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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Th is report examines patterns of change over time in 
the Illinois adult prison population between June 1941 and 
April 1983. Using an Illinois Department of Corrections 
(IDOC) historinal data set, more than 20 components of 
prison populat:on are described, including male and femnll~ 
populatlons, f(!lony and misdemeanor populations, sevp.ral 
types of admis~ions and releases, and the parole/community 
supervision caseload. 

The major findings of this report are summarized as 
follows: 

• The Illinois adult prison population was as high in 
1941 as it was in 1981, although there were only seven adult 
institutions in 1941 versus 13 in 1981. 

• The vast majority (95 percent) of the Illjnois adult 
prison population is made up of male felons. The nex t 
largest group is the total female population. The smallest 
group is the male misdemeanants. 

• The increase in the total adult prison population 
since 1974 is attributable to both new admissions from court 
and readmissions of parole/super'vision violators. This is 
true for both males and females. 

• Al though crime in Illinois generally increased in 
the early 1970s, the IDOC adult population declined through 
1974, when it reached its lowest levels of the the entire 
period examined. However, between 1975 and 1983, the adult 
prison population more than doubled. 

• Through the use of "early" or "forced" release, the 
adult prison population has remained fairly steady at about 
13,200 since 1982. 

v 
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INTRODUCTION 

~4 This paper describes the pattern of change between 1941 
and 1983 in the' Illinois adult prison and supervision 
populations. 1 It includes a description of the total 
population housed in Illinois Department of Corrections 
(IDOC) adult institutions, as well as patterns of male 
felon, male misdemeanant and female end-of-month 
populations; male, female and total admissions and releases; 
and total supervision population. By analyzing trends over 
time in these components of the total population series, we 
can obtain an understand ing of the dynamics beh ind the 
current prison population levels. 

The total number of prison inmates is ultimately a 
func t ion of two factors: the number of people coming in 
(admissions), and the number of people leaving (releases). 
There are several types of admissions: felony and 
misdemeanor; male and female; court commitments and 
supervision violation readmissions; and so on. In addition, 
there are several types of releases: parole and manda tory 
supervised release; male and female; and so on. By 
describing the general pattern of change over time in each 
component of inmate population, 101e can explain what went 
into the pattern of change over time in the whole. 

This report addresses the following questions: 

• How does the current prison popul~tion compare to 
the population 40 years earlier t and what happened 
in the years between? 

• Can the pa t tern over time of the total pr'ison 
population be attributed to the pattern of certain 
types of admissions or releases? 

• Can the impact of statutory, court-ordered, and 
administrative policy changes be seen in the 
overall pattern description? 

• Th,~ goal here is descr iption, not explanation. Th is 
1"'e port doe s no t add ress bas i c soc ietal causes (such as 
poverty, unemployment, or population age structure) of 
increases and decreases in the prison population. Nor does 
it examine rates or levels of reported crime. Instead, it 
simply describes the prison population increases and 
decreases. Such a description can provide a foundation for 
an explanation. If it is known that change in one component 
of inmate population accounts for change in the whole, 

1The report does not include any "Community Center" 
(work release) data or analyses. Although people residing 
in the Illinois Community Centers are under Illinois 
Department of Corrections {IDQC) jurisdiction, due to data 
limitations they cannot be included here. 
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then an explanatory analysis can focus on that particular 
component. 2 

Similarly, if the goal is to forecast th~ future, first 
the past must be described. Explaining the pattern of 
change over time in the components that make up the prison 
population, and clearly defining those components in 
relation to each other, will provide a solid foundation for 
prison population projections. 

As a· tool in describing the general pattern of each 
ser ies, the pat cern descript ion method uses line segmen t 
fits to answer simple questions about the pattern of change 
in a variable over time. Line segment fits are regression 
line s wi th connec ted segments, super imposed on a graph of 
raw data. A line segment fit will tell you whether the 
variable generally increased, decreased, or stayed the same 
during the period in question; whether there was a change in 
the pattern (for example, from an increase to a decrease) 
and if there was a change, roughly when it occurred. Fo 1'" 

more informat ion abou t pattern descr iption, see Block and 
l-1i 11er (1982). 

Because the total prison' population is a function of 
the number' of admissions and releases, this report is 
divided into three main sections: 1) patterns over time of 
the tota 1 population, 2) pa t terns over time of admiss ions, 
and 3) patterns over time of releases. Inc luded also is a 
discussion of an ::ldditional data series: "End-of-Month 
Supervision Population" (those people who have been released 
from prison, but who are still under IDOe supervision). 

Data Quality and Definitions 

The first task in the description of the prison 
population was to establish an accurate set of data 
de f ini t ions. Pattern descr iption prov ides a mechan ism for 
doing this. The goal of pattern description is not only to 
de~cribe the general pattern of change over time, but also 
to descr ibe observations that dev ia te from tha t pa t tern. 
Possible errors, such as a discontinuity caused by changing 
data collection practices or an important outlier, may be 
overlooked when only a list of numbers is examined, but 
become clearly apparent in a pattern description graph. 

2 In some cases, the description provides an 
explanation. For example, when outliers or questionable 
observations appeared in the data, explanations were sought 
to determine whether the observation was in error, or just 
unusually high or low. If it was found to be in error, it 
was corrected; if ~t was found to be correct, and the reason 
for the extreme was known, it was noted (explained). 
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The time series description began with a historical 
data set that had been compiled several years ago by former 
IDoe staff. Initial pattern descriptions revealed a number 
of pattern deviations and inconsistencies that did not seem 
to agree wi th the de fini t ions of the data. Fortuna te ly , 
current IDOe staff were able to answer most of the questions 
raised by the descriptive analysis. 

I"or example, several series had obset'vations thilt. 
seemed extremely high or low. In some cases, rDOe staff 
found that the data were accurate, but the definitions were 
inconsistent over time. Ir. other cases, the data simply 
were incorrect. In both instances, the appropriate 
corrections were made.3 

In add i t i on to problems wi th quest. ionab le ou tliers, 
definitional changes over time appeared in several of the 
data series. The most important definitional change was in 
t.he male misdemeanant population data. In this series, 
there appeared to be a discontinuity about three-quarters of 
the way through (1974). This problem affected not only the 
misdemeanant count, but also the male felon population 
count, because the two series were not being properly 
separa t,~d. Wi th inft)rmation prov ided by IDOe, the data were 
corrected, making the current figures much more accurate. A 
similar problem occurred with the female population data at 
about the same time. Unfortunately, data are not available 
with which to correct that series. 

Another problem involved the extent to which the 
ad miss ions and re leases data accounted for changes in the 
tot'3-l prison population. In the historical data set, "total 
adm iss ions" inc lude commi tmen ts from court, readmi ss ion of 
parole/supervision violators, and miscellaneous admissions, 
aucn as the return of escapcles. "Total releases" include 
end-of-sentence and good time releases, deaths, escapes, and 
se ve ral types of court-ordered re leases. In the simples t 
terms, prison population is a function of two factors: the 
number of people entering prison (admissions), and the 
number of people leaving (releases). Theoretically, by 
adding the present month's admissions to the previous 
monch's ending population, and then subtracting the present 
month's releases, the resulting figure should be the present 
month's ending population. 

Using the data sets total population, total admissions 
and total releases, a graph was made to see if the 

3There remain several extremely high or low 
obs(~rvations that cannot be accounted for by IDOe or through 
the other data sets. Due to recordkeeping limitations, 
especially in the early years of data, there are no 
explanations for these apparent outliers. Such situations 
are noted in the tex~. 
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admissions and releases accounted for all of the monthly 
changes in population. For the early years of the series 
the admissions and releases data are a close approximatio~ 
of the population changes.4 However, in the later years, 
especially after about 1970, the graph sho.ws too few 
releases (or too many admissions) to account for changes in 
the total population. IDOC staff explained that two factors 
combine to create this trend: 

1) One factor influencing the prison population since 
1969 is the utilization of community centers to house work 
release adult prisoners nearing the end of their sentences. 
Residents of community centers are not included in the 
h is tor ical population da ta. However, IDOC counts inrna tes 
moving from an institution to a center (and vice versa) as a 
transfer within the system. not as a release (or an 
admission). Therefore, "total admissions" does not include 
admissions from community centers, and "total releases" does 
not include releases to community centers, even though these 
transfers affect the "total population". Data available 
since July 1980, indicate that there are about two and one 
half times as many releases to community centers as 
admiss ions from the centers. Between July 1980 and Apr i 1 
1983, there were 122 to 246 releases each month to community 
centers, versus 39 to 97 monthly admissions from community 
centers. This helps explain the undercounting of releases 
that appeared in the graph of the effect of admissions and 
release~ on population changes. 

2) Another factor affecting the prison population in 
recen t years involves temporary ex i ts .from prison. Once 
committed to an IDOC adult institution, there are several 
circumstances in which an inmate may be released for short 
periods of time. For example, temporary exits may be 
permi tted for med ical reasons. for fami ly funerals or 
illnesses, or for court appearances.5 Apparently, in the 
ear ly years of the ser ies, there were very few tempora ry 
ex its from IDOC adult ins t i tu tions. Thus, monthly changes 
in the total population were due mostly to the number of 
people being admitted from court or as parole Violators, and 
the number of people being released on parole or other 
discharge (Ol~ through death or escape). However, these 
temporary exits have apparently increased in the last 
decade. This increase has had a slight effect on 
month-to-month variations in the prison population. 

4Because people can be temporarily transferred in and 
out of prison, the figures could be expected to be slightly off. 

'5 
Before December 1982, some of these temporary exits 

were counted as releases only if the Person was out more 
than one day. Since then, the IDOC definition has changed, 
such that whenever someone leaves an institution, for 
whatever period of time, they are counted as having exited. 
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For example, between July 1980. (the earliest da toe for 
which data are available) and Aprll 1983., 515 to 1,154 
inmates were temporarily released from prIson each month. 
In contrast, only 258 to 1,040 inmates exite.d through 
end-of-term, death or escape during the same perlod. As. a 
result, the pattern over time of the number of releases, 1 n 
recent years, may be more affected by temporary rclea~ies 
than the more long-term releases. 

Due to constraints on the availabj lity of data for \.lIe 
early years, not all of the series in the histo~ical d~iLn 
set cover the same time period. The four populatIon serles 
(total, male ialon, female, and male misdemeanant) all ~un 
from June 1941 through April 1983. Allor the other serIes 
relating to males in this report begin eIther in July 1941 
or January 1942. All of the other female and total (ma Ie 
and female combined) series begin in July 1953. 

An important aspect of the description of patterns over 
time in a monthly variable is a description of the degree to 
which the variable fluctuates with the seasons. Each of the 
mon th ly ser ies was examined for the presenc~ of ~eas0t;a 1 
fluctuation.6 Only two of the series descrlbed In thIS 
paper showed any sign of varying according to the season of 
the year (see page 24). For complete details of the 
analysis of seasonality, please contact the author. 

6We use the Bell-Canada and U.S. Bureau of the Census 
X-11 programs. See Block (1983), "How to Handle 
Seasonality" for a discussion of the testing of time series 
for seasonality. 
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TOTAL END OF MONTH POPULATION 

Because of daily fluctuations in the population, each 
of the "total monthly population" series measures the 
Pond-of-month population. Figure 1 shows the total, male 
felon, male misdemeanant, and female end-of-month 
populations between June 1941 and April 1983. The scale of 
the graph is between zero and 15,000. The vast majority of 
I DOC inmates are male felons. That population ranged from 
about 5,000 to about 12,600 during the 42 years of the 
s e r ies, versus a range of about 60 and 1,650 for the male 
misdemeanants, and about 90 and 450 for the total female 
population. 

The IDOe total monthly population at the end of June 
1 9 4 1, was 1 2 , 05 2 , but i mm e d i ate 1 y beg a n a fa i r 1 y s tea d y 
decline to fewer than 7,500 by July 1945.7 According to a 
January 1945, Department of Public Safety prison population 
report, the total prison population that month was the 
lowest since 1929. During this period, the largest single 
monthly decrease in total population (495) occurred in 
September 1943 (see Figure 1). In all but 10 cases, this 
decrease is attributable to a decrease in the male felon 
population. Much of this large decrease is due to the "War 
Parole Program", which was enacted during World War II (see 
p.49). 

Another large monthly decrease in population occurred 
in July 1945, in both the total and male felon populations. 
After mid-1945 (the end of World War II) the total prison 
population increased very steadily to about 9,000 by 
mid-1948, dipped slightly again to 8,500 by mid-1952, then 
gradually increased again to a high of almost 11,200 in 
late-1961. This 1961 population was the highest since 1942. 

During 1960 and part of 1961, a "hump" in the total 
population can be seen. This can be attributed to increases 
in both the male felon and misdemeanant populations (see 
Figure 1 and Figure 2). After this brief "hump", the total 
population fell back to previous levels, and continued to 
decl ine, reaching about 8,400 by mid-1967. The population 
remained near this level until the beginning of 1970, when 
it began to decline again, hitting a low of 5,770 in April 
1974. The prison population that month was the lowest of 
the entire series. At that time, there were 11 IDOe adult 
institutions housing this population. Immediately following 
this low point, however, the population began to increase 
very sharply. By late-1977, it had reached more than 

7Actually, by June 1941, the decline was already 
underway. IDOe records show that in 1939, there were 13,001 
inmates housed in the seven adult institutions in existence 
at that time. This population level was not reached again 
until 1981, when IDOe had 13 adult institutions. 
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10,100. During most of 1918, the inmate population tapered 
off slight ly, bu t beg inning in 1919, the prev iou s strong 
upward trend returned, bringing the population back to 1941 
levels by 1980. By 1982, the population had reached its 
h ighes t levels ever, more than 13,200. As a resul t of an 
administrative policy to maintain the institutional 
population at or near capacity, the population has leveled 
off in the last year to between approximately 13,100 and 
13,350. 

In response to the tremendous population increase in 
the last years of the series, the State was forced to make 
changes in its prison release standards, in an effort to 
ease crowd ing. Also, several changes in the law, such as 
the implementation of determinate sentencing, took place in 
the last years of the series. The combination of spec ial 
releases and changes in the law produced greater differences 
between months in the size of the population during most of 
the end of the series. 

Male Felon End-of-Month Population 

As can be seen in Figure 1, the majority of the total 
IDOe population is comprised of male felons. This series is 
a Imost identical to the tota 1 series. Beg inn ing in abou t 
1974, the proportion of the total populat ion that was male 
felons increased. Between 1980 and mid-1981, the graphs of 
the male felon and total populations are barely 
distinguishable. However, in the last year and a half of 
the series, the proportion of male felons in the total 
population has decreased slightly. 

Male Misdemeanant End-of-Month Population 8 

In 1941, there were three branches of the Illinois 
State Penitentiary that housed male felons: Joliet 
(including Stateville prison), Menard, and Pontiac. Other 
institutions included Dwight (for women), the Illinois 
Seourity Hospital (for insane and "feebleminded" criminals), 
and the State Farm at Vandalia, which housed misdemeanants. 

Before 1914, the male misdemeanant end-of-month 
popula t ion figures were derived simply by tak ing the total 
population of the State Farm. This figure, however, could 
only closely approximate the misdemeanant population, as 
.some misdemeanants were regularly transferred to other 
institutions for medical and security reasons. Similarly, a 
few felons were transferred to the State Farm from other 
institutions. 

8This series does not represent the total number of 
misdemeanant inmates in Illinois. Most people sentenced to 
incaroeration for a misdemeanor are held in oounty jails. 

11 
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While exact figures are not available, there are 
1 n d i cat ion s t hat the rna I e m i s de mea nan t pop u I at ion d a t a 
derived from the State Farm population are at times much 
less accurate than at others times. For example, according 
to the 1961 Annual Report of the Department of Public 
;,afety, "The (State Farm population) count has been 
kept below 1500 by transferring inmates to other 
institutions ... Of 210 transfers to other institutions 
(during the fiscal year), 26 were medical transfers, the 
remainder for secur i ty and crowded cond i t ions. " These 
misdemeanant transfers out of the count averaged about 17 
per month, or less than 2 percent of the average state Farm 
population during the period. Similarly, the 1963 annual 
report mentions 509 transfers out (42 per month average or 
about 4 percent), as well as 17 felons who were transferred 
in. 

By 1970, the State Farm populat ion was declining, as 
was the total male felon population, and thus crowding was 
less of a problem. By January 1972, the State Farm 
population was about 600, and, records show there were only 
four felons in the population. However, increasingly in the 
next three years, the misdemeanant population began to fall, 
and the extra space at the State Farm was filled by felons 
transfered in. By January 1973, 11 percent of the Sta te 
Farm population was felons; by January 1974, it was up to 53 
percent. 

In the historical data set the male misdemeanant 
popula t ion data were taken direct ly from the Sta te Farm 
population figures. Because of this, between 1972 and 1974 
both the male misdemeanant and felon data series became much 
less accurate, the former being too high, and the latter too 
low. Luckily, the original prison files were available for 
this period, and the figures were corrected. However, 
problems remain for the earlier years, particularly in the 
early 1960s when the State Farm population was high, because 
the orig inal records ar'e not available. Since 1972, the 
number of misdemeanants and felons there have been reported 
separa te ly, thus enabl ing a more accu ra te coun t 0 f the 
number of misdemeanants housed at Vandalia. Any 
misdemeanants residing in other institutions (Le. for 
medical or security reasons) are likely not included in the 
series totals. 

Like the male felon series, this series also is high at 
the beginning (more than 1,000 in August 1941, Figure 2). 
After that, the misdemeanor population decreased, reaching a 
low of 386 in March 1945. After the war, th~ popula t ion 
began to increase again, returning to 1941 levels by 
mid-1948~ (Recall that the total population series did not 
return to 1941 levels until 1980.) 
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Between mid-1948 and mid-1954, the male misdemeanant 
population fluctuated between about 900 and 1,200 per month, 
overall showing only a slight increasing trend. After a 
peak of almost 1,400 in September 1954, however, the 
population began a steady decline, falling to less than 840 
by early 1956. Beginning in April of that year, the 
misdemeanant population began to increase rapidly, almost 
doubl ing in less than a year. The January 1957 popu La t ion 
of 1,642 was the highest monthly total in this series. This 
huge increase was immediately followed by an equally rapid 
decrease, and by October 1957, the population had re turned 
to early 1956 levels. 

This "hump" in 1956-1957 can be attributed to an 
increase 1.n the number of misdemeanor adm i ss ion s d uri ng 
about a nine-month period (Figure 8, page 35). Although the 
number of misdemeanor releases also r.ose 51 i gh t ly d uri ng 
this period (Figure 16, page 61), there were not enough 
releases to offset the high number of admissions. 

Following the 1956-1957 hump, the male misdemeanant 
population crept back up to about 1,100 per month by 1960. 
In 1961, another, smaller increase followed by a decrease in 
the population can be seen. This second hump, about a year 
in duration, reached a peak of more than 1,400 by mid-1961. 
The misdemeanor population never reached this height again. 

After this movement, the series was erratic, but 
generally decreased to about 1,000 by 1968. Beg inn ing in 
1969, the ser ies began to decrease very rapid ly, reach i ng 
about 300 by 1974, when the series was interrupted 
(discussed above). .Following the break, the estimated 
misdemeanant population briefly increased to more than 400 
in 1976, then decreased again to fewer than 100 by 1981. 
During this period, a large one-month drop (142), possibly 
another break, occured in October 1979. After a seri8s low 
of 57 in December 1980, the male misdemeanant population 
increased through the end of the series, reach ing 265 by 
April 1983. 

Female End-of-Month Population 

These data include all females (felons and 
misdemeanants) in the rDOe system. All female inmates are 
housed in the Dwight Prison. Although this is a 
comparatively small population, IDOe expressed concern that 
the population has risen enough in the past few years to 
cause a crowding problem among women. 

Like the male population, the f~male population dropped 
during the WW II years, from about 240 in 1941-1942 to less 
than 200 by mid-1945 (Figure 3). However, this decrease was 
not as sharp as the corresponding drops in male population. 
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The female population declined by about one-fourth, versus a 
one-third drop for male felons, and almost two-thirds for 
rna le mi sdemeanan t s, over roughly the same time per iod. 
After the war, there was a slight increase in the female 
population through 1947. This increase was about as sharp 
as the post-war increase in the male felon population, but 
not as sharp. as in the male misdemeanant series. From about 
1948 through 1951, the female population decreased slightly 
aga in to about 170 per month. Changes from month to mon th 
were very small up to this point. 

Beginning in 1952, the female population began to 
increase, reaching the previously high 1941 level of about 
240 by mid-1955. (Recall that the male misdemeanant series 
returned to its 1941 levels by mid-1948.) The female 
population continued to increase through 1956, then leveled 
off at about 3000 The series remained steady at this level, 
hitting the highest point in the series so far (329), in 
March 1961. 

The female population generally decreased in the 1960s, 
reaching its lowest point (88) in mid-1974. However, the 
da ta for the per iod between mid-1974 and the beg inning of 
1977 apparently undercount the number of females in the IDOC 
population. 

Accord ing to the 1981 I DOC Population and Capac i ty 
Report (IDOC, p. 80-81), Dwight and Vienna pr isons housed 
both male and female inm~tes during this period. Vienna t s 
program ran from July 1974 through January 1977; Dwight t s 
program continued through June 1977. Data that 
differentiate the number of males and females in prison are 
available for Dwight from August 1973 through Mal'ch 1977. 
However, population data for Vienna do not distinguish 
between males and females. According to IDOC, ,the largest 
number of females ever housed at Vienna in any month was 50. 
During this period, there were between 113 (June 1974) and 
245 (March 1977) females housed at Dwight. Thus, the 
maximum of 50 women from Vienna represent a maximum of 31 
percent of the total female population undercounted at any 
one time. Because 50 in a month is the maximum, the actual 
undercount ing is probably less. In add i t ion, because 0 f 
this undercounting of femal~s, the total male population is 
necessarily overcounted by a corresponding number (but by a 
much smaller proportion--Iess than one percent--of the total 
male population.) 

From mid-1971 to the end of 1975, the female population 
hovered around 1 00 inmates per month. Beg inn ing in 1976, 
the female population began to increase very sharply, more 
than doubling in about a year and a half. From mid-1977 to 
the beginning of 1980, the population continued to increase, 
though less rapidly, and surpassed the 1961 high of 329 by 
'early 1979. The population deoreased again during 1980, 
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from 373 to 300, this decrease 
release program. It increased correspond ing to the ear ly 
through mid-1982, reaching an all r~l id ly aga i n from 1981 
1982. The population then d· me high of 476 in July 
end of the series to about 42~cre~sed slightly through the 
of Dwight is 400 IDOC has • ecause the rated capacity 
crowd ing. ' expressed concern about female 

In summary, in the last 42 
adult population have been 'aff t y: ars , changes in the IDOC 
male felon population. Howeve ec e mostly by changes in the 
patt~rn are attributable to nh r , certain trends in the total 
population, especially in 19~6-~~~; in the male misdemeanant 
years, by increases in the b' and in the most recent 
misdemeanants. num er of females ana male 
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TOTAL ADMISSIONS 

The series "total admissions" includes all new 
commitments from court and all felon defaults. A default, 

'commonly called a "parole or supervision violatio!i," is a 
readmission of a felon who had been released through parole 
or other superv ised release, but who is still under IDOC 
jurisdiction. A default follows either a conviction for a 
new crime, or a technical violation of conditions of parole 
or release.9 Because' misdemeanants are not subject to 
supervision upon release, by definition they cannot default. 

Eac h of the male felony admissions series begins in 
January 1942. Because the data for females begin in 1953, 
the total admissons series also starts then. The male 
misdemeanor admissions series, however, extends back to 
mid-1941. 

The total number of monthly admissions (Figure 4) was 
approx im3. te ly 390 at the beg inning of the series in Ju ly 
1953. Although there was a great deal of monthly variation, 
the ser: es generally increased through mid-1961, reaching 
about 480 per month. During this period, the monthly number 
of admissions ranged from a low of about 270 in August 1957, 
to a high of about 660 in May 1961. 

Th 1'" 0 ugh m 0 s t 0 f the 1 960 s , the m 0 nth 1 y n u m bel'" 0 f 
admissions generally remained upwards of 400, again with 
much monthly variation. Beginning in mid-1969, however, the 
number of admissions began to drop off, reaching 
approximately 330 by the end of 1972. Beginning in 1973, 
this downward trend was reversed, and the monthly number of 
admissions began to increase very rapidly. By the end of 
the series, there were generally more than 900 admissions 
per month, and for a few months the tot~l ~eached 1,000 or 
more. ' 

Figure 4A shows the same admiss ions ser ies, bu t wi th 
admissions from community centers (work release) since July 
1980 added in. Note that the actual number of people coming 
into the adult institutions is somewhat higher during these 
last 34 mont.hs, reaching about 1,250 in March 1983. Data 
are not available on these additional admissions between 
1969 (when they began) and June 1980. 

Total Male Felony Commitments 

This series includes all male felony commitments from 
court and male defaults. Because m i sdemeanan t s ar'e no t 
released under supervIsion, they cannot default. From 1942 

9Such conditions may include leaving the 
under supervision, possessing a firearm, etc. 
crime also violates conditions of release. 
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to mid-1944, the number of male felons committed to prison 
generally decreased from about 200 per month to less than 
100 per month (Figure 5). The commitments returned to 
previous levels by 1946, and varied between 100 and 200 per 
mon th through 1951 • Although the number of commi tmen ts 
increased after mid-1944, the total male felon population 
continued to decrease through mid- 1945, because releases 
remained higher than commitments. Up to this time, male 
misdemeanant commitments were generally a little higher than felon commitments. 

Beginning in 1952, the number of male felon commitments 
generally increased, with much month-to-month variation, 
reaching about 250 by early 1961. Between 1961 and 1972, 
the number of male felon commitments generally stayed 
between 200 and 300 per month, with a low of 79 in September 
1966, and a high of 383 in January 1964. 

Beginning in late 1973, the monthly number of 
commitments began to increase very sharply, reaching about 
400 by mid-1975, and then continuing upward, at a little 
slower rate, to abou t 850 by the end of the ser ies. There 
is also a lot of variation between months in the last five 
years of the series. This is attributable to changes in 
both court commitments and defaults (see pages 27 and 31). 
For the first time, in March 1983, there were over 1,000 
male felony commitments in a single month. 

This series showed weak seasonal fluctuation during the 
firs t 30 years, but none for the final years. Of the t\iO 

components of this series--male felon Court commitments and 
defaults--only the former showed the same hint of seasonal 
influence in the early years. 

Male Felony Court Commitments 

The pattern of male felony court commitments (Figure 6) 
is almost identical to the total male fEllony commi tments 
series. The monthly number of commitments in 1942 was about 
100. Almost 30 years later, the monthly number had 
increased to about 200. Beginning in late 1971, the monthly 
number of male commitments from court began to increase much 
more rapidly, though steadily, to more than 600 per month by 1983. 

The number of commitments between January 1981 and July 
1981, is rather high, compared to the rest of the series. A 
Possible explanation is that more judges were added at this 
time to help move the backlog of cases, but that this was 
not a permanent phenomenon. 

This series shows a hint of seasonality. The first 30 
years show weak seasonal fluctuation, but the final 10 
years, when the number of Court commitments began to 
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increase rapidly after years of relative stability, are not 
sea30na 1. 

For the first 30 years of the series, there is 
:Itat.i~)tlcally little seasonal effect on the monthly numbur' 
of male felony court commitments, although several months do 
seem to be consistently high or low. In particular, March 
generally had between 20 and 40 (12.5 to 25 percent) more 
commitments than the average month~ while August and 
September consistently had between 25 and 80 (16 to 50 
percent) fewer commitments. 10 

It is interesting to note that as far back as 1946, the 
Department of Public Safety's statistician, using fairly 
unsoph istica ted methods not iced seasonal fluctuation in 
admissions. In the October 1946 Department of Public Safety 
Monthly Population Movement Report, Statistician W. G. Beals 
wrote, "Offenders admitted to the penitentiary (this month) 
total 198 plus 26 defaulters. This is in line with 
experience of the last quarter century, October admissions 
being far above average." In the early years of our data 
series (1942-1947), October admissions were generally high, 
espec i ~lly in contrast to August and September, wh ich were 
usually low. After about 1947, however, October admissions 
became less extreme. 

Male Defaults 

Defaults are defined as readmissions of felons 
currently on release under IDOe supervislon. The 
readmission may occur because of a technical violation (of 
release terms, such as leaving the State, for example), or a 
new sentence. 

The monthly number of male defaults is about 30 at the 
beginning of the series, and decreases gradually to about 15 
per month by the end of 1952 (Figure 7). From 1953 to 1969, 
the number of defaults increased fairly steadily, reaching 
abou t 60 per month by the end of the per iod. Unt i I abou t 
1966, there was little variance in the series. That year, 
however, several high observations can be seen, the highest 
(108) occurring in July 1968. 

Beginning in 1969, the number of male defaults began to 
decline, reach ing a low of between 10 and 20 per month in 
1973. After the mid-73 low, however, a very rapid increase 
began, reaching a high of 254 defaults in October 1980. 
Th isla rge inc rease during the last years of the ser ies 
began about two years after the big increase in male court 
commitments began (see above). Also influencing this 
increase was the institution of "statutory parole" in 1973. 

10Details of the seasonal analysis are available on 
request from the author. 
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According to Bill Kaufman of the Prisoner Review Board,11 
the result of this law was to increase the number of people 
released to supervision (not the number of people released), 
thus increas ing the number of potential defaul ters. There 
is, however, no way to distinguish what proportion of the 
increase in defaults is due to people on statutory parole. 

After 1978, the month to month changes increased 
noticeably. After reaching 249 in October 1980, there was a 
sudden drop in the monthly number of male defaul ts. For 
s Ii gh tly less than a year, the number dropped to between 
about 115 and 135 per month, but then returned to an all 
time high of 387 ;n March 1983. The monthly defaults have 
val" i ed, but r e rna in e d h i g h , for the 1" est 0 f the s e 1" i e s . 
Apparently there was an administrative decision, because of 
prison crowding problems, to reduce the number of technical 
violations during that 10 month period. 12 

Male Misdemeanor Commitments 

At the beginning of this series, there was 
appP-Oximately the same number of male misdemeanor 
commi tments monthly as male felony commi tments (note tha t 
the misdemeanant series begins six months earlier). As with 
many of the IDOC series, admissions were high at the 
beginning, around 200 per month in 1941, but generally 
decreased during the war years (Figure 8). After reaching a 
low of 58 in November 1944, the monthly number of 
misdemeanor admissions began to increase again, at about the 
same rate as the decrease during the previous three years. 
By mid-1948 ~ the monthly 'number of misdemeanor admissions 
had returned to about 210. Recall that the number of male 
felony commitments began to increase in about mid-1944. The 
increaBe in misdemeanor commitments followed about six 
months later. 

For about the next 21 years (mid-1948 to mid-1969), 
there was very little trend in the series. While at times 
there was great month-to-mon th variation (1955, 1956, and 
1961, in particular,) there was only a slight increase, to 
about 220. 

Beginning in June 1956 the monthly number of 
misdemeanor admissions remained high for a period of eight 
mon ths. In Augus t 0 f tha t year, there were about 350 
misdemeanor admissions, the highest monthly total so far in 
the series. This brief surge in admissions caused the 
"hump" jn the misdemeanor population series, described above 

~~conversation, March 23, 1983. 
See Miller (1981) Prison Population Projections, 

page 77. Also, Bill Kauffman of the Prisoner Review Board 
speculated that the policy decision was to declare only 
firearm technical violators to be in default. 
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(see Figure 2). Another brief surge in misdemeanor' 
arimissions occurred during 10 months in 1961, when thc 
rnonthly figures wel"'e often above JOO. In June 1961, the 
m 0 nth 1. y fi g u r e hit 36 3, the hi g he s t 0 b set· vat i () n 0 f L h (-~ 
Hntire series. This activity can also be seen as a hump in 
the misdemeanor population. However, because misdemea nor 
releases were also high at this time (see p. 61), the 1961 
misdemeanor population hump is not as great as the one 
occurring in 1956. 

After 21 years of monthly variation with almost no 
trend, the number of misdemeanor admissions began to 
decrease in mid-1969. This decrease occurred at ab.)ut the 
::;ame rate as the 1941-1944 decrease in the same seri,~s, and 
continued until about mid-1973, when the monthly number of 
misdemeanor admissions was only about 80. From 1914 Lhrough 
the end of the series, there was much less month-to-month 
variation, the monthly figures decreasing slightly to about 
50 by 1980, and then increasing slightly to about 80 by the 
end of the series. However, because of the break in the 
misdemeanor population series due to data col Lection 
problems, (see p. 3), it is not clear whether there are data 
definition changes in the final years of this series as 
well . 

Female Court Commitments 

Th:s series begins in July 1953, with less than 10 
commi tmE nts from court per month (Figure 9). The ser i e s 
does not include female defaults. 

Thf' number of female commitments generally in,! r eas ed 
between mid-1953 and mid-1956, varying between a low of zero 
(August 1955) and a high of 21 (June 1956). After that high 
month, the number of commitments began to decrease, from 
about twelve to seven by the end of 1911. Beginning in 
1912, the numb er of court commitments began to increase 
again, reaching about 21 by mid-1977. The number rema 1. n ed 
at about that level, but with more monthly variation than in 
eal'lier years, until 1981, when another, sharper increase 
began. In the next year and a half (to the end of the 
s e ," i e s), the n u m b e r 0 f f e mal e com mit men t s fro m c 0 u r t 
dO..lbled, reaching almost 50 by the end of the series. 
HOHever, despite the increasing trend, there are several low 
ob:lervations in thE: last year of data, resulting in great 
variation between months at the end of the series. 

Interestingly, the 1972 increase in the female court 
c 0 'n mit men t s e r i e s beg a n a r 0 u n d the tim e 0 f a s i mil a r 
inurease in the male court commitment series. 
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Figure 9 

IO~C FEMALE CDURT CDMHITMENTS. JULY 1953 APRIL 1983 

SOURCE: IL~INOIS DEPRRTME~T OF CORRECTIONS 
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Female Default!l 

Because there are comparatively few fem~le defaults, 
especially in the early years, this series can best be 
a n a 1 y zed u sin g yea r 1 y d a t a . Bet wee rl 1 9 5 4 and 1 9 6 1, t h pre 
we ref ewe r t han 1 0 f e mal e d e fa u 1 t s yea r 1 y ( Fig u r (~ 1 0 ) . 
Thus, early in the series, defaulters were not a significant 
part of female admissions to IDOC. During the 1960s, the 
number of female defaulters increased to between 13 and 21 
per year, but in the 1970s theE'''' numbers fell again. 
Howe ver, beg inn ing in 1978, the ':i ca' ly number of d,; fau 1 ts 
began to increase rapidly, reaching 77 (more than 6 per 
month on the average), or more than 14 percent of all female 
admissions in 1982. 

Increases in all types of admissions in about the la::;t 
decade comb ine to crea te the increase in th e to ta 1 I DOC 
~dult prison population. Not only were there increases in 
rna 1 e f e 10 n san d f e rna 1 e sse n ten c e d fro m c 0 u r t , but a L,o 
inc rea s e sin the n urn be r 0 f mal e and f e rna 1 e sup e r v 1 s 1,) n 
violators. In fact, between July 1980 and April 1983 (basl~d 
I,) n I DOC f i s cal yea r d a t a ), the per c e n t 0 fad m iss ion:3 , 
excluding temporary transfers, that were supervisi,)n 
violators increased from 18 to 27 percent per year. Of toe 
:~ 7 per 0 e n t (2, 7 1 6 p e 0 p 1 e ) sin 0 e J u 1 y 1 9 8 2 , 4 6 per c e n t 
(1,246) were technical violators. 
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TOTAL RELEASES 

There are several ways that an inmate may be released 
from prison in Illinois: 

• Expiration of Sentenc0. Before 1973, people who 
h,I,1 !wrved the maximum amount of time on their ~entcncc Wl'rc: 

.j j :;.~ h :l r g e d fro mID 0 C c u :;; t 0 <I y, and we r e not sub j e c t to a 
",'riod of supervbion. Thi;; is sometimes referred to il:-: 
"maxing out. It Since 1973, people sentenced to indeterminate 
8entences who Itmaxed out" have been required by law to serve> 
an additional term of supervision. This is called 
Itstatutory parole." 

at Parole. Before 1978, Illinois used 
i ndetermina te sentenc ing for conv icted offenders. Under 
this system, a person was eligible for supervised parole 
after serving the minimum sentence, less statutory good 
time. People still serving indeterminate sentences as of 
February 1978, were given the option of keeping their parole 
eligibility status, or having their remaining time 
recalculated wit.h good time credits, thus making them 
eligible for Mandatory Supervised Release rather than 
parole. 

• Mandatory Release. This applies to people who 
we re sentenced be fore 1978, and who have chosen to k e e p 
their parole option of release. Such people, when they have 
served their full term without ever achieving parole, are 
released under supervision six months before the end of 
their statutory term . 

• Mandatory Supervised Release (MSR). In February 
1978, Illinois switched from indetel'minate to determinate, 
or fixed, sentencing. Now people convicted and sentenced to 
prison are given a fixed sentence, with a stated release 
daCe, and for felons, a stated period of post-release 
community supervision. Under this system, a felony prisoner 
can earn good conduct credits at a rate of one day for each 
day served. Thus, a felony prisoner may be eligible for MSR 
after serving half of his or her sentence. Good time credit 
for misdemeanants is earned at a rate of up to 72 days out 
of a one year sentence. 13 

• Early Release. This is also known as "for'ced 
release. 1t Under law, the Director of rDOC may award 
"meritorious good time lt to inmates, in increment.s of 90 days 
at a time. Under the eat'ly release program, selected 
inmates are awarded enough meritorious good time, in 
addition to their earned good time credit, to make them 

13 By law, misdemeanants cannot be sentenced to more 
than a year of imprisonment. 
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eligible for t:1SR. This program has had the effect of 
keeping the institutional Popul~tipn at or near capacity.14 

• Other Releases. Included here are Executive 
Clemency (release by order of the Governor, on the 
recommendation of the Prisoner Review Board), court-ordered 
releases (such a habeas corpus release), death, and other 
miscellaneous releases. 

The graph of total monthly releases (Figure 11), from 
July 1953 through April 1983, is similar in scale (but only 
somewhat similar in pattern) to the graph of total monthly 
admissions (Figure 5). Although releases tend to follow 
closely, or lag behind admissions, there is not always an 
exact correspondence. 

In mid-1953, when the total prison population was about 
8,700, there were approx ima tely 400 month ly releases from 
prison, although for a few months, releases hovered near 
500. Overall, the series generally declined to about 350 by 
ear ly 1956. The monthly number of releases increased aga in 
to about 480 by about 1960, and remained at that level for 
about the next 10 years. 

Dur ing th is per iod, there are several unusually high 
observations, particularly July 1957 (662) and December 1959 
(715) through April 1960 (629 average). The earlier extreme 
.is reflected in the large drop in the total misdemeanant 
population series, which can be seen as the tail end of the 
1956-1957 "hump" illustrated above in Figure 2. However, 
only about 300 of these releases are accounted for in that 
s(~ries. Interestingly, the male felon end-of-month 
population actually increased by about 250 in July 1957, and 
the total female population stayed about the same. Because 
there were 359 admissions and 662 releases that month, and 
only a decrease of 65 in the total population, 238 releases 
remain unaccounted for. 

Between 1970 and 1974, the number of releases declined 
to about 260 per month, but increased sharply from 1975 
through mid-1978 to about 625 per month. In March 1978, 
there were 752 releases, the highest monthly total so far in 
the series. After a brief decline to about 450 per month in 
la te 1979 ~ the number of releases increas,ed sharp ly, 
although with much month-to-month variation, through the end 
of the series. The highest number of releases occurred in 
February 1983 (1,040). 

In ,January 1980, 466 people were re leased from pri son 
in Illinois as a result of the Johnson v. Franzen court 
decision. This Illinois Supreme Court case dealt with 

14This practice of giving multiple 90 day meritorious 
good time increments to prisoners was invalidated by the 
Illinois Suprem~ Court on July 12, 1983. 
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Figure 11 

lODe TCJTAL RELEASES. JULY 1953 APRIL 1983 

SOURCE: ILLINOIS OEPRRTME~T OF CORRECTIONS. 
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IDOC's calculation of good time credits for inmates under 
determinate sentence. The Court ruled that. rDOC was 
calculating good time credits incorrectly. Using the 
correct calculations, many inmates were immediately eligible 
for release. Figure 11 shows the effect of the ruling, with 
a high number of releases in January 1980. 

Figure l1A shows the same total releases series, but 
with releases to commun i ty centers (work release) inc luded 
monthly from July 1980. The addition of these releases 
raises monthly total releases to almost 1,250. This 
inclusion of people going to and from community centers has 
much more of an effect on the releases series than on the 
admissions series (Figure 5A). The slope of the final 
segment of the releases series is much steeper than the 
slope of the final segment of the admissions series. This 
difference indicates that releases from institutions, either 
to community superv ision or work release, are increas i ng 
faster than admissions to institutions.15 

Since 1978, several statutory, court-ordered, and 
administrative policy changes also have come to affect the 
pattern of total releases. Included are the 1978 
determinate sentencing law, which substituted mandatory 
supervised release for parole, and the IDOC Director's U~e 
of "early" or "forced" release. The impact of each of these 
factors on the total number of releases is examined below. 

Total Male Felony Releases 

This series begins in January 1942, and is comprised of 
male parole, male mandatory supervised release, and "other" 
rna le felony discharges. The monthly number of male felony 
releases in early 1942 was between 350 and 400, but declined 
to about 300 by the end of the year. 

As shown in Figure 12, the numbers of 'releases in 
Augu st and September of 1943 were exceptionally high (458 
and 672~ respectively). These extremes were due to the "War 
Parole Program" that was undertaken during World War II (see 
p. 49). 

The monthly number of male releases continued to 
dec1 ine through 1944, reach ing about 250 by 1945. Recall 
that admissions also fell through 1944. Between 1945 and 
1961 , male releases increased slightly, but gene ra lly 
remained between 300 and 400 per month. March, April, and 
May of 1951, were exceptionally high months (between 530 and 
620) . July 1957, was also an extreme month (646). These 
extremes are due to high numbers of male felons released for 
reasons other than parole (i.e. expiration of sentence; see 
Figure 15). 

15 Thls is due, in part, to increased numbers of work 
release beds since 1978. 
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Figure 12 

IDoe TOTRL HRLE FELONY RELERSES, JRNURRY 1942 - RPRIL 1983 
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Between December 1959 and mid-1962, the monthly number 
of rel ... a:'1p's fllJr.l.unt.eo between about 400 and 'lOa. Aftl-'r' 
Lhi:l, thp. ol.rrer(~nces between monthR :·luttlp.n nown ror 
:If:V()ra l. y0.Hr~, ann th~ monthly relear,es rernf'lj ned Ht. abollt 
4HO unLil mid-1970. This stable period was followed by u 
decrease in releases from late-1970 through 1973. Our i ng 
this time, the monthly number of releases fell to about 300. 
This decrease happened at a time when male commitments, 
which had been steady for many years, began to inorease 
sharply • 

From 1974 through mid-1978, the monthly number of male 
releases generally increased, then decreased for' about a 
year, and then increased again to the end of the ser-ies. 
There is much variance in the final years of the series 
because of statutory changes and departmental early release 
programs. The pattern of total releases is, obviously, a 
composite of the patterns of its components: parole, 
mandatory supel"vi~ed release, and other discretionary 
releases. 

Male Felony Parol~ 

For many years, especially before 1960, the number of 
males paroled from prison in Illinois accounted for only 
about one quarter of the total number of all males 
released.16 

From 1941 through 1947, the monthly number of males 
paroled generally declined, from about 200 to 50 per month 
(Figure 13). There were noticable differences between 
months ~hroughout the war years, with August and September 
of 1943 being exceptionally high (316 and 496, 
respectively). The extremes are a result of the "War Parole 
Program", which was undertaken during World War II. 

Recall that in the early 1940s, the total pri~on 
po pul at ion was very high. According to the June 30, 1943 
Monthlr Population Movement Report, "Pearl Harbor marked the 
beginn ng of an epoch in the Illinois State Penitentiary, as 
it did in other prisons throughout the land. The inmates 
spontaneously appealed in great numbers to be inducted into 
mi 1 i tary service of their country." In response to this 
appeal, and in an effort to reduce the prison population, 
eligible male prisoners were paroled to the army for periods 
of six months. If no problems arose in that time, the men 
were discharged from parole (although they remained in the 
army) • As of June 30, 1945, 3,300 Illinois men had been 
paroled and inducted into the military through this program. 

16 Half of all male releasees during this period were 
misdemeanantsj the remaining quarter were miscellaneous 
releases-, 
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Figure 13 

IDce TCTRL MRLE PRRDLE, JULY 19ij 1 - RPRIL 1983 
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~rom 1948 through mid-1961, the monthly number of male~ 
paroled increased sJ.,ightly, with little month-to-month 
variation, to just more than 100 per month. Between 
mid-1961 and mid-1962, there was a "jump" in the series, and 
the number of male paroles doubled to about 200. Recall 
that at this time the total rDOC population was at its 
highest level since 1942 (see Figure 1). While there were 
greater differences between months than in earlier years, 
the number qf paroles only slightly increased overall 
betw~en mid-1962 and 1975. 

Beginning in 1916, the monthly number of males paroled 
from prison began to increase sharply, more than doubling in 
the next two years. lti March 1918, 610 males were paroled, 
the highest monthly total in the series. This large 
increase corresponds to the legal institution of determinate 
sentencing, whfch brought the phase-out of parole and 
substituted mandatory supervised release. After the peak in 
March 1918, the monthly number of males paroled decreased 
sharply, reaching fewer than 50 per month by the end of the 
series. Eventually, every prisoner serving an indeterminate 
sentence will have been paroled, will have maxed out, or 
will have died in prison, and this data series will end. 

Male Mandatory Supervised Release 

On February 1, 1978, a determinate sentencing law for 
offenders went into effect. Under this law, inmates are 
eligible for "good conduct oredits," at a rate of one day 
for each day served. Thus, for example, a person sentenced 
to 10 years may be entitled to flve' years of good time 
credit, and may be released in five years. 

The Director of IDOC may also award "meritorious good 
time" at his or her discretion, in increments of up to 90 
days. This practice has become the basis for an "early" or 
"forced" release program, whereby selected prisoners nearing 
the end of their sentence are given supervised release (see 
footnote 14, p. 42). 

Now that determinate sentencing has replaced 
indeterminate sentencing and the parole system, prisoners 
who have served their sentenoe (with good time credit) ar~ 
released to mandatory supervised release (MSR). As in the 
parole system, after release, these people are still under 
IDOC jurisdiction until the end of a stated supervision 
per iod. People uho were sentenced before 1918 and who are 
st ill serving time have the choice' of wa i t i ng for the i r 
regular parole, or having their remaining time recalculated 
with good time, credit. Thus, there' are increasingly fewer 
people being paroled after 1978. 
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Figure 14 shows the number of MSRs since 1979, a:'ong 

with the number of releases through parole. Note tha t, as 
pa ro ln0 decreased from 1978, MSRs increased through the 8nd 
of '.he series. By 1980, the number of monthly paroles and 
M~Rs were roughly equal, hovering between about 200 and 400. 
By October 1982, MSRs hit almost 800 per month, surpassing 
Lhe 1978 peak parole levels. By April 1983, there remained 
about 750 MSRs, but fewer than 50 paroles monthly. 

Other Male Felony Releases (Non-parole and Non-MSR) 

This series includes all male felons l'eleased for 
reasons othel' than parole and MSR. Included here are all 
exp ira tion of sentences, inc Iud ing statutory paroles after 
1973, Executive Clemencies, deaths, court-ordered, and other 
miscellaneous releases. 

The pattern over time of the number of "other" male 
releases (Figure 15) is almost the oppl)si te of the Pi:":! ttern 
of male paroles (Figure 13). Beginning in 1942, there were 
approximately 50 monthly other releases, increasing to about 
90 per month by mid-1948. During this same time period, 
male paro~es declined from about 150 to 50 per month. From 
1948 through 1961, the number of other releases increased 
Slightly, but generally remained between 90 and 120 per 
month. 

During these 13 years, there were several months that 
had unusually high numbers of other releases. In ;1arc h, 
April, and May of 1951, there were between 255 and 310 
releases, versus only abou t 90 in surround ing months. In 
July 1957, there were 326 other male felon releases, all, 
according to IDOC, for expiration of sentence. Also, 
between December 1959 and April 1961, there was an average 
of 311 other male releases per month, mostly for expriation 
of sen tence. After a final extreme month (246 in January 
1962) the number of other releases dropped from about 140 to 
about 90 by 1963. 

Note that from mid-1961 to mid-1962, the monthly 
number of male paroles doubled from abou t 100 to 200, and 
remained at that level for 12 years, while the monthly 
number of other male releases decreased to about 90 p and 
rama ined there for seven years. The number of other 
releases then decreased again, reaching less than 20 per 
mQnth by the end of 1973. However, fro", 1974 through the 
erjJ of the ser ies, the number of other ) leases b egan to 
increase again, reaching about 70 by 1983. 
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Male Misdemeanor Releases 

Th is se r ies is very similar to the male misdemeanor 
commitments series. The releases series began at just less 
than 200 per month, and declined during the war years. 
After reaching a low of about 65 in mid-1945, the number ~f 
re leases began to increase aga in at abou t the same ra te. 
This increase began about five months after t!le 
corresponding increase in misdemeanor commitments th~t beg1n 
in early 1945. Figure 16 shows 'both the admi ss ions a od 
releases series. Note that the scales are the same for both 
series. 

As with the misdemeanant commitments series, the 
misdemeanant releases series remained fairly steady through 
the 1950s and 1960s. The monthly number of releases varied 
throughout this period, but not by as much as monthly totals 
in the number' of commitments. There was a slight overall 
decline in releases between 1949 and 1969, from just more 
than 200 to about 180 per month. In December 1954, thet'e 
were 302 releases, the highest number in the series. This 
hi~h number of releases may have been a reaction to a high 
number of admissions several months earlier, as releases 
tend to lag behind, but follow, admissions. This pattern 
can be seen again in late 1961, when releases increased for 
several months, reaching about 275 in December 1961. This 
increase in releases occurred almost immediately after the 
early 1961 surge in misdemeanor admissions. 

Beginning in mid-1969, the number of releases began a 
steady decrease, reaching about 60 per month by 1974. After 
that, the number of releases leveled off for about two 
years, then declined (;I,gain to about 25 per month by 
mid-1979. By 1983, the number of releases increased aga in 
to about 50 per month. Again, the decline in releases in 
the 1970s lags slightly behind the corresponding decrease in 
admissions. . 

Total Female Releases 

Th 1 sseI' ies (Figure 17) includes all types of female 
releases, including parole, MSR, expiration of sentence, and 
others. Data for females are not available separately for 
each type of release. 

In mid-1953, there were fewer than 10 female re leases 
per month, but by mid-1957, the number had increased to 
about 11. The monthly releases varied around this level 
until mid-1966, with a high of 23 in October 1963, and a low 
of one in September 1964. From mid-1957 until the end of 
1974, the number of female releases decreased to about five 
per month. 
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After 1974, the number of releases increas(:d again, 
reaching about 24 by the end of 1981. Note tha t, as 
expected, the turning point of the female court commitments 
series from a decrease to an increase comes earlier than the 
0orresponding turning point in the releases series (1973 
versus 1915). In the final year of the series, the number 
of releases increased, due to two unusually high months; in 
October and December of 1982, there were 54 and 55 female 
releases, respectively. However, after about ~1980, this 
series shows a great deal of month-to-month vari~tion, with 
both very high and very low observations. 

In summary, the releases series generally tend to 
follow, or las, the admissions series. However, because of 
the exclusion of releases to oommunity centers, each of the 
re lea ses ser i e sis undercounted after 1969. Excep t for 
parole which has continually decreased since the switch to 
determ'inate sentencing in 1918, and other miscellaneous 
discharges, all of the releases series have sharply 
increased in recent years to help accommodate increasing 
admissions, and to reduce the population levels. 
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End-of-Month Supervision Population 

Originally called "Parolee Population," the title was 
changed to "Supervision Population" in 1978 with the advent 
of determinate sentencing and MSR. The series includes 
everyone released from prison who is still under some period 
of supervision. 

The series begins at more than 4,200 per month in 1941 
(Figure 18). After climbing to more than 4,600 for a few 
months, the number of people under supervision decreased by 
mid-1943 to less than 4,000. A large one month jump in the 
series of about 400 occured in October 1943. This pattern 
roughly corresponds to the large number of male felons 
paroled in August and September of that year into the armed 
forces. Six months later, as expected, the supervision 
p opu 1a t i on dec rea sed aga in, although not as much as the 
large corresponding war PGl'ole increase. 

After th is ini tial fluc tua tion, the series gene ra lly 
declined until late 1949, when it reached abo~t 1,300. From 
late 1949, to abou.t mld-1961, the series was very smooth, 
generally increasing very gradually, to about 2,100. 
Between mid-1961 amd early 1963, there was a brief but sharp 
increase to about 3,000, after which the series leveled off. 
Following a slight decrease to about 2,100 by mid-1969~ the 
number of people under supervision began to increase, 
slightly at first, to about 3,300 in mid-1914, then rapid~y 
to more than 9,000 by the end of 1978. One month, December 
1915, was abnormally low (3,512 versus 4,261 and 4,466 fo~ 
the previous and following months). The number of males 
paroled around this period does not account for this extreme 
low observation. 

The supervision population increase that began in late 
1914 is a good example of the effects that different 
variables have on rDOe system flow. This increase can be 
attributed to the increase in total releases that began at 
ab ou t the snme t ilTje. As re leases increase, the number of 
people under supervision will increase as well. Recall that 
the increase in releases was prompted by an increase in 
total admissions that began in early 1914. Wi th the large 
increase in admissions during the mid-1910s, prison crowding 
became problematic, and one of rDOe's ways of coping was to 
increase the number of people released. Also. wi th the 
beginning of statutory parole in 1973, more of the people 
re leased from pri son were sub jec t to superv is i on than 
before • 

The large decreas6 in the supervision population during 
1919 from abou t 9,000 to less than, 7,000 occured when an 
effort was made by IDOe to review and "clean" the 
supervision caseload (for example, removing people who had 
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died while under supervision, but who had never been removed 
from the population ccmnt). Since that decrease, the 
supe rv is ion popu la tion has resumed i ts ~ncreasing trend, 
except for a slight dip in 1981, reaching more than 1n,500 
in 1983. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Between 1974 and April 1983, the total IDOC population 
increased almost 125 percent J from less than 6,000 to more 
than 13,200. Th is population level is the highest since 
1939. 

Between 1941 and 1983, the prison population was 
influenced by several things. During World War II, the 
p opu la t i on rap id ly decreased due to decreased adtniss ions 
(more crirne-prone-age males were entering the military), and 
increased releases (parole of more than 3,300 incarcerated 
males into the armed forces). After the war, the prison 
population increased, as adult males returned to civilian 
1 ife. Through the 1950s, the prison population genera lly 
increased gradually, but with no large increases like those 
seen earlier. By 1961, the population had crept back up to 
1940 levels. 

The population peak in 1961 reflects not only 
inc rea sin g ma 1 e , but a Iso inc rea sin g f e m a Ie, i n mat e 
population. The female population was at a then all-time 
high in 1961, and constituted approximately 3 percent of the 
total IDOC adult population. Although the female population 
was not as strongly affected by the war as was the male 
population, the same factors that influenced the male prison 
population in 1961 may have also affected the female 
population. Because admissions were not especially high at 
this time (except, possibly for male misdemeanants), this 
population level may be explained by increased lengths of 
stay. 

After 1961, the total population decreased, reaching, 
in 19741 the lowest level since 1929. This long decrease is 
interesting, given that arrests of both males and females 
generally increased during the early 1970s.17 Beginning in 
1974, however, and continuing into 1983, the prison 
population more th.an doubled, and today remains at the 
highest level ever. Females still constitute approximately 
3 pe~cent of the total. 

We have analyzed the patterns of all types of IDOe 
admissions and releases, and have found several interesting 
things. First, the large jump in prison population since 
1974 is due not only to increases in male felony comm~tments 
from court, but also to increases in male defaults 
(readmissions) and to increases in female commi tments and 
defaults. ---

17See Lucas (1983) Female Criminalit 1 0-1 80: 
The U.S. and Illinois for dscussion 0 trends in male and 
female criminality based on arrest data~ 
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One 0 f the reasons for the increase in the number of 

defaults was the enactment of statutory parole in 1973. 
Th is law broadened the pool of prison releasees who are 
released to supervision (prior to enactment of the law, some 
would have been discharged without supervision.) The effect 
of this was to increase the number-of potential defaulters. 
For example, wi thou t the law, people who were discharged, 
and then cOlTlmi t ted another cr ime, might end up in pri son 
again as "commitments from court." However, under statutory 
parole, these same people, if convicted of a new crime while 
still unq.er supervision, might be readmitted to prison as 
"defaulters." Thus, the statutory parole law probably had 
some effect on the increase in the default component of the 
prison population after 1973. 

It is important to consider, however, whether the 
increase in defaults after 1973 was due to a high number of 
new sen tence readmiss ions, or a high number of techn ica I 
violation readmissions. If the former, the population 
increase due to this group of inmates would have occurred 
even without the statutory parole law. If the latter, 
perhaps the increase in defaults would have been lower, as 
one cannot be a technical violator unless released under 
supervision. 

The second possibility seems to be the case, at least 
toward the end of the series. For several months in 1980 
and 1981, there apparently was an administrative decision to 
revoke on ly the re lease s 0 f certa in types of techn i ca 1 
v io lators. The number of monthly defaults dropped during 
that time by about half, indicating that a good proportion 
of male defaults are actually technical vlolators. A 
case-by-case analysis of the default series would probably 
give a better indication of the effect of the statutory 
parole law. In any event, we do know that this law did have 
an effect on the IDOe supervision population. The caseload 
increased rapidly after 1973. 

Before the recent court decision ~nding it~ use, there 
had been much public debate over the use of the "early" or 
"forced" release program as a means of reducing the prison 
population. But, as we have seen, discretionary releases 
have been used for this and ether reasons throughout 
Illinois prison history. The World War II war parole 
program, for example, lowered the prison population by more 
than 3,300. In the early 1960s, we saw high numbers of 
"other" (non-parole) releases, that undoubtedly helped ease 
crowding. 

The pattern description methodology used in this report 
has he lped accompl ish three objectl·ves. First, we de fined 
and cleaned more than 40 years of IDOe data, and more than 
20 component data sets. Second, we specified which 
components of the total population had important (and not 80 
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important) effects on the pattern over time of the 
population. And finally, we have laid a solid foundation 
for future use of these data, for caubal analyses, or prison 
population projections. 
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