65 

Note: the percentages for the risk scale score levels may not add to 100, 
due to rounding. 

1 Only those caseS with adult prison terms were included. 
2 p<.01 (Chi-sqUare test). 
J p<.01 (Analysis of variance). 
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This level of prediction accuracy cer-tainly would not serve th~ purposes 

of a risk-based policy of selective incapacitation. 

The factors related to the institutional terms of these offenders 

were somewhat more predictive of differences in Post-period rates, but 

less than half the sample had valid data for all six variables. While 

none of the individual factors appeared strongly ~elat~d to Post 

arrest-rate levels, the total risk score showed sharper distinctions for 

arrest-rate groups than did the score based on Prior factors. Of those 

" with high Post arrest rates, 12.5% scored low on this six-point scale. 

while 60.8% scored high; in contrast, 38.3% of the low-arrest-rate group 

scored low on this scale, while only 24.3% scor~d high. Calculating the 

percentages in the other direction, r~sults indicate that of the 156 with 

high scores on this small scale~ only 16.7% had low Post arre~t rates, 

while 46.8% had high rates of arrest after release. Evidently, for these 

offenders, information related to their terms of imprisonment was more 

useful for predicting their post-release behavior than was information 

about earlier periods of time. 

When the two sets of factors were combined, some predictive power 

was actually lost. The two sets of factors combined to create a scale 

with slightly lower predictive power than did the scale based on 

institutional factors alone, although this combined scale was better than 

the Prior factors by themselves. 

Again, the present scales were derived in rather rough fashion from 

the results of similarly rough regression analyses. A more careful and 

thoroughgo i ng analysi s of these data may be able to improve on these 

prediction scales. However, as argued throughout this report, by the 
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nature of both criminal behavior itself and the current measure of it 

(arrests), little success at identifying those individuals with the 

high~st Post-release rates of criminal behavior would be expected. The 

unreliability of the measures and the instability of the behavior combined 

to introduce a considerable amount of unexplainable variation in the 

arrest rates of these offenders--unexplainable, at least. in terms of the 

variables on hand. Thus, while it is possible that the "right" predictors 

were simply not available here, and that some future study may discover 

that combination of variables that allow for reasonably accurate 

prediction of future offense (or arrest) rates, a great deal more success 

at predicting this unstable behavior (at its most unstable point} using 

unstable predictors, all of which are indicated by relatively unreliable 

measures, would not be expected. 

Summary 

Consistent with expectations, the analyses to be described all point 

to the difficulty of predicting differences in arrest rates, especially 

during the period after release from incarceration. Most relationships 

were found to be strongest during particular periods of time, while 

"predi cti ve" relati onshi ps (correlati ons between arrest rates in one 

period and other variables in prior periods) were much weaker. When only 

those cases with adult prison sentences were considered, strong 

relationships were even harder to find, indicating that the more serious 

offenders were less easi ly di fferenti ated from one another than they wel'e 

from the less serious offenders with probation sentences. Regression 

analyses were only margi nally successful at seleco.:i ng combi nat; ons of 
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variables that predicted post-sentence rates of arrest. These findings 

point once again to the difficulty of successfully identifying the 

offenders who will have the highest levels of criminality af·t~r a 

parti cular sentence is served and, consequently, to the di ffi cuI ty in 

developing an efficient policy of selective incapacitation based on 

prediction of risk. 
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Chapter 9 

Incapacitation Effects of Increased Prison Terms 

laws and pol i ci es reg.ardi ng whether or not to sentence part i cular 

offenders to prison and how long they should serve are based. in part, 

on the believed "effects" of incarceration. Included among these effects 

are punishment (or "just deserts"), the possibility that the offender (and 

others) will be deterred from committing crimes in the future, and the 

possi bi Ii ty that the offender mi ght be rehabi Ii tated by the programs 

offered in prison. Added to these reasons for incarcerating offenders 

is the fact that offenders who are sentenced to prison are prevented from 

committing crimes in the wider society for the duration of their 

incarceration. Uncertainty as to whether prison has any sizable deterrent 

or rehabilitative effects has led many people to believe that only through 

i ncapac; tati ng offenders can pri son have any major effect on overall 

levels of crime. If the offenders subjected to prison sentences can be 

expected to commit crimes at very high rates while on the street and if 

those crimes would not be committed by someone else in their absence, such 

policies could have a profound impact on levels of crime in society. If 

prison is viewed from this perspective, a major issue is how to maximize 

the crime-reduction benefit of prison while minimizihQ its co~t. 

Proponents of selective incapacitation argue that by adjusting sentence 

lengths on the basis of the number of crimes different offenders can be 

expected to commit when they are released, a larger crime-reduction effect 
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could be achieved with the same amount of pri50n space. Selective 

sentencing policies are seen as a way of increasing the number of crimes 

prevented per person-year of prison use. 

The data presented so far in this report, however, have all pointed 

to a great deal of instability in criminal careers and have thereby called 

into question both the practicality of selective sentencing policies ,and 

the adequacy of current methods of est; mati ng i ncapaci tat; ve effects. 

still, these findings do not invalidate the notion that, since some 

off~nders can be expected to commit crimes at higher rates than others, 

some reduction of crime in society (or some increase in prison efficiency) 

could be realized by a selective sentencing policy. In this chapter. the 

implications of this study's findings for current models used to estimate 

i ncapaci tati ve effects will be revi ewed, and some estimates of these 

effects based on actual arrests occurring after release from prison will 

be presented. 36 

Throughout thi s report, it has been argued thcit models used to 

estimate the effects of selective incapacitation have relied on certain 

crucial, simplifying assumptions--most notably, the assumption that 

individual offense rates remain stable over the length of the offense 

careers. Thi s assumpti on suggests the exi stence of a stable core of 

hi gh-rate offenders who would be the targets of such a pol i cy. The 

36 The analyses discussed in this chapter were performed for all cases 
wi th adult pri son terms--former CYA cases and the supplementary 
sample obtaiMed from the California Department of Corrections (CDC). 
This sample of cases with adult prison terms will be referred to at 
times as the CDC sample. 
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average offense rates for these offenders could be used to estimate the 

number of crimes that would be avoided by setting their terms of 

incarceration (when and if they occur) to specified lengths. 37 Similar 

information concerning offenders with lower rates of offending could be 

used to determine the relative payoff of increased incarceration for the 

hi gh-rate offenders. Given this estimated 'benefit ·of the policy~ 

decisions could be made as to whether the payoff would be great enough 

to warrant trying to identify those (relatively rare) high-rate offenders 

and keep them locked up. 

Without the assumption of offense-rate stability, these models have 

little meaning. They might still be able to provide information on what 

would happen if high-rate offenders were incarcerated during the periods 

of time when they were, indeed, committing crimes at relatively hi~h 

rates, but it would have to be understood that at each point in time, 

different offenders would be involved. In addition. the policy implied 

in such estimates would involve identifying the offenders who would have 

the highest rates during that period of time when they might be 

incapacitated: immediately following a major conviction (and its 

accompanying sentence, if any). Studies, including the present one, which 

37 Other assumptions, such as the assumption of constant probabilities 
of arrest (given the commission of a crime), conviction (given an 
arrest) and incarceration (once convicted), are also normally used 
with these models. These assumptions, however, are not crucial, since 
it is theoretically possible to incorporate conditional probabilities 
(for example, higher probabilities of prison terms for those with 
prior convictions> into the model. The validitiy of these assumptions 
could not be addressed with the present data. 
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have attempted to predi ct offense rates or arrest rates duri ng thi s 

post-release period have not, to date. met with a great deal of success. 

The present data have shown that. for the serious offenders included 

in the sample, arrest rates (and presumably offense rates) were not very 

stable or predictable. Offenders did not maintain particular arrest rates 

throughout their careers. There were also few clues in their records that 

would enable an accurate prediction of what their rates of arrest would 

be during particular periods. This instability and unpredictability was 

most marked precisely at the point at which a selective incapacitation 

policy would be applied: after a given sentence was served. 

Thus. esti mates of the effects of a pol i cy of selecti ve 

incapacitation for these offenders using the aforementioned models would 

not be expected to be very meaningful. However, rough estimat~s of what 

the possible effects of certain policies might have been for particular 

offenders can be made using the kinds of data available in this study: 

the number of arrests and the number of months each offender spent outs; de 

of incarceration during the period after release from prison. These 

figures were used to estimate the number of known crimes that might have 

been avoided for each year of additional incarceration time. if these 

offenders had been locked up for an additional year. 

Since many of these offenders served some additional time during the 

first year after release, increasing their sentences by one more year 

would not, in general, have resulted in an extra year of incarceration. 

The average number of arrests occurring during that first twelve months 

after release would therefore have been an underestimate of the number 

of expected arrests averted per year of additional incarceration. First. 

- 198 -



then, the amo~nt of added incarceration time resulting from a one-year 

incr2ase in sentence length was calculated by subtracting the number of 

months spent incarcerated during that year from twelve. This figure was 

summed across offenders and divided by twelve to obtain the total number 

of additional person-years of incarceration that would have resulted from 

the one-year term increase for these offenders. The number of arrests 

divided by this figure provided an estimate of the number of known crimes 

that would have been prevented for each additional person-year of 

incarceration imposed on these offenders. This estimate is, of course, 

exactly equivalent to an aggregate street-time rate of arrest for that 

one-year period following release from prison.~8 Also of interest in these 

analyses were the percentages of the various groups that had no arrests 

during the period of hypothetical incapacitation; for th.ese cases, no 

knoloJn crime-reducti on benef; t would have been obtai ned through thei r 

increased incarceration. 

In estimating these potential incapacitation effects, it was assumed 

that additional time spent in prison would have had no effect on their 

behavior (a~rest rate or length of criminal career) other than to prevent 

38 The number of crimes potentially prevented through incapacitation 
would. in general, be larger than the number of arrests. since not 
all crimes result in arrests. The appropriate multiplier to USQ in 
translati ng arrests into cri meso however, is not known. Estimates 
based on the probability of arrest vary considerably across 
jurisdictions and among crimes (Blumstein et al., 1986), and may be 
different for the period of parole supervision following prison. Ho 
attempt will be made. therefore. to extrapolate from arrests to crimes 
in this discussion of findings. The reader should bear in mind, 
however. that the incapacitation effects. in terms of the estimated 
number of crimes prevented, would be larger than the present estimates 
based on arrests. 
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them from committing crimes for some specified length of time. Under this 

assumption, those crimes for which they were arrested during the 

hypothesized period of incapacitation would have been prevented, and the 

offenders would have proceeded with their criminal careers from that point 

on, as if that period had never ~een there. Of course, there is no basis 

for making such an asslimption, since there was no way of .knowing what 

~ffect, if any, an additional year of prison would have had on these 

offenders, but any other assumption would be equally unsupported by 

empirical evidence. The issue is an important one, however. and deserves 

considerable attention ~f one is to fully understand the potential effects 

of selective sentencing policies. It was also assumed that the 

incapacitated offenders would not have been replaced by others and that 

thei r cri mes were not commi tted as members of groups that would have 

committed those crimes even without the offender who was incapacitated. 

To date, little is known about the extent to which these assumptions hold 

(Cohen, 1984).39 Consequently, the present (and all other) est; ma.tes of 

the effects of incapacitation on overall levels of crime must be 

interpreted very cautiously. 

The above calculations were performed both for Total offenses anti 

for Violent offenses. These estimates were derived not only for the total 

39 Replacement or ongoing group crime might seem more likely with respect 
to property crimes, which are driven more by market considerations 
(the demand for drugs, for example, or organi zed recrui tm~mt by 
"fences"). . Violent crimes, which tend to occur between 
acquaintances, may be more vulnerable to incapacitating particular 
offenders, but a good portion of these crimes seem to be related to 
other, more economic, criminal activities (bad drug deals) as well. 
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sample but for vari ous subsamples as well, in order to explore the 

relative effectiveness of alternative policies of selectiva 

incapacitation. These estimated incapacitation effects provide an 

overview of what might be expected from policies aimed at incapacitating 

various types of offenders. These estimates may also provide a basis for 

understandi ng what mi ght be the effect of letti ng certa i n ki nds of 

offenders out of prison early: the number of extra crimes expected for 

each person-year of prison time not served. 

To illustrate how data such as these might be used to understand the 

effects of particular policies of selective sentencing, the effects of 

letting some offenders out early while keeping other offenders in prison 

longer were then estimated. For example, under one hypothetical policy, 

offenders wi th hi gh rates of arrest f 1'1' the Pre peri od would serve an 

additional year. whi Ie those with low rates of arrest served one year 

less. Assuming that a~ equal number were released early as kept longer, 

the overall effect on pri son space, jai 1 time and arrests could be 

estimated. These analyses provide a rough indication of what might be 

expected from such a policy if it were excercised without regard to other 

factors, such as seriousness of crime, nature of prison behavior, and so 

on. 

Incapacitation Effects for Various Offenders 

As an aid in understanding the potential effects of incapacitating 

particular types of offenders identifiable prior to their release from 

pri son. esti mates were fi r-st made of the effects of i ncapaci tati ng all 

offenders (collective incapacitation) and of incapacitating those 
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offenders with the highest rates of arrest during the post-release period. 

Presumably, the purpose of selective incapacitation is to improve on what 

would be obtained from simply keeping all offenders in prison for an extra 

year. The estimated effects of collective incapacitation policies can 

thrarefore be considered as a kind of minimal effect against which to 

evaluate the effects of i ncapac; tat'i ng part; cular ty,pes .of offenders. 

Further, the best one could expect from such a policy would be that it 

perfectly selected those offenders with the highest rates of post-release 

", criminal behavior. The estimated incapacitation effects for these 

offenders, then, can serve as an estimate of the "upper limit" of what 

any policy might achieve with offenders of the kind in this sample. 

Table 9-1 shows the incapacitation effect estimates for all cases 

in the sample, based on increasing all sentences by one to four years. 

Also shown in this table are the estimated effects of incapacitating (for 

one additional year) those offenders with low, medium or high rates of 

Total or Violent arrests during the four-year Post period. For the 607 

cases wi th at least twelve months of follow-up after release, 1,230 

arrests were recorded dUring that twelve months (an average of 2.03 per 

offender). Since some of these offenders went to jailor back to prison 

during that first year, the sample accumulated less than one person year 

per offender. Consequently, a higher number of arrests (2.52) occurred 

for each person-year of street time accumulated during that first year 

out of prison. Thus, if all of these offenders had been released one year 

later, 2.52 arrests would have been prevented for each additional 

person-year of i ncarcerati on imposed on the sample. Of the arrests 

occuri ng duri n9 that peri od, 264 were for Vi olent offenses (.43 per 
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Table 9-1 
Incapacitation Effects of Increased CDC Terms: 

No Sel ect ion .Y.2.. Per'fect P red i ct ion 

Total Offenses Violent Offenses 

Per Per 
N of Added % No Added % No 

Cases Arrests Year Arrests Arrests Year Arrests 

Addi ti onal Years: 

One 607 1 1230 2.52 30.1%, 264 .54 72.7% 
Two 579 2083 2.51 18.7% 427 .52 59.8% 
Three 550 2755 2.50 12.5% 529 .48 52.2% 
Four 512 3158 2.39 9.2% 621 .47 46.9% 

Differences b~ 
Post Arrest Rate: 
(one added year) 

Total Offenses 
low 176 2 87 .53 69.3% 24 .15 89,8% 
Medium 215 383 2.15 19.1% 93 .52 69.1% 
High 194 695 4.94 9.8% 112 .80 66.5% 

Violent Offenses 
low 280 411 1. 75 45.0% 0 - 100.0% 
Medium 111 180 1.84 25.2% 47 .48 62.2~ 

High 194 574 3.83 14.4% 182 1.21 44.8% 

1 Only those cases with full years of follow-up were included in these 
estimates. 

2 Cases with less than 12 months of street time d.uring the four-year 
post-release period did not have arrest rates calcula~ed, and were not 
included here. 

offender, on average). -If an additional year had been added to the 

sentences of these offenders, these violent crimes would have been 

prevented at the rate of around one for every two person-years of 

additional incarceration. Finally, about 30% of these offenders would 
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have been incarcerated even though they would havecommi tted no known 

crimes during that twelve months. 

In chapter 7. aggregate arrest rates were found to remain fairly 

steady during the four years following release from prison. It comes as 

no surprise. therefore. that the estimated effects of collective 

incapacitation remained more-or-less unchanged through up to four years. 

of added prison time. If those 512 offenders who had four years of 

follow-up time had been kept in prison for four more years, about 2.4 

arrests would have been prevented for every additional person-year they 

spent incarcerated, compared to 2.5 for the first year only. Over that 

four years. 3,158 arrests would have been prevented, 621 of which would 

have been for Violent offenses. and only 9.2% of these offenders would 

have been incarcerated despite the fact they would not have been arrested 

during that period. 

The prev~ntion of over two arrests per offender through adding a year 

to their prison sentences would seem like a sizable effect. especially 

considering that th~ number of crimes would be larger than the number of 

arrests and the number of offenders released from prison every year is 

substantial. For example. if this sample of prisoners was assumed to be 

representative of all adult prisoners in California in 1984, and prisoners 

were released from their initial sentences at the rate of about 20.000 

per year,40 over 40.500 known crimes would have been prevented by 

40 This figure was provided by the California Department of Corrections 
as an estimate of the number of individuals released to parole from 
thei r sentences (rather than from a parole revocati on) dud ng the 
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retaining those prisoners an extra year. Of those 40,500 crimes, about 

one-fifth (or 8,700) would be 'for Violent offenses. Preventing this 

number of crimes would have a substantial benefit for society, especially 

for the 8,700 potential victims of Violent crimes. 

When this impact is viewed in the context of the total volume of 

cri me in Cali forn; a, however, the effect appears much more modest. 

According to the 1984 Criminal Justice Profile. prepared by the California 

Department of Justice, there were slightly over 1,500,000 arrests 

reported by po~ice departments in 1984, around 113,000 of which were for 

Violent offenses (as they are defined here). A reducti on of 40,500 in 

this number would amount to a mere 2.7Y. decrease in the number of arrests 

and, presumably, in the number of crimes as well. Decreasing the number 

of Violent cr~mes by 8,700 would reduce the total volume of Violent crime 

by only 7.7Y.. Thus, even a global policy of incapacitation aimed at adult 

pri soners would have only a small impact on the amount of crime in 

California. 

An addi ti onal mi ti gati ng factor i nvalves the cost associ ated wi th 

retaining those offenders the extra year. The average length of stay for 

the 607 offenders in the CDC sample was 34 months. During the first year 

out, each offender served, on average 1.52 months of additional prison 

time (due to revocations of parole or new offenses), so that if sentences 

were increased by one year, an addH:ional 10.48 months of prison time 

would have been served, on average, per offender. This added time would 

amount to a 31Y. increase in the prison terms of these offenders. For the 

1984-85 fiscal year. It is 75r. of the 26,000 offenders of all types 
released to parole in 1984-85. 
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607 offenders in the sample, a total of 530 additional person-years would 

have been served in prison; at $15,000 per person-year (CDC estimate), 

the cost per arrest p ... evented would have been $15.000 * 530/1230, or 

$6,463. The cost pe ... Violent ~ ... rest prevented would have been $30,114. 

Apply; ng these fi gures to the release cohort of 20,000 offenders. the 

aforementioned 2.7% decrease in a ...... ests would have occurred at a total 

cost of around 17.500 additional person-years of prison time, with a 

dollar cost of approximately $262,500,000. 41 

If all offenders in CDC institutions were like those in this sample 

and served similar amounts of time in prison (34 months on average), the 

2.7% decrease in crime would come at a cost of increasin~ the prison 

populati on by a ... ound 31%--the amount that each offender's term was 

increased. In fact, the current pri son populati on is not like those 

studied here, and the disimilarilties would decrease any expected 

collective incapacitation benefits. Recent changes in California law 

have forced the imposition of prison sentences on greater proportions of 

offenders; as a consequence, the prison population has come increasingly 

to be made up of less serious offenders with shorter prison sentences. 

The current average length of stay, fo ... example, is a ... ound 24 months, as 

compared to the 34 months se ... ved, on average, by the offenders in this 

41 These dollar figures do not take into account cost savings associated 
with decreased jail time that would have been served during the period 
of i ncapac; tati on (approximately .8 months per offende... in thi s 
sample) nor the savings associated with the offenders not serving 
those portions of later revocations or new prison commitments served 
in years beyond the first one after release. Such adjustments would 
have little impact on the overall cost ratio per arrest prevented. 
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sample (who mostly served th~lr terms in the middle to late 1970s). For 

such a population, a somewhat lower number of arrests could be expected 

for each additional person-year of incarceration. More importantly, the 

size of the prison population could be expected to increase dramatically 

as a function of the increased length of stay. The addition of 12 months 

to an average terms of 24 months would amount to a 50% increase in time 

served for each offender and a 50% increase in the prison population. 

Returning to Table 9-1, the estimated incapacitation effects for the 

offenders with the highest four-year Po~t arrest rates can be seen to be 

almost ten ti mes as hi gh as the est i mated effects for those wi th the 

lowest rates. Their incapacitation would prevent almost five arrests for 

every additional person-year of incarcerati~n imposed--nearly double the 

rate for collective incapacitation--and only 9.8% of these offenders had 

no arrests during their first twelve months on the street. Although a 

slightly smaller proportion of these high-rate offenders' arrests were 

for Violent crimes (16%. as opposed to 21% for the total sample). the 

number of Vi olent arrests per person-year of addi ti onal i ncarcerati on 

would have been half again as high as for the total sample. A similar 

increase in efficiency would be obtained by selectively incapacitating 

only those offenders wi th the hi ghest post-release rates of Vi olent 

arrests. 42 The incapacitation effect for Violent crimes would have more 

42 The intention was to divide the sample roughly into thirds, based on 
their rates of arrest, but since almost half (47.9%) had nQ Violent 
arrests during the four-year period after release from CDC~ such a 
division was not possible. It was decided, instead, to identify the 
top one-third as high-rate, leaving those with lower (but not zero) 
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than doubled over that estimated for collective incapacitation, while the 

effect for Total offenses would have been, again, around 1.5 times that 

obtained for all cases. 

As promising as these figures appear, they should again be placed 

into the larger perspective. In order to achieve a lOX reduction in 

arrests in 1984, the number of arrests would have to have decreased by 

150,000. At five arrests per person-year of additional . incarceration. 

30,000 person-years of incarceration would be required to produce that 

reduction. Since the offenders in the high-rate group served an average 

of nearly three months in prison or jail during the twelve months after 

release, an additional year of prison would produce an average of only 

.75 person-years of added incarceration per offender. At thi s rate, it 

would have taken 40,000 of these offenders, each retained in prison an 

extra year, to produce a lOY. reduction in the number of arrests in 

California in 1984. Assuming that the distribution of arrest rates in 

the 1984 release cohort was similar to that in the present sample, the 

one-third with the highest rates would comprise only about 6,700 

offenders: one-sixth the number needed to generate the 10% reduction. 

In fact. incapacitating these 6,700 high-rate offenders for another year 

would be expected to prevent approximately 695/194 = 3.58 arrests per 

offender, or around 24,000 arrests overall. That number is 1.6% of the 

total number of arrests in Cali forn; a in 1984. While crude, these 

estimates suggest that even with an incapacitation strategy perfectly 

rates in the middle group. low-rate, in the present context, then, 
means no Violent arrests. 
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targetted at the third with the highest post-release rates in 1984. less 

than a 2X reduction in overall crime would have been achieved. 

It would appear. then, that incapacitation strategies (whether 

collective or selective) aimed at offenders sentenced to adult prison 

could not be expected to substantially reduce crime in California. A more 

modest goal, then, might be simply to increase the efficiency of whatever 

incapacitative effect is associated with prison use. As shown above, a 

perfect prediction device could identify a "high-rate" group of offenders 

for which incapacitation effects would have been ten times as high as for 

the low-rate group. Sentenci ng based on such di scrimi nati ens could 

gr'eatly 'improve the overall crime-reduction payoff per person-year of 

PJr'ison time. Unfortunately, behavi oral i nstabil i ty and the limits of 

predictability for these offenders suggest that such a perfect predictiQn 

device is not likely to appear in the near future. However, the potential 

payoffs of such strategies can be explored. 

Shown in Table 9-2 are the estimated incapacitative effects 

associ ated I-.li th offenders lJl th vari ous characteri sti cs: pri or arrest 

rate, commitment offense, and prediction score (from Chapter 8). These 

estima'~ed effects can be compared to the "low" estimate, based on 

collectiv~ incapacitation. of 2.52 arrests per additional person-year of 

incarceration and the "high" estimate, based on perfect prediction, of 

4.94 arrests per person-year. For all of the CDC cases together, none 

of the estimated incapacitative effects is above the 3.73 midpoint between 

these two est i mates, although some discrimination is indicated, 

particularly for prior arrest rate (Total offenses), This variable served 

as a better di scrimi nator than di d the simple scale focusi ng on "Pre" 
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factors that was der~ved from regression results. 43 For those offenders 

with the highest rates of arrest prior to entering prison, 3.26 arrests 

per person-year of additional incarceration would have been prevented by 

increasing their terms by one year, as compared to 2.03 for the 

low-prior-rate offenders. A similar increase in efficiency would be 

obtained with this strategy with respect to preventing Violent crimes as 

well. Distinctions based on the rate of prior Violent arrests showed only 

a slight increase in potential efficiency with respect to Violent offenses 

" over that provided by Total prior arrest rates, and showed no potential 

benefit with respect to Total arrests. 

Estimated incapacitative effects for Total arrests showed an inverse 

relationship to seriousness of commitment offense. Those committed for 

homicide were arrested, on average, 1.65 times for every year of street 

time they accumulated, whi Ie "other property" offenders (grand theft, 

forgery, receiving stolen property, etc.) were arrested at nearly twice 

that rate (3.26 arrests per person-year). Such a relet i onshi p poses 

certain problems for inclusive selective incapacitation policies, since 

it implies that in order to maximize the crime-reduction benefPcs of 

prison, less serious property offender:, should remain in prison longer 

than murderers, rapists and robbers. At the least, it would suggest that 

selective sentencing policies based on risk may have tc exclude these more 

serious cases from consideration; for example, a policy might be designed 

43 Evidently, whatever power that was gained by including information 
on prior drug use was lost by reducing the distinctions based on prior 
arrest rate simply to "high-rate" vs. "others." 
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Table 9-2 
Incapacitation Effects by Various Selection Factors 

(Term Increased by One Year) 

Total Offenses Violent Offenses 

Per 
H of Added % No 

Selection Factor Cases Arrests Year Arrests Arrests 

Prior Offense Rate 1 : 

Total Offenses 
Low 182 306 2.03 37.9% 60 
Medium 197 387 2.37 29.4% 83 
High 192 473 3.26 22.9% 106 

Violent Offenses 
low 181 403 2.82 27.1% 46 
Medium 206 393 2.33 30.6% 91 
High 184 370 2.50 32.1% 112 

Risk Score (Pre):!: 

low 184 314 2.05 37.0% 76 
Medium 178 364 2:.46 29.2r. 88 
High 207 484 3.08 24.2% 85 

Commitment Offense: 

Homicide 31 44 1.65 51.6 12 
Rape 20 30 1. 76 30.0 12 
Robbery 1.75 284 1.89 36.0 97 
Assault, other 64 141 2.62 25.0 35 
Burglary 161 336 2.81 28.0 53 
Other property 54 140 3.26 16.7 23 
Other 102 255 3.16 27.5 32 

Pro~ert~ 
Commitments Only: 

Pri or Rate CTotal> 
Low 81 144 2.17 34.6% 26 
Medium 115 254 2.82 24.3% 38 
High 108 306 4.01 21. 3r. 42 

1 Only those cases with valid Prior-rate levels were included. 
Z Cases missing any of the predictor variables were excluded. 
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Per 
Added % No 
Year Arr'ests 

.40 75.8% 
,51 74.1% 
.73 67.7% 

.32 81.8% 

.54 73.3% 

.76 62.5% 

.50 73.9% 

.59 68.5% 

.54 74.4% 

.45 74.2% 

.71 60.0% 

.64 65.7% 

.65 71.9% 

.44 77 .6% 

.53 75.9r. 

.40 77 .5% 

.39 77 .8% 

.42 78.3% 

.55 74.1% 



to set di fferent; al sentences for property offenders only. 

smaller amount of total cri me could be reduced by such a restri c'l:ed 

policy, it would be easier to implement, since it would not conflict so 

clearly with ordinary notions of "just deserts." 

Also included in Table 9-2, for purposes of discussion, are the 

estimated incapacitative effects ·for those not committed for a Violent 

offense (shown on the table as "Property Commi tments Only"). These 

offenders were grouped according to their Prior arrest rates. using the 

same cut-off points as for the entire sample. Notice first that there 

were relatively fewer low-rate arrestees in this subsample than in the 

larger sample; prior record was apparently more important for determining 

pr-i son sentences for property offenders than for Vi alent offenders. 

Second, the estimated incapacitative effects were higher for each 

pri or-rate level than for the larger sample, i ndi cati ng that Vi olent 

offenders at all levels of prior arrest rate were somewhat better risks 

during the first year after release. The estimated number of crim~s that 

would have been prevented per person-year of additional incarceration for 

the high-rate offenders was 4.06, compared to 3.26 for the whole sample. 

The av'erage number of arrests per offender duri ng that peri od was somewhat 

lower: 2.83. as compared to 2.46 for the larger sample. Third, the 

differ~nc. between the estimated effects CTotal offenses) for high-rate 

and low-rate offenders is greater than for total sample: 1.84 arrests 

per person-year difference versus 1.22 arrests. Fi nally, whi Ie 

differences were greater for Total arrests, differences between high-rate 

and low-rate offenders in terms of est i mated i ncapaci tat i ve effects 

relative to Violent arrests was considerably smaller. Thus, by excluding 
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offenders committed for Violent offenses, greater incapacitative effect 

estimates were found for Total Offenses, but smaller effects were 

estimated for subsequent Violent Offenses. 

Offenders committed for non-Violent offenses comprised a little over 

hal f (52%) of thi s sample of adult pri soners. The top third of thes~ 

cases, then, would constitute about one-sixth of the sample. If the 

offenders paroled from CDC in 1984 had been similar to the present sample 

of CDC cases and had been ; ncapacl tated based on the; r prj or records, 

approximately 3,300 non-Violent, hi gh-rate offenders- would have been 

involved. At the rate of 2.83 offenses per offender, such a policy would 

have prevented only about 9,350 Total arrests--D.6% of all arrests in 

California during that year. Even though the incapacitative payoff per 

offender appears fairly high for these cases. there simplywDuld not be 

enough of them released from pri son to make a bi g di fference in the 

overall amount of crime in California. 

Effects of Incapacitation on Crime and Incarceration 

One way to evaluate i ncapac i tat ion strategi es is to assess thei r 

probable effects on the amount of crime and incarceration time associated 

with all CDC offenders in the sample over the length of the follow-up 

period. During that period, the 607 offenders in this sample who served 

adult prison terms (and who had at least twelve months of follow-up after 

release from prison) accumulate~: 

- 14,063 Total arrests 
2,628 Violent arrests 

545.2 Person-years of jail time 
1,759.3 Person-years of prison time 
2,304.6 Person-years of incarceration time. 
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The estimated number of crimes and of person-years of jail, prison, and 

incarceration time associated with incapacitating various subgroups were 

divided by these figures, to get an estimate of the percentage of change 

associ ated wi th an i ncapac; tat i ve strategy that was focused on those 

offenders. These percentages, of course, would refer to the effect of 

applying the strategy only once for each offender--at the time of the 

fi rst pri son term--and must be consi dered only rough est i mates of the net 

effects of applying such a strategy to all prison terms. 44 For example, 

if the entire sample had been left in prison one more year, 1,230 Total 

and 264 Violent arrests would have been prevented (from Table 9-1); these 

numbers constitute 8.7X of all crimes and 10.0~ of all Violent crimes, 

respectively. Whi Ie thi s sample would have spent an addi ti onal 607 

person-years in prison, they would not have spent some 40.8 person-years 

of jail time and 77.2 person-years of prison time (time that was served 

by these cases during that twelve-month period). Thus, there would have 

been a net ddcrease of 40.8 person-years (or 7.5~) in the amount of jail 

time spent by these offenders, and a net increase of 607 - 77.2 = 529.8 

person-years of prison time (an increase of 30.1~) and ~ net increase in 

overall incarceration time of 607 - 118.0 = 489 person-years (21.2~). 

These percentages, along with percentages for various subgroups, are 

shown in Table 9-3. All of the figures assume a twelve-month increase 

44 Applying the one-year increase to each term would tend to increase 
each of the percentages. However ~ due to the decrease in rates of 
arrest by age, a smaller incapacitative effect for later prison terms 
would be expected. Thus, the i nclusi on of later terms would be 
expected to result in smaller increases in the percentage of crimes 
prevented than in the amount of extra incarceration time. 
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Table 9-3 
Effects of Increased Prison Terms on Crimes and Incarceration: 

Various Selection Factors 

Reduct; ons Increases 

N of Total Violent Jail Prison Incarc. 
Cases Arrests Arrests Ti'me Time Time 

All Prison Cases 1 607 8.8% 10.0% 7.5% 30.1% 21.2% 

Post-rate level 

Total Offenses 2 

low 176 .6% .9% .6% 9.5% 7.1% 
Medium 215 2.7% 3.5% 2.3~ 10.8% 7.7% 
High J.94 4.9y' 4.3y' 3. 3'~ 9.0Y. 6.1Y. 

Violent Offenses 2 

low 280 2.9% - 2.1% 14.0% 10.2% 
Medium 111 1. 3Y. 1.8% 1.3% 6.0% 4.3Y. 
High 194 4.1Y. 6.9y' 2.8% 9.4% 6.5% 

Pre-rate level 
(Total Offenses): 

All cases3 

low 182 2.2Y. 2.3% 1.8Y. 9.1% 6.6% 
Medium 197 2.8y' 3.2% 2.1Y. 9.9y' 7.1Y. 
High 192 3.4Y. 4.0% 3.2Y. 9.2% 6.3% 

Property Comm. Only3 
low 81 1. 0% 1. OY. .9% 4.0% 2.9% 
Medium 115 1.8Y. 1.4% 1.4% 5.5% 3.9% 
High 108 2.2% 6.6% 2.1% 5.0Y. 3.3% 

1 Only those cases with full years of follow-up were included in these 
-estimates. 

2 Cases with less than 12 months of street time during the four-year 
post-release period did not have arrest rates calculated, and were 
not included here. 

3 Cases with less than 12 months of street time during the four-year 
pre-prison pariod did not have arrest rates calculated, and were 
not included here. 
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in prison terms and no other effects of the added prison time. Note that 

they are not weighted for sample size. so that differences among groups 

reflect. to some extent. differences in the size of the subgroup; for 

example. the "Medi um" group for Post-peri od arrest rate for Vi f:.>lent 

offenses was only about 40X as large as the "Low" group, so that even 

though the i ncapaci tat i on effect per person-year is greater for these 

cases, a smaller percentage of crimes would be prevented by the; r 

incapacitation. These percentages, then. merely provide a rough basis 

.. of comparison across subgroups. their usefulness being primarily in 

understanding the trade-offs for each separate subgroup. However. since 

the three high-arrest-rate groups have about the same number of cases. 

some comparisons can be made among them. 

Among the groups identified on the basis of their post-period rates 

of arrest for all offenses. retaining the 194 high-rate offenders in 

prison an extra year, would have reduced the number of arrests for the 

entire CDC sample by almost 5%, while the amount of time spent in prison 

by thi s sample would have increased by 9%. Taking into account the 

savings in jail time, the increase in overall incarceration time for these 

offenders would have been about 6%. Since selective incapacitation would 

optimally target these high-rate offenders, these figures represent the 

maximum benefit that could have been obtained with this sample. In 

contrast. the incapacitation of the slightly larger number of medium-ratp

offenders would have decreased Total arrests by only 2.7% while increasing 

prison time by almost 11%. 

Incapaci tati ng an equal si zed group of the hi ghest-rate Vi olent 

offenders would have had a considerably greater impact on Violent arrests 
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for this sample (6.9% reduction, as opposed to 4.3% for the high-rate 

Total group). A slightly smaller benefit would have been obtained for 

these offenders relative to Total arrests. Since the high-rate Violent 

Offenders spent a ~;omewhat smaller porti on of thei r fi rst year after 

release back in jailor prison, a slightly larger net increase in prison 

and incarceration time would hal,'e re~ml.ted from keeping them in pri~on 

the extra year. 

Judged against these figures for the Post period, high-rate groups, 

the percentages associated with the Pre period, high-rate group do not 

appear so different. The percentage reduct ions in ja i 1 time and the 

percentage increase in pri son and total i ncarcerati on time were very 

similar for low-, medium-, and high-rate groups. Reading down the columns 

for the Pre-rate level groups, it is apparent that a greater trade-off, 

in terms of potential crime reduction for the same increase in prison use. 

could be realized simply by sentencing based on prior rates of behavior. 

Note, moreover, that although the actual estimated reductions are small. 

the estimated reduction in Violent crimes for the Pre high-rate group is 

remarkably close to that for the Post hi gh-rate group. For Total 

offenses, the reduction for the high pre-rate group is only a 70% as high 

as for the Post high-rate group. 

As would be expected, the figures for those committed for non-Violent 

offenses (roughly half the sample) showed a slight increase in efficiency 

for reduclng overall levels of arrest for this sample and slightly lower 

efficiency relative to Violent offenses. By so restricting the eligible 

sample, however, only 2.2% of all arrests for the sample would have been 

prevented by incapacitating the highest-rate offender5. 
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These fi ndi ngs suggests that an i ncapaci tat; ve strategy aimed at 

increasing the lengths of stay of offenders already sentenced to prison 

is not likely to have a major effect on overall le"els of crime in 

society. While some increase in efficiency can be obtained by identifying 

certain kinds of offenders for increased sentences, no group is large 

enough to account for much of the total crime. Perhaps a better way to 

evaluate i ncapacitati on strategi es is simply in terms of thei r abi 11 ty 

to maximize the efficiency of prison use. Differences in the 

cri mes-per-added-year bear on thi s 'i ssue. Of more direct relevance. 

however, would be estimates of the trade-offs that might be associated 

wi th strategi es that increase sentences for some offenders and reduce them 

for others, with the overall aim of increasing public protection without 

increasing prison populations. 

As mentioned earlier, data on crimes and incarceration occurring 

during the first twelve months after release might be used as a rough 

estimate not only of possible incapacitation effects, but also of what 

might be the result of releasing particular offenders one year earlier. 

In other words, if the 182 offenders with low rates of arrest during the 

the prior period were released twelve months early. an estimated 

additional 306 arrests (from Table 9-2) would occur. If. at the same 

time, the high-rate offenders were retained a year longer, an estimated 

473 arrests would have been prevented, for a net reduction of 167 arrests. 

Since some were released and others retained, only a sllght effect of 

prison populations would be expected. 

An even clearer picture of the potential trade-offs would be obtained 

if these figures are standardized, so that they reflected the estimated 
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Table 9-4 

Net Effects of Increasing Terms for High-Rate Offenders 
and Decreasing Terms for low Rate Offenders 

(Sentence changed by ~2 months) 

Total Violent Jail Pri son Years 
Arrests Arrests Years Used (+) or Saved (-) 

All Commitments 

1000 in each groue 
low-rate +1681 +330 +53.3 +117.0 - 1000 = -883.0 
High-rate -2463 -552 -90.1 -153.6 + 1000 = +846.4 

Net change - 782 -222 -36.8 -36.6 

Stead~t-state level 
low-rate (n=958) +1610 +316 +51.1 +112.1 - 958 = -845.9 
High-rate (n=lOOO) -2463 -552 -90.1 -153.6 + 1000 = +846.4 

Net change -853 -236 -39.0 +0.5 

Proeert!t! 
Commitments Onl!t! 

1000 in each groue 
low-rate +1778 +321 +58.6 +123.5 - 1000 = -876.5 
High-rate -2833 -389 -105.6 -188.9 + 1000 = +811.1 

Ne'c change -1055 -68 -47.0 -65.4 

S'read!t!-state level 
low-rate (n=925) +1644 +297 +54.2 +114.2 - 925 :: -810.8 
High-rate (n-1000) -2833 -389 -105.6 -188.9 + 1000 = HU1.1 

Net change -1189 -92 -51.4 +0.3 

number of crimes and person-years of incarceration added or prevented per 

1,000 offenders. This kind of analysis was performed for two hypothetical 

sentencing strategies: one based on releasi ng 1,000 offenders twelve 

months early and retaining 1,000 offenders twelve months longer, and one 
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based on maintaining prison populations as close to present levels as 

possible. The results are shown in Table 9-4. In both cases, offenders 

with low rates of arrest in the prior period were released twelve months 

early, whi Ie hi gh-r'ate offenders were reta; ned an addi ti onal twelve 

months. In one case, all offenders were considered eligible; the other 

was restr; cted to offenders sentenced for non-\1i olent crimes. It was 

assumed that those released early would commit crimes and ~pend time in 

jailor prison as they actually did during their first twelve months out 

0+ prison (adding those crimes and incarcerations to their totals). It 

was also assumed that incapacitating the other offenders would reduce the 

total volume of crime and incarceration time by the amounts actually 

accumUlated during the first year after their release. Standardization 

simply involved dividing 1,000 by the number of cases in each group and 

using the result as a multiplier for the other figures. For ~xample. 

there were 182 cases wi th low rates of pri or arrests. and they were 

arrested 306 times during the one-year period following release. If 1.000 

of that kind of case had been released. they would have been arrested an 

estimated 1.000/182 * 306 = 1.681 times. Similar calculations were used 

to estimate the number of Violent arrests and person-years of jail time 

(each of which would be increased by letting some offenders out early and 

decreased by holding other offenders longer). The calculation of prison 

time involved. first. estimating the amount of time each group would have 

spent back in prison (as above), and then subtracting that amount from 

the number of offenders involved (since each would contribute one 

person-year of additional. or "saved." prison time). Using the earlier 

example, the 182 low-rate offenders accumulated 21.3 years of prison time 
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their first year out; based on a sample of 1,000, that number would have 

been 117.0 person-years. By releasing these cases early, 1,000 

person-years would have been saved, but since they could be expected to 

serve some 117 person-years even though released early, the net savings 

would be 1,000 - 117 = 883 person-years., On ,the other 51 de, those 

high-rate offenders retained longer would have used 1,000 additional 

person-years of prison, but would not have served 153.7 person-years, for 

a net increase of 846.3 person-years of prison. 

Using these estimates, the net effect of letting 1,000 low-rate cases 

out early and retaining 1.000 high-rate cases longer were calculated; for 

all cases, an estimated 782 fewer arrests would have occurred (222 Violent 

arrests), 36.8 fewer person-years of jail time would have been served. 

and 36.8 fewer person-years of prison time would have been served. 

Simi lar estimates for property offenders only showed that consi derably 

more Total arrests, but fewer Violent arrests, would have been prevented. 

In addition, a greater net savings in prison use would have been realized. 

The "steady-state" calculations simply involved determining a 

multiplier that wouid produce an overall prison savings estimate that was 

similar to the prison use estimate found for the 1.000 high-rate offenders 

in each analysis. Simple algebraic calculations identified the proper 

number of "releasees" for all cases to be 958, and for property offenders 

only, 925. Thus, if 958 low-rate cases were released early for evel"Y 

1,000 high-rate offenders retained, estimated prison use and savings 

would nearly cancel out. Since fewer cases were released. the total net 

reduction in crimes and jail-time would have been higher: such a 

sentenc1 ng strategy could have prevented around 850 arrests and 39 
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person-years of jail time for every 1,000 high-rate cases incapacitated, 

with no increase in prison use. 

The number of arrests prevented by such a strategy would still be 

miniscule. of course, as a fraction of all arrests in California; even 

if 10,000 offenders per year were incapacitated under such a policy, less 

than 9,000 arrests would be prevented (0.6X of the arrests in California 

duri ng 1984), Neverthel ess, a reduct ion in the number of cd mes at 

minimal cost to society may be considered worthwhile simply on the basis 

of the greater efficiency in the use of scarce prison resources. 

In summary, these findings suggest that while incapacitative effects 

differ for various kinds of offenders, little in the way of real impact 

~ 

on overall levels of crime could be achieved through incapacitation alone. 

Even collective incapacitation Cholding every offender for an additional 

year) would not have produced a 3% reduction in California arrests. 

Beari ng in mi nd the rather tenuous assumpt ions upon whi ch even these 

simple estimates were based (no replacement and no groups continuing to 

commit crimes in the absence of particular members), they are more likely 

to be overestimates of incapacitative effects than underestimates. 

Considering, in addition. that current prison populations are probably 

made up of less ser10us offenders than those included in these analyses, 

the hopes of significantly reducing crime through incapacitation, whether 

collective or selective. would appear remote. Clearly, however, the data 

support the notion (under the very stringent assumption that no one else 

would have committed these crimes) that some increase in efficiency might 

possibly be obtained by enhancing or reducing sentences based on prior 

rate of arrest Cor cony; cti ons or some other predi cti ve devi ce). For 
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offenders like those in this sample. over two arrests could possibly have 

been prevented for every additional person-year of incarceration. 

Whether other offenders would be arrested in their places is uncertain. 

Incapaci tati on is not the only effect that pri son may have on 

offenders. of course. and these analyses di d not di rectly address any 

other possible effects. However. one major reason that incapacitation 

effects were not very high for these offenders is that arrest rates were 

relatively low during the period following the prison term. as noted in 

Chapter 7. Incarceration seemed to have a "suppressant effect" on the 

cri mi nal behav i or of these offenders. perhaps through deterrence or 

rehabilitation. reducing the potential incapacitative effects. Whether, 

and how much, any changes in th~ length of prison terms might alter this 

suppressant effect is not known. 

- 223 -



-.. 

~~~--~~----------------------------,--------

Chapter 10 

Summary and Discussion 

This study was undertaken to assess the reasonableness of certain 

major assumptions underlying the concept of selective incapacitation and 

recent research on that topic. particularly the research that relies oh 

statistical models of crime and the criminal justice system. The main 

assumption. in this regard, was that criminal careers are characterized 

by a reasonably constant rate of criminal behavior. 45 High-volume 

offenders. who are the primary targets of hypothetical selective 

sentenci ng pol i ci eSt are assumed to contri bute thei r di sproporti onate 

share of crimes by maintaining a relatively high rate of criminal activity 

throughout their active adult criminal careers. Other offenders. in the 

meantime. plod along at lower. but constant. rates of criminal behavior 

throughout their careers. as well. This primary assumption has several 

important corollaries: that offense rates do not decline with age; that 

interventions. such as probation. prison. or any form of treatment. will 

not affect offense rates appreciably; and that these rates will not change 

as a result of other offenders be; ng treated in orle way or another by the 

criminal justice system. Under these assumptions. selective 

45 This study could not address the more critical assumption that the 
crimes that would have been committed by incarcerated offenders would 
not simply be committed by others in~tead • 
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incapacitation appears not only to have potential for reducing c~ime. but 

appears to be the only way of coping with the crime problem. 

Coi nci dentally, this same assumption, with its corollaries, 

underlies the use of statistical models of the crime/response process. 

Under this assumption, offense rates can be expected to remain constant 

regardless of how one ti nkers wi th the crimi nal just; c:e system, and 

incapacitation effects can be estimated as a direct function of the amount 

of time offenders (wi th vari ous rates) rema in behi nd bars. Whi Ie few 

criminologists take these assumptions, as such, too seriously, some do 

take these models seriously, estimating (or re-estimating) incapacitation 

effects based on selective sentencing policies (Greenwood. 1982; Cohen 

1983. 1986; Visher. 1986). In so doing, they implicitly accept the 

assumptions of the method, for without these assumptions. the estimates 

derived from the models have little meaning. If offense rates change, 

incapacitation effects would depend on the factors associated with that 

change (such as the age of the offender). If these rates are si mply 

unstable, or related to a large number of factors, the effects of 

lengthening terms for particular offenders would be impossible to 

estimate with enough precision to make the models very useful. 

How, if offense rates are stable for individual offenders. offense 

rates would not be expected to vary by age for offenders who were active 

in crime. Nor would it be expected that rates would di ffer by race, 

although the reasons are not so obvious. To assume that rates are stable 

is. in effect. to deny that social circumstances affect the level of 

criminal activity, other than to cause minor variations in an otherwise 

constant pattern of acti vi ty. Conversel y, to accept that rates of 
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criminal behavior are socially determined is to accept the likelihood that 

they would change over time (that is, be unstable). Differences by race 

would suggest either that social circumstances do have an effect on rates 

of criminal behavior or that ethnic groups differ with respect to some 

nn~tural" inclination toward committing crimes. Neither of these 

possi bi 1 i ti ~'5 is parti cularly pleasant for the proponents of selecti ve 

incapacitation or the users of models that make the same assumption of 

stability. 

In the present study, the issue of offense rate stabi 1 i ty, both 

directly and with respect to the relationship of these rates to race and 

age, was the primary focus. Data were collected for a large sample of 

serious offenders, most of whom were institutionalized as wards of the 

California Youth Authority during the 1960s. Information on 

officially-recorded crimes and any available information on background 

characteristics and on adult drug use, marital status and employment were 

coded for a 15-20 year adult period. Criminal behavior patterns were 

analyzed for the entire adult career, for the period up to the last 

recorded arrest (the "acti ve" crt mi nal per i od), for random "halves" of 

each offender'S career (odd ages and even ages), for four-year blocks of 

time, and, for most cases, for the four-year periods immediately preceding 

and following a known adult incarceration. These analyses provided a 

rather detailed picture of how the known criminal behavior of this sample 

differed among offenders and over time. In addition, the usefulness of 

avallable i nformat. on on non-crimi nal acti vi ti es for i denti fyi ng 

offenders wi ttl hi gh ra~ces of cri mi nal behavi or was assessed, and some 

direct estimates of the amount of crime that could have been prevent~d 
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by lengtheni ng the pri son sentences served by these offenders were 

derived. 

In Chapters 3 and 4. it was shown that. for thi s large sample of 

serious offenders, both the kinds of crimes for which they were arrested 

and the rate of arrest clearly differed by race and clearlY declined with 

age. These data suggest. then. that criminal behavior cannot simply be 

regarded as a manifestation of immutable individual differences, 

unaffected by social forces or situational factors. Social influences 

related to ethnicity or age appear to affect not only whether. when and 

for how long offenders engage in criminal careers. but also the 

year-to-year natul~e and i ntensi ty of those careers. Considering that 

these influences may change as circumstances change for these indi~idual 

offenders. it would be expected that offense rates would not only decline 

over time. but would also be unstable. 

Some indication of how changeable these rates were for these 

offenders was found in the analysis of individual stability (Chapter 6). 

One analysi s focused on extent to whi ch offender'S wi th hi gher rates 

maintained higher rates than other offenders. even though average rates 

were declining over time (relative stability). Another analysis focused 

on the extent to which high-rate offenders, those in the top third, 

continued to have high rates of arrest (absolute stability). In both 

analyses. arrest rates were found to show considerable instability from 

one four-year block of time to the next. Although unreli abil i ty of 

official arrest rates. as a measure of actual criminal behavior, would 

tend to make offense rates appear less stable over time than they actually 

were, the amount of observed i nstabi 1 i ty was greater than mi ght be 
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expected based simply on unreliability alone. Further, the longer these 

four-year periods were apart. the lower the stability; if measurement 

error alone were involved, the observed stability may have been low. but 

would not have decreased as the time between the two measurement periods 

increased. 

Patterns over time showed that few offenders maintained a consistent 

pattern of being in the lowest, middle or highest third of the sample in 

terms of thei r rates of arrest over fOUr-year peri ods. 

stability in this regard was found for having a high rate. 

The least 

While most 

of the sample had at least one four-year period in which their rates of 

arrest were among the highest third, only a minority of these (28~ over 

three periods and 12~ over four periods) were in the highest third over 

most of these periods. These findings suggest that to the extent that 

this kind of instability is generalizable to other offenders, models that 

assume rates to be stable will overestimate the amount of crime that could 

be prevented by locking up individuals who, at particular times, were 

identified as high-rate offenders. 

Further evidence of instability and its implications for selective 

sentenci ng pol i ci es came from the analysi 5 of arrest rates before and 

after a sentence to probation or prison (Chapter 7). Consi stent wi th 

earlier findings concerning total careers, differences in the rates of 

Violent arrests were found among ethnic groups both before and after 

incarceration (if any), and arrest rates were found to generally decline 

with age. These trends once again point to social influences, and suggest 

that even for these most serious members of the sample, individual rates 

of criminal behavior depended on the offender's circumstances. 
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In addition, two important patterns were found. On the one hand. 

rates of arrest showed a clear increase during the four years immediately 

prior to incarceration, suggesting that these offenders were incarcerated 

and/or sentenced to probation typically after a relatively short-term 

acceleration in criminal behavior (including crimes serious enough to 

warrant such sanctions). This uncharacteristic increase in criminal 

activity strongly suggests the importance of short-term situational 

influences in determining rates of criminal behavior. It also suggests 

that this pre-incarceration period would be most inappropriate for 

establishing typical levels or distributions of offense rates. 

On the other hand, arrest rates observed for the years followi ng 

release from incarceration showed them to be generally lower than would 

be expected simply because these offenders got older. Duri ng the fi rst 

year out, rates for former prison inmates were lower than at any ~oint 

during the four years prior to prison; rates for those sentenced to jail 

or probati on also showed a decl i ne, although not as marked. In both 

cases, the rates continued to decline during the four years after release. 

The course these careers would have taken in the absence of these official 

responses cannot be determined, but it is possible that the incarceration 

prevented a conti nued accelerati on in behavi or, especially for those 

sentenced to prison. if so. the crime-reduction benefits of existing 

incarceration policies may not be fully understood or appreciated. In 

addition, the fact that these offenders displayed lowered activity levels 

followi ng release from jai 1 or pri son suggests that extendi ng prj son 

sentences would have less of an effect on crime than might be expected 

from estimates of criminal activity based on pre-incarceration arrests. 
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As one might expect from these trends, the correspondence of rate 

levels (correlations of rates or agreement on trichotomized rate levels> 

from pre-incarceration to post-incarceration was very low: lower than for 

adjacent four-year blocks of time and much lower than would be expected 

based on unreliability alone. Correlations and simple tabulations showed 

that differences among offenders during the pre-incarceration period were 

not very indicative of what those differences were during the 

post-incarceration period. For example. of those offenders who had the 

highest rates of arrest prior to prison, only 40Y. were among the highest 

thi rd after release, as compared to almost 30Y. of those who were not 

high-rate prior to prison. Thus, the official data on criminal behavior 

would have been the least useful in identifying future high-rate offenders 

in this sample precisely at that point when these data would most likely 

have been used. 

In general. instability and the measurement problems associated with 

using official data greatly reduce the ability to identify which offenders 

would have had the highest offense rates during any particular period. 

Predictions based on a wider' variety of pedictive factors. mareover, 

appeared to offer little hope for improving on this situation. since 

official data on criminality were all that was available for producing 

the prediction equations. Predi cti ons useful for sentenci ng deci S1 ons 

must be made from information available from official sources. At the 

present time, it would appear that th~se data are simply not good enough 

to permit adequate prediction accuracy. 

Predictions based on split-half measures (Chapter 5), wherein the 

underlying criminal career was divided into two random "samples" of the 
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offender's yearly arrests. should have been very good: limited only by 

the effects of measurement error and random fluctuati ons in cri mi nal 

behavior. Instead. arrest rates in each half of the career accounted for 

only about one-half the vari ance in arrest rates for the other half; 

adding other predictors to the equation increased the explained variation 

only a few percent. Even if criminal behavior was stable. then. random 

"nol se" caused by measurement error alone would be enough to make the 

identification of high-rate offenders problematic. 

When instability was added in. accurate prediction of arrest rates 

became difficult. indeed. using these data: predictions of criminal 

behavior durinp the period after release from prison was low. While many 

interesting bivariate (two-variable) relationships were found. 

predictions of post-release arrest rates accounted for only 16-18~ of the 

variance in these rates for all cases together. and around 10~ of the 

variance for those cases with adult prison terms. On cross-validation. 

the prediction accuracy dropped even further. Part of this inability to 

predict was. again. due to the unreliability of arrest rates, but 

regardless of the reason. thi slow predi ctabi Ii ty precluded accurate 

identification of post-release, high-rate offenders in this sample. 

Finally, the study addressed the iSSUE of whether selective 

incapacitation has the potential of reducing crime or serving as the basis 

of greater effi ci ency in the use of scarce pri son resources. Using 

information on the amount of time each offender spent in custody during 

the twelve-month peri od after release from p"; son and the number of 

arrests occurring during that period. estimates were made of the potential 

effects of ~ ncapac; tati ng all offenders--or offenders of parti cular 
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types--for an additional year (Chapter 9). The analysis ~howed that even 

the "best" (most efficient) policies would not have prevented a 

significant amount of crime. If all offenders were kept an additional 

year, only about a 3% reduction in crime could have been achieved. If 

the offenders with the highest post-prison rates were incapacitated (if 

prediction were perfect), the reduction in crimes would have been less 

than 2%. Other analyses suggested that selective sentencing policies 

could have provided for some reduction in arrests with no increase in 

prison populations, but the overall reduction would have been less than 

1,000 arrests for every 3,000 prisoners subjected to the policy. There 

was, then. some indication that prison space could be more efficiently 

used; a significant impact of selective incapacitation on overall levels 

of crime in society, however, appears unlikely. 

Policy Implications. 

To the extent that these findings are generalizabla to other 

offenders, they, along 'Ni th the results of those analyses focusi ng on 

potential incapacitative effects, suggest certain policy implications: 

1) Selective incapacitation policies hold only minimal potential 

for reducing levels of crime in society. Analyses focusing on 

i ncapaci tat ion efflec:ts suggested that longer sentences for 

offenders go; ng to ,pri son would have only a small impact on 

overall crime in society. Select; ve sentenci ng poli cl es may 

increase the efficiency of prison use to some extent, but would 

not produce a substantial reduction in the number o'F crimes 

committed in the wider society. 
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2) The actual incapac'itative effects of policies of selective 

sentencing will be difficult to estimate but will, in any case. 

be lower than might be expected based on the recent (pre-prison) 

criminal behavior of the "high-rate" offenders. The 

unreliability of official records. general declines with age, 

and instability in criminal behavior combine to lower the 

expected offense rates for offenders identified as "high-rate" 

on the basis of their arrest histories. These problems appear 

especially important at the time of a major conviction--the 

point at which sentencing decisions would be made. Models that 

assume offense rates to be stable would be of little help in 

estimating these effects, even if declines in these rates by 

age were incorporated into the model. 

3) Whi Ie factors related to "ri sk" of future hi gh-rate crimi nal 

behavior can be identified, the accurate identification of 

high-rate offenders using information available in official 

records does not appear possible at the present time. 

Predictive analyses are hindered by the unreliability of arrest 

rates, as measures of underlying criminal propensity, as well 

as by instability in criminal behavior. These problems are not 

so serious that they prevent the identification of factors that 

increase the probability ("risk") of engaging in crim'nal 

behavi or at hi gh rates. However, pred i ct i ve dev ices us i ng 

these factors can be expected to produce a large proportion of 

false predictions. Such devices must be employed cautiously. 
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Research Implications. 

These findings also suggest certain implications for future research 

in criminology: 

1) The period immediately prior to. or following, a major 

convi cti on may be the least useful for studyi ng patterns of 

criminal behavior. Arrest rates duri ng these peri ods were 

found to be relatively uncharacteristic of overall patterns of 

criminal behavior for these offenders. 

2) There appear to be upper limits to the prediction accuracy that 

can be obtained using official offense data. While these limits 

do not preclude the usefulness of official data for identifying 

factors that influence criminal behavior. the ability to 

account for even most of the differences in levels of criminal 

behavior among offenders using official data is probably an 

unrealistic goal. 

3) There is a need for research on the' situational and/or 

circumstantial determinants of offense rates among offenders 

and over ti me. An understandi ng of these factors could pave 

the way toward social action or interventions that could reduce 

crime through a reducing the number of "high-rate" periods for 

particular offenders or within populations of offenders. 

4) There is a need for a better understanding of the global effects 

of incarceration on criminal behavior. Needed is research on 

the patterns of activity and association prior to conviction 

and on the effect of incarceration on those patterns. If, for 

example. incarceration reduces crime through disrupting various 
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crime-supporting situational or social influences. it might be 

possible to specify an optimum length of incarceration (how 

long it takes to produce this effect and the point st which no 

additional effects could be expected). 

Implications for Understanding Criminal Careers 

So far. the present findings have been discussed primarily in terms 

of what they suggest is not true of criminal career's: that these findings 

are not consistent with a conception of th9se careers as predominantly 

stable and predictable, The criminality within this sample of serious 

offenders was found to differ by race, to decline with age, to display a 

considerable amount of instability over time, to increase sharply 

immediately before major sentences and then decrease markedly immediately 

afterwards, and to have few solid predictors or correlates that would help 

to differentiate its relative levels. These cha racter i st i cs seem to 

suggest a picture of criminal careers that is quite different from the 

rather static conception that is currently popular. In these remaining 

pages. this picture will be described and some of its implications for 

understandi ng the ki nds of careers found for these offenders wi 11 be 

discus5ed.4~ 

46 This discussion will be drawing loosely on "control theory" princi
ples (Hirschi, 1969). Although this theory is certainly not the only 
basis for understanding or explaining crime or the carear patterns 
of particular offenders, it does provide a convenient framework for 
understanding both the instability of these criminal careers and the 
importance of situational factors. As such, it can help to undarstand 
the "career" patterns of the offenders studied here. 
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Thi s concepti on starts wi th the premi se that, for the most part, 

criminal behavior patterns can be understood in the same terms that 

non-criminal patterns are understood; that is, it assumes that people who 

commit crimes are not necessarily that different from other people. For 

most crimes (excluding those based on addiction--dru9 use--or those 

springing from severe mental abnormalities) no "special motivation" is 

requi red for understandi ng why they mt ght be comm; tted; remunera-l:i on, 

thrill. revenge, exercise of power, and so on, usually serve quite 

adequately. What appears to distinguish criminals such as those in this 

sample from non-criminals is not so much the "ends" which are sought, but 

the i nclus; on of cri mi nal "means" among thei r possi ble approaches to 

attaining those ends. The viability of criminal approaches, however, does 

not imply the consistent choice of those approaches. While crime may be 

seen as the most expeditious and/or direct ~pproach in a given instance 

("to make a fast buck" expresses the common understanding of this kind 

of pragmatism, as does "to take matters into your own hands"), there is 

little about ordinary "street" criminality to recommend it as a stable 

part of a person's lifestyle. By and large, criminal behavior amounts 

to rather low-paying, high-risk and typically unpleasant behavior. From 

a perspective that sees criminality as the inclusion of criminal behavior 

as one option for attaining desired ends, and, at the same time, views 

criminal behavior as a situationally expedient but g~nerally unattractive 

option, the kinds of patterns of criminality found in the present study 

seem somewhat reasonable. 

Hirschi, in presenting his "control theory" (Hirschi, 1969), 

suggests that motivation to commit crimes may not be as important for 
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understanding or predicting crime as the lack of motivation not to commit 

crimes. This motivation to be law-abiding, further, springs from being 

imbedded in a complex network of social institutions and relationships. 

Involvement in each of these carries with it the expectation that the 

individual will generally adhere to the norms and laws of the society as 

well as to the norms and expectations associated with every other social 

institution in the network. The less deeply one is entrenched in the 

social network. the fewer the sources of expectations to conform. and the 

less one would have to lose by "cheating" at the social game--even by 

committing the unsavory, and particularly unpleasant kinds of crimes of 

primary interest to proponents of selective incapacitation. Such 

di sengagement from soc; al i nsti tuti ons and relati onshi ps was clearly 

indicated in the present sample by the overall lack of involvement (and 

stability) in family relations and employment. The reduced social ·bonds 

serve to increase the viability of criminal behavior as one of the 

individual's options by giving him .'ess reason not to take the most 

expedient and/or direct path to his desired ends in particular situatio~s. 

Because of the nature of criminal behavior, however, these reduced 

social bonds would not be expected to "ecessar; Iy lead to crime. Nor 

would one expect any resultant criminal behavior patterns to be 

particularly stable. Again. while in a particular situation, committing 

a "crime" might appear as the easiest and fastest way of attaining a given 

end, ordinary "street" crime is unlikely to be seen as a long-term 
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career-line with much potential. 47 Few can expect to get rich snatching 

purses. robbing gas stations. or burglarizing residences. The risks are 

high (jailor prison) and the working conditions are generally unsafe and 

unpleasant. There are few outlets for social recognition associated with 

mundane criminal behavior. If the career ,nclud~s Violent crimes, there 

is the likelihood that trusted friends would be scarce. In short, there 

is much about crime that would seem to make it unattractive as a way of 

life and little that would make someone strive to maintain it as a stable 

pattern of behavior. 

Once an offender is willing to commit crimes in particular 

situations. it is reasonable that the actual commission of crimes would 

depend on situational factors. such as the amount of risk involved, the 

perceived need for a quick solution to a pressing problem. the kinds of 

other options available, and so on. For these offenders. unskilled (or 

semi -sk i lIed) and lacki ng a stable work hi story, cri mi nal behavi or may 

not even be seen as much worse than the ki nds of non-cri mi nal work 

available. It is not unreasonable that an offender would drift in and 

out of property crime much like he would drift. from one type of 

low-paying, unpleasant job to another. He may work harder at committing 

crimes when he needed fast money the most (say, a developing drug habit) 

or when working conditions improved (for example, a developing 

arrangement with a trusted fence or drug supplier). As these situations 

changed. levels of criminal activity could easily go up or down 

47 Drug sales is likely to be an important exception to this simplified 
characterization. 
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substantiallY. Over time, one might expect offense rates to generally 

decl i ne, peaking now and agai n at uncharacteri sti cally hi gh le.vels but 

returning to lower levels. Eventually, criminal behavior would stop 

al together as the opportu~i ti es decrease. as less ri sky means of obtai ni ng 

goods and services are established, and as incarceration comes to be seen 

as poss; bly tak i ng an i ncreasi ngly larger bi te out of the offender's 

remaining years. 

Incarceration, which would be most likely to occur dUring one of the 

.. higher-rate periods. might be expected to have a number of effects. The 

offender would be incapacitated for some period of time. In addition, 

the incarceration might be expected to interrupt the development of 

crime-supporting situations and networks, disrupting the patterns of 

decreasing risk and increasing payoff (or need) that go with trem. The 

offender would return to the streets, Ii terally, a 11 ttle older and a 

little wiser, and a little less likely to commit crimes at the rate he 

was going before being sent to prison. He would not, however, achieve 

much in the way of increased involvement in the wider social institutions, 

so that criminal activities would likely remain a viable alternative to 

non-criminal ones. From this perspective, +.hen, lower rates of criminal 

behavi or after pri son would be expected, but complete rehabi 1 i tati on 

would still seem unlikely. 

Taking this illustrative excercise one step further, such a 

perspective would make the general lack of offense-rate predictability 

that was found for thi s sample seem more reasonable. The freer the 

individual is from the normal behavioral restrcdnts associated with 

social institutions, tt'e more likelY his behavior will be determined by 
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more immediate situational influences. In other words. reduced soci al 

controls can be expected to lead to unpredi ctabi 1 i ty. at least wi th 

respect to the ordinary predictors employed in the present study. On the 

one hand. one would not expect such situational influences as the isolated' 

involvement in marriages or employment to necessarily inhibit criminal 

behavior very much; the more pervasive is the disengagement from social 

institutions. the less that involvement in any ~ of them can be expected 

to have a profoundly socializing effect. Thus, while these offenders ~ 

a group were clearly less "bonded" to society than law-abiding citizens, 

differences among them in this regard may not mean much. More enduring 

social influences. however. such as those associated with ethnic and 

cultural differences. would be expected to affect both the nature and 

relative intensity of criminal behavior. Ethni c di fferences suggest 

di fferences not only in opportuni ti es for legi timate and i !legi timate 

enterprise. but also in ways of dealing with other people. If ethni c 

groups act di fferently in other ways, there is 11 t"tle reason to expect 

that these di fferences would di sappear in the context of commi tti n9 

crimes. 

Such a conceptualization of criminal careers is merely illustrative, 

of course. serving a~J much to describe as to account for the various 

trends observed for this sample. One may easily argue about the actual 

factors that influence the i ntensi ty of crimi nal acti vi ty and the; r 

relative importance. The main point, however, is that the criminal 

behavi or of the present sample of offenders is best understood from a 

perspectiVe that emphasizes the importance of situational factors in 

determining types and rates of criminal behavior. As discussed in the 
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introduction, a "situational" perspective on criminal behavior is 

inconsistent with current thinking about selective incapacitation. If 

criminal behavior is situationally determined, different subsamples of 

offenders would be "high-rate" at different times. Under these 

conditions, it would be difficult Cif not impossible) to identify 

"hi gh-rate offenders" for di fferenti al sentenci ng. It would also be 

difficult to take seriously models that forecast the effect of lengthening 

prison sentences for various offenders, since their behavior cannot be 

counted on to stay the same. 
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Appendix 1 
Sample Sizes in Pre/Post Aggregate Arrest-rate C~lculatic~s 

By Race and Sample 

CYA/ CYA/ Suppl/ Suppl/ Total 
Analysis Type Prob CDC Prob CDC Sample 

Pre/post rates: 

Pre-peri od 
No data (5) 
White 88 219 39 76 422 
Black 30 180 35 70 315 
Hispanic 22 82 22 28 154 
Other (2) (6 ) (2) (1) 

Total (Race anal. ) 140 481 96 174 891 

Post-period 
No data (6) (43) (1) 

White 84 206 39 76 405 
Black 28 162. 35 70 295 
Hispanic 22 75 21 28 146 
Other (2) (6 ) (2) (1) 

Total (Race anal.) 134 443 95 174 847 

Yearly rates: 

Pre-peri od 
1st year 133 485 91 174 883 
2nd year 133 464 87 168 852 
3rd year 123 408 83 148 762 
4th year- 115 342 74 114 645 

4-year rates 133 485 91 174 883 

Post-period 
1st year post 136 449 97 175 857 
2nd year post 131 431 96 175 833 
3rd year post 117 404 96 175 792 
4th year post 105 369 94 174 742 

4-year rates 136 449 97 175 857 
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Appendix 2 
Means, Standard Deviations and Number of Cases 

Included in Age Block Variables: 
All Cases with Prison or Probation Information 

Ii Mean Standard 
Deviation 

X Street··ti me 
18-21 907 63.83 26.65 
22-25 907 55.93 33.43 
26-29 856 69.31 33.47 
30-33 588 80.43 29.00 
34-37 393 85.24 31.56 

" Time: Heroin use 
18-21 835 28.51 40.97 
22-25 697 31. 75 44.10 
26-29 670 21.21 37.68 
30-33 499 7.28 22.93 
34-37 283 2.32 13.49 

" Time: Ueeers/downers use 
18-21 835 31.46 42.12 
22-25 697 26.70 41.60 
26-29 670 16.71 34.43 
30-33 499 5.59 20.41 
34-37 283 1.11 9.25 

" Time: Hallucinogens use 
18-21 ,~35 57.93 44.96 
22-25 697 53.57 46.57 
26-29 6i"0 33.74 42.61 
30-33 499 9.94 26.31 
34-37 283 2.89 15.77 

" Time: Common-law 
18-21 907 14.77 29.50 
22-25 907 17.62 31. 76 
26-29 8~3 14.19 28.54 
30-33 805 5.27 17.70 
34-37 553 .81 5.49 , . 

" Time: legall~ married 
18-21 907 14.10 28.00 
22-25 907 18.62 32.71 
26-29 893 14.27 29.19 
30-33 805 5.72 18.92 
34-37 553 .89 5.95 
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Appendix 2 (continued) 
Means, Standard Deviations and Number of Cases 

Included in Age Block Variables: 
All Cases with Prison or Probation Information 

H 

~ Time: Supporting dependents 
18-21 
22-25 
26-29 
30-33 
34-37 

907 
907 
893 
805 
553 

~ Time: Employed full-time 
18-21 835 
22-25 697 
26-29 670 
30-33 499 
34-37 283 

% Time: Unemployed 
18-21 835 
22-25 697 
26-29 670 
30-33 499 
34-37 283 

Background info: 

Criminality: 
Father 
Siblings 

Age at first: 
Arrest 
Commitment 

No. est.'apes 
Claimed school grade 
Adult prison 

907 
907 

846 
875 
762 
862 
907 
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Mean 

15.81 
21.60 
16.48 

6.30 
1.07 

12.94 
17.16 
11.68 

3.86 
.60 

74.65 
72.55 
81.46 
93.58 
99.19 

.14 

.43 

13.89 
16.01 

.77 
10.55 

.74 

standard 
Deviation 

29.68 
35.50 
31. 91 
20.41 
7.08 

23.91 
28.10 
23.75 
14.34 

4.92 

32.32 
32.81 
29.35 
18.60 
54.98 

.35 

.50 

3.63 
3.57 
1.22 
1. 74 

.44 



Appendix 3 
Means. Standard Deviations and Number of Cases 

Included in Pre/post Variables: 
All Ca~es with Prison or Probation Information 

Arrest Rate (Post): 
Total 
Violent 
Violent-economic 
Property 

A~rest Rate (Pre): 
Total 
Violent 
Violent-economic 
Property 

X Time (Pre): 

821 
821 
821 
821 

862 
862 
862 
862 

Heroin use 882 
Upper/downers use 882 
Hallucinogens use 882 
Common-law relationship 882 
legally married 882 
Employed 892 
Not incarc. (street) 886 

Yo Time (Post): 
Heroin use 870 
Upper/downers use 870 
Hallucinogens use 870 
Common-law relationship 870 
legally married 870 
Employed 708 

Background information: 
Number of siblings 852 
Known welfare recipient 907 
Intact family 907 
Any criminality (father)907 
Any criminality Cmother)907 
Any criminality (sibs) 907 
Age at first arrest 846 
Age at first commitment 875 
Number of prior escapes 762 
Number of drugs (juv.) 907 
Any juvenile drug Use 907 
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Mean 

1.02 
.31 
.17 
.36 

1.49 
.46 
.26 
.59 

27.04 
26.89 
54.58 
16.38 
18.41 
23.13 
76.00 

23.24 
19.84 
38.91 
13.70 
15.10 
24.90 

4.47 
.17 
.43 
.14 
.04 
.43 

13.89 
16.01 

.77 
1.48 

.57 

Standard 
Deviation 

.70 

.43 

.33 

.49 

.65 

.49 
,39 
.53 

41.10 
40.62 
46.15 
30.91 
33.26 
30.85 
23.93 

40.80 
38.45 
47.17 
29.97 
30.55 
29.89 

2.78 
.38 
.50 
.35 
.21 
.50 

3.63 
3.57 
1.23 
1. 74 

.50 
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Appendix 3 (continued) 
Means, Standard Deviations and Number of Cases 

Included in Pre/post Variables: 
All Cases with Prison or Probation Information 

N Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Race: (0,1) 
White 907 .47 .50 
Hispanic 907 .35 .48 
Black 907 .'17 .38 

Commitment Offense: 
Includes Robbery (0,1) 907 .29 .45 
Includes Burglary (0,1) 907 .33 .47 
Number of crimes 907 1.55 2.31 

Prior Conviction: 
For Robbery (0,1) 907 .08 .28 
For Burglary (0,1) 907 .26 .44 

Rand Score: 
Robbers 260 4.12 1.55 
Burglars 295 4.18 1. 75 

Current Term 
(CDC cases onl~ n=667): 

Age at entry 667 21.95 2.60 
Age at release 667 24.91 2.96 
length of stay (mos.) 667 35.51 27.60 
Juv. comm. (CYA) (0,1) 667 .74 .44 

No. of disciplinaries 602 6.52 9.40 
Serious disc. (0,1) 667 .24 .43 
Known enemies (0,1) 667 .11 .38 
Known gang 

affiliation (0,1) 667 .09 .29 
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