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U,S, Departmcnt of Justicc 
Burellu of Justice Statistics 

Returning to prison 
By John F, Wnllerstedt, Ph,D, 

BJS Social Science Analyst 

~lany persons now in pl'ison have been 
there before, and many will return at 
some point after their next release, 
The number and characteristics of 
those who are incarcm'ated more than 
once have always been of importance to 
policy makers, administrators, and 
reseal'chel's in the criminal justice field 
who wish to pl'omote public safety con­
sistent with the needs of both offenders 
and society as a whole, Increasingly in 
recent years, they have sought better 
ways to use prison capaci ty consistent 
with concepts of incapacitution and 
deterrence. 

In response to demand for State­
level infol'mation on repeat incar'cera­
tion, a special data collection project 
WaS undertaken in 1983 by Stutisticul 
Analysis Centers (SACs) and othel' 
agencies in various States undel' the 
sponsorship of the Bul'eau of Justice 
Statistics (BJS), 

Allowing fOl' interstate diffel'ences 
in both the scope and objectives of 
cl'im inal justice statistical programs, 
initialunalysis of the colleclcd datu 
shows, utnong othel' findings, remark­
ubly similar rutes of relUl'n lo pl'isOJl 
for follow-up pcriods of the sume duru­
tion, This and other findings derived 
from da la in this pilot project suggest 
thut a lar'ger scale stutistical program 
for trucking releasecs would constitute 
un important supplement to both 
regular and one-time rus pl'ojects on 
prisoner recidivism. 

Defining recidivism 

Given the divel'sity of legulllnd 
penal systems llmong the various 
Stlltes, cs weU as differences in their 
Informution und reseurch needs, it is 
not surprising to find u variety of 

The rate at which released prisoners 
return to confinement is a major 
consideration in the use of limited 
prison space and an indication of the 
efficacy of imprisonment as a stra­
tegy in crime control. MOl'eover, 
monitoring release populations pro­
vides an opportunity to compare 
behavior of offenders in confinement 
with that in the community environ­
ment. 

Existing annual statistical pro­
grams provide a base for analyzing 
val'ious aspects of pl'ison popUla­
tions: numbers and types of admis­
sions and releases (Prisoners in state 
and Federal Institutions); detailed 
sociodemographic and criminal jus­
tice charactel'istics of per'sons enter­
ing and leaving State prisons in a 
given year (Prison Admissions and 
Releases); and detailed character­
istics of per1sOlls entel'ing and exi ting 
parole (Characteristics of the Parole 
Population). 

This report, based on special data 
furnished by State authorities, pro­
vides baseline ineol'mation on those 

interpretations of recidivism. In its 
broadest context, il properly refel's to 
the multiple occurrence of any of the 
following key events in the overall 
cl'iminal justice process: 

• commission of a crime 
• m'l'est 
• charge 
• conviction 
• sentencing 
• incal'cel'atlon 
In the order giVen, these six phases 
I'epresent an increaSingly deeper pene­
tration by offendel's Into the criminal 
justice system, and eueh is an Impor-
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offendel'S who al'e released to the 
community and then returned to 
prison at some point in the COUl'se of 
a specific follow-up pel'iod. These 
include both conditional releasees, 
such as parole violatol's, and uncon­
di tional releasees (e.g" prisonel's 
whose terms have expired). 

The most important finding from 
the data pl'ovided by more than 20 
States for this pilot project is that 
close to a third of State pl'isoners 
released returned to prison within 3 
years and mOl'e than a quarter were 
back in 2 years or less. The study 
identifies characteristics closely 
associated with probability of return 
to prison, including the nature of 
commitment offense, offender age, 
and number of priol' incarcel'ations. 

It is hoped that studies of this 
type will help in the eValuation of 
alternative corrections strategies 
such as incarceration, community­
based treatment, and supervised 
release. 

Steven R. Schlesinger 
Director 

tant tar'get for eriminlll justice statis­
tics programs. As used in this report 
(and generally in criminal justice 
literature), recidivism refers to rein­
cm'ceration or the l'etul'n of relensed 
sentenced offenders to the cusfody of 
State correctional authorities. 
Similarly, a recidivism rate is construed 
as the cumulative percentage of a 
prlson-l'elease population l'eturned to 
pl'ison during u specified follow-up 
period, 

It should be noted thut, because 
Indivldunl States collect the dnta upon 
which this study is bused, pC'rsons , 



released from prison in one state and 
subsequently incarcerated in another 
for a criminal violation generally are 
not included. Consequently, the 
estimated extent of recidivism among 
prison releasees is understated to an 
unknown extent. 

State responses in this pilot project, 
as well as studies from other sources, 
identify two basically different ap­
proaches to the study of criminal back­
grounds of repeat offenders: 

• asking prisoners about their past 
contacts with the criminal justice 
system (i.e., self-reports); and 
• using official documents to keep 
track of prior incarceration and/or 
post-release returns to prison. 

The former method was used, for 
example, in national-level sample 
surveys of prison inmates for 1974 and 
1979 sponsored by BJS; the latter is the 
method used in this project, as well as 
in the BJS series on persons confined in 
the Nation's prisons at yearendrthose 
admitted or released during the year, 
and those living in the ~ommunity while 
on probation or parole. Responses to 
requests for data for this report show 
that not all States systematically keep 
data on post-release failures, the 
approac'3 to recidivism used in this 
analysis. 

Key fi~: Similarity of 
recidivism rates 

The most important finding from 
the examination of the data provided 
for this pilot project is a marked simi­
larity in the recidivism rates among the 
14 listed States (table 1). Close to a 
third of State prisoners released re­
cidivated within 3 years, and a quarter 
were back in 2 years or less. The 
median rate for the 2-year period is 
26%, which-when the lowest (Colora­
do) and the highest (Minnesota) rates 
are set aside-;is only 5 percentage 
points above the smallest rate and 3 
points below the largest. (The com­
paratively high rate in Minnesota, a 
State with a relatively low incarcera­
tion rate and a strong community 
corrections program, may be attribut­
able to differences in the composition 
of the inmate popUlation.) 

Table 1 also shows a similar pattern 
in the tirst- and third-year recidivism 
rates, with Minnesota again providing 
an obvious contrast. For both the first 
and third years, there is also a fairly 
high degree of clustering about the 
median recidivism rates, 14.9% and 
31.5%, respectively. 

As already noted, differentials In 
the Scope and defl'1itions used In cal­
culating) Indlvidual- State recidivism /' 

Table 1. Percents of releasee. returned to priaon, 
by State, year of release, and follow-up period 

state and year of NlITber of 
release reported reloasees 

Colorado, 1980 1,288 
Georgia, 1980 6,583 
Iowa, 1980 

6" " 
Massachusetts, 1976 923 
Minnesota, 1980 1,133 "-
Mississippi, 1978 1,417b 
Nebraska, 1979c 646 
New York, 1980 7,661 
North Carolina, 1979 9,630~ 
Oklahoma, 1976-1977 1,906 

Oregon, 1979 1,782i 
Rhode Island, 1978 401 
Washington, 1979 1,909 
Wisconsin, 1980 1,616 

Median of reporting States 
Mean of reporting states 

Note: Unless otherwise noted, number oC 
releasees excludes persons being held Cor 
another agency, Interinstitutional or Interstate 
transfers, A WOLs, escapes, and deaths. 
a Data are for July 1, 1983, reSUlting In u 2 1/2-

year Collow-up period ror the portion of the 
b cohort released In the second half of 1980. 

Estimate based on half-year total. 

rates must be weighed in drawing con­
clusions based on these findings, and 
follow-on research will continue to 
examine potential factors underlying 
observed disparity. Nevertheless, these 
data strongly suggest that the propor­
tions of releasee failures among States 
are similar. Despite differences among 
States in those admitted to and/or 
released from prison, the proportions of 
those Gonsidered recidivists by indi­
vidual States closely resemble each 
other. 

Most critical period 

After the first year, the greater the 
amount of time a releasee remains in 
the community without reincarceration, 
the less are his or her cha~ .. ces of 
returning to prison. 0 Table 2 shows the 

The cumulAtive percent of prison releasees 
who returned to erlson within 

1 year 2 years 3 years 

8.2% 18.5% 24.1% 
14.5 26.8 34.9 
16.3 21.8 23.3 
18.0 28.0 32.0 
2G.0 37.0 40.0a 

13.3 23.6 27.8 
14.1 22.5 27.9 
11.1 25.9 33.7 
14.9 26.3 31.6 

9.8 21.0 27.8 

17.2 27.6 32.2 
20.2 28.9 3G.2 
12.4 22.3 28.3 
16.8 25.7 31.3 

14.11 26.1 31.5 
15.2 25.4 30.8 

e Fiscal 1978-79. 
d Figure Is half of a 2-year total of 3,812, from 

which a 15% samplc Was drawn. 
e Excludes 100 Inmates with offenso data 

missing. 
f Includes prison and jail Inmates, as State has 

an Integrated jail-prison system. 

percentage of returnees among selected 
States during successive 6- or 12-month 
periods up to a maximum of 5 years 
after release from prison. 

Data beyond the 3-year mark sug­
gest that some recidivism is likely to 
occur at least up to 5 years after 
release, although at increasingly lower 
rates. Table 2 indicates that, on the 
whole, the highest risk of recidivism 
occurs during the second half of the 
first year of release, suggesting 
the need for maximum post-release 
correctional support immedia.tely 
before and during that period. 

Types of retum 

Most persons released to the com­
munity are required, as a condition of 

Table 2. Percents of releasees returning to prison over 
successive 6-month or longer intervals 

Colo- Massa- Ne- Now North Wash- Wls-
rado ehusetts braska York Carolina Oklahoma Oregon Ington eonsln 

Intervals 1980 1976 1979 1978 1979 1976-77 1979 1976 1980 

First year 8.3% 18.0% 14.1% 12.8% 14.1% 9.8% 17.2% 16.2% 16.7% 
1-6 months 2.4 • 6.5 3.8 6.5 • 7.1 • 7.4 
7-12 months 5.9 • 7.6 9.0 7.6 • 10.1 • 9.3 

Second year ID.2 10.0 8.4 11.3 8.4 11.8 12.4 10.6 8.9 
1-6 months 5.9 • 4.2 7.0 4.2 • 8.3 • 5.6 
7-12 months 4.3 • 4.2 4.3 4.2 • 4.1 • 3.3 

Third year 5.6 4.0 5.4 4.9 5.4 6.8 4.6 6.9 5.6 
1-6 months 2.7 • 2.5 2.6 2.5 • 2.5 • 3.7 
7-12 months 2.9 • 2.9 2.3 2.9 • 2.1 • 1.9 

Fourth year 2.7 4.0 ... 3.5 • 5.2 • 3.3 • 
1-6 months 1.8 • • 1.7 ... • ... • 0.4 
7-12 months 0.9 • • 1.8 • • • • • 

Filth year • 3.0 ... 3.2 • 2.8 • 2.8 ... 
1-6 months 0.4 • • 1.9 ... ... ... • .. 
7-12 months • . • • 1.3 • ... ... ... • 

Note: Year ot release may not be the same as those In table 1. 
• Data not avallablo. 
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their freedom, to observe regulations 
concerning their conduct, whereabouts, 
and associatlon~ not applicable to 
ordinary citizens. Violation of these 
rUles, even without commission of a 
neW crime, accounts for a significant 
proportion of reincarcerations in many 
States. 

Table 3 shoWS returnee data from 
seVeral States participating in this pilot 
project and indicates that technical 
violations can compose as many as half 
or more of the total number of 
recidivists in a releasee cohort • 
Recommitments of persons released 
unconditionally accounted for only a 
small proportion of returnees in three 
of the four States able to provide such 
data; in the fourth State, however, 
unconditional releasees returning to 
prison on a new sentence accounted for 
29% of ail returns. The number of such 
unconditional releases may be a reflec­
tion of differing sentencing/releasing 
strategies among States. 

Tracking conditionally released 
persons after discharge from super­
vision showed a continuation of recidi­
vism. As indicated in tabli!4, the 
proportion of conditional releasees 
retllrned to prison with a new sentence 
is still large in the post-supervision 
period. These statistics, as in most 
other data constructs used in this 
report, are based on small groups of 
States, so that inferences drawn must 
be viewed as preliminary until subse­
quent canvasses yield a larger reporting 
group. 

Offense patterns 

Released prisoners who go back to 
prison differ significantly when grouped 
according to their original offense. 
Table 5, which presents data on eight 
states, shows that property offenders 
are more likely to return to prison (a 
median of 36.896) than are violent of-

Table 3. Percent ot reloaaoes returned to prison durl~ 3-year 
follow-up period, by type of retl .. V' and state 

Percent on conditional reloase Percont on 
whIch wore returned tori uncondl tlonal 

Now sentenoo reloase whloh 
with or wlth- Woro returned 

State und year All 'roohnlcal ou t tochnleal for neW 
of reloaso roturns '" violation viOlation senteneo 

CallCornla, 11177 100% 84% 74% 02% 
Minnesota, 1981 100 43 46 11 
Nobraska, 1980 100 37 34 29 
Now York, 1976 100 51 43 06 

Notol Yenr of roleaso may not bo tho Samo as In tablo 1. 

Table 4. Percent of condiUonal releasces 
rel:ilmod on now sentence durillt and 
after official supervision, 
by State and year of release 

While 
Stato and undor ACter 
year of All super- super-
release returns vision vision 

California, 1977 100% 56% 44% 
Iowa, 1980 100 67 33 
New York,.1980 100 63 37 

fenders (31.5%). The median recidivism 
rate among reporting States for bur­
glari~~ i~~be biglwst of all specific of­
fenses, followed by robbery and theft. 
The lOwest rate is for illicit drugs, 
followed by homicide, forgery/fraud/ 
embezzlement, and sexual assault. 

Do recidivists commit the same 
type of offense as that leading to their 
original imprisonment? On the basis of 
available knowledge, the answer is un­
certain. Table 6 shows data reported 
by two States on repetition of recid­
ivists' offenses. The most striking 
instance of the need for more data may 
be seen in the case of burglars: in 
state A two-thirds committed burglary 
again; in State B a marked majority in 
the burglary group were retul'ned to 
prison for other crimes. 

From this example, patterns of 
recidivist offenses may differ sharply 

among States. Illumination of this issue 
would undoubtedly be of great benefit 
to State and national criminal justice 
policy and planning authorities, es­
pecially in determining types of 
correctional resources needed to 
accommodate persons incarcerated 
more than once. Table 7 is a crOS5-
tabUlation comparing initial with 
recidivist offenses, providing a level 
of detail desirable for opera~ional 
planning. 

Previous confinement 

Do the number of incarcerations 
before the last admission affect the 
likelihood of recidivism among prison 
releasees? Data obtained on this 
question were extremely limited and, 
because of the importance of such data 
in assessing correctional planning, 
should be accorded more emphasis in 
follow-up inquiries made to the States 
for systematic submission of data. 
Data on North Carolina's 1979 releasees 
show that the likelihood of recidivism 
is indeed greater for mUltiple 
offenders: 

Recidivated within 36 months 

All releasees 31.6% 
No prior prison commitment 24.8 
One or two priors 37.1 
Three or more priors 42.7 

Table 5. Percents of releueea who recidiVated, by State 

The rate of recidivism among Massa­
chusetts' 1980 cohort of returnees with­
in a year of release also increased with 
the number of prior imprisonments (see 
page 4). 

and the type of offense for which originally IJIca.rcerated 

Call- New Rhode Wash-
fornla Iowa Mlohlgan Nebraska York Oregon Island Ington 

Offenses 1977 1980 1978 1980 1976 1978 1979 1976 Median Table 6. Percent of reloasccs whoso new 

VIolent • 30.4% 31.7% 27.6% 34.1% 31.3% 41.2% ... 31.5% 
Homicide • 0.0 23.1 18.8 22.0 41.7 28.6 • 22.6 

offense was the same as their previous 
offense In two States 

Sexual assault • 16.7 21.3 23.1 34.7 25.6 25.0 18.3% 25.6 
Robbery 32.9% 41.9 36.7 28.2 41.5 31.8 45.8 3D.2 34.8 

State A State B 
Samo! olf- Samo Dir-

Assault 25.6 40.0 31.9 33.2 26.8 29.3 41.5 26.7 31.9 
Other violent • 100.0 35.9 • 40.1 36.8 42.9 • 4Q.1 

of- ferent of- ferent 
Offenses fenso orronso fenso offense 

Property • 24.7 38.4 38.8 44.3 33.4 49.5 31.6 36.8 
Burglary 43.2 38.2 45.1 33.5 47.2 35.6 51.9 • 43.2 Allortenses 43% 57% 36% 64% 
Theft ... 20.4 32.7 31.6 37.8 32.6 55.6 ... 32.7 
Forgery, fraud 
or embezzlement 29.2 8.0 34.3 23.5 30.4 21.8 25.0 • 25.0 

Other property • 20.6 41.1 0.0 0.0 36.5 43.8 • 28.2 

Dllcltchlp 25.3 0.0 19.5 23.5 18.4 18.1 55.2 18.5 19.0 
Other • 29.4 40.7 23.4 32.8 38.2 33.8 51.5 33.8 

Nonsexual 
assault 14 86 0 100 

Robbery 46 54 32 68 
Bu~lary 66 34 40 60 
The t 17 83 29 71 
Forgery, fraud, 

or embezzle-
ment 19 81 46 54 

... Data not avallablo. illicit drugs 60 40 25 75 
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Table 7. For Oregon, tho number of retums to prison, by typo of offelille at last admission 
and typo of olCense for which returned 

Return offense 
Murder, 
man- Rape, 

All slaughter, sodomy, Other 
All violent negligent chUd violent 

Last admission ofC ense oCfenses offenses homicide abuse Assault Robbery otcenses 

All offenses 574 77 6 22 8 39 2 

All violent ortenses 126 28 1 11 2 12 2 
Murder, mansillughter, 20 2 1 0 0 1 0 

negligent homicide 
23 10 0 8 0 1 1 Rape, sodomy, child abuse 

Assault 22 2 0 1 0 1 0 
Robbery 54 12 0 2 1 9 0 
Other violent orrenses 7 2 1 0 0 0 1 

All property oCfenses _ 274 28 3 6 2 17 0 
BUrglary / 160 17 1 4 1 11 0 
'I'heft / 58 4 2 0 1 1 0 
Motor vehicle theft 38 4 0 1 0 3 0 
Forgery or fraud 17 3 0 1 0 2 0 
Other property oCCenses 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

All statute offenses 68 7 0 1 2 4 0 
Driving related 42 3 0 0 2 1 0 
Escape 10 3 ,,0 1 0 2 0 
Other statute oCCenses 16 1 0 0 0 1 0 

All drug ofCenses 23 3 1 0 0 2 0 

Parole rule violations 83 11 1 4 2 4 0 

All Motor Forgery Other 
property vehicle WId property 
olCenses BUrglary Theft theft fraud ofeenses --All olCenses 148 67 33 24 21 3 

All violent oCfenses 18 6 6 2 3 1 
Murder, manslaughter, 

0 0 0 0 negligent homicide 0 0 
Rape, sodomy, child abuse 4 2 1 1 0 0 
Assault 1 0 0 0 1 0 
Robbery 11 3 5 0 2 1 
Other Violent orrenses 2 1 -/0 1 0 0 

All property oCfenses 95 44 19 18 14 

~,~ BUrglary 48 31 7 7 3 
Theft 

, 
14 5 7 0 2 

Motor vehicle theft 22 6 4 9 3 0 
Forgery or fraud 10 1 1 -~ 6 0 
Other property offenses 1 1 0 0 0 0 

All statute offenses 12 6 2 2 1 1 
Driving related 7 3 1 2 0 1-
Escape 1 0 1 0 0 0 
Other statute offenses 4 3 0 0 1 0 

All drug oCfenses 3 0 2 0 1 0 

Parole rule violations 20 11 4 2 2 1 

Drug Parole 
All All poses- rule 
statute Driving Other crug slon vio-
offenses related Escape statutc offenses only lations 

All otfcnses 57 29 12 16 19 12 273 

All violent oCCenses 10 3 2 5 4 3 66 
Murder, manslaughter, 

negligent homicide 4 1 1 2 1 • 13 
Rape, sodomy, child abuse 2 1 0 1 0 0 7 
Assault 1 0 0 1 1 1 17 
Robbery 3 1 1 1 2 2 26 
Other violent offenses 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 

All property offenses 13 6 4 3 9 5 129 
BUrglary 5 1 3 1 8 5 82 
Theft 5 3 2 1 0 34 
Motor vehicle theft 3 2 1 0 0 0 9 
Forgery or fraud 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 
Other property oCCenses 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

All statute oCfenses 20 17 0 3 0 0 29 
Driving related 18 17 0 1 0 0 3.4 
Escape 1 0 0 1 0 0 5 
Other statute oCCenses 1 0 0 0 0 0 10 

All drug otrenses 3 1 1 1 3 2 11 
Parole rule violations 11 2 5 4 3 2 38 

• Data not available. 
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RecidiVated within 12 months 

One prior Imprisonment 22% 
Two priors 27 
Three or four priors 36 
Five or more priors 40 

Despite the limitations of these data, It 
appears that releasees with Increasingly 
lal'ger numbers of prior incarcerations 
may be Increasingly more likely to be 
recidivists. 

How does length of time served In 
prison relate to subsequent recidi­
vism? Different answers from the data 
suppUed by the two States report1~~ on 
this question further confirm the need 
for additional data. Data from State A 
show that those with the longest time 
served are most likely to recidivate: 

Time served Recidivism rates 

24 months or less 21.5% 
More than 24 months 32.5 

On the other hand, da~. from State B 
show that recidivism rates were higher 
among those with shorter time served: 

Time served Recidivism rates 

Less than 12 months 43.6% 
More than 4 years 29.8% 

Another key question is how the 
level of confinement in prison relates 
to likelihood of subsequent recidivism. 
Again the two states reporting data on. 
this ques~ion present different out­
comes, another indication of a need for 
more data on an issue of great impor­
tance to policymake~s and prison 
administrators: 

Maximum 
MediUm 

Recidivism rates by 
security level in re­
leasing institution: 
State A State B 

14.3% 38% 
26.7 32 

Minimum 
Pre-release center 

28.7 26 
15 

Sociodemographic variables 

Broad patterns of the relationship 
between recidivism and age are de­
picted in table 8, although based on 
various categories from only a few 
States. As might be anticipated from 
the generally high concentration of 
incarcerated populations in the under-
30 age group, table 8 shows that the 
younger the age at release, the higher 
the likelihood of being returned to 
prison before the end of the 3-year 
follow-up period. 

Data from five States reporting on 
the sex of recidivists show that in all 
but one State, MassachUsetts, the pro­
portion of recidivists among males was 
substantially higher than for female 
releasees <table 9). 

Table 10 shows recidivism rates for 
releasees grouped by race; consistently 
lower rates are observed for white 
releasees. However, for both race and 
sex, It is not known the degree to which 
compositional dWerences across these 
groups (such as age, offense, or 
criminal history) may be contributing to 
the observed diCCerence In recidivism 
rates. 

Conclusions 

Analysis of speclal-project data on 
recidivism obtained from Statistical 
Analysis Centers and other sources of 
State criminal justice information 
yielded important findings. These 
pertain both to the SUbject-matter it­
self and to the usefulness of a regular 
data program to provide a oontlnuing 
measure of persons released from 
prison and returned. 

About 20 States provided data on 
the various aspects of recidivism 

.. developed in this report. As already 
noted, some findings are necessarily 
tentative because they are based on 
Information from relatively few States. 

Table 8. Percents or relcasees returned 
to prison within 3 years, by age at release, 
State, and year or release 

Massnchu- Rhode 
sotts· New York Island 

Age groups 1980 1976 1977 

All ages 26.0% 33.7% 38.4% 
Under 25 31.0 43.0 45.0 
25-29 28.0 36.8 32.0 
30 and older 17.0 30.0 31.0 

Nebraska 
, 1980 

All ages 27.9% 
Under 27 33.5 
27 and older 21.9 

North Carolina 
1979 

All ages 31.6% 
Under 30 34.0 
30 and older 26.8 

• Massachusetts follow-up is for 1 year. 

Table 9. Percent of rol_ returned 
to prison within 3 years, by lOX. State, 
and year of release. 

I?ercent of Percent ot 
aU males all tern ales 
released released 
who ro- who ro-

State and yeor turned turned 
of release to prison to prison 

CallCornla, 1977 31.496 19.396 
Georgia, 1980 36.3 16.8 
Massachusetts, 1980 27.0 23.0 
'New York, 1976 36.5 12.1 
N. Carolina, 1979 31.6 22.5 

Noto: Year otrelcase may not be the sarno 
as In table 1. 

Table 10. Percents of relcasecs returned to prison within 3 years, 
by race, stato, and 10M of relcallC 

Percent that returned to prison of: 
NonWlilte reIeasees 

All raees White All 
State and yeur ~eleased releasees nonwhite macks Other races 

Cll1lfornlo, 19778 • 27.996 • 33.596 36.596b 

Georgia, 1980 34.996 31.0 
MassachUsetts, 1980° 26.0 25.0 
Nebraska, 1980 27.9 25.2 
New York, 1976 35.6 31.5 
Hhodo Island, 1976-77 41.6 40.1 

Note: Year of release may not be the same 
as In table 1. 
• Data not available. 
8 Males only. 
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The most important substantive 
finding Is the marked similarity among 
the States In the proportions of re­
leasees who are sent back to prison 
within 3 years, with the return rates for 
most States being close to the median 
rate for all States. Proper validation of 
this pattern requires follow-up data 
collection to permit periodic compari­
sonsi nevertheless these data are 
substantial enough to warrant solid 
confidence in this result. 

A second finding of importance to 
the Understanding of recidivism is the 
proportion of releasees who return 
while still under supervision compared 
with that for releasees sent back aft~ 
completing the supervision period but· 
still within the 3-year follow-up 
period. Data from a small number of 
States show that in some States a third 
or more may be returned for criminal 
violations occurring after the comple­
tion of supervision. 

For policy and planning purposes, 
these recidivism patterns raise a ques­
tion whether alterations to existing 
programs designed to ease the transi­
tion from prison to the <!'-:;tside com­
munity have the ijotentlh.( for affecting 
recidivism rates. 

It is expected that any further 
examination of the data needs for 
follow-up analysis on this recidivism 
report will stress issues surrounding the 
high rates of recidivism among habitual 
perpetrators of certain property 
crimes, especially burglary and theft. 
Other Issues of importance include the 
length of the follow-up period in 
tracking releasees, the types of , 
releasees to include and exclude from. 
follow-up cohorts, and the comparative 
merits of sample versus complete 
universes in recidivist studies. 

MethodolOIDf 

Data elements and limitations. One of 
the principal objectives In this pilot 
project was to determine llctualllnd po-
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Mexican-American. 
MIls.~achusetts Collow-up Is for 1 year. 
Puerto RIcan. 
Based on Ii very small number (11). 

tenUal state statistical resources 
available for supporting research on 
recidivism, whether in the form of 
existing tabulations or computerized 
datasets.1r For this reason structured 
questionnaires to elicit data on detailed 
SUbstantive issues were not used. Ra­
ther, States were asked to indicate the 
kind of information they had bearing on 
recidivism and whether it could be col­
lated, If necessary, and forwarded to 
BJS to be used in the preparation ~f a 
State-based report on the subject. 

Among the Initial respondents, 15 
states Indicated a capability and inter­
est to participate In the recidivism 
project and estimated what cost, If any, 
would be incurred in providing the 
data. Of these, 11 were asked to 
develop and forward their proposed 
Information packages to BJS. While a 
few Sto,tes provided data on recidivist 
arrests and convictions, the category 
common to virtually all respondents 
was relncarceration rates arong 
cohorts of prison releasees. 

The follow-up periods used by some 
of the 11 States Invited to participate 
were subsequently found to be short of 
the minimum 3 years deemed necessary 
as a tracking pel-Iod for this project. 
Consequently, comparable data were 
requested from additional States to 
assure a large and representative 
enough group to permit some basic 
generalizations. In all, the States 
Included In this report are more or less 
evenly distributed amogg the various 
regions of the country. 

Types or release. Partially because of 
open-ended solicitation, only a few 
States differentiated their figures to 
permit identification of the basic types 
of release. Among releases, there are 
three basic types, two conditional and 
one unconditional: 

Conditional 
Parole 

• Supervised manda tory release 
Uncondltlonal 

Expiration of sentence 

~. 
\ • 
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It commutations or suspension of 
sentence were reported, they were 
Included as unconditional rele~ses. 

Among other release types: included 
in this report, court-ordered releases 
were usually but not always provided by 
the states. Releases not generally 
Included were persons to be handed 
OVer to serve other sentences (including 
out of the state), transfers to other 
prisons or agencies (e.g., hospital and 
state police), temporary absences, 
persons awaiting hearing on a release 
violation, escapes, and deaths. Among 
States providing data for this report, 
differences in types of releaseli covered 
do not substantially affect overall 
comparab!Uty. 

Despite evidence of broad uniformi­
ty among States in the classification of 
prison releasees, judgments about simi­
larities and dissimilarities must take 
into account differences in the applica­
tion of rules for the supervision of 
conditional releasees, whether on pa­
role or supervised mandatory release. 
Violations of these rules or conditions 
of release are known as technical 
violations-as distinguished from new 
crimes-and can result in reincarcera­
tion. Violations tolerated in one State 
might trigger revocation in another. 
Therefore, higher rates of recidivism in 
the latter type of jurisdiction should 
not necessarily be construed as evl­
derice of less successful correctional 
strategies. 

The follow-up period. The length of 
follow-up period used to measure recid­
ivism ranges widely from 1 year to as 
many as 18 or more. There is no gener­
ally accepted standard period for thl!! 
purpose. 

The 1-year follow-up period that 
Massachusetts has used to measure 
recidivism was found by its criminal 
justice analysts to be as clear an 
indicator of recidivist trends in that 
State as those based on longer periods, 
with the added advantage of providing 
pollcymakers with info§mation based on 
relatively recent data. Following a 
1956 sample of Federal prisoners for 18 
years showed that by the end of the 
period the original cohort h~d\accrued a 
63% failure rate (although it ihcluded 
as failures persons sentenced to' jail and 
those on probation, groups not 

\'ienerally includra in State recidivism 
measurements). 

':' 

Many criminal justice agencies have 
adopted a 3-year follow-up period for 
measuring recidivism statistics,largely 
because of a recommendation by the 
National Advisory Commission on 
Criminal Justice Standards and Goals. 
Some States responding to the BJS re­
quest for recidivism data provided 

longer or shorter follow-ups, but the 3-
year period was used for this reporHo 
include as many States as possible. 

Underlying all considerations about 
tile appropriate follow-up period Is a 
pragmatic question: at what point in 
the post-release period is social reinte­
gration successful from a proHammatic 
and budgetary point of view? Based 
on experience from this pilot effort, 
including input by SACs and other State 
criminal justice agencies, alternative 
follow-up periods might be considered 
for the future. 
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