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Directors’ 
Message

It is by now a commonplace that the number 
of people under criminal justice supervision 
in this country has reached a record high. As 
a result, the sentencing policies driving that
number, and the field of corrections, where 
the consequences are felt, have acquired an
unprecedented salience. It is a salience defined
more by issues of magnitude, complexity, and
expense than by any consensus about future
directions. 

Are sentencing policies, as implemented through
correctional programs and practices, achieving
their intended purposes? As expressed in the
movement to eliminate indeterminate senten-
cing and limit judicial discretion, on the one
hand, and to radically restructure our retribu-
tive system of justice, on the other, the purpos-
es seem contradictory, rooted in conflicting
values. The lack of consensus on where sen-
tencing and corrections should be headed is
thus no surprise. 

Because sentencing and corrections policies
have such major consequences—for the 
allocation of government resources and, more
fundamentally and profoundly, for the quality 
of justice in this country and the safety of its 
citizens—the National Institute of Justice and the
Corrections Program Office (CPO) of the Office
of Justice Programs felt it opportune to explore
them in depth. Through a series of Executive
Sessions on Sentencing and Corrections, begun
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State prisons admitted about 591,000
people in 1999 and released almost
the same number. If Federal prisoners

and young people released from secure
juvenile facilities are added to that number,
nearly 600,000 inmates arrive yearly on the
doorsteps of communities nationwide.1

Virtually no systematic, comprehensive atten-
tion has been paid by policymakers to dealing
with people after release, an issue termed
“prisoner reentry.”2 Failure to address the
issue may well backfire, and gains in crime
reduction may erode if the cumulative impact
of tens of thousands of returning felons on
families, crime victims, and communities is
not considered.

Inmates have always been released from prison,
and officials have long struggled with helping
them succeed. But the current situation is
different. The numbers of returning offenders
dwarf anything known before, the needs of
released inmates are greater, and corrections
has retained few rehabilitation programs.

A number of unfortunate collateral conse-
quences are likely, including increases in child
abuse, family violence, the spread of infectious
diseases, homelessness, and community disor-
ganization. As victim advocates are well aware,
the implications for public safety and risk
management are major factors in reentry. For
large numbers of people in some communi-
ties, incarceration is becoming almost a nor-
mal experience. The phenomenon may affect
the socialization of young people, the power of
prison sentences to deter, and the future trajec-
tory of crime rates and crime victimization. 

■   ■   ■

Parole: Managing more 
people less well

Changes in sentencing practices, coupled
with a decrease in prison rehabilitation

programs, have placed new demands on 
parole. Support and funding have declined,
resulting in dangerously high caseloads.
Parolees sometimes abscond from supervision;
more than half of all parolees are rearrested.3 

Support for this project was provided
through a transfer of funds to NIJ
from the Corrections Program Office.
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Determinate sentencing means
automatic release
Parole has changed dramatically since the
mid-1970s. At that time, most inmates served
open-ended, indeterminate terms, and a
parole board had wide discretion to either
release them or keep them behind bars. In
principle, offenders were paroled only if they
were rehabilitated and had ties to the commu-
nity—such as a family or a job. This made
release a privilege to be earned. If inmates
violated parole, they could be returned to
prison to serve the balance of their term—
a strong disincentive to commit crime. 

Today, indeterminate sentencing and discre-
tionary release have been replaced in 14 States
with determinate sentencing and automatic
release.4 Offenders receive fixed terms when
initially sentenced and are released at the end
of their prison term, usually with credits for
good time. For example, in California, where
more than 125,000 prisoners are released
yearly, there is no parole board to ask whether
the inmate is ready for release, since he or she
must be released once his or her term has
been served. After release, most California
offenders are subject to 1 year of parole su-
pervision. Generally, a parolee must be re-
leased to the county where he or she lived
before entering prison. Since the vast majority
of offenders come from economically disad-
vantaged, culturally isolated, inner-city neigh-
borhoods, they return there upon release.

Indeterminate sentencing lost credibility in
part because it is discretionary. Research
revealed that there were wide disparities in
sentencing when the characteristics of the
crime and the offender were taken into ac-
count and that sentencing was influenced by
the offender’s race, socioeconomic status, and
place of conviction. But most corrections
officials believe some power to individualize
sentences is necessary, since it is a way to
take into account changes in behavior or
conditions that occur during incarceration.
Imprisonment can cause psychological break-
down, depression, or other mental illness or
can reveal previously unrecognized personal
problems. When this is discovered, the parole
board can adjust release dates. 

More parolees have unmet
needs
The States and the Federal Government have
allocated increasing shares of their budgets to
building and operating prisons. California, for
example, has built 21 prisons since the mid-
1980s, and its corrections budget grew from
2 percent of the State’s general fund in 1981
to nearly 8 percent in 2000. There are similar
patterns nationwide, with spending on prisons
the fastest growing budget item in nearly every
State in the 1990s.

Increased dollars have funded operating costs
for more prisons, but not more rehabilitation.
Fewer programs, and lack of incentives to
participate, mean fewer inmates leave prison
having addressed their work, education, and
substance abuse problems. Yet sentences for
drug offending are the major reason for
increases in prison admissions since 1980.5

In-prison substance abuse programs are
expanding but are often minimal. The Office
of National Drug Control Policy reported that
70 to 85 percent of State prisoners need
treatment; however, just 13 percent receive
it while incarcerated.6

Mental illness is another growing issue. As a
result of deinstitutionalization, more mentally
ill people are sent to prison and jail than in
the past. Nearly 1 in 5 inmates in U.S. prisons
reports having a mental illness.7 Confinement
in overcrowded prisons and in larger, “super
max” prisons can cause serious psychological
problems, since prisoners in such institutions
spend many hours in solitary or in segregated
housing. The longer the time in isolation, the
greater the likelihood of depression and
heightened anxiety.8

Gang activity, a major factor in many prisons,
has implications for in-prison and postprison
behavior. The existence of gangs and the
related racial tension mean that inmates tend
to be more preoccupied with finding a safe
niche than with long-term self-improvement.
Gang conflicts that start (or continue) in
prison also continue in the community after
gang members are released. One observer
of this phenomenon has noted, “There is an
awful lot of potential rage coming out of
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in 1998 and continuing through the year 2000,
practitioners and scholars foremost in their
field, representing a broad cross-section of
points of view, were brought together to find
out if there is a better way to think about the
purposes, functions, and interdependence of
sentencing and corrections policies. 

We are fortunate in having secured the assis-
tance of Michael Tonry, Sonosky Professor 
of Law and Public Policy at the University of
Minnesota Law School, and Director, Institute
of Criminology, University of Cambridge, as
project director. 

One product of the sessions is this series of
papers, commissioned by NIJ and the CPO as
the basis for the discussions. Drawing on the
research and experience of the session partici-
pants, the papers are intended to distill their
judgments about the strengths and weaknesses
of current practices and about the most prom-
ising ideas for future developments. 

The sessions were modeled on the executive
sessions on policing held in the 1980s and
1990s under the sponsorship of NIJ and
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government.
Those sessions played a role in conceptualizing
community policing and spreading it. Whether
the current sessions and the papers based on
them will be instrumental in developing a new
paradigm for sentencing and corrections, or
even whether they will generate broad-based
support for a particular model or strategy for
change, remains to be seen. It is our hope that
in the current environment of openness to new
ideas, the session papers will provoke com-
ment, promote further discussion and, taken
together, will constitute a basic resource docu-
ment on sentencing and corrections policy
issues that will prove useful to State and local
policymakers.

Julie E. Samuels
Acting Director
National Institute of Justice
U.S. Department of Justice 

Larry Meachum
Director
Corrections Program Office
U.S. Department of Justice
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prison to haunt our future.”9 If these needs
remain unmet, there will be effects not just
for returning inmates, but for community
members who are at risk for further crime
victimization.

Parole supervision replaces
services
Eighty percent of returning prisoners are
released on parole and assigned to a parole
officer. The remaining 20 percent (about
100,000 in 1998), including some who have
committed the most serious offenses, will
“max out” (serve their full sentence) and
leave prison with no postcustody supervision.
This means offenders who are presumably the
least willing to enter rehabilitative programs
are often not subject to parole supervision
and receive no services.

For parolees, the parole officer plays a vital
role. He or she enforces the conditions of
release, including the prohibition on drug use
and on associating with known criminals, and
the requirement that the offender find and
keep a job. Parole officers also provide crime
victims with information about the offender’s
whereabouts, conditions of parole, and other
issues affecting victim safety.

Despite the essential work of parole officers,
their numbers have not kept pace with de-
mand. In the 1970s, one agent ordinarily was
assigned 45 parolees. Today caseloads of 70
are common. Most parolees are supervised
on “regular” rather than intensive caseloads,
which means less than two 15-minute, face-
to-face contacts per month.10 Parole supervi-
sion costs about $2,200 per parolee per year,
compared to 10 times that much per prison-
er. The current arrangements do not permit
much monitoring. Parole agents in California
reportedly lost track of about one-fifth of the
parolees they were assigned to in 1999.11

Nationally, about 9 percent of all parolees
have absconded.12

Most parolees return to prison
People released from prison remain largely
uneducated and unskilled and usually have
little in the way of a solid family support
system. To these deficits are added the 

unalterable fact of their prison record. Not
surprisingly, most parolees fail and do so
quickly: Most rearrests occur in the first
6 months after release. 

Fully two-thirds of all parolees are rearrested
within 3 years. The numbers are so high that
parole failures account for a growing propor-
tion of all new prison admissions. In 1980,
they constituted 17 percent of all admissions,
but they now make up 35 percent.13 

■   ■   ■

Collateral consequences

Recycling parolees in and out of families
and communities has a number of ad-

verse effects. It is detrimental to community
cohesion, employment prospects and eco-
nomic well being, participation in the demo-
cratic process, family stability and childhood
development, and mental and physical health
and can exacerbate such problems as home-
lessness.14

Community cohesion and social
disorganization
The social characteristics of neighbor-
hoods—particularly poverty and residential
instability—influence the level of crime.
There are “tipping points” beyond which
communities can no longer favorably influ-
ence residents’ behavior. Norms start to
change, disorder and incivility increase, out-
migration follows, and crime and violence
increase.15

Sociologist Elijah Anderson explains the
breakdown of cohesion in socially disorgan-
ized communities and how returning prison-
ers play a role in that process and are
affected by it. Moral authority increasingly is
vested in “street smart” young men for whom
drugs and crime are a way of life. Attitudes,
behaviors, and lessons learned in prison are
transmitted to free society. He concludes that
as “family caretakers and role models disap-
pear or decline in influence, and as unem-
ployment and poverty become more
persistent, the community, particularly its
children, becomes vulnerable to a variety of
social ills, including crime, drugs, family

disorganization, generalized demoralization
and unemployment.”16

Prison gangs have growing influence in inner-
city communities. Sociologist Joan Moore
notes that because prisons are violent and
dangerous places, new inmates seek protec-
tion and connections. Many find both in
gangs. Inevitably, gang loyalties are exported
to the neighborhoods when inmates are re-
leased. “In California . . .” she commented, “I
don’t think the gangs would continue existing
as they are without the prison scene.”17 She
warned that as more young people are incar-
cerated earlier in their criminal career, more
will come out of prison with hostile attitudes
and will exert strong negative influences on
the neighborhoods to which they return.

Researchers explored similar effects by look-
ing at crime rates in Tallahassee 1 year after
offenders who had been sent to prison from
there had returned to that community. Rather
than reducing crime, releasing offenders in
1996 led to an increase the following year,
even after other factors were taken into ac-
count.18 One explanation focuses on individu-
als—offenders “make up for lost time” by
resuming their criminal careers with renewed
energy. But the researchers who studied
Tallahassee focus on the destabilizing effect of
releasing large numbers of parolees. They
argue that “coerced mobility,” like voluntary
mobility, is a type of “people-churning” that
inhibits integration and promotes isolation
and anonymity—factors associated with
increased crime.

Work and economic well-being
The majority of inmates leave prison with no
savings, no immediate entitlement to unem-
ployment benefits, and few job prospects.
One year after release, as many as 60 percent
of former inmates are not employed in the
legitimate labor market. The loss of much of
the country’s industrial base, once the major
source of jobs in inner-city communities, has
left few opportunities for parolees who live
there. Employers are increasingly reluctant
to hire ex-offenders. A recent survey in five
major U.S. cities revealed that 65 percent
of all employers said they would not knowing-
ly hire an ex-offender (regardless of the
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offense), and 30 to 40 percent said they had
checked the criminal records of their most
recent hires.19 It is possible, however, that
current low unemployment may cause em-
ployers to reevaluate ex-offenders.

Unemployment is closely correlated with drug
and alcohol abuse. Losing a job has similar
effects. It can lead to substance abuse, which
in turn is related to child abuse and family
violence. Moreover, prisoners who have no
income because they have no job are unlikely
to be able to meet court-ordered restitution
owed to their victims. 

The “get tough” movement of the 1980s
increased employment restrictions on
parolees. In California, for example, they are
barred from the law, real estate, medicine,
nursing, physical therapy, and education.
Colorado prohibits them from becoming
dentists, engineers, nurses, pharmacists,
physicians, or real estate agents. Parolees
are not barred from all jobs, but the list of
proscribed professions suggests a contradic-
tory approach.20 The States spend millions of
dollars to rehabilitate offenders, convincing
them they need to find legitimate employment,
but then frustrate what was accomplished by
barring them from many kinds of jobs. 

Underemployment of ex-felons has even
broader economic implications. One reason
the U.S. unemployment rate is so low is that 2
million mainly low- and unskilled workers—
precisely those unlikely to find work in a
high-tech economy—are in prison or jail and
thus not part of the labor force. If they were
included, the unemployment rate would be
2 percent higher than it is now.21 Recycling
ex-offenders into the job market with reduced
job prospects will increase unemployment in
the long run.

There are, however, a number of organiza-
tions that help ex-offenders find employment.
Prominent among them is the Chicago-based
Safer Foundation, which offers a full range of
services, including job counseling and place-
ment, education and life skills training, and
emergency housing. Since its establishment
in 1972, the foundation has helped more
than 40,000 participants find jobs; nearly

two-thirds have stayed on the job for at least
30 days.22

Family matters
More than 1.5 million children in the United
States have parents in prison.23 Among incar-
cerated men, more than half are fathers of
minor children. For women inmates the
percentage is larger—about two-thirds have
minor children. On average, women inmates
have two dependent children.24 Although
women constitute only about 7 percent of the
U.S. prison population, their incarceration
rates are increasing faster than those of men,
so the number of children whose mothers are
incarcerated will rise proportionately.

Little is known about the effects of a parent’s
incarceration on childhood development, but
it is likely to be significant. When mothers are
incarcerated, their children are usually cared
for by grandparents or other relatives or
placed in foster care. Roughly half these
children do not see their mothers the entire
time they are in prison. The vast majority of
imprisoned mothers, however, expect to
resume their parenting role and live with their
children after release, although it is uncertain
how many actually do.25

Mothers released from prison encounter
difficulties finding housing, employment, and
such services as childcare. Children of incar-
cerated and released parents often become
confused, unhappy, and socially stigmatized.
The frequent outcome is school-related diffi-
culties, low self-esteem, aggressive behavior,
and general emotional dysfunction. If their
parents are negative role models, children fail
to develop positive attitudes toward work and
responsibility. They are five times more likely
to serve time in prison when they become
adults than children whose parents are not
incarcerated.26

There are no data on parolees’ involvement in
family violence, but it may be significant. Risk
factors for child abuse and neglect include
parental poverty, unemployment, substance
abuse, low self-esteem, and ill health—attrib-
utes common among parolees. Concentrated
poverty and social disorganization increase
the likelihood of child abuse and neglect and

other problems related to life after prison,
and these in turn are risk factors for other
kinds of crime and violence. 

Mental and physical health
Prisoners have significantly more medical 
and mental health problems than the general
population, because they often live as tran-
sients or in crowded conditions, tend to be
economically disadvantaged, and have high
rates of substance abuse, including intra-
venous drug use. In prison, people aged 50
are commonly considered old, in part be-
cause the health of the average 50-year-old
prisoner approximates that of the average 60-
year-old person in the free community. While
in prison, inmates have State-provided health
care, but upon release most cannot easily
obtain health care. In recent years, escalating
health care costs, high incarceration rates
and, in particular, the appearance of HIV and
AIDS have made the health care of prisoners
and soon-to-be-released prisoners a major
policy and public health issue, one whose
complexity can only be intimated here. 

Inmates are particularly prone to spread
disease (especially such conditions as tuber-
culosis, hepatitis, and HIV), and thus pose
public health risks.27 In New York City, a
major multidrug-resistant form of TB
emerged in 1989, with 80 percent of the
cases traced to jails and prisons. By 1991,
New York’s Rikers Island Jail had one of the
highest TB rates in the Nation. In Los Angeles,
a meningitis outbreak in the county jail
spread to surrounding neighborhoods. 

At year-end 1997, 2.1 percent of all State and
Federal prison inmates were infected with
HIV, a rate five times higher than in the gener-
al population.28 Public health experts predict
the rate will continue to climb, and eventually
HIV will manifest itself on the street, particu-
larly as more drug offenders, many of whom
use drugs intravenously and share needles or
trade sex for drugs, are incarcerated.29

As noted before, larger numbers of mentally
ill inmates are imprisoned—and released—
than in the past. Even when mental health
services are available, many people who are
mentally ill fail to use them because they fear
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being institutionalized, deny their condition,
or distrust the mental health system.

Political alienation
As of 1998, an estimated 3.9 million Americans
were permanently unable to vote because they
had been convicted of a felony. Of these, 1.4
million were African-American men—13
percent of all black men. Assuming incarcera-
tion rates increase, the numbers of incarcerat-
ed black men will also increase. A young black
man aged 16 in 1996 had a 29-percent chance
of spending time in prison at some time in his
life. The comparable figure for white men was
4 percent.30

Some observers may see the disenfranchise-
ment of felons as an acceptable part of the
penalty for crime. Nevertheless, denying
large segments of the minority population
the right to vote is likely to cause further
alienation. Disillusionment with the political
process also erodes citizens’ feeling of engage-
ment and makes them less willing to partici-
pate in local political activities and to exert
informal social control in their community.

Housing and homelessness
The most recently available figures indicate
there are about 230,000 homeless people in
the United States. The number is surely higher
now, as many cities report a shortage of afford-
able housing. In the late 1980s, an estimated
one-fourth of homeless people had served
prison sentences. In California, 10 percent of
all parolees are homeless, but in urban areas
such as San Francisco and Los Angeles, the
rate is as high as 30 to 50 percent.31

The presence of transients and vagrants, and
the panhandling they sometimes engage in,
increase citizens’ fears, ultimately increasing
crime and violence. Crime often becomes
worse when people are afraid to go out on
streets defaced by graffiti or frequented by
transients and loitering youths. Fearful
citizens eventually yield control of the streets
to people who are not intimidated by the signs
of decay and who often are those who created
the problem. A vicious cycle then begins.
Criminologists James Q. Wilson and George L.
Kelling famously illustrated the phenomenon

by describing how a single broken window
can influence crime rates. If the first broken
window is not repaired, people who like to
break windows may assume no one cares and
break more. As “broken windows” spreads—
as homelessness, prostitution, graffiti, and
panhandling—businesses and law-abiding
citizens move out and disorder escalates,
leading to more serious crime.32

■   ■   ■

Rethinking parole

Government officials voice growing con-
cern about the problems posed by pris-

oner reentry. Attorney General Janet Reno
called it “one of the most pressing problems
we face as a nation.”33 In response, several
jurisdictions throughout the country have
launched a new approach to the public safety
challenge posed by released offenders. In a
project sponsored by the U.S. Department of
Justice, eight jurisdictions are serving as pilot
sites of the Reentry Partnerships Initiative,
whose goal is better risk management via
enhanced surveillance, risk and needs as-
sessment, and prerelease planning. The
Department’s new Reentry Courts Initiative,
with nine sites participating, is based on the
drug court model and taps the court’s author-
ity to use sanctions and incentives to help
released offenders remain crime free.

The usefulness of initiatives like these de-
pends to a great extent on their grounding in
scientifically sound analysis and debate. It
is safe to say that parole has received less
research attention in recent years than any
other part of corrections.34 I have spent many
years working on probation effectiveness but
know of no similar body of knowledge on
parole effectiveness. Without better informa-
tion, the public is unlikely to permit correc-
tions officials to invest in rehabilitation and
job training for parolees. With better infor-
mation, it might be possible to persuade
voters and elected officials to shift from solely
punitive sentencing and corrections policies
toward those that balance incapacitation,
rehabilitation, and just punishment.

Revisiting the parole board
The eclipse of discretionary parole release
also needs to be reconsidered. In 1977, more
than 70 percent of all prisoners in the United
States were released after appearing before a
parole board, but 20 years later that figure
had declined to less than 30 percent. Parole
was abolished in many States because it sym-
bolized the alleged leniency of a system in
which hardened criminals were “let out” early.
If parole were abolished, politicians argued,
parole boards could not release offenders
early, and inmates would serve longer terms.
However, this has not happened. A recent
study of inmates released in States that had
abolished parole showed they served 7
months less than inmates released in States
with discretionary parole.35 Similar experi-
ences in Florida, Connecticut, and Colorado
caused those States to reinstate discretionary
parole after discovering that abolition meant
shorter terms served.

Parole experts have long held that the public
is misinformed when it labels parole as le-
nient. By exercising discretion, parole boards
can single out the more violent and danger-
ous offenders for longer incarceration. When
States abolish parole or reduce the discretion
of parole authorities, they replace a rational,
controlled system of “earned” release for
selected inmates with “automatic” release for
nearly all inmates.36 No-parole systems sound
tough but remove a gatekeeping role that can
protect victims and communities.

Parole boards can demand that released
inmates receive drug treatment, and research
shows that coerced treatment is as successful
as voluntary participation.37 If parole boards
also require a plan for the released offender
to secure a job and a place to live in the
community, the added benefit is to refocus
prison staff and corrections budgets on tran-
sition planning.

Involving victims in parole hearings has been
one of the major changes in parole in recent
years. Ninety percent of parole boards now
provide victims with information about the
parole process, and 70 percent allow victims
to attend the parole hearing.38 Parole boards

Sentencing & Corrections 5



also can meet personally with the crime vic-
tim. Meeting victims’ needs is a further argu-
ment for reinstating parole.

Perhaps most important, when information
about the offense and the offender has been
gathered and prison behavior observed,
parole boards can reconsider the tentative
release date. More than 90 percent of offend-
ers in the United States are sentenced because
they plead guilty, not as the result of a trial.
Without a trial, there is little opportunity to
fully air the circumstances of the crime or the
risks posed by the offender. A parole board
can revisit the case to discover how extensive
the victim’s injuries were and whether a gun
was involved. The board is able to do so even
though the offense to which the offender
pled, by definition, involved no weapon. As
one observer commented on this power of
the parole board, “In a system which incor-
porates discretionary parole, the system gets
a second chance to make sure it is doing the
right thing.”39 Again, this can make a differ-
ence for crime victims. 

Toward a balanced system
Ironically, no-parole systems also significantly
undercut postrelease supervision. When parole
boards have no authority to decide who will be
released, they are compelled to supervise a
parolee population consisting of more serious
offenders and not one of their own choosing.
Parole officers believe it is impossible to elicit
cooperation from offenders when the offenders
know they will be released, whether or not they
comply with certain conditions. And because
of prison crowding, some States (for example,
Oregon and Washington) no longer allow
parolees to be returned to prison for technical
violations. Field supervision of parolees tends
to be undervalued and, eventually, underfund-
ed and understaffed.

No one would argue for a return to the unfet-
tered discretion that parole boards exercised
in the 1960s. That led to unwarranted dispari-
ties. Parole release decisions must incorpo-
rate explicit standards and due process
protections. Parole guidelines, used in many
States, create uniformity in parole decisions
and can be used to objectively weigh factors
known to be associated with recidivism.

Rather than entitle inmates to release at the
end of a fixed time, guidelines specify when
the offender becomes eligible for release. 

The question of who should be responsible
for parole release decisions is also worth
rethinking. In most States, the chair and all
members of the parole board are appointed
by the Governor. In two-thirds of the States,
there are no professional qualifications for
parole board membership. While this may
increase public accountability of parole
boards, it also makes them vulnerable to
political pressure. Ohio is an example of an
alternative approach. There, parole board
members are appointed by the director of
the State’s department of corrections, serve in
civil service positions, and have an extensive
background in criminal justice. 

■   ■   ■

The public policy challenge

Parole supervision and release raise com-
plex issues and deserve more attention.

Nearly 700,000 parolees are “doing time” on
the streets. Most have been released to parole
systems that provide few services and impose
conditions that almost guarantee failure.
Monitoring systems are becoming more so-
phisticated, and public tolerance for failure is
decreasing. All this contributes to the rising
tide of parolees who are returning to prison.
As the numbers increase, they put pressure
on the States to build more prisons and, in
turn, siphon funds from rehabilitation pro-
grams that might help offenders stay out of
prison. Parolees will then continue to receive
fewer services to deal with underlying prob-
lems, ensuring that recidivism rates and
returns to prison (not to speak of crime
victimization) remain high and public sup-
port for parole remains low.

This presents formidable challenges for
policymakers. The public will not support
community-based sanctions until they have
been shown to “work,” and they will not have
an opportunity to work without sufficient
funding and research. But funding is being
cut, as California’s situation exemplifies. In
1997, spending on parole services was cut 44

percent, causing caseloads to nearly double.
When caseloads increase, services decline,
and even parolees who are motivated to
change have little opportunity to do so.

In 2001, there will likely be more than 2
million people in jail and prison in this coun-
try and more people on parole than ever
before. If parole revocation trends continue,
more than half the people entering prison that
year will be parole failures. Given the increas-
ing human and financial costs of prison—
and all the collateral consequences parolees
create for their families, victims, and commu-
nities—investing in effective reentry programs
may be one of the best investments we make.
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