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State Reforms Reverse 
Decades of Incarceration 
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Policies have reduced prison populations, expanded prison alternatives, protected public safety 
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Overview
From the mid-1970s to the mid-2000s, the U.S. incarceration rate more 
than quadrupled as federal and state lawmakers mandated longer criminal 
sentences, placed restrictions on inmates’ release from prison, and made 
other policy changes intended to reduce crime.1 By 2007, 1 in 100 American 
adults was behind bars, and 1 in 31 was under some form of correctional 
control, including probation or parole.2 Meanwhile, combined local, state, 
and federal taxpayer spending on corrections had soared to more than  
$74 billion a year.3 

Since 2007, more than 30 states have enacted policies to reverse 
corrections growth and contain costs, while maintaining the long-term, 
nationwide decline in the crime rate that began in the early 1990s.4 These 
policies prioritize costly prison space for violent and career offenders, adjust 
lengthy prison terms, expand prison alternatives for nonviolent offenders, 
and direct the resulting savings into programs that reduce recidivism.  
Many of the reforms were advanced with technical assistance provided to 
states as part of the Justice Reinvestment Initiative, a partnership of The 
Pew Charitable Trusts, the U.S. Department of Justice Bureau of Justice 
Assistance, the Council of State Governments Justice Center, the Crime  
and Justice Institute, and other organizations.

Between 2007 and 2015, the incarceration rate receded to 1 in 115 adults, 
the correctional control rate dropped to 1 in 37, and the overall crime rate 
continued its downward trend.5

This chartbook examines the long-term increase in U.S. incarceration and 
highlights three key drivers of the recent decline:

 • States have shown it is possible to reduce imprisonment and crime rates 
at the same time.

 • Research has identified effective alternatives to incarceration. 

 • Voters across the political spectrum strongly support criminal  
justice reform.
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Figure 1

U.S. Incarceration Rate Quadrupled Over 3 Decades
Changes to sentencing and release policies drove up prison and jail populations

Note: Annual jail data are not available before 1972.

Sources: U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics (prison population); National Research Council (jail population),  
U.S. Census Bureau (adult population)
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After remaining relatively stable 
for half a century, the U.S. 
incarceration rate grew more than 
fourfold between the mid-1970s 
and mid-2000s.6 In 1972, 1 in  
417 adults was in a state or federal 
prison or a local jail, but by 2007 
that rate had reached 1 in 100 
adults, or roughly 2.3 million of 
230 million adult Americans.7 
Changes in crime rates contributed 
“virtually nothing” to the growth 
in incarceration during this period, 
according to the National Research 
Council.8 Instead, policy changes 
that increased prison admissions 
and extended the amount of time 
served were responsible for the 
dramatically higher incarceration 
levels.9 Between 1990 and 2009, 
state prison terms grew by an 
average of 36 percent, or nine 
months, to nearly three years.10
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Figure 2

U.S. Corrections Expenditures Reached $74 Billion by 2007
Taxpayer spending on local, state, federal systems more than tripled over 25 years

Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics, Justice Expenditures and Employment, FY 1982-2007—Statistical Tables (December 2011), Table 2,  
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/jee8207st.pdf
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Rising taxpayer costs accompanied 
the explosive growth in the U.S. jail 
and prison populations. Adjusted 
for inflation, annual corrections 
expenditures—including federal, 
state, and local spending—rose 
from $21 billion in 1982, the earliest 
year for which comparable data are 
available, to more than $74 billion  
in 2007.11

For state governments, which 
manage most of the nation’s 
prisoners, general fund spending on 
corrections rose from $19 billion in 
1987 to $49 billion in 2007, after 
adjusting for inflation.12 By 2007, 
1 in 14 state dollars was going to 
corrections, up from 1 in 20 in 
1987.13 Prisons accounted for nearly 
90 percent of those costs, even 
though two-thirds of offenders were 
under community supervision.14 
Throughout that 20-year period, 
corrections was the second-fastest-
growing category of state spending, 
trailing only Medicaid.15

http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/jee8207st.pdf
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Figure 3

Recidivism Outcomes Remained Poor Despite Tougher Sentences
Half of inmates were back behind bars within 3 years of release

Sources: Bureau of Justice Statistics, “Recidivism of Prisoners Released in 30 States in 2005: Patterns From 2005 to 2010” (April 2014), 
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/rprts05p0510.pdf; and Bureau of Justice Statistics, “Recidivism of Prisoners Released in 1994”  
(June 2002), http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/rpr94.pdf
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Large increases in incarceration 
and taxpayer spending had a small 
impact on crime but did not reduce 
recidivism. A comprehensive 
study by the U.S. Bureau of Justice 
Statistics (BJS) found that half of 
the inmates who left state prisons in 
2005 were back behind bars within 
three years, either for a new crime or 
for violating the conditions of their 
release.16 That rate was virtually 
unchanged from the one reported 
for 1994, when BJS conducted its 
previous major study on the topic,17  
and similar to the results of Pew 
research on prisoners released in 
1999 and 2004.18
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Figure 4

Justice Reinvestment Approaches, Begun in Texas in 2007,  
Have Gained Momentum
More than 30 states have enacted laws to reduce incarceration, control costs, 
improve public safety

Note: The Justice Reinvestment Initiative (JRI) is a public-private partnership between The Pew Charitable Trusts and the U.S. Department 
of Justice’s Bureau of Justice Assistance. Technical assistance is provided to participating states by Pew, the Council of State Governments 
Justice Center, the Crime and Justice Institute, the Vera Institute of Justice, and other partners. States other than those highlighted in this  
map have enacted sentencing and corrections reforms outside the JRI process.

Source: The Pew Charitable Trusts, “33 States Reform Criminal Justice Policies Through Justice Reinvestment,” http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/
research-and-analysis/fact-sheets/2016/11/33-states-reform-criminal-justice-policies-through-justice-reinvestment
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Faced with rising costs and poor 
recidivism outcomes, states began 
searching for more effective 
approaches to corrections. Starting 
with Texas in 2007, more than 30 
states have advanced reforms, 
including reducing lengthy prison 
sentences, eliminating mandatory 
minimum sentences, expanding 
parole eligibility, establishing and 
strengthening diversion programs, 
and investing the savings in evidence-
based prison alternatives that can 
help break the cycle of recidivism.19 

Although the specific policies vary 
from state to state, all are aimed 
at curbing the growth of prison 
populations and reducing costs to 
taxpayers while holding offenders 
accountable for their crimes. Most 
of the state reforms have garnered 
overwhelming bipartisan support, 
with state legislators casting more 
than 6,000 votes in support of 
the bills, compared with just over 
500 votes against.20 In several 
states, including Georgia, Nebraska, 
Pennsylvania, and Vermont, reforms 
passed unanimously.21

http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/fact-sheets/2016/11/33-states-reform-criminal-justice-policies-through-justice-reinvestment
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/fact-sheets/2016/11/33-states-reform-criminal-justice-policies-through-justice-reinvestment
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Figure 5

How Justice Reinvestment Is Changing Incarceration in One State
2010 reform reduced the share of nonviolent offenders in South Carolina prisons 

Source: South Carolina Department of Corrections

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts

South Carolina lawmakers passed 
far-reaching sentencing and 
corrections legislation in 2010 as 
part of the Justice Reinvestment 
Initiative to reduce penalties for 
lower-level drug offenders and 
prioritize prison space for chronic 
and violent offenders.22 The state’s 
prison population was projected to 
surpass 28,000, but has instead 
fallen below 21,000, a difference of 
more than 25 percent. The state’s 
Department of Corrections has 
closed six prisons and estimates that 
the reforms have saved taxpayers 
$491 million.23 South Carolina’s 
violent and property crime rates 
fell 25 and 15 percent, respectively, 
between 2009 and 2015.24
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Figure 6

U.S. Incarceration and Supervision Rates Edged Downward
Fewer adults were under correctional control in 2015 than in 2007

Source: The Pew Charitable Trusts “U.S. Adult Incarceration Rate Declines 13% in 8 Years” (January 2017) http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/
research-and-analysis/analysis/2017/01/12/us-adult-incarceration-rate-declines-13-percent-in-8-years

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts

As state criminal justice reforms 
took hold, the U.S. incarceration  
rate declined from 1 in 100 adults  
in 2007 to 1 in 115 in 2015.25 The 
share of adults on probation or 
parole declined from 1 in 45 to  
1 in 53, and the combined rate of 
overall correctional control dropped 
from 1 in 31 adults to 1 in 37.26

Despite this progress, the 
incarceration rate is still four times 
higher than what it was in the 1970s.
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Figure 7

Crime Rate Has Declined 50% Since 1991
Justice reinvestment reforms have not interrupted long-term trend

Source: FBI, Crime in the United States series

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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After peaking in 1991, U.S. violent 
and property crime rates have 
plummeted to their lowest levels 
since the late 1960s.27 This decline 
continued even as states reversed or 
slowed prison growth through justice 
reinvestment and other reforms. The 
violent crime rate was 21 percent 
lower in 2015 than in 2007, and the 
property crime rate fell 24 percent 
during that same span. Nationwide, 
police reports indicated a 3 percent 
rise in the violent crime rate in 
2015, but the Justice Department’s 
national survey of victimization 
found no change in violent crime 
from 2014 to 2015.28

Experts generally credit increased 
incarceration with a portion—
as much as 25 percent—of the 
nationwide decrease in crime that 
began in the early 1990s.29 But many 
researchers say that the nation’s 
prison buildup has passed a point of 
diminishing returns and may even 
be producing negative results, while 
other factors, such as changing 
demographics and reduced use of 
cash, are responsible for the bulk  
of the decline.30
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Figure 8

States Reduce Imprisonment and Crime Rates Simultaneously
Concurrent declines have encouraged policymakers to embrace reform

Source: The Pew Charitable Trusts, “National Imprisonment and Crime Rates Continue to Fall” (December 2016) http://www.pewtrusts.
org/~/media/assets/2016/12/national_imprisonment_and_crime_rates_continue_to_fall_web.pdf

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts 

The relationship between 
incarceration and crime is complex, 
but most states that have cut 
imprisonment have also experienced 
simultaneous declines in the crime 
rate. Both rates fell in 31 states 
between 2010 and 2015.31 The  
10 states with the biggest decreases 
in their use of prisons saw crime 
drop more, on average, than the  
10 states with the largest increases 
in imprisonment.32 These states’ 
success in reducing crime and 
incarceration has encouraged 
leaders in other states to pursue 
criminal justice reforms.
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http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/assets/2016/12/national_imprisonment_and_crime_rates_continue_to_fall_web.pdf
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/assets/2016/12/national_imprisonment_and_crime_rates_continue_to_fall_web.pdf
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Figure 9

Research Has Identified Effective Alternatives to Incarceration
Louisiana’s limits on supervision revocations maintain safety, save millions of dollars

Source: The Pew Charitable Trusts, “Reducing Incarceration for Technical Violations in Louisiana,” http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-
and-analysis/issue-briefs/2014/11/reducing-incarceration-for-technical-violations-in-louisiana

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts

Research that identifies effective 
prison alternatives and correctional 
practices and policies has expanded 
greatly in recent years, and growing 
policymaker awareness of this body 
of evidence has been a driving force 
behind the wave of criminal justice 
reforms. Key advances include the 
development of risk and needs 
assessment tools that can identify 
the factors driving individuals’ 
criminal behavior and inform 
decisions about which programs 
and services can help offenders 
avoid future encounters with the 
justice system.

For example, a 2007 Louisiana law 
(Act 402) set a 90-day incarceration 
limit on first-time revocations for 
violation of supervision rules. An 
evaluation found that after five  
years, the law had reduced the 
average length of such confinement 
by 9.2 months. It also had contributed 
to a 22 percent decline in returns to 
custody for new crimes, which fell 
from 7.9 to 6.2 percent, and saved 
taxpayers an average of $17.6 million 
in annual corrections costs.33
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Figure 10

Voters Across the Political Spectrum Strongly Support Criminal 
Justice Reform
Large majorities favor policies that would reduce prison populations

Public opinion has played a key role 
in the state-level reforms that have 
lowered the nation’s incarceration 
rate. According to national and 
state research conducted for Pew 
by independent, bipartisan polling 
firms, voters support a wide range 
of state and federal policy changes 
that steer nonviolent offenders into 
effective alternative programs.34 
Voters want a strong criminal justice 
system, but they say the size and 
cost of the nation’s prison population 
can be reduced while protecting 
public safety. Their support holds 
across party affiliations and 
geographic regions and even among 
households in which a member  
has been a victim of crime or is a  
law enforcement officer.

Sources: Public Opinion Strategies and the Mellman Group, “Public Opinion on Sentencing and Corrections Policy in America,” The Pew 
Charitable Trusts (March 2012), http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/assets/2012/03/30/pew_nationalsurveyresearchpaper_final.pdf;  
The Pew Charitable Trusts, “Voters Want Changes in Federal Sentencing, Prison System” (February 2016), http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/
research-and-analysis/analysis/2016/02/12/voters-want-changes-in-federal-sentencing-prison-system

© 2017 The Pew Charitable Trusts 
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“There are more effective, less 
expensive alternatives to prison 
for nonviolent offenders, and 
expanding those alternatives  
is the best way to reduce the 
crime rate.”

“Some people have proposed that 
instead of mandatory minimums, 
judges have the flexibility to 
determine sentences based on the 
facts of each case. Would you find 
this proposal generally acceptable 
or generally unacceptable?”

http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/assets/2012/03/30/pew_nationalsurveyresearchpaper_final.pdf
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/analysis/2016/02/12/voters-want-changes-in-federal-sentencing-prison-system
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/analysis/2016/02/12/voters-want-changes-in-federal-sentencing-prison-system
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Methodology
To calculate the annual incarceration rate per 100,000 adults between 1972 and 2007 (Figure 1), Pew divided  
the combined number of prison and jail inmates by the number of residents 18 and older, then multiplied by 
100,000. Pew collected prison population data from the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics, jail population data  
from the National Research Council, and adult population data from the U.S. Census Bureau.35 All data are 
available upon request.

To calculate inflation-adjusted state general fund spending on corrections between 1982 and 2007 (Figure 2), 
Pew used the Gross Domestic Product: Implicit Price Deflator of the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis.36 Specific 
calculation parameters are available upon request.
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