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The effectiveness of criminal justice 
policies find practices is often gauged 
by the extent to which offenders, after 
the imposition of punishment, continue 
to engage in >crime. This study ex
amines recidivism through an analysis 
of a nationwide survey of inmates of 
State prisons conducted in October and 
November of 1979 and sponsored by the 
Bureau of Justice Statistics. The 
fOllowing are the key findings of this 
survey; 

.. An estimated in % of those admitted 
to prison in 1979 were recidivists (te., 
they had previously served n sentence 
to incarceration as a juvenile, adult, or 
both). Of those entering prison without 
a history of incarceration (an estimated 
39% of all admissions), nearly 60% had 
prior convictions that resulted in !;lro
baUon and an estimated 27% were on 
probation at the time of their prison 
admission. 

e An estimated 46% of the recidivists 
entering priSon in 1979 would still have 
been in prison at the time of their 
admission if th<y hed fully served the 
ma.ximum term of their last sentence 
to confinement. This group, referred to 
as !lavertable recidivists,H constituted 
approximately 28% of all those who 
entered prison in 1979. 

• Recidivists were estimated to 
account for approximately two-thirds 

-lThe maximum term of confinement is 
-defined in the Inmate Survey 05 the mnxi-
IOnm sentenee to incnl'eerntion imposed upon 
an offender ~y a sentencing eourL Often 

. cou~ts impose.1 minimum and mnximum 312::1-
tenee so tlmt the senle-nee reneeLi 11 rnnge 
of durution (e,g,! 1 to 3 years}, ror ?urpo5CS 
of lhis sttldy, the mnximum of the range 
imposE<d is considered to be the maximum 
sentE<nce. Note that the maximum imposed 
sentene-e Is not necessarlly the same us the 
maximum sentence 11llowed by the stu lutes 
of II SlOte. 

Few issues in criminal justice have 
drawn as much scholarly and public 
attention as the impact of recidivism 
on public safety and the implications 
of this issue for sentencing policy~ 
Career criminal programs and man
datory or enhanced sentences for 
repeat off enders are examples of pol
icies designed to reduce the threat 
recidi vists pose to society. This 
special report presents important 
new findings relevant to the contem
porary debate on recidivism, public 
safety, and sentencing policy. 

Perhaps the most striking finding 
of this report is that approximately 
28% of those who entered prison in 
1979 would still have been in prison 
at the time of their admission if they 
had served their maxim urn prior con
finement sentence. Most of these 
!lnvertable recidivists ll were still on 
parole for a prior crime when they 
reentered prison. The study also 
found that about two-fifths of all 
off enders admitted to prison were on 
probation or parole (nearly equally 
divided) at the time of their admis
sion. 

This study is based upon the 1979 
Survey of State Prison Inmates, the 
most recent of two major natjonal 
inmate surveys sponsored by the 
Bureau of Justice Statistics. Through 
personal interviews with 9,040 

or more of the burglaries, auto thefts, 
and forgery/fraud/embezzlement offen
ses attributable to flll the admissions~ 
When their past criminal histories were 
examined, however) recidivists were 
found to be as likely as first-time 
admissions to ha va a current or prior 
violent offense. 

• Of the estimated 200,000 offenses 
reported by the 1979 prison admissions, 
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inmates in 1974 and 11,397 inmates 
in 1979, these surveys collected de
tailed information on the Nation's 
prisoners, including accounts of prior 
convictions and incarcerations. CUr
rently, the rus inmate surveys are 
the only source of criminal history 
information for a representative 
sample of inmates in the Nntion1s 
St.te prisons. The wealth of data 
contained in these surveys is avail
able to researchers in automated 
form through the BJS Criminal Jus
tice Archive. A third survey is 
scheduled for later in 1985. 

The findings presented in this spe
cial report, combined with the results 
of other research, raise serious ques
tions about the impact of probation 
and parole decisions on public saf ety 
and create a challenge for those who 
shape sentencing policy. 

Studies of this type are only pos
sible with the generous cooperation 
of the departments of corrections of 
the 50 States and the District of 
Columbia. The Bureau of Justice 
StatistIcs wishes to express its 
continued gratitude to those who 
have assisted its efforts to collect 
accurate and timely data on correc
tions in the United States. 

Steven R. Schlesinger 
Director 

the !Iavartable recidivistsl1 accounted 
for approximately 20% of the violent 
crimes, 2B% of the burglaries and auto 
thefts, 30% of the forgery/fraud/em
bezzlement offenses, and 31 % of the 
stolen property offenses. 

CD Based on recidivist self-reports of 
how long it took them to reenter prison 
by 1979, it is estimated that nearly half 
(48.7%) of all those who exit prison will 
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return within 20 years of release. Most 
of the recidivism, however, was found 
to occur wi thin the nrst 3 years aiter 
release: an estimated 60% of those 
who will return to prison wi thin 20 
years do so by the end of the third year. 

• Among the recidivists entering prison 
in 1979, those committing new offenses 
of robbery, burglary, and auto theft 
were found to return more rapidly than 
those committing other crimes. 

• An estimated half of the recidivists 
had four or more prior sentences to 
probation, jail, or prison. About 1 in 9 
of the recidivists had more than 10 
prior convictions. 

• An estimated 42% of those entering 
prison in 1979 were on probation or 
parole for prior offenses at the tim e of 
their admission. 

CUrrent interest in recidivism 

In recent years many State legis
latures have demonstrated popUlar 
concern for the impact of recidivism 
on public snfety by instituting man
datory prison terms or sentence en
hancements for repeat offenders. 
Other reforms-such as determinate 
sentencing, sentencing guidelines, and 
parole guidelines-have been introduced 
to limit discretion and make punish
ment policies explicit. 

Available national data indicate 
that the certainty of imprisonment is 
increasing. Table 1 shows how the cer
tainty of imprisonment has increased 
for arrested robbers* The estimated 
probability that an arrested robber 
would go to prison has increased from 
about 2496 of those arrested in 1978 to 
nearly 35% in 1983. In addition, rates 
of prison commitment from COUl'ts evi
dence a simUar pattern of increase 
from 1978 to 1983. In 1918, there were 
7.2 court commitments to prison for 
every 10,000 adults in the general popu
lation. The equivalent rates were 7.4 in 
1919, 8.0 in 19BO, 9.0 in 1981, 9.8 in 
1982, and 10.1 in 1983. 

The increased reliance on imprison
ment is not simply a reflection of 
hardening public attitudes towal'd crime 
and criminals~ it is also based upon the 
growing body of knowledge about crimi
nal careers and the W<elihood that 
many offenders will continue to commit 
crimes after they are released from 
prison. 

For example, the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics recently published prison 
return rates based upon official records 
in 14 States (Returning to Prison, 
November 1984, NCJ-95700) collected 
over a 3-year period after release. 
According to this study, 14-15% of in-

Table 1. Estima.ted probability oC irnprisonment given 8l1"eSt Cor robbery, 1978-83 

(A) (8) (CI 
Estimated 

Number number 
entering Estimated robbers 
prison with percent entering 

'leur new offefl5e robbers prIson 

1978 123,083 " , 18.9 = 231263 
1979 129,614 x 18.9 = 24,491 
19BO 144.209 x 18.9 ~ 2'1.256 
19111 164,851 x l8.!} = 31,158 
19B2 IB3,440 x 18.9 = 34,570 
1903 197,006 x t8.9 = 37,234 

Not~: 
(A) Admissions received from COUtts plus 
conditionnl release violntors with new 
sentences obtained from National Prisoner 
Sl1ltisties. 
(B) Estimllted from Prison Admissions and 
Releases, 19B1, Tuble 3. The proportion vms 
assumed to be stu'tlle over the 6-year period 

mates return to prison within the first 
year after release, another 10% during 
the second year, and another 5% during 
the third year; about 30% of all re
leases were found to return to prison 
within 3 years. As will be Shown in this 
report, the self-reported rates of prison 
return are nearly identical (29.4% as 
shown in table 3) to those gathered 
from official records~ 

Analyzing the Inmate survey 

The Bureau of Justice Statistics has 

Males tldmitted to prison 
tn 1979 

Prior eonfinement 
history 

Figure 1 

(D) IE) IF) IG) 

Numbf'.1" Percent of Number Probability of 
UCR robbery adult imprisonment 
robbery arrests who robbers giVen arrest 
arrests are IldUU5 arrested (em 

148,903 x 66.0 = 98,276 .237 
14.0,&40 x filLS 96 1 338 .254 
146,270 x 69.9 " 102,243 .257 
153,690 x 71.9 = 110,641 .282 
157 16311 x 73.5 = 116,016 .299 
146,170 x 73.7 = 107,727 .3.46 

because table 4 of tll1lt report indIca ted 11 
stable 3!}',Jt,. violent admissions for ,1 of the 6 
years for whieh data are eurrently available. 
(0) Obtained from FBI Uniform Crime 
Reports tables on totnl estimated arrests. 
(E) Obtained from Fill Uniform Crime 
Reports lllbies on the age: distrihution of 
robbery arrestees. 

sponsored two nationwide surveys of in
mates of State prisons. The first was 
conducted in January 1974 and the sec
ond in October and November 1919. 
Both surveys involved face-to-face 
interviews with large representativez samples of inmates of State prisons. 

The findings presented in this report 
are ba.sed upon an admissions sample 
derived from the 1979 survey. An 
admissions sample was used to estimate 
how many recidivists entered prison and 
how much time had passed since their 
last release from incarceration. Be
cause the survey was conducted during 
October and November 1979, a refer
ence date of October 31, 1979. was 
chosen. Male inmates who reported 
entering State prison between 

Z-rhe number of CIlSBS for the 1919 Survey of 
State Prison Inmates was 11,397. 

TQble 2. I.oeatlon and year oC last releru;e from confinement 
for t'CC'idiviats catering Slate prisons in 1979 (males only) 

LOBation of lnst release 
Year of State J\,IVenile 
last relellse prison Jail facility Other· Totnl 

1979 18,067 B,842 2,662 740 :m.3tl 
1978 11.212 5,32£ 2,167 673 19,37B 
1977 6,923 3,706 1,139 506 12t 2H 
197G 4,466 '2,44B GO. JIG 7,836 
1975 3,B69 1,589 667 86 6, 211 
19'74 2)602 878 382 122 3,(lB4 
1973 1,735 618 '114 138 2,905 
1972 1,135 5'71 23'7 18 1,961 
1971 967 50' 11G 45 1,637 
1910 053 ,ISJ lJS 27 1,201 
1969 654 235 90 26 l,DG5 
196B 585 205 0 61 .51 
1967 189 248 144 " "I 
1966 114 120 541 0 2S0 
1965 32fi 241 J8 as 693 
1964 1M 203 0 55 442 
1963 307 I4J 0 GO 510 
1962 206 2' 5' 57 351 
1961 170 91 0 32 293 
1960 90 62 0 39 m 
1959 und earlier 490 182 ,. 119 851 

Total tHi,244 26,709 B,973 3,2D8 94.134 

Pereent or recidivists 5B.7% 28.4% 9.5'~ 3.4% 100.0% 

I Median timc to prison entry 
since last eonCinement 22.4 mos. 22.3 mos. 22.3 mos. 2!;;2 <nOS. 22.5 mos. 

-Includes federnlund miUtary fn.eilities. 
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November It 1978, and October 31, 
1979, Were selected to represent a 
I-year sample of male admissions. A 
total of 5,351 inmates were included in 
the sample, representing 153,465 ad
missions. (For more detail on the 
constrhction and analysis of the sample, 
s!,e the Methodological Note at the end 

. of this report.) 

One assumr>tion underlying the 
research is that those who return most 
rapidly after release from confinement 
are the most criminally active offend
ers~ Because the survey was conducted 
only among those in prison, it is not 
possible to describe persons who do not 
reenter confinement~ Future studies 
must ex-amine the level of criminal 
activity among those who continue in 
crime but manage to evade reimprison
ment and those who disengage entirely 
from crime. 

Estimating recidivism 

Figure 1 illustrates the estimated 
distribution of recidivists (those with 
any prior adult or juvenile sentences to 
incarceration in a prison, jail, or juve
nile facility) and first-time admissions 
based on the admissions sample derived 
from the inmate survey. An estimated 
61.3% of male State prison admittees in 
1919 had a history of incarceration as 
either a juvenile or an adult or both. 

Table 2 shows where the recidivists 
were last confined (preceding the 1979 
admission) and the year of their last 
release. An estimated 59% of the re
cidivists who entered State prison in 
1979 were last incarccrated in a State 
prison facility (or about 36% of all 
153,465 admissions that year). sub
stantjal numbers also enter State pris
ons after serving time in a local jail 
(28.4% of recidivists and 17.4% of all 
admissions) or in n juvenile facility 
{9.590 of recidivists and 5.8% of all 
admissions}. The median time to prison 
entry was about the same regardless of 
where the recidivists were last con
fined-about 22 months after release. 

Assuming that those recidivists wilO 
entered prison in 1979 represent a 
typical admission cohort, it is possible 
tp estimate how many relensees would 
be back in prison after a specified num
ber of years. Table 3 presents a 20-
year estimate of returns to prison 
(derived from table 2). It shows the 
number of inmates who reported a last 
release from a State prison in a 
,partiCUlar year and reentered a State 
prison in 1979 (columns A and B). The 
total number of prison inmates released 
in each year (column C), is used to 
estimate how long (until admission in 
1979) it tool( recidivists to reenter 
prison (column D). These yearly esti
mates are then cumulated (column E) to 

Table 3. Coostrueting a 2D-yeo.r estimate tor returning- to Stnle prison 

(i\) (B) (e) 
Total number 

Number enter- released [rop 
Year of ing prison State priso!'15 
last release In 1979 in thnt year 

1979 18,067 12BI 980 
197B 11,212 118,920 
1977 1i,923 116,162 
1976 4,466 108,442 
1975 3,869 109,035 
1974 2~602 91, tB3 
HI73 1,735 95,324 
1972 1,135 96,373 
1911 9G7 96,701 
1970 653 76.,649 
19G9 654 74,109 
1968 585 70,250 
1937 489 79,835 
1966 114 83,237 
1965 326 IH'j,87G 
1964 1B, B1,0:Hl 
191i3 307 85, HI1 
196.2 206 361 589 
19tH 170 81,599 
19GO 90 77,870 

Nole: Column f] d~rtved from toble 2, COIU;lill 

C derived from National Prisoner Statistics, 
a Tot!!l returns over lhe 211-yenr period. 

_ ..... 

provide the estimated proportion 
returning by year 20. Column F shoWS 
the proportion of all returns (over the 
20-year period) estimated to occur in 
each yeBr. This approach, though rely
ing on retrospective, cross-sectional 
data, attempts to provide B prospec
tive, longitudillill estimate of prison 
return rates. The method assumes that 
future releasee behavior will be similar 
to that of offenders released in earlier 
years. 

These calculations show that nearly 
49% of State prisoners return to prison 
within a 20-yeat· period after release. 
Most of the recidiVism, however, occurs 
within the first few years after re
lease. An estimated 28.7% of those 
who will recidivate over 20 years return 
to prison wi thin 1 year of release; 
48.1% within 2 years; Bnd 60.3% within 
3 years. Clearly, the greatest rL." for 
public safety is within the first few 
years after release from prison. 

These cumulative Idi!turn rates esti
mated from self-report date are 
consistent with the return rates ob
tained from official records noted 
earlier (see Returnin to Prison 
November 1984, NCJ-95700. The cor
respondence between these two data 
sources suggests that offenders reliBbly 
report information on their recent eon~ 
rinement histories. (By the third year 
official-record estimates are that 30% 
of those released will have returned to 
prison compared to 29.4% derived from 
the inmate survey.) The reliability of 
the self-report data is indicated even 
for prior releases occurring many years 
earlier. In their study of 1956 Federal 
releasees, Kitchener, Schmidtt and Gla
ser found that 47.4% of those exiting 
prison received confinement sentences 

(0) 1£) (F) 
Cumulative 

Percent return- return rale Percent of totol 
tng to prison through returns occur-
by 1979 (BlC) year 20 ring in el1ch yearB 

14.01% 14.01% (l) 20.7% 
9A:! 23.44 (2) 19.3 
5.96 29.40 (3) 12.2 
4.12 33.52 ('I a.5 
3.55 37.07 (5) 7.5 
2.B5 39.92 (6) 5.B 
1.82 41.74 (7) 3.7 
1.18 42.92 (8) 2.4 
1.00 43,92 (9) 2.1 
0.85 44.77 (lU) 1.7 
0.8S 45.65 (1I) loB 
0.83 46.48 (11) 1.7 
0.61 47.09 (13) 1.3 
0.14 47.23 (14) 0.3 
0.3B 47.6.1 (15) D.!.! 
0.21 47.B2 (16) 0.4 
0,36 40.1S (17) 0.7 
0.24 4!lA2 (1 fl) 0.5 
0.21 4!LG3 (19) 0.4 

! 0.12 4B.15 (20) 0.2 

Does not ine1ude those ,cleused [ron. prison I 
prior to 19611. Column F wns cnll!ula1ed by 
dividlng eoLu:nn D by 48.75 rrom I!olumn E. 

of a year or more within 15 years of 
pri'ion release, nearly identical to the 
47.6% estimated here (see table 4). 

Age and time to prison retum 

Table 5 shows the rates of prison 
return by age at last release. The 
younger the releasee, the higher is the 
rate of prison return within the first 
year. While an estimated 21.B% of 
those IB to 24 years old at release re
turn to prison within the fiest year, 
12.1% of those aged 25 to 34 at release, 
7.1 % of those aged 35 to 44, and 2.1 % 
of those aged 45 and over do so within 
the first year. Similarly, through 7 
years after release nearly half (49.9%) 
of those aged 18 to 24 at release will 
have returned to prison, compared to 
12.4% of those 45 and over at release. 
Interestingly, offenders released from 

Table 4. Comparison or prison return rates 
through yeW' 15: Inmate survey flDd 
Kitehener. SCt'Jlnidt, Glaser followup 

Number of years 
after reLellSe 

Cumil1htive return rute 
Inmate .... Hitchen~r> 

survey Schmidt, 
estimate GlttSer 

r-----------i 
, , 

10 
15 

14.0H\j 
23.44 
29.40 
37.06 
44.77 
41.61 

8.56% 
2G.09 
3.1.22 
4.1.22-
40.67 
47.44 

Note: The ICitehen~r. Schmidtl Glaser follow
up W!lS conducted with 927 inmates released 
from Fcdernl prisons in 1956 and trncked 
through F 8I rap sheets and I!onlact wJth local 
IlI'resting authorities to obtain cispositl0nal 
information. The return definition used for 
comparison (parole viOolation or new sentences 
tOo eon(inement of more thnn 1 year) was used 
to approximate closely the return-ta-prison 
definition used ror the inmate survey. Datu 
were supplied by Annes!ey Schmidt (see 
Kitchener. et at., 1977). 



prison at age 45 and older demon?trate 
a relatively stable pattern over tIme,. 
with between 1% and 2% returning to 
prison each year. These data indicate 
that the most rapid failures after 
release occur among the youngest re
leasees. Consequently, the estimate 
that 1496 of those released from prison 
will return within 1 year masks consid
erable variation across the different 
age groups. 

Offense 8lld time to prison return 

Table 6 shows, by offense, the medi
an time to prison return for recidivists 
who received sentencesJor new crimes 
(excluding those returned as parole vio
lators only). Estimated median return 
times for those committing new offen
ses of burglary (19.7 months), auto 
theft (20.3 months), and robbery (21.1 
months) were the most rapid.rates of 
prison reentry. By contrast, median 
prison return times for those commit
ting murder (38.9 months), drug 
offenses (37.0 months), and assault 
(32.1 months) were the longest. 

Table 6 also shows the proportion" of 
those returning to prison within 20 
years who do so in the first year after 
release for each offense type. Those 
committing new offenses of burglary, 
auto theft, and robbery have the high
est proportions of first-year failures. 

Prison entry and prior sentence 

Another way to examine recidivism 
Is to distinguish recidivists who entered 
prison in 1979 who would still have been 
incarcerated at the time of their ad
mission had they fully served the maxi
mum term of their last confinement 
sentence (whether in a prison, jail, or 
juvenile facility)~ Those whose prior 
sentence would have extended beyond 
their 1979 admi.sion date are referred 
to as lTavertable recidivists.1I By con
trast} those whose 1979 admission to 
prison would not have been affected by 
their prior confinement sentence are 
called ttnonavertable recidivists.11 

Those who had never received a prior 
confinern ent sentence are defined as 
llfirst-timers.lf 

Males admitted to prison 
in 1979 153,465 

100.0% 

Prior confinement 
history 

A vertuble by prior 
confinement sentence 

I \ 
Yes No 

94,TI4 5 g;!r.J 1 jl.,\ '"f 
43,'2"35 5U,B99 59,331 
2B.2% 33.2% 3B.7% 

'f.hwludes 2,B95 offendel.'S admitted 
with prior life or death sentencus 

Figure 2 

Table 5. CUmulative rates or retum to prison by age gral,lps 

Number of yenrs Age ot lost relense from Stllte !2rison Median age of 

I 

after prison release 18-24 25-34 

1 yenr 21.8% 12.1% 
2 34.2 21.3 
J. 41.1 27.9 , H.B 32.7 , 47.8 37,0 
6 40.4 4lJ,S 
7 49.9 42.B 

Table 6. Meruoo time (in months) to prison 
return and percent returning in first yenr 
after release by neVi admission offe.n.se 
(in 1979) 

Medilln Percent re-
months turning in 

New admIssion to prison first year 
offense return Ilfter releaseD 

Violent 27.9 24.2% 
Murder 38.9 17.2 
RIlPe/sesulll u.ssault 28.6 15.1 
Robbery 21.1 2!J.4 
Assuult 32.1 22.3 

Property 21.9 2:6.4 
Durglary 19.7 30.1 
Auto theft 20,3 29.S 
F'orgery/fruud/ 

embezzlement 27,6 21.7 
Lareeny 24.9 2:1.3 
Stolen property 27.7 24.9 

Drugs 37.0 21.S 

Public order/other 27.6 23.S 

All crimes 26.0b 25.1 b 

Note: Exchldes thos~ Ildmitted us eonditionul 
releuse violutors without neW sentenees, 

8 Percent of ull those returning over 20 
yellrs who'return in first yellr ufter release. 

b The median time to prIson return and the 
proportion returning In the first yeur ufter 
relense ure different from tables 3, 4, 
and 5 beea.use eonditionfll releflse violators 
without new offenses have been el{clud~d. 
Couditionlll release vIOlators hfld fl ml1dian 

126 ;nonths' the time to [)rJson return of , 
effect of this group would be to decrease 
the ;neditlU {to 22.4 monthS) and inerease 
tlle percent returning in the first year 
(to 28.7%), 

Figure 2 illustrates the estimated 
distribution of aVertable recidivists, 
nonavertable recidivists, and first-time 
admissions of males entering State pris
ons in 1979 .. First~timers constituted 
an estimated 38.7% of those entering 
prison in 1979; nonavertable recidivists 
were an additional 33.2%; and avertable 
recidivists were 28.2% of admissions. 
Thus, about 46% (28.2%/ 61.3%) of the 
recidivists entering prison in 1979 
would not have been free to commit 
their most recent offense if they had 
served their entire prior sentence to 
confinement~ Some of the recidivists 
returned to prison not with a new sen-

35-44 45+ All ages those returning 

7.1% 2.1% 14.0',\'1 23.5 yenrs 
14.0 3.7 23.4 25.5 
1B.3 5.7 29.4 2£.J 
22.4 7.9 33.5 27.2 
26,3 9.7 37.1 27.8 
:10.2 10.8 4D.O 28.6 
34.0 IVI 41.7 ;12.,1 

tence but for violating the conditions of 
a prior release. Among those admitted 
to prison in 1979 with new sentences, 
first-timers were estimated to be 
40.6% of the tota!; nonavertable 
recidivists were 34~5%j and avertable 
recidivists were 24.9% (table 7). 

Table 8 provides the admission of
fense distribution for those enterIng 
prison in 1979 with new crimes only 
(excluding conditional release violators) 
by the three admission tYr>es. (Because 
some inmates were convicted of more 
than one crime, there are more admis
sion offenses-200,189-than persons 
admitted with new offenses-145,993.) 
As the table illustrates, an estimated 
24.4% of the admission offenses were 
committed by avertable recidivists, 
including 20.3% of the violent offenses 
and 27.9% of the r>roperty offenses. 
The proportion of violent crimes com
mitted by avertable recidivists was 
highest for assault (23.2%) and robbery 
(22.2%). With respect to property 
crimes, the avertable recidivists were 
estimated to account for 28.3% of the 
burglaries, 28.2% of the auto thefts, 
30.3% of the forgery/fraud/embezzle
ment offenses, 27.1%"of the larcenies, 
and 30.8% of the stolen property 
offenses. 

Table 8 also shows that first-timers 
are overrepresented (i.e., they repre
sent a larger proportion of a particular 
off ense category than of all admissions) 
for violent crimes such as murder, rape, 
and robbery. By contrast, the two re
cidivist groups are overrepresented for 
property offenses. The recidivists 
represent an estimated 59.4% of the 
admissions with new offenses but 
account for 67.3% of the burglaries, 
67.4% of the auto thefts, and 70.8% of 
the forgery/fraud/embezzlements. 

These data suggest the importance 
of both the seriousness of the current 
off en.,o;;e and the prior criminal record in 
the imprisonment decisions of courts~ 

Table '1. Distribution of 1919 admission types with and without neVi sentences 

Admission tvPes 

~voe~~uble Avertnble 
New sentence status recidivists rooldivist .. First-timers Total 

Number entl1ring in 1979 50,899 43,235 59,331 153,465 
Without sentences for new crimes 549 6,923 0 7,472 
With sentences for ncw crimes 50,350 36,312 59,:131 145,993 

Percent of tobu with new sentenees 34,5% 24.9% -tn.6% HIO.(}% 
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For those with no prior record, it is 
generally the most serious offenses that 
result in imprisonment. Conversely; for 
those with extensive criminal histories, 
a less serious offense may be adjudged 
imprisonable. Thus the liI(elihood of 
going to prison is related to both the 
seriousness of the current offense and 
prior record and is consistent with the 
theory of retributive social de~t justice 
(see Boland and Wilson, 1978). 

The prevalence of violence among 
those entering prison 

The above data might suggest that 
recidivists mainly commit property 
offenses. Indeed, as table 9 shows, 
55.9% of the nonavertable recidivists 
and 59.5% of the avertable recidivists 
entered prison in 1979 for a nonviolent 
crime. If, howevert offenses associated 
with prior incarcerations are also con
Sidered, then the prevalence of violence 
among the two recidivist groups rises to 
more than a majority. As table 9 
shows, an estimated 56,8% of the non
avertable recidivists and 53.7% of the 
fivertable recidivists have been incar
cerated for fi violent offense at some 
time over their criminal carcers~ These 
proportions are not significantly dIf
ferent from the estimated 54.5% of the 
first-timers incarcerated for a violent 
offense. These data suggest that 
recidivists are us likely as first-time 
prison admissions to have committed 
violent crimes. In addition, these data 
indicate that violent offenders are 
more numerous in the current prison 
population than is often reported by 
stUdies that fall to consider prior 
criminal history. 

Comparing reeidivists IlI1d first-timers 

Table 10 oompMes the two recidi
vist groups and first-timers across nine 
variables. There are no significant 
differences between the reci.divists and 
the first-timers with respect to race, 
educational attainment, marital status, 
and alcohol use at the time of the 
offense. More substantial differences 
exist for age at pL'ison admission, 
military service, employment record, 
family member incarceration history, 
and drug use. 

The recidivists tend to be older than 
those entering prison for the first time 
in 1979. They are also more likely to 
have been unemployed at the time of 
their arrest, to have a family member 
who had been incarcerated, and to have 
used illegal drugs. Prior use of heroin 
was significantly more prevalent among 
the two recidivist groups: 24.2% of the 

4-Itis has b€en referred to as the theory of 
relribuLive soeinl debt justice. The theo~:, 
predicts tltBl those in prison with the least 
criminal history will have the most serious 
offenses and those with the most crimina! 
history will have the least serious offenses. 

Table 8~ OCCense distribution of 1979 admissions with new sentenec::l by admlssion types 

Admission types 
1f6·n-
uvertable Avertable Pirst- Number oC 

OHense reaidivists recidivists timers Total oHenses 

Percent of conviction oefenses uccounted (or by each admiSSion type 

All crimes 34.8% 

Violent 32.4 
Murder/manslaughter 27.1 
Rllpe/sexUfll fi55aull 24.9 
Robberb 32.5 
Assault 40.3* 
Other violent 29,9 

Properly 38.4* 
Burglary 39.0* 
Auto theft 39.2* 
P urgery I frlllld/ embezz1e~ en t 40.5" 
Lureeny 34.9* 
Slolen property 35.9* 
Other properly 42.5* 

D,ug8 3004 

Public order/olher 32.9 

Nole: As shown in table 7, nonaverluble 
offenders llre 34.5% of the admissions willt 
new crimes, averlnble offenders ure 24.9%, 
and Clrst~lime offenders are 40.0%. Hems 
marked with an uslerisk on litis Luble indicate 
whem an admission type is overrepresented 
for a particular oCfense relatlve to their 
dis Lribu Uon among all admissions. 

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

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

Although significant differences can 
be seen between recidivists and first
timers with respect to age, military 
service record, employment, family 
involvement in crime, and drug use, 
there seems to be little di.fference b~ 

24..4% 40.8% 100% 200,H19C 

20,3 47.4* 100 79.391 
1S.7 57.2* 100 7,469 
11:1.7 56.4* 1DD 10,300 
22.2 45,3* 100 35,331 
23.2 36.5 100 17,020 
12.9 57.2* 100 9,271 

27.9* 33,7 100 84,159 
28.3* 32.7 100 40,381 
2B.2* 32.U 100 6,740 
30.3" 29.2 100 ID,691 
27.1 * 38.0 100 17,095 
30.8" 33.2 100 5,002 
lll.0 39.5 100 4,260 

24.3 45.2* 100 17,634 

26.3* 40.S 100 18,995 

a Excludes 7,472 revoked condltional release 
VIolators. 

b Includes attempted murder. 
c The number of offenses exceeds lite nUlu

ber of offenders because some offenders 
have more lhon one conviction offense. 
The number of offenders with new crimes 
was 145,993. 

tween the uvertable and nonavertable 
recidivists for the nine variables 
considered here. One minor exceotion 
is age. Although the median ages for 
the two recidivist groups are nearly the 
same, a significantly larger fraction of 
nonavertables are under 22 years old. 
The fact that the two recidivist groups 
are generally similar suggests that it 
would be quite difficult to discriminate 
between them for the I?urposes of pros
pective prediction. 

Entry to prison from probation 
and parole 

As indicated in table II, an esti
mated 41.6% of all those entering State 
prison in 1979 were on either probation 
or parole for prior offenses at the time 
of their admission. The two categories 
were almost equally divided. 21.1% of 
those entering were on probation and 
20.5% were on parole or some other 

:- Table 9~ Prevalence of violence among those entering prison in 1979 

I Nonuvc:-tuble 
recidivists 

Percent 
of this 

1979 admissions Nu~ber type 

Total admitted in 1919 50,899 100.0% 

AdmitLed in 1979 for a 
violent offense 22,429 44.1 

Admitted in 1979 for a 
nonviolent offense, but 
previously incurcerated 
[or li violenl offense 6,489 12.7 

Totnl incareeTllted at some 
time [or a violent offense 20,918 56.ll 

Nole: These datn include eondillonnl release 
violators whose current offense(s) is eonsidered 

, 

Admission t~es 
AVertn e 

recidivists l"Lr.'ll-timers 
Percent Percent 
of this of tltis Total 

Numbet type Number tJ'pe number 

4.1,235 100.0% 59.331 100,0% 15.3,465 

17,512 40.5 32,339 54.5 72,2S0 

5,698 13.2 I2,lS7 

23,210 5;).7 32.339 54.5 .84,467 

to be the offense(s) for which they were lust 
confined preceding their conditional release. 



form of conditional release. This 
suggests that improved selection for 
probation (versus prison) could possibly 
avert as much crime through incapaci
tation as proper selection for parole or 
other conditional release. Further 
research on the crime rates of proba
tioners and parolees is necessary to 
establish this point. 

Table 11 also indicates that an 
estimated 27.196 of those who entered 
prison for the first time in 1979 were 
on probation for a prior (..'Onviction at 
the tim e of their admission. Thus, 
"first-timers" On terms oLadmission to 
prison) are not necessarily Ilfirst of
fenders. 1f This is shown in greater 
detail in table 12. An estimated 59.496 
of the first-timers have at least one 
prior conviction resulting in a sentence 
to probation; 29.1 % have two or more 
such prior convictions. In fact, 38.796 
of the admissions are serving their first 
canfinement sentence, but only 16.1 % 
of admissions (about 1 in 6 inmates) 
have no prior convictions. 

The recidivists generally have more' 
than three times as many prior con
victions as the fjrst-timers. Nonavert
able recidivists were estimated to have 
a median of 4.3 prior convictions com
pered to a median of 4.6 for the avert
able recidivists entering prison in 
1979. By contrast, first-time admis
sions were estimated to have a median 
of 1.3 prior convictions. In fact, nearly 
1 in 10 (9.5%) of the nonavertable re
cidivists and 1 in 8 (13.8%) of the 
avertable recidivists Were estima.ted to 
have more than 10 prior convictions. 

Cone1W<ion 

The results presented in this study 
add to the growing body of knowledge 
of the impact of recidivists on crime 
and corrections. An estimated three
fifths of those admitted to prison in 
1979 had previously served a sentence 
of incarceration as a juvenile, adult, or 
both. Although the recidivists were 
more likely than the first-timers to 
enter prison for a nonviolent offense, 
the prevalence of violence was found to 
be the same for both grou~s when 
criminal histories were taken into 
consideration. Many of these recid
ivists had long criminal records: a.bout 
half had 4 or more prior sentences to 
probation, jail, or prison, and 1 in 9 had 
more than 10 prior sentences. 

Even more striking than these re
sults is the finding that nearly half of 
the recidivists who entered prison in 
1979 would stHI have been in prison at 
the time of their admission if they had 
fully served the maximum term of their 
last confinement sentence~ These 
navertable recidivistslf were estimated 
to account for a quarter of all the of-

, 

Table 10.. Profile of State prison admissions,. 1979, by type of admission 

Admissio.Q .. !:l'I!es 
No".. 
uvertable Avertallle 

Charm!teristics recidivists recidivist'> First-timers 

Number tlf admissions 511,899 43,235 

Age at admission {cumulative) 
18 years aid or less 4.0',\) 1.2% 
2n or less 16~fi 18.4 
22 or less 2'9.1 21.5 
24 or less 40.5 37.0 
26 or less 52;.4 49.0 
29 or less 65.1 66.1 
32 or less 74.9- 76.4 
3li: or less 83.4 87.0 
40 or less 90.11 !H.8 
50 or less 96.4 .1.1 
51+ 1l111.n 160.0 

Media.n age 25.S yellrs 26.2 yeurs 

Race 
White 50.7% 55.9% 
Black 46.5 41,2 
Other 2.8 2.' 

Education 
0~6 years 6.11% 4.3% 
7-8 years 12.B 12.il 
9-11 years 51.6 \B.O 
12 yea.rs 20.£1 33.2 
More thun 12 years 8.7 12.0 

Medlnn 10.2 yeurs 10.4 years 

Marital status 
Marr!ed 25.2% 26.1% 
Widowed/divorced/separated 23.3 24.2 
Never married 511.5 49.7 

MilltAt'y service 
Peruent with military serviae 22.9% 21.3% 
Peraent of thosc serving with undesirable/ 

bad aonduct/dishonor!lblc disc11arges 29.5 23.5 
Percent o[ those serving who were 

sentenced to confinement in the miHtllry 25.9 23.7 

employed prior to otTest 
No 2B.O% 28.8% 
Full-time 60.0 ill.9 
Part-time 12:.0 9.3 

Family member ever inenrcerated 4il.7% 39.8% 

Drug usel' 
Ever use heroin regularly 24.2% 2:8.0% 
Use heroin month before tlrrl.!5t 10.9 13.8 
Under influenCE any drug at time 

of offense 35.7 37.11 
Under infiuenee heroin at time of offense 7,9 10.4 

Alcohol use 
Drinking at tIme of offense 52.2% 48.8% 
Very drunk at time or offense 

(percent of those drinking) 39-.3 313.1 

Table 11. Criminal justice status at time of entry to State prtson in 1979 

Status at admission 

Number or admissions 

Percent or ndmis5.ions on each type 
or supervision 

No supervision 
Probnlion 
Purole/other eondiUonl11 relausea 

8. Includes persons admitted us escapees. 

Non~ 

ll.vertabie 
recidivists 

50,899 

100.0% 
66.7 
2:5.5 

7.8 

Admission t:l.Ee5 

Avertable 
recidiVists 

43 j 235 

100.l.1% 
26.1.1 
7.8 

63.4 

59,331 

5.1% 
22.2 
41.6 
55.1 
65.3 
75.6 
82.4 
88.3 
91.5 
96.9 

1l1n.o 

23.2 years 

54.7% 
42.S 
2.7 

5.3% 
8.3 

49.4 
25.0 
12.0 

H1.5 years 

25.2% 
18.5 
56,3 

26.8% 

11.6 

10.£1 

22.5% 
66.0 
10.7 

27.3% 

1l.4% 
5.5 

29.1 
3.5 

49.2% 

33.4 

First-timers 

59,331 

lOO.a% 
12.9 
21.1 

Total 

153,465 

3.6% 
17.11 
31.8 
45.2 
56.6 
69.5 
78.2 
BG.3 
91.1 
96.9 

HIO.O 

24.9 years 

53.7% 
43.5 

2.8 

5.2% 
11.0 
49.7 
23.1 
10.9 

111.4 years 

25.8% 
21.7 
52.5 

24.11% 

20.4 

18.S 

26.1% 
63.2 
10.7 

35.3% 

20.3% 
9.5 

33.7 

6.' 
50.1% 

30.1 

Totu! 

153,465 

IOO.a,*, 
58.4 
21.1 
20.5 

fenses for which the 1979 inmates were 
convicted-including 22% of the rob
beries, 23% of the assaults, and 2896 of 
the burglaries. 

parole decisions, and the incapacitative 
effects of imprisonment. 

Findings of this type ere directly 
relevant to issues of sentencing policy, 
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Tsble 12. Prior -conviction history nt time oC entry to State (?risI.1n in 1979 

Admission tvpes 
Non-
nvertable Avel'tabte 

NUmber of prior convictions recidivists recidivists Fitst-timers Total 

Number or ndmisslons 

Percent or eaeh Ildmission type 
with prior convictions 

No prior convictioos 
1 (}rior conviction 
2 
3 
4 
5 
li-l0 
11-20 
21+ 

Median number oC convictions pc-r oHendcr 

Note: Prior conviction history is defined as 
the sum of nil prior juvcnile or ndult 

Methodological note 

The weighted estimate for the study 
sample of 5,357 was 153,465. Census data 
place the number of mnles admitted to State 
prisons durIng 1979 with sentences longer 
than 1 year at 147,957. Because the inmate 
survey estimate included all males admitted 
(regardless of sentence length), some of the 
difference between the two numbers could be 
accounted for by offenders who were admit
ted with sentences of less than 1 year. 
Analysis of the survey sample yielded an 
estimated 149;628 inmates admitted to pris
on in 1979 with sentences longer than 1 
year~ This difference of 1,671 between the 
two measures of prison admissions could be 

Appendix A. Comparison of ]'979 sample survey 
admissiOO!i to 1981 State prison 8dmlssions4 

Sample Orneial 

Charaeteristic 
survey 
1979 

records 
1981.0. 

Number DC cases 5,351 H19,223 
Weighted estimate 153,465 

Jl.riec, toW 100.0% llHLO'N;. 
White 53.7 55.5 
aIncit 43.5 43.5 
Other 2.8 1.0 

Age, total 100.0% 100.0% 
17 or less 1.4 1.3 
18-24 44.0 43.2 
25-34 17.3 3B.!.! 
35-44 lUI 11.5 
4ft-54 4.2 3.8 
55+ I.B 1.4 

Median age 25 25 

Offense distribution totu! 101l.0% 100.0% 

Violent, total 46.4 38.5 
M uNler /mans laug h ter j 

attempted murder •• 3 7.1 
Rnpe/sexuulnssault 5.5 4.3 
Robbery 22.3 IB.9 
Assault B.2 6.9 
Other 1.1 1.2 

Property, total 39.9 4B.1l 
Burglary 23.2 27.2 
Larceny 5.B B.O 
Auto theit 2.' 1.5 
F'orgery/fruud/ 

embezzlement 5.0 5.' 
Other U 4.4 

Drugs, total 9.1 7.7 

Public: order/other, total 5.5 5.B 

11 From officin1 19U1 records Crom 33 Stutes, 

i 

5!1,Sl1g 4:1,235 59,331 153,465 

11l0.1l% 11l0.0% 101l.O% 100.0% 
0.0 0.0 40.6 16.1 

11l.l 14.2 30.3 19.2 
10.1 lS.1l 15.3 16.S 
11.0 IiI,1 5.3 11.:1 
13.6 10,9 Z.7 3.0 
3.5 S.6 2.1 6.0 

22.2 23.4 2.6 l.t.'l 
7.7 i1.i 0.3 5.9 
1.S 2.7 0.3 1.4 

4.3 4.6 1.3 2.9 

sentences to probation, juil. prison, or 
juvenile facilities. 

attributed to the fact that this study design 
equates the 12 months prior to Octoher 31, 
1979, with the 12 months of C"olendar 1979. 

To assess the representative validity of 
the study sample, the self-reported race, 
age, and offense datil of the sample were 
compared to the same datu for admissions to 
prison in 1981 derived from officinl records 
in 33 jurisdictions (1981 is thc only year for 
which datu. ure see 

~lT.1n~~m¥~~~~~~fr: Sept. 1 that 
the two groups are quite similar in terms of 
the distributions of age and race (official 
records often classify Native Americans and 
Asian/Pacifie Islanders as white)~ Offense 
distribUtions, however, are Significantly dif
ferent for the two data sO!lrcesj the inmate 
survey raflects a higher proportion of violent 
offenders. The reasons for such differences 
may relate to the representativeness of the 
33 States for which data were avaUable, the 
years being compared, or the rules under 
which offenses may have been recoded. 

All differences reported as significant in 
the text were tested at the 90% confidence 
level (1~6 standard errors). 
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