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Executive Summary 

Research concerning the prediction of future recidivism for defen­

dants arrested for street crimes is being conducted based on data con-

tained in the Prosecutor's Management Information System (PROMIS) in the 

U.S. Attorney's Office of the Superior Court in Hashington, D.C. This 

research is part of a study of /atterns of criminal and related community 

behavior that will span several years. T~e purpose of the analysis is 

to identify the defendants most likely to recidivate when they first 

enter the criminal justice system and to evaluate decisions made by the 

police, prosecutor, defense counsel and judge during the processing of 

a case, in terms of their effects on the probability, frequency, and 

seriousness of recidivism. An evaluation of correctional alternatives 

in relation to r~cidivism will also be undertaken beginning in the 

second year. For the first year's analysis of recidivism, one year of 

data was studied, consisting of all cases screened for prosecution during 

1973. The purpose of this prel"iminary analysis was to develop the meth­

odology for the longer panel analysis. Findings are only suggestive of 

what may be found when the panel is followed for s~veral years. There 

were 15,460 cases brought to the rrosecutor in 1973, involving .12,382 

defendants. 

'Several definitions of recidivism were used in the study. Both the 

frequency and the seriousness of recidivistic events w~re considered, as 

well as how far a defendant1s case moved into the criminal justice sys­

t~m before the defendant was considered a recidivist. One of the pur­

poses of using several measures was to see if results differed depending 

upon the measure used. In general, the results were similar for measures 
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of the frequency of recidivistic acts, but not for seriousness. The 

five mea~ures of recidivism within 1973 were: number of arrests in 1973, 

number of cases prosecuted in 1973, number of cases resulting in con­

viction in 1973, whether a defendant was rearrested within six months, 

and the seriousness of the defendant's second case if he was rearrested 

within six months. 

Not all of the independent variables which will eventually be in­

cluded in the recidivism analysis were available for 1973. In particu­

lar, the sentence ,imposed by the judge was unavailable, as well as any 

information concerning persons entering the correctional system. Some 

information was available on the personal characteristics of the defen­

dant, his or her criminal history,characteristics of the current case, 

and actions taken by the police, prosecutor, defense counsel and judge 

during case processing. 

The data were first subjected to simple analyses, relating one vari­

able to another without taking account of other factors. One finding 

from this preliminary analysis \vas that defenda.nts "'/ho pled to their 

first case in 1973 were more likely to be rearrested within 1973 com­

pared to defendants who had any other type of final disposition in their 

first case. Another finding was that those found not guilty by a judge 

or jury wel"'e as ~ ike ly to be rearrested as those found gui lty. I~hen 

t.he definition of recidivism was reprosecution, those found not guilty 

in their first case in 1973 were the group most likely to be reprose­

cuted within 1973. This could be because they had more opportunity to 

commit a crime and subsequently be caught, since they were not incarcer-

ated, but it raised questions about the defendants found not guilty. 

" 

-2-



The data were then subjected to a method of statistical analysis that 

considers the combined effects of many variables. Multiple regression 

analysis was used with each of the five measures of recidivism developed. 

Regression analysis allows the effect of each of the independent variables 

to be measured while controlling for other variables. 

One of the primary findings of this analysis was that personal char­

acteristic's of the defendant and characteristics of his criminal history 

were more important determinants of recidivism than actions taken by the 

criminal justice s~stem during case processing which were available for 

analysis. Personal characteristics of the defendant were important in 

determining both the frequency and seriousness of future criminal acts. 

Ract, age, sex, employment status, alcohol abuse and opiate use were all 

statistically significant in several of the analyses, although the fact 

that a defendant was male was the only personal characteristic which pre­

dicted both frequency and seriousness. Use of opiates, race and employment 

status were found to be significant in almost every analysis of the fre­

quency of recidivism. Whether personal characteristics should be used in 

predicting recidivism and later considered in policy decisions is a diffi­

cult question since the goal of evenhandedness of treatment may conflict 

in this case with the goal of reducing recidivism. 

The six item~ available on a defendant's criminal history all turned 
, 

out to be statistically significant. The number of previous arrests was 

the most consistent predictor of the frequency of recidivism, \vith an item 

on whether the defendant was arrested in the past five years and an item 

on the time since most recent arrest appearing as significant with slightly 

less consistency over the various measures. Past criminal history seems 
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to be a good predictor of future ci"iminal. activity. Further data on the 

types of previous crimes, past convictions, and periods of incarceration 

would probably increase the P~dictive power based on past criminal his­

tory. 

There were two clusters or types of crimes committed by persons who 

later recidivated within 1973--one more serious than the other. Consen­

sual sex offenders, mostly prostitutes, were likely to be rearrested, re­

prosecuted and reconvicted. The other more serious group was composed of 

persons committing property crimes. Personal robberies, residential bur­

glaries, and business larcen-ies were the types of cr'imes committed by 

persons likely to reenter the criminal justice system within a year. These 

crime categories comprised a large proportion of the cases brought against 

defendants during 1973. Out of 15,460 cases, there were 1,440 arrests 

for personal robbery, 1,174 arrests for residential burglary, and 1,059 

arrests for business larceny. Persons committing such crimes are a possi­

ble target group for application of more of the prosecutor's resources. 

As far as the effects of actions taken by the criminal justice system 

the findings of the 1973 analysis may have policy implications, if con-

fi med by future research. 

Persons whose cases are assigned to the Major Violators Unit for seri­

ous misdemeanants are more likely to recidivate. Further analysis is 

needed to find out when the recidivistic event is taking place. If it oc­

curs before the final disposition of the first case, perhaps more emphasis 

should be placed on detaining such persons. If they are rearrested after 

conviction, a look at sentencing is in order. If they are rearrested 

because they were not convicted, perhaps there is a need to improve proce­

dures in the Major Violators Unit. 
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T~{o diversion programs for first offenders, Project Crossroads and 

First Offender Ireatment~ appear to be having the effect of reducing re-

cidivism. Diversion appears to be a viable alternative for some defen­

dants. Further research can identify which persons are likely to be 

successful in the programs. 

The time between arrest and final disposition seemed to be an impor-

tant determinant of recidivism. Detention of persons most likely to re­

cidivate and an added'emphasis on speedy trial for these defendants would 

-seem appropriate. 

No actions taken during case processing appeared to affect the seri-

ousness of the recidivistic act. A personal characteristic, whether the, 

defendant was male, increased the probability that the recidivistic crime 

would be serious. The other factors found to be Significant concerned 

the previous offense. The seriousness of the previous offense, whether 

it was a felony, and whether the crime charged was a busi ness robbery, all 

ipcreased the likelihood that the subsequent crime would be more serious. 

Perhaps a two-step process for identifying recidivists, with respect to 

frequency and seriousness, would be most effective. For lesser crimes, 

actions could be taken to reduce frequency. For those defendants identi­

fied as likely to reenter the criminal justice system and commit serious 

crimes, the emphasis could be on removing their opportunity for recidivism. 

These findings are tentative since they are based on limited informa­

tion from a study of recidivism within only one year. They are suggestive, 

hO\,/ever, of what future analyses may shO\,/. In the second and third year 

of ,the study, the panel of defendants will be followed for a longer period 

and additional variables will be obtained. 

-5-
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Introduction 

PREDICTING RECIDIVISM WITH PROMIS DATA 

PRELIMINARY RESULTS FROM 

AN ANALYSIS OF DtFENDANTS IN 1973 

One method of trying to reduce the crime rate is to concentrate more 

resources on attempting,to reduce repetitions in criminal behavior. If one 

examines the cases prosecuted during 1973, one can see that first offenders 

at th~ time of their first case in 1973 accounted for less than their 

share of the cases prosecuted during the year, and that persons with pre­

vious arrests accounted for more than their share: 

All Defendants 
Arrested During 1973 

(1 2,302) 

First Offenders 
52% 

Persons With 
Ptevious Arrests 

48% 

All Cases Accepted for 
Prosecution During 1973 

(11 ,888) 

First Offenders 
47% 

~ 

Persons \~i th 
Prev'j ous Arrests 

·53% 

Figure 1. , 
Compatison of Arrests and Prosecutions, First Offenders 

Versus Persons With Prior Arrests 

An effort to identify which persons are most likely to recidivate, whether 

first offenders or persons who have already had contact with the criminal 

justice system, would allow better utilization,of resources and perhaps a 

reduction in the overall crime rate. 
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As part of the PRONIS research project using the data available from 

the U. S, Attorney"s Office of the Superior Court in the District of 

Columbia, a panel study of recidivism ~/ill be conducted. There are 

three major research questions to be addressed in the analysis: 

(1) When a defendant's case is screened for prosecution what is 

the best pl'ediction that can be made concerning the probable frequency 

and seriousness of future criminal behavior? 

(2) How do the ~ctions of the police, the prosecution, defense 

-counsel and judge during the processing of a case affect recidivism, 

controlling for the personal characteristics of the defendant and the 

defendant's criminal history? 

(3) For persons sentenced to a period of incarceration, how do 

their experiences \'Iithin the corrections system affect recidivism, 

controlling for personal characteristics, characteristics of the 

defendant's criminal history and the actions taken during the processing 
Of a case? 

Although the recidivism study \'1ill follow a panel group of defen­

dants for several years, the first tV/o questions can be addressed by 

looking at recidivism within one year. The preliminal'y findings from 

looking at persons who had more than one case jUst within 1973 will be 

reported in this paper. The findings are tentative since a year does 

not gi~e sufficient time to see whether persons will eventuall~ be re­

arrested. ?ne year was analyzed to develop the methodology to be used 

in the future and to suggest hypothesis to be tested in the longer 

panel analyses. 

To structure the analysis a model of recidivism was developed. The 
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model has as its dependent variable the probability of recidivism, Var­

ious definitions of recidivism will be disucssed in the next section. 

Seven independent factol"s ~/ere hypothesized as influencing recidivism: 

the personal characteristics of the defendant; his previous criminal 

history; actions taken by the police, prosecutor, defense counsel and 

judge during the criminal court process; and finally, the defendant's 

experience within the corrections system. A description of this model 

and the research design for the panel study can be found in the paper, 

Predicting Recidivism with PROMIS data - Research Design. Detailed 

exposition of the design will not be repeated in this paper. Instead, 

the concept and measurement of the dependent and independent variables 

for 1973 win be discussed, and then the preliminary results of the first 

year's analysis will be summarized. 

Dependent Variables - Measures of Recidivism Within 1973 

The measures of recidivism developed for the analysis of 1973 data 

were necessarily more limited than those which can be developed when more 

data is available. However, the approach for measuring recidivism was 

the same. 

There are three problems in defining the dependent variable of 

1 . what event ,'s to be cons,'dered a "fa,'lure" recidivism in this ana YS1S: 

-- a rearrest, a reprosecution1 or a reconviction; how can the serious­

ness of the recidivistic event be taken into account; and how can the 

frequency of recidivistic events be accounted for? 

1 In this paper, the term "reprosecution" refers to defendants who were 
arrested and subsequently had charges filed by the prosecutor more than 
once during 1973. 
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Defining how far a defendant must move into the criminal justice 

system before being considered a recidivist is important. If arrests are 

used, someone may be included as a recidivist who did not actually commit 

another crime, whereas if convictions are used many persons who did commit 

crimes will not be included. Since PROM IS contains data on each of three 

definitions of recidivism--rearrest, reprosecution and reconviction--all 

three were tested in the analysis for 1973. 

The second consideration of the seriousness of the recidivistic 

event was resolved by using as a dependent variable the seriousness score 

of the second case (which was considered the recidivistic event) on the 

Sellin-Wolfgang Score. 2 Only those who were rearrested in 1973 were 

included in this part of the analysis. 

The third consideration of the time between recidivistic events 

was resolved by giving each defendant a fixed period of time to be re­

arrested after the date of the screening of his first offense in 1973. 

Not all defendants had an equal opportunity due to the lack of information 

on incarceration available for 1973. 

These considerations resulted in five measures of recidivism during 

1973: 

(1) Number of cases brought by the police during 1973. 

(2) Number of cases prosecuted during 1973, given that the first 

case was prosecuted. 

2 The Sellin-Wolfgang Score was developed from asking citizens and crim­
inal justice practioners to rate various crimes and then isolating the 
elements of the offense associated with higher ratings; see Thorsten Sel­
lin and ~1arvin 110lfgang, The ~leasut~ement of Delinguency (New York: 
Wiley, 1964). _. - '-
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(3) Number of cases for which a conviction was obtained during 

1973, given that the first case resulted in conviction, 

(4) Whether the defendant was rearrested within six months. A 

defendant with a case during 1973 was given six months from the date 

his or her first case was screened for prosecution to be rearrested. If 

a person was rearrested within six months, he or she was considered a 

recidivist and was given another six months from the date of the screen­

ing of the second offense to commit another crime. Whenever a defendant 

no longer had a six-month period from the date of the screening of an 

offense to be rearrested, he or she was no longer included in the 

analysis. 

(5) Seriousness of the second case. For those defendants who were 

rearrested using the measure developed in (4) above, there was a 

separate analysis to determine the variables which best explained the 

seriousness of the second case. The dependent variable was the Sellin-

Wolfgang Score of the second case~ 

Independent Variables Available for 1973 - Hypotheses 

Not all of the independent variables which will eventually be inclu­

ded in the recidivism model were available for 1973. In particular, the 

sentence imposed by the judge \'las unavailable, as well as any information 

concerning persons entering the corrections system. Despite these gaps, 

there were some ~ariables available for each of the categories described 

in the model, except for the defendant 1s experience within the correction~ 

al system. 

Some of the hypotheses to be tested on 1973 data are based on the 

findings of earlier research and others have not previously been tested. 

-10-
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The items in the Base Expectancy Scale (which is currently internally 

computed in PROMIS as a measure of the seriousness of the defendant) were 

hypothesi zed to have the same relationship to recidivism as \</hen the score 

was oriS)inally developed from a study of parolees in Cal'ifornia. Since 

arrested persons differ from parolees, the weights of the items in the 

scale might change, even if the direction of the relationship to recid­

iVism remains the same. 

Two general hypotheses to be tested i n regal~d to the effect of any 

actions taken by the criminal justice system are: the further a person 

moves into the criminal justice system the more likely he will be to 

reentE!r again later, and inefficiency in the handling of a defendant's 

case, as measured by time delays and continuances, vlill increase the 

likelihood of recidivism. The hypothesized direction of the relation­

ship between each of the independent variables and recidivism are shown 

next to each variable below for which a relationship is hypothesized. 

1. 

Independent Variable 

Personal Characteristics of the Defendant 

Age 

Race (Black) 

Sex (Male) 

*Defendant employed at time of arrest 

*Last job held for less than six months 

*History of chronic alcohol abuse 

*Items in present Base Expectancy Scale. 
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Hypothesized 
Direction of 
Relationship 
to Recidivism 

+ 
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+ 

" 
I.: 

~, . 

*History of opiate use 

Physical disability or bad health 

II. Characteristics of the Defendants I Criminal History 

*Arrested in five years previous to current case 

*Defendant has used an alias 

*Number of previous arrests for crimes against 
persons 

*First arrest for auto theft 

Time since most recent arrest 

Characteristics of the current case 

Type of case: 
Robbel~y, burgl ary, auto theft, 
consensual sex offenses 
Homicide, assault, forcible sex offenses 

Victim~defendant relationship 

FelonY/misdemeanor 

Case seriousness (Sellin-Wolfgang Index) 

Number of codefendants 

Number of witnesses 

III. Actions Taken by the Police 

Time between the offense and arrest 

IV. Actions Taken by the Prosecutor 

Case papered 

Case specially assigned to Major Violators Unit 

Ca"Se nollied 

Successful in diversion program 

, *Items in present Base Expectancy Scale. 
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V. 

Acceptance of pl~a bargain 

Number of continuances 

Time between arrest and final disposition 

Actions Taken by Defense Counsel 

Defense counsel a Public Defender 

Number of continuances 

Time between arrest and final disposition 

VI. Actions Taken by the Judge 

Bail decision 

Dismissal of case 

Finding of guilty 

Single-variable and TI'Io-variable description of Recidivisim during 1973. 

Before conducting the analysis of recidivisim using multiple 

regression, in order to control for the effect of many variables simul­

~aneously, some simple frequency distributions were tabulated. The pur­

pose of computing these simple statistics was to unde~stand how the 

dependent variables were distributed, and how they were related to some 

of thS independent variables hypothesized to be important. In these 

tables only the relationship between two variables is examined at one 

time. First, three measures of recidivism within 1973--number of cases 

brought by the police, number of cases prosecuted, and number of cases 

in which a conviction was obtained--I'Iill be presented, followed by a 

discussion of the cross-tabulation of those variables with several other 

variables. 

-13-
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During 1973, 12,382 defendants were arrested at least once. Of 

these, 2,065-~or 16.7 percent--were arrested mcire than once, yielding a 

total of 15,460 cases brought against individuals during the year 

(Table 1). Although approximately 12 percent of all the defendants who 

\'Iere arrested in 1973 had only tVIO cases during the year, there were 5 

percent who had 3 or more cases, and 3 individuals who had 9, 10 and 11 

cases. When using frequency of arrests as the criterion for recidivism, 

a dependent variable with values ranging from 1 to 11 can be constructed. 

Since arrests are cases which have not yet been screened for pros­

ecution rearrests are not all'Jays considered an appropriate measure of 

recidivism. Another I'lay of defining recidivism is reprosecution. In 

Table 2, the frequency distribution of defendants is shown by the 

number of cas~s that were prosecuted against each defendant in 1973. 

Twenty-t\'JQ percent of the defendants arrested di d not have even one case 

prosecuted in 1973, 66 percent had.l case, and 12 percent had more than 

one case. Thus, the 1,529.defendants who had more than one prosecution 

comprised 16 percent of the defendants who had at least one case prose­

cuted during the year. The largest number of cases prosecuted for any 

one defendant during 1973 was nine. 

An even stricter definition of recidivism is reconviction. From 

Table 3, one can see that two thirds of the defendants in 1973 did not 

have even one case which resulted in conviction. Of the one-third, or 

4,017 defendants, who had one case result in a conviction, 386 or 10 

percent, had more than one case result in conviction. 

-14-
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Table 1. Percent Distrlbution of Defendants by Number 

of Cases Brought by the Police During 1973 

Number of Cases Brought 
by the p'olice During 1973 

1 Case 

2 Cases 

3 Cases 

4 Cases 

5 Cases 

6 Cases 

7 Cases 

8 Cases 

9 Cases 

10 Cases 

11 Cases 

All defendants 

-15-

Number of 
Defendants 

10,317 
...., 

1 ~454 

373 

140 

63 

19 2,065 

7 

6 

1 

1 

L 
12,382 

Percent 

83.3% 
...., 

11 .7 

3.0 

1.1 

0.5 

0.2 ). 16.7% 

0.1 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 
-' 

100.0% 

, . 
l 

" 

Table 2. Percent Distribution of Defendants by 
Number ~f Cases Prosecuted During 1973 

Number of Cases 
Prosecuted During 1973 

o Cases 
1 Case 
2 Cases 
3 Cases 
4- Cases 
5 Cases 
6 Cases 
7 CaS8S 
8 Ca',;es 
9 Cases 

All defendants 

Number of 
Defendants 

2~669 

8,184 

1 ~ 1 06 
276 

90 

45>- 1 ,529 
7 

4 

o 
1, 

12~382 

Percent 

21 .6% 

66.1 ..., 
8.9 
2.2 

. 0.7 

0.4 
>- 12.3% 

0.1 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

100.0% 

Table 3. Percent Distribution of Defendants by Number 
of Cases Resulting in Conviction During 1973 

Number of Cases Resulti ng in Number of Percent in Conviction During 1973 Defendants 

o Cases 8~365 67.6% 

1 Case 3 ~ 631 29.3 ..., ...., 

2 Cases 325 2:4 
3 Cases 51 '.-. 0.4 

4 Cases 7 386 0.1 3.1% 

5 Cases 2 0.0 

6 Cases 1 0.0 
-' -" 

All defendants 12,382 100.0% 

-16-



,: 

I 
• 

Figure 2. Percent of Defendants Recidiva-ting During 

One of the reasons for looking at each of these three di fferent Dud ng 1973, by Ar}~est Record at the Time 

measures, \'Ias to see if the persons defined as I"ecidivists by each of of the Defendant's First Case in 1973 

the three measures had different characteristics. Similar relation-

ships were found between each of the three measures of recidivism and 

prior arrest history and type of first case in 1973. 

Figure 2, which follows, shows the percent of defendants rearrested, 

reprosecuted and reconvicted in 1973, according to the arrest record of 

the defendant at the time of his first case in 1973. The percentages 

in the three different charts shOl'1n on the same page vary by the defini­

tion or measure of recidivism used, with defendants being rearrested . 

and reprosecuted at a higher rate than being reconvicted. This may be 

partially due to the restricted time period under observation (persons 

convicted in their first case in 1973 do not have time to be convicted 

a second time), and partially due to the fact that the probability of 

arrest is greater than the probability of reprosecution or reconviction. 

Nevertheless, the relationship between previous arrest history and re­

cidivism is consistent for each of the three tables: the more p~ior 

arrests a person had at the beginning of 1973, the more likely he was 

to be a recidivist during the year. Although the magnitude of the 

relationship for the three measures varied, in the multivariate analysis 

discussed in the next section, prior arrest record continued to have a 

positive effect on recidivism, even when other factors were controlled, 

for each of the three definitions. 

Another issue is whether the types of crimes committed by recidi­

vists within 1973 vary according to the definition of recidivism. 

-17-

26,1% 

(2193) 

N := 12,382 
defendants with 
at least one 
arrest in 1973 

of First Case in 1973 

13.3% 

(930 ) 

N = 9,713 
defendants with 
at least one 
prosecution 
dudng 1973 

in 1973 

N = 4,017 
defendants with 
with at least 
one conv i cti on . 
during 1973 

of First Case in 1973 

~ 5 or More Previous Arrests 

~ 1-4 .Previ ous Arrests 
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To address this question, the type of the first case in 1973 was tab­

ulated against the number of rearrests, reprosecutions, and reconvictions 

a person subsequently had in 1973. The results for each deflnition of 

recidivism were very similar, with only a few minor exceptions. The 

crimes which appeared to be associated with recidivism for all three 

definitions before controlling for other factors were: 

Personal Robbery 

Personal Larceny 

Residential Burglary 

Business Robbery 

Consensual Sex Offenses 

Bail Violations and Prison Breach 

After other factors were controlled fo~ in the multivariate analysis, each 

of these crimes, with the exception of bail violations, were important 

predictors of either the frequency or seriousness of subsequent crimes. 

One of the main objectives of the research on recidivism is to as-

certain \'vhether any actions taken by the criminal justice system have 

positive effects on defendants in terms of reducing their future recid­

ivism. The final disposition of the first case in 1973 was one of the 

important independent variables available in this analysis. Figure 3 

shows the percent of defendRnts who recidivated, defined in this instance 

as a rearrest, depending upon the final disposition of their first case 

in 1973. The table seems to support the hypothesis that the further a 

defendant moves into the criminal justice system, the mOl~e likely he or 

she will be to recidivate. The results from the multivariate analysis 

-19-

Figure 3. Percent of Defendants Rearrested in 1973 

by Disposition of Their First Case 

~--'------------------.-------------------------------------

Disposition of First 
Case in 1973 

t-------

Case No Papered a 

Grand Jury Ignoramus 

Case Nollied 

Case Dismissed for 
(-[ant of Prosecutio:1 

Defendant Found 
Not Guil ty 

Defendant Pled 

Defenda:lt FOU~ld Gui 1 ty 

-- ---
Open 

Percent of Defendants Rearrested 
After First Arrest in 1973 

5% 
l 

10% 15% 20% 
J .~-- ~--'''-'--...I.J_--==l 

V/# ~ 13.9~~ (3,0"18)b 

~ 9.r:~~ (139) 

~~ 14.2;',: (3,602) 

W~d~ 19'~~~44) 
W~ 17 .4;~ (535) 

V//d20/ ~~~};il~) 
O////,j 19.0;~(719) 
~---------

~ ~18.n; (998) 

a Case not accepted for prosecution. 

b Figures in parenthesis indicate base number of first cases having each 
type of final disposition. 

-20-
~'-



. . , 
• 

/ : 

in the next section give this table a different interpretation: the per-

sons who the crilninal justice system is more likely to prosecute and 

convict are those who are most likely to be charged with another crime. 

Only 14 percent of the persons who have their cases no papered or nollied 

are rearrested, whereas the percent rearrested is higher for defendants 

whose cases result in either a dismissal by the judge, a finding or ver­

dict of not guilty, or a plea, finding, or verdict of guilty. The group 

most likely to be rearrested ;n 1973 were those who pled guilty to the 

first case. Within the year, 22 percent of these persons had one or 

more additional arrests. One explanation might be that persons who plea 

are career criminals who want to get the criminal justice process over 

with quickly, in order to get back out on the street. Another pos­

sibility is that persons who are rearrested plea to one case as part of 

a plea bargain in the other. 

Another interesting feature of this table is that defendants who are 

f.ound guilty differ only slightly from those found not guilty, in terms 

of recidivism. It would appear the "innocence" is not measured by a per­

son being found not guilty, if one assumes that a g\'OUP of lIinnocent ll 

persons would not have a high rearrest rate. Further support is lent to 

this interpretation by the finding that the percent of persons repros-

ecuted or reconvicted shows the same pattern as rearrest data for 

persons found not guilty in their first case. Specifically, the percent 

reprosecute9 in 1973 who were found not guilty by the jury in their first 

case was higher than the percent reprosecuted after any other type of 

final disposition! Part of the explanation for this finding may be that 
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those found not gui 1 ty are "free I', and therefore have the opportuni ty to 

be rearrested, since they are not incarcerated. 

After examining the results from these and other bivariate tables, 

a multivariate analysis was conducted. 

Multivariate Analysis of Different Measures of Recidivism loJithin 1973 

The tvlO questions \'Jhich can be addressed by looking at recidivism 

just within 1973 are: 

(1) What is the best prediction which can be made at the screening 

of a case as to the frequency and seriousness of a person's future 

recidivism, based on personal characteristics of the defendant, character-

istics of the defendant's criminal history, and characteristics of his 

or her current case? 

(2) 11hat actions taken by the criminal justice system have an 

effect on the probabi1 ity of recidivism, controlling fOI~ the factors in 

(I) above? 

Since the objective in answering these questions is to obtain the 

best possible prediction using all of the available data, a multivariate 

analysis was appropriate. The first year's analysis included each of 

the five measures of recidivism within 1973 described earlier in this 

paper as dependent variables. In general, the results were similar for 

all of the measures of recidivism, except seriousn~ss. As hypothesized, 

the direction of the relationship between the independent variables and 

the different measures of recidivism were the same, although the magnitude 

of the effects varied. 
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Personal Characteristics of the Defendant and the Defendant's Criminal 

Hi story--

The first question of the be~t possible prediction of recidivism 

at the time of screening was addressed using three measures of recidivism: 

the number of cases brought by the police in 1973, with the character­

istics of the defendant at the time of the first case as the independent 

variables; whether or not the defendant recidivated within six months, 

based on his characteristics at the beginning of the six-month period; and 

the seriousness of the second case within six months for those who were 

rearrested, based on his characteristics at the beginning of the six-

month period. 

Beginning with the number of arrests in 1973 as the dependent 

vari ab 1 e, IllOSt of the persona.l characteri s ti cs of the defendant and hi s 

criminal history were found to have statistically significant, although 

small effects. Using 11 ,384 defendants, eight percent of variation in 

the number of cases in 1973 could be explained by variables available 

at the screening of the case. While this appears to be low, it should 

be remembered that an analysis of cases just within 1973 is going to 

define many persons as "nolwecidivists" who would r"eenter the ctiminal 

justice system given a longer follow-up period. Another problem is 

that the forms used in collecting data in 1973 were not always filled 

out properly. Still another, and a very significant pr~blem is that 

incarceration data are not available. Persons detained pretrial or 

incarcerated posttrial do not have the same opportunity to recidivate 

as' those not detained. Thus, it is expected that the effects of the 

independent variables are underestimated throughout this discussion. 
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All of the personal characteri sti cs of the defendant had an effect 

on the number of arrests in 1973 at the tvlO percent confidence level 

or less, except for tl'/O vatiables--vlhether the 'defendant's last job was 

held for six months and whether the defendant had a physical disability 

or bad health. 3 Younger persons, blacks, males, persons who were unem­

ployed, persons with a history of opiate use and persons with a history 

of alcohol abuse were those more likely to have a high number of arrests 

in 1973. 

Cr'imina'i history variables included in the analysis can be seen as 

basi ca lly two types--characteri sti cs of the defendant I s crimi na 1 hi story 

priot to the current case and characteristics of the current case. Of 

the six variables describing a person's criminal history, three were 

significant at the five percent level and three were not. Whether the 

defendant has used an alias, the number of previous arrests for crimes 

against persons, and whether the defendant's first arrest was for auto 

theft were not significant. Persons arrested in the past five years, 

persons with a higher number of previous arrests, and persons with a 

short period of time since the most recent arrest were more likely to 

be rearrested one or more times within 1973. 

Looking at the variables which describe the case for which a defen­

dant was arrest~d, significant relationships with recidivism were found 

3 The five percent level of confidence was arbitrarily chosen for use 
throughout this analysis. Only those relationships which were signifi­
cant at least at the five percent level are reported. This means that 
if a large nwnber of samples were drawn, and there were no relationship 
at all betl'leen the two variables, 0lJly five percent of the time the 
relationship would have a magnitude at least as large as it had in this 
sample. 
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for the type of case, its seriousness score, the number of codefendants 

and the relationship between the victim and the defendant. Whether the 

case was a felony or misdemeanor and the number of witnesses 

case did not show a significant relationship to recidivism. 

There VJere two types of crimes commi tted by defendants 

in the 

Villa were 

rearrested in 1973. One group was consensual sex offenses, primarily 

prosti tuti on. The other group viaS composed of seri ous property crimes, 

specifically personal robbery, residential bu\~glary, business and personal 

1 f d The group \,'h,'ch had the largest impact in 1 arceny, and persona rau. 'Y 

terms of explaining the variation in number of arrests within 1973 was 

prostitution. This is consistent with the finding that the seriousness 

of the.-crime had a negative effect on the probability of recidivism. 

Since sent~ncing data are not yet available, it may be that the explana­

tion behind the negative relationship for seriousness is that persons who 

comnit serious crimes are likely to be incarcerated. If this \"ere the 

case, the magnitude of the effect of the serious propert.y crimes on later 

recidivism would be underestimated. It is interesting to note that all 

.. t' f pe"ty Prostitution is a of these crimes involve the acqulsl' lon 0 pro I • 

way of making money, as is robbery, burglary and larceny. Each of these 

crimes had a lower proportion of employed defendants than the average 

for all defendants in 1973. , 

After controlling for other factors, the relationship between the 

victim and the defendant did not have the hypothesized impact on recidi­

vism. It h~d been expected that the closer the relationship between the 

victim and the defendant, the less likely a defendant would be to recidi­

vate. Looking only at the number of cases in 1973 in which there was a 
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victim, those committing crimes against friends were the least likely 

to recidivate, follov/ed by those committing crimes against a family 

member, and finally, those committing crimes against strangers. After 

controlling for other factors, stranger crimes are least likely to result 

in recidivism, followed by crimes between friends, then families. This 

may be d~e to the fact that those arrested for stranger-to-stranger 

offenses may be convicted and incarcerated after their first case. 

The re lati onshi ps bet"Jeen the variables ava i1 ab 1 e at the screeni ng 

of a case and recidivism measured as the number of arrests a defendant 

had in 1973 were similar to those found when the measure of recidivism 

within 1973 was whether a defendant recidivated within a six-month period. 

Ten percent of the var-iation in the dependent variable, ''\"hether a defen­

dant "las rearrested within six months" was accounted for by the variables 

available at papering. This proportion was higher than when the measure 

of recidivism was the number of arrests yJithin 1973. This proportion may 

be increased as a longer period than six months is available for analysis, 

and as data on sentencing and incarceration can be added to the analysis. 

The total number of six-month periods analyzed was 7,966. Persons who had 

more than one six-month period to be rearrested were counted more than 

once in the analysis. 

Personal characteristics of the defendant had the same effect on 

recidivism when measured as a rearrest within six months. The young, 

blacks, males, the unemployed and persons \'lho had used opiates were mOl~e 

likely to be rearrested in six months, holding all other factors constant. 

The only resu,1t differing from the analysis using the number of arrests 
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in 1973 as the dependent variable was that if a defendant was a chronic 

abuser of alcohol, this did not show. a significant effect on rearrest 

within six rnonths. 

The effects of the criminal history variables, including character­

i sti cs of thE' current case, changed more than the effects of the personal 

characteristics when the measure of recidivism was rearrest in six 

~ months, rather than number of arrests in 1973. Five of the six previous 

criminal history var'iables had a significant effect on rearrest I'Jithin 

six months. The item not having an effect was whether the defendant's 

first arrest was for auto theft. Whether the defendant had used an 

alias and the number of previous arrests for crimes against persons, each 

had a positive effect on rearrest within six months, although they did 

not have significant effects when the number of arrests in 1973 was the 

dependent variable. 

None of the characteristics of the current case, except for the 

type of case, had a significant effect on recidivism I'/ithin six months. 

The relationship between the victim and the defendant, the number of 

codefendants, \'Ihether the case was a felony, the seri ousness of the 

crime, the number of witnesses, and the time between the offense and 

arrest all showed no significant impact. 

The four types of crimes committed by persons who later were re­

arrested, Which were the same for both measures of recidivism, also had 

the largest effects: consensual sex offenses, personal robberies, 

r~sidential burglaries and business larcenies. Whereas personal larceny 

and fraud had significant effects on the number of cases in 1973, they 
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were not significant in predicting recidivism within six months. 

Robbery of a business, businss property destruction and personal auto 

theft had an impact on recidivism within six months, but not on the 

number of arrests in 1973. 

A separate analysis "las made to determine whether the v~l"iables 

available at screening could be used also to predict the seriousness of 

the second case, if the defendant was rearrested. Thus, one could 

develop two groups to target on: those who are likely to recidivate, and 

those I'lho are 1 i ke1y to be charged with a seri ous crime if they do 

recidivate. The number of observations was limited to the 1,529 cases 

in which a person was rearrested after six months. The proportion of 

the vari a ti on in the seri ousness score accounted for by a 11 the paperi ng 

variables was 12 percent. This was largely due to the impact of only 

three variables--sex of the defendant, \"hether the crime was a felony, 

and the seriousness score of the previous case. The conclusion is 

uncomplicated: men \'Iho commit serious felonies are likely to commit 

'another sel"ious crime if they do recidivate. 

Actions Taken During Case Processing--

The second question which can be addressed with 1973 data is: after 

controlling for these variables which are determined when a case comes 

in for screening,," "/hat effects do actions taken during the processing 

of a case have on recidivism? Five dependent variables were tested 

in examining this question for 1973: number of arrests during 1973, 

number of prosecuted cases during 1973, number of cases resulting in 

conviction during 1973, whether or not a defendant was rearrested within 
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six months, and the seriousness score of the second case if the defendant 

Vias rearrested. 
There were differing numbers of observations for th~ three analyses 

of the number of cases in 1973, based on arrests, prosecutions and 

convictions, and the two analyses of recidivism i'lithin six months. 

For ~rrests, the number of defendants was 11,384. These were all 

defendant~ who had at least one case in 1973 and whose first case Vias 

closed. The mean number of arrests in 1973 was 1.2 and the proportion 

of variation accounted for by the independent variables vias 10 percent. 

When number of cases prosecuted was used as the dependent variable, the 

observations were the 8,366 defendants whose first case was both papered 

in 1973 and closed as of 1975. In this regression, 11 percent of the 

variation was explained by all of the indeoendent variables. When 

number of convictions in 1973 wai used as the dependent variable, the 

amount of variation explained by the independent variables dropped to 

7 percent. In this case, 3,457 observations were included in the 

analysis. To be included, a defendant's first case must have resulted 

in conviction. The analysis of \,Ihether a defendant was rearrested 

within six months was based on 7,447 cases in vJhich a defendant had a 

six-month period to be rearrested and the first case was closed. The 

amount of variation explained by the independent variables was 12 percent. 

The final analysis was based on the 1,402 defendants who were rearrested 

within six months. Using the seriousness score of the second case on the 

Sellin-Wolf~ang Score as the dependent variable, the independent variables 

accounted for 14 percent of the variation. This was a larger proportion 

than for any of the other regressions. 
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The effect on recidivism of the personal characteristics of the defen­

dant and the characteristics of his criminal history remained largely 

the same after the additional var1ables describing actions taken in the 

defendant's first case in 1973 were added. Some variables, which were 

statistically significant when arrests in 1973 was used as the dependant 

variable, were not significant when papered cases in 1973 was the 

dependent variable. Finally, when number of cases resulting in conviction 

was the definition of recidivism, only seven variables were found to be 

'significant. In no case, however, did the direction of any of the 

relationships to recidivism change for any variable (excluding the 

analysis of the seriousness of the subsequent crime). 

Before discussing the actions taken during the court process which 

had some apparent impact on recidivism, it is also important to mention 

those that did not. The final disposition of the first case during lq73 

did not appear to have a significant impact on recidivism, after holding 

o~her factors constant. In the previous section discussing bivariate re­

sults, the disposition of the case did appear to have an impact on 

subsequent recidivism. From this analysis, \'/here many factors have been 

c6ntrolled, it would seem that it is not the experience that defendants 

had in pleading to a cas€! in 1973 that "caused" them to be rearrested for 

another crime, but ratherthat persons who pled are the types of 

defendants who are most likely to be recidivists. There was nb single 

type of disposition \'Ihich appeared to be important in predicting recidivism 

using any of the different measures, including seriousness. 

Two other variables which never appeared as being important were the 

time between offense and arrest and whether the defense attorney was a 

Public Defender. 
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There were four factors which did seem to have an impact on recidivism, 

except for the measure of seriousness: whether the case was asiigned to 

the Major Violators Unit for serious misdemeanants, whether the defendant 

was successful in a diversion program for first offenders, the time the 

first case was in the criminal justice system before final disposition, 

and the type of bail decision made by the judge at arraignment. 

Assignment of a case to the Major Violators Unit had a positive 

effect on recidivism for each of the four measures of the frequency of 

recidivism: rearrest, reprosecution, reconviction, and rearrest within 

six months. (About nine percent of the defendants whose first case was 

prosecuted in 1973, were assigned to the unit). There are many possible 

explanations for this finding. One is that since the Major Violators 

Unit is supposed to be targeting on persons who have committed a mis-

demeanor but have serious ~riminal histories, such persons would be a 

group likely to be recidivists. The variables included in the analysis 

on previous criminal histot'y should account for their pl~opensity to 

recidivism, based on prior criminal activity, but if these data are in­

complete, it may cause as~ignment to the Major Violators Unit to have 

some effect. A fut'ther confounding factor is that if the persons v/ho 

are specially assigned were incarcerated pretrial or after a guilty 

di spos iti on, they' VlOul d not have the opportunity to commit another crime. 

It is clear that at some point they wel~e not being detained, since they 

were rearrested. A question to be explored in further research is whether 

they committed the new crime before the final disposition of the first 

case, or after having received a sentence which did not involve incar-

ceration. 
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In Washington, D.C., some fir'st offenders committing misdemeanors 

can be assigned to a special diversionary program after arraignment. 

If the defendant successfully completes the program, the case against 

him is nollied by the prosecutor. Project Crossroads and First Offender 

Treatment are the largest of the five diversionary programs. Six and 

seven percent, respectively, of all the defendants in 1973 whose fir~t 

case was papered completed the programs successfully. Success in 

ei ther of these t\'10 programs appeared to have a negative effect on 

recidivism, for each measure of the frequency of recidivism (except for 

reconviction, which would be impossible, since the first case was nollied). 

The negative effect VJaS greater for Project Crossroads than First 

Offender Treatment, although both effects were relatively small. As with 

assignment to the Major Violator1s Unit, it may be that it is the fact 

that persons who are diverted are less likely to be recidivistic, rather 

than an effect from the program itself. 

Another variable which appeared to be an important determinant of 

recidivism was the time a case was in the system. There were two 

measures of time in system entered as independent variables: the number 

of continuances and the time between arrest and final disposition. 

Since these two measures al~e highly correlated, if one were eliminated 

the effect of the other would be greater. Both of the variables had a 

posHive effect on recidivism. This is consistent with a general hypothe­

sis of this research, stated earlier in this paper, that inefficiency as 

measured by time delays is likely to increase the likelihood of recidi-

vi Sill. 
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The bail decision made by the judge at arraignment \<las one result 

which varied depending upon the measure of recidivism. The two measures 

of recidivism to be discussed are the number of cases papered in 1973 

and whether the defendant was rearrested within six months. Using 

number of cases papered during 1973) three bail decisions had negative 

effects on reci divi sm: release on persona 1 \~ecogni zance, surety bond, 

and cash bond. The possible explanations for why these decisions might' 

deter recidivism vary. The persons released on recognizance are 

probably the "best risks" and therefore the least likely to be rearrested. 

Those defendants for whom a surety or cash bond is set, hO\,Jever ~ are the 

more serious defendants. Some proportion of those for whom a bond was 

set probably did not make the bond and therefore were detained pretrial. 

When actual release status can be more accurately established, this 

explanation can be examined more carefully. T\'/o other bail decisions' 

were important when the measure of recidivism was rearrest in six months: 

thi rd-party custody and assi gnment to the Rehabi 1 i tati on Center for 

Alcoholics. Both of these decisions had a positive effect on recidivism. 

There \<las not a single action taken during case processing that had 

Q significant effect on the seriousness of the second case if the defen­

dant was reanested vdthin six months. I~hen only the variables avaitable 

at papering were included in the analysis, three variables were signifi­

cant: the defendant's sex, whether the previous case was a felony, and 

the seriousness of the previous case on the Sellin-Wolfgang Score. 

Only one additional variable was significant after adding all of the 

case processing variables--whether the previous case w~s a business 

robbery. It appears possible for the present criminal justice system 
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in the District of Columbia to influence whether a defendant commits 

another crime, but not to be able to influence the seriousness of that 

second crime~ if it is cornmitted., 

Conclusions 

There were two basic purposes in looking at recidivism within a 

single year. One was to establish the methodology to be used in the 

longer panel analysis and the other was to tentatively describe the 

factors which seem mo~t important in predicting recidivism and outline 

'the resulting policy implications, Whl'ch resul't 'f th ' 1 e tentatlve findings 

are confirmed by further research, In this section, the findings will 

be summarized and the implications discussed. In the final section, 

questions to be addressed in future research will be mentioned. 

One of the primary findings of this analyis is that personal 

characteri sti cs of the defendant and characteri st'j cs of hi s cdmina 1 

history were more important determinants of recidivism than any of the 
!f> 

a~tions taken by the criminal justice system during case processing. 

Personal characteristics of the defendant were important in determining 

both the frequency and seri ousness of future crimi na 1 acts. Race, age, 

sex, employment status, alcohol abuse and opiate use were all statistically 

significant in several of the analyses, although the fact that a defen­

dant was male was the only personal characteristic which predicted both 

frequency and seri ousness. Use of opi a tes, race and employment status 

were ,found ~o be significant in almost every analysis of the frequency 

of recidivism. T\'IO variables which were never significant ~"ere the length 

of ,time last job was held and whether the defendant had a physical dis­

ability or bad health. It is not clear what policy should be implemented 
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if these personal characteristics continue to be important in future 

analyses. The goal of reducing recidivism is an important goal, but 

evenhandedness of treatment is also a goal for a criminal justice system. 

Because male defendants are more likely to recidivate and commit more 

serious crimes than females, should they be treated more severely than 

female defendants? Such a question is a difficult one to answer and 

involves some basic value judgements about the goals of criminal justice. 

The six items on a defendant's criminal history, five of which are 

presently included in the Base Expectancy Scale, turned out to be 

significant. First arrest for auto theft was the only variable which 

was never significant. The number of previous arrests was consistently 

the more important predictor, with the item on whether the defendant 

was arrested in the past five years and the time since most recent 

arrest the second most important variables. Whether the defendant 

has used an alias and the number of previous arrests for crimes against 

persons were only important in two of the r'egressions. Past criminal 

hi s tory seems to be a good predi ctor of future crimi na 1 acti vity. Further 

da ta on the types of previ ous crimes, pas t convi cti ons and peri ods of i n­

carceration would pr'obably increase the predictive power based on past 

cr'iminal activity. Th.e only item which should not be collected in the 

future is whether the defendant's first arrest was for auto theft. 

As mentioned earlier in the paper, there are two clusters or types 

of crimes commi tted by rec'j di vi s ts--one much mote seri ous than the other. 

Consensual sex offenders, mostly prostitutes, are likely to be rearrested, 

reprosecuted and reconvicted. The other more serious group is composed 
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of persons committing property crimes. Personal robberies, residential 

burglaries and business larcenie~ were the types of crimes committed by 

persons likely to recidivate in every analysis of frequency. These 

crime categori es compri sed a 1 arge pl"oport'j on of the crimes committed 

during 1973. Out of 15,460 cases, there were 1,440 personal robberies, 

1,174 residential burglaries, and 1,059 larcenies. Persons committing 

such crimes are a possible target group for application of more re-

- sources of the prosecutor. 

As far as actions taken by the criminal justice system, the find­

ings of the 1973 analysis have implications which lead in some areas 

to the need for further resea)~ch before l'ecommcndntions can be made. 

Persons whose cases are assigned to the Major Violators Unit appear 

to have an increased chance of recidivism, Further analysis is needed 

to find out when the recidivistic event is tak'jng place. If it 'is pre­

~ria1, perhaps more emphasis should be placed on detaining such persons. 

If they are rearres ted afte)' convi ction, a look at sentencing is in 

order. If they are rearrested because they were not convicted, still 

a~other implication results. Another problem to be addressed is whether 

the Major Violators Unit has any effect on recidivism independent of the 

type of defendants assigned to the unit. 

The diversion programs, Project Crossroads and First Off~nder Treat­

ment, seem to be having a negative effect on recidiVism. This appears to 

be a viable alternatiVe for some defendants. Further research can 

identify which persons are likely to be successful in the programs. 

The time between arrest and final disposition appears to be 

an 'important determinant of recidivism. Detention of persons Illost like1y 
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to be real~rested and an added emphasis on speedy trial for these defen-

dants would seem appropriate. 

The fact that no actions taken during case processing available for 

analysis appear to affect the seroiousness of the recidivistic act may have 

important implications. Perhaps a two-step process for identifying re­

cidivists would be most effective. For lesser crimes, actions can bQ 

taken to reduce frequency. For those defbndants identified as likely 

to be arrested and commit serious crimes, the emphasis could be on 

removing their opportunity to recidivate, by either ptetl'ial detention 

or incarceration for those found guilty. 

These conclusions al~e tentative for many reasons. They are 

suggest-ive, however, of \'/hat futUl'e analyses may shOi>J. In the next 

section, some further research questions arising from the first year's 

research will be mentioned. 

Furthel~ Research 

The research design for the recidivism analysis calls for following 

a panel of defendants for several years in order to develop a reliable 

method of predictii'lg l~ecidivism. \~hen the panel is studied for the 

longer period, additional data will also be assembled which was missing 

from the analysis of recidivism within one year. Specifically, 

sentencing and incarceration data will be added as well as some additional 

variables on n sample basis. 

In addition to these basic changes, there were certain questions 

raised by the analysis of recidivism during 1973 \·,hich should be re­

solved. One such question concerns the Major Violators Unit. Why does 

special assignment of certain misdemeanors to this unit have a positive 
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effect on their probability of recidivism? When are they committing 

the next crime, pretrial or after final disposition? There are ques­

tions also in regard to first offenders. A separate analysis of the 

first offenders could identify which are more likely to recidivate ilnd 

also would provide a better analysis of the effect of diversion pro~ 

grams. 
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