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Overview

Incarceration has long dominated the national conversation on criminal justice, because the U.S. prison population
skyrocketed between the 1980s and late 2000s. Starting in 2007, policymakers seeking to protect public safety, improve
accountability, and save taxpayer dollars initiated a wave of bipartisan reforms that has reduced the number of people
behind bars in many states. Yet this movement has largely overlooked the largest part of the correctional system:
community supervision.

Nationwide, 4.5 million people are on probation or parole—twice the incarcerated population, including those in state and
federal prisons and local jails. The growth and size of the supervised population has undermined the ability of local and
state community corrections agencies to carry out their basic responsibilities to provide the best public safety return on
investment as well as a measure of accountability. Although research has identified effective supervision and treatment
strategies, the system is too overloaded to implement them, so it sends large numbers of probationers and parolees back
to prison for new crimes or for failure to follow the rules.

As part of a collaborative effort to improve the nation’s community corrections system, The Pew Charitable Trusts and
the Laura and John Arnold Foundation analyzed the leading research and identified the most pressing problems and
some promising solutions. The available data leave many questions unanswered, but this review reveals key insights and
challenges many assumptions about supervision. Among the findings:

Community corrections is marked by considerable growth and scale, disproportionate representation of men and people
of color, and a majority of people who committed nonviolent offenses.

e 1in55U.S. adults (nearly 2 percent) was on probation or parole in 2016 (the most recent year for which data are
available), a population increase of 239 percent since 1980, though rates vary considerably by state, from
1in 18 in Georgia to 1in 168 in New Hampshire.

e Between 1999 and 2016, the probation population per crime reported to police rose 24 percent and per arrest rose
28 percent.

e African-Americans make up 30 percent of those on community supervision but just 13 percent of the U.S. adult
population.

e 3.5times as many men as women are on supervision, but the number of women on parole or probation has almost
doubled since 1990 to more than 1 million.

e More than three-quarters of the 4.5 million Americans on probation or parole were convicted of nonviolent offenses.



Improvements in supervision offer opportunities to enhance public safety, decrease drug misuse, and reduce
incarceration.

Nearly a third of the roughly 2.3 million people who exit probation or parole annually fail to successfully complete
their supervision for a wide range of reasons, such as committing new crimes, violating the rules, and absconding.
Each year almost 350,000 of those individuals return to jail or prison, often because of rule violations rather

than new crimes.

About one-fifth of felony defendants were on supervision when they were arrested. Although probationers and
parolees make up a minority of arrests, they are disproportionately represented among arrestees compared with the
general population, suggesting that improved supervision success rates would lead to greater public safety and
reduced taxpayer expense.

Rates of substance use among those on supervision are two to three times those of the general population, but many
probationers and parolees do not have access to treatment.

Policy changes can reduce correctional control and improve public safety.

From 2007 to 2016, 37 states experienced simultaneous drops in their community corrections and crime rates.

In many cases, these gains followed adoption of evidence-based sentencing and corrections reforms that prioritized
scarce supervision and treatment resources for higher-risk individuals, invested in risk-reduction programs, and
created incentives for compliance.

These findings demonstrate the need for greater scrutiny of the community corrections system by policymakers and the
public. They also reinforce an emerging consensus among leading practitioners for a fundamental change in the vision
and mission of supervision: from punishing failure to promoting success.



Glossary

Administrative response: A sanction for noncompliance with supervision rules that is less punitive than long-term incarceration,
such as a verbal or written warning, curfew restrictions, more frequent drug testing, and short-term incarceration.

Administrative supervision: A form of probation that typically requires little to no contact with a supervision officer but also permits a
return to prison or jail if the person being supervised is not compliant.

Community corrections (community supervision): Mandatory oversight by a judge or parole board of an individual outside a secure
facility. The two most common types are probation and parole.

Conditions of supervision: Rules that those under supervision must follow, such as abstaining from alcohol and illicit drugs, reporting to
supervisory officers, abiding by a curfew, participating in treatment programs, and avoiding contact with people with felony records.

Earned compliance credits: A policy that awards time off supervision terms for compliance with conditions.
Evidence-based practices: Practices and programs demonstrated to be effective through research.

Graduated sanctions: A range of community-based penalties, such as increased reporting, community service, and short-term
incarceration, administered in a manner that is swift, certain, and proportional to the violation.

Parole: Conditional release to community supervision after a term of incarceration.
Probation: Community supervision imposed by the court generally in lieu of incarceration.

Revocation: Sanction for failure to comply with supervision conditions that results in incarceration either for a defined period or,
for some on parole, completion of their original sentence.

Revocation cap: A limit on the amount of time served in jail or prison for a revocation resulting from a technical violation.

Risk and need assessment: A tool for determining a person’s likelihood of reoffending, appropriate level of supervision, and needs
(such as treatment for substance use disorders) that, if addressed, would reduce the risk of reoffending.

Technical violation: Noncompliance with one or more conditions of supervision, excluding new criminal convictions, that may
result in sanctions or revocation.



Figure 1

Number of Adults Under Community Supervision More Than
Tripled Over 36 Years

Criminal justice populations by type, 1980-2016
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At the end of 2016, more than

4.5 million people were on probation
or parole, accounting for two-thirds
of the total correctional population.
More than 3.6 million of those
individuals were on probation, and
the remaining 875,000 were on
parole.! The community corrections
population peaked in 2007, and
although it had declined 11 percent
by 2016, it remained near its all-time
high and was 239 percent larger
than it was in 1980.2 Although

the significant growth of the

U.S. prison and jail populations
over the past half-century has
garnered substantial public and
policymaker attention, this similar
rise in the number of people on
community supervision has been
largely overlooked.



Figure 2
Use of Probation Has Increased Relative to Public Safety Indicators
Probation population per 100 crimes and arrests, 1999-2016
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From 1999 to 2016, the probation
population increased relative to

the volume of crime and arrests.
Specifically, the number of people on
probation per crime rose 24 percent
and per arrest rose by 28 percent.
Although the reasons for the growth
in supervision—or for the more recent
decline—have not been well-studied,
these data indicate that crime is not
the only factor influencing the size

of probation populations; sentencing
and corrections policies and practices
also have an effect.? This finding has
a strong precedent—the lion’s share
of prison growth has been attributed
to policy choices*—but more research
is needed to understand these
relationships and their implications
for criminal justice policy.



Figure 3

1in 55 U.S. Adults Is on Probation or Parole, Though Geographic
Variation Is Significant

Supervision rates by state, 2016
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As probation and parole populations
grew, so did the per capita rate of
community supervision. Today, 1in
55 adults in the U.S., or 4.5 million
people, is subject to postconviction
surveillance and court-ordered rules.
That share is down 581,900 people
from the 2007 peak of 1in 45, but it
still represents nearly 2 percent of
American adults.

In addition, the national rate
masks wide variation in how
probation and parole are used
across states. The share of people
on community supervision ranges
from 1in 18 in Georgiato 1in 168
in New Hampshire,®> and even
among neighboring states with
similar populations and political
demographics, rates can differ
significantly. For example, 1in 33
adults in Idaho is on supervision
compared with just 1in 134 in Utah.



Figure 4

African-Americans and Men Are Overrepresented in Probation
and Parole

Community supervision rates, total and by race and sex, 2016
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Virtually all demographic groups
are represented in the community
supervision population.® However,
people of color, particularly
African-Americans, and men are
disproportionately represented.

The racial gap resembles that in
incarceration: Black adults are about
3.5 times as likely as whites to be
supervised, and although African-
Americans make up 13 percent

of the U.S. adult population, they
account for 30 percent of those

on probation or parole. In addition,
although federal data do not indicate
disproportionate representation of
Hispanics in community corrections,
many states do not report ethnicity
data, so Hispanics under supervision
are undercounted.’

Imbalances also exist among females
and males under supervision.

Men are supervised at a rate about
3.5 times that of women. However,
the share of women under supervision
has nearly doubled from 520,000 in
1990 to more than 1 million at the
end of 2016. As a result, women
accounted for one-quarter of the
probation population and 1in 8
parolees by 2016.



Figure 5

Most Probationers and Parolees Were Convicted of
Nonviolent Crimes

Community supervision population by offense type, 2016
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At the end of 2016, 8 in 10
probationers and two-thirds of
parolees had been sentenced

for nonviolent crimes. Drug and
property crimes each accounted for
more than a million of the people on
parole or probation that year.? For a
sense of scale, if individuals under
supervision for drug crimes and
those for property crimes each made
up a city, they would rank among the
10 largest cities in the U.S.°

Unlike the prison population, which
consists almost entirely of people
convicted of felonies, the community
supervision population includes
people convicted of offenses ranging
from the least serious misdemeanors
to the most severe violent offenses.
At least 4 in 10 probationers are
being supervised for a misdemeanor
offense; the ratio is probably higher,
but the true figure is unknown
because of a lack of data from

some agencies that supervise only
misdemeanants.”®



Figure 6
Supervision Failures Are a Major Driver of Incarceration
Probation and parole exits and outcomes, 2016
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About half of people who exit
parole or probation complete their
supervision terms successfully. For
the other half, failure is common
and often leads to jail or prison.

In 2016, 29 percent of the nearly

2 million probation exits were
unsuccessful, and 12 percent
(nearly a quarter of a million
people) resulted in incarceration.
Of approximately 425,000 parole
exits, 30 percent were unsuccessful
and 27 percent led to incarceration.
All told, nearly 350,000 supervision
failures result in prison or jail

terms annually.



Figure 7
Revocations Are a Major Source of Imprisonment in Many States
Percentage of prison admissions by state and reason, 2015
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Although 50-state data are not
available, research has found that
probation and parole revocations
contributed significantly to prison
admissions in several states in
2015." Probation revocations

made up 55 percent of all prison
admissions in Georgia and

61 percent in Rhode Island, while
parole revocations accounted for
54 percent of all prison admissions
in Arkansas. In some states, the
proportions were significantly lower,
such as Massachusetts, where
probation and parole revocations
accounted for just 19 and 7 percent
of admissions, respectively, and
Nebraska, where those figures were
8 and 17 percent.

One recent study concluded

that “the largest alternative to
incarceration in the United States
is simultaneously one of the
most significant drivers of mass
incarceration.""
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Figure 8

About a Fifth of People Released From State Prisons Are Sent Back
for Technical Violations of Supervision

Outcomes for those released from 2004-07
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Source: The Pew Charitable Trusts, “State of Recidivism: The Revolving Door of America’s Prisons,” (2011), http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/
legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2011/pewstateofrecidivismpdf.pdf
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A study of individuals released
from prison in 2004 in 41 states
showed that the proportions sent
back for a new crime and for a
technical violation of supervision
were nearly identical.”

Some data also suggest that people
on probation and parole contribute
disproportionately to arrests.™

In 2009, 18 percent of felony
defendants in the 75 largest urban
counties were on supervision at

the time of their arrest. How many
arrests are for new crimes versus
rule violations is unknown, but
research suggests that many may be
the result of supervision practices
that focus on catching mistakes
through surveillance and monitoring,
rather than on promoting success via
rehabilitation and support.™ More
research is needed to understand
these dynamics and develop policies
to prevent new crimes and reduce
revocations for technical violations.
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Figure 9
Supervision Should Be Prioritized for the Highest-Risk Individuals
Outcomes for parolees at halfway houses in Ohio, 2010
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Ohio's Community Based Correctional Facility and Halfway House Programs—Outcome Study”
(University of Cincinnati, February 2010), https://www.uc.edu/content/dam/uc/ccjr/docs/
reports/project_reports/2010%200DRC%20HWH%20FINAL%20REPORT2.pdf
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The large community corrections
population and diverse risks and
needs of people under supervision
have made appropriately managing
each person increasingly challenging.
A large body of research has
demonstrated the practicality and
importance of classifying individuals
based on their risk of recidivism and
treatment needs and then prioritizing
supervision and intervention resources
on those most likely to benefit."®

For example, an evaluation of

halfway house treatment programs

in Ohio showed that, although the
intervention effectively reduced
recidivism for those considered high-
risk, it increased reoffending among
low-risk participants.” Research

has consistently shown that over-
supervising low-risk individuals can
do more harm than good by disrupting
supportive elements of their lives,
such as family, education, and
employment, and mixing them in with
people who are higher-risk.”® On the
other hand, prioritizing resources and
attention for high-risk individuals and
those in need of treatment has been
demonstrated to yield the greatest
reductions in reoffending.”
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Figure 10

Probationers and Parolees Have Elevated Rates of Substance
Use Disorders and Significant Unmet Treatment Needs

Dependence and need for treatment, by supervision status, 2009
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Note: Although these data apply to 18- to 49-year-old adult males on probation or parole, researchers generally agree on the overall
disproportionate substance use issues and treatment needs among individuals on community supervision. For more information, see

Jonathan P. Caulkins and Peter Reuter, “Dealing More Effectively and Humanely With Illegal Drugs,” in Reinventing American Criminal Justice, eds.
Michael Tonry and Daniel S. Nagin (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017), 46, https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/10.1086,/688458.

Source: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality, National Survey on

Drug Use and Health, 2009
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Nearly half of the community
corrections population has a
substance use disorder, and rates
of substance use, misuse, and
dependence are two to three times
higher for people on probation

and parole than for the general
population.?°

However, many people under
supervision who could benefit from
treatment do not receive it because
of strained budgets, limited options
in the community, or other factors.?
Research has found that a large
share of the illicit drug problem is
driven by a relatively small group of
frequent users, many of whom are
under correctional supervision.??
So the failure to provide substance
use treatment represents a

critical missed opportunity to
reduce drug consumption and its
costs to individuals, families, and
communities.
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Figure 11
37 States Have Improved Public Safety While Cutting Supervision
Change in crime and community corrections rates, 2007-16
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Research has shown that the growth in America’s prison population had a real, if limited, effect on crime rates. However, public investments
in increasing imprisonment passed the point of diminishing returns long ago, and 35 states have simultaneously reduced crime and
imprisonment since 2008.3

Similarly, 37 states experienced drops in both community supervision and crime from 2007 to 2016.* And some, such as Texas and South
Carolina, cut their supervision and crime rates by 20 percent or more. As was the case with imprisonment, these declines often followed
the adoption of evidence-based sentencing and corrections reforms that aim to improve public safety while ensuring accountability and
controlling taxpayer costs. Policymakers have pursued these goals by prioritizing scarce community corrections resources for higher-risk
individuals, investing in programs to reduce recidivism, and providing incentives for compliance with supervision rules.
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A new era for community supervision

Over the past quarter-century, researchers have identified a core set of strategies that can
significantly reduce recidivism and thereby increase public safety and cut spending. These include
scientifically validated tools to assess people's risk levels and treatment needs; individual case
management plans that match people to appropriate supervision levels and treatment programs;
cognitive behavioral and other evidence-based therapies to change behavior; and swift, certain, and
proportionate sanctions and rewards for violations and compliance.

The community corrections field has increasingly embraced these essential building blocks of an
evidence-based system, and many jurisdictions have seen encouraging results. But bigger gains are
possible and urgently needed, given the stakes for those being supervised, for crime victims, and for
families and communities.

This analysis suggests that the system is struggling to carry out its mandate. Progress will
necessitate more than gradual adoption of specific practices and programs; it will require that

the system shrink substantially and embrace major changes in policy and mission. An emerging
consensus among criminal justice professionals supports a series of strategic shifts away from the
current mass, time-based, isolated, and enforcement-minded model to one that is:?

¢ Focused. Direct supervision resources to those who pose a higher public safety risk instead of
filling caseloads with low-risk people.

e Goal-based. Design supervision terms to end when people complete specific requirements or
assigned programs, rather than when they have served a period of months or years.

¢ Integrated. Recognize how neighborhood and social factors affect behavior, and engage
community members rather than relying heavily on pressure from the legal system.

e Constructive. Fundamentally change the purpose of supervision from punishing failure to
promoting success. The goal should be to help people repair the harm they have caused and
become self-sufficient, law-abiding citizens, rather than simply enforcing rules set by courts and
parole boards, catching violations and imposing penalties, including incarceration.

Striking the right balance between accountability for violations and new crimes, and incentives

for compliance and progress can improve outcomes. Ultimately, a more effective community
corrections system will require a culture change: Policymakers and stakeholders must view people
on supervision as capable of change and deserving of support.

Reforms Can Safely Reduce
Supervision Caseloads, Revocations

After decades of growth, the community
corrections population has dropped in several
states that invested in research-based public safety
strategies. Across the country, policymakers are
adopting reforms that prioritize scarce resources
for higher-risk individuals while removing lower-
risk people from supervision caseloads. Changes
include shorter terms, earned compliance credits,
and reduced or inactive supervision.

Some states also reduced revocations for technical
violations and provided a range of options for
addressing noncompliance. After South Carolina
adopted graduated sanctions, compliance
revocations decreased 46 percent, and people
under supervision were 33 percent less likely to

be incarcerated or reincarcerated than before the
reforms. Similarly, after Louisiana implemented

a 90-day cap on jail or prison terms for first-

time technical violations, length of incarceration
declined by 281 days and new-crime revocations
fell 22 percent. And after Missouri adopted earned
discharge—in which probationers and parolees
accrue time off their sentences for compliance—
supervision terms dropped by 14 months, the
supervised population fell 18 percent, average
caseloads decreased 16 percent, and recidivism
rates did not change.?
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Conclusion

Community supervision is the largest component of the corrections system. The 4.5 million people on probation and parole are double
the number in state, local, and federal prisons and jails combined. Although about half of these people successfully complete their terms,
the sheer size of the population means that current failure rates contribute significantly to the nation’s volume of arrests, drug misuse,
and incarceration.

Over the past decade, a strong bipartisan consensus has fueled reforms in dozens of states aimed at safely reducing the nation’s high rate
of imprisonment while maintaining public safety. And that is exactly what's happening: Since its peak in 2008, the imprisonment rate

has dropped 11 percent while the crime rate has fallen 23 percent.?” Crime reductions were, in fact, greater in states that had the biggest
reductions in imprisonment.?® Thirty-seven states have also experienced simultaneous drops in community supervision and crime.

Yet compared with prison reform, which has been the focus of a broad national conversation, the issue of community corrections has
received scant attention. It is time for that to change. By taking a similar data-driven approach to improving the community corrections
system, leaders in all three branches of government can extend the gains already made to protect public safety, ensure accountability,
and control taxpayer costs.
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Appendix A: Methodology

Much of the data in this report come from the federal Bureau of Justice Statistics’ Annual Probation and Annual Parole surveys, which are
the only community corrections data collection that covers all 50 states, the District of Columbia, and the federal system. The 2016 survey
was sent to 456 agencies in the states and the District, of which 414 were in the eight states without a centralized supervision system, and
to the federal system. Some data issues do exist, including the following:

e Reporting methods have changed over time for some probation and parole agencies.

e Anindividual can enter or exit the system multiple times a year or be concurrently serving more than one sentence for separate crimes,
but those duplications are not identified.

e Agencies vary in their ability to provide annual population counts that are consistent with Bureau of Justice Statistics definitions.

e Some agencies report the number of cases, while others report the number of individuals they supervise. Because an individual can
have multiple probation sentences, counting cases can artificially inflate the totals. BJS requests that agencies report the number of
individuals under supervision, and each year some agencies make the conversion, resulting in what appears to be a large decrease from
previous years.

e Research suggests that probation totals are probably undercounted because some agencies report only felony sentences and some may
include or exclude individuals on other forms of community control (e.g., diversion programs, private probation, and drug courts).

e The exit data had significant weaknesses, because many states either failed to collect the necessary information or provided estimates.

Georgia and Michigan did not provide year-end community corrections population figures; year-start figures (Jan. 1, 2016) were used as
an estimate. Total community corrections rates and probation rates also were not provided but were calculated using year-start population
figures and July 1, 2016, census figures.

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration treatment data are from the National Survey on Drug Use and Health, an
annual survey of the general household population involving interviews with randomly selected individuals to examine trends in substance
use disorders and receipt of treatment. The survey excludes people with no fixed address and residents of institutional group quarters, such
as jails, and may not capture the entire population of arrestees. People on probation and parole are reported separately (i.e., counted twice).
An individual was classified as needing treatment for a substance abuse problem if he or she met the criteria for dependence on or abuse
of a substance or if he or she received treatment at a specialty facility, including a hospital (inpatient), rehabilitation facility (inpatient or
outpatient), or mental health center in order to reduce or stop illicit drug or alcohol use, or for medical problems associated with illicit drug
or alcohol use. Unmet treatment need refers to respondents classified as needing such treatment but not having received it.
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Appendix B: State statistics

Table B1
2016 State Community Corrections Rate and Ranking

2016 q . . Final 2016
supervision rate’ e G S supervision population
Georgia® 5,524 1 5,270 285 430,800
Idaho 2,980 2 2,578 402 37,500
Pennsylvania 2,880 3 1,783 1,097 291,600
Ohio 2,842 4 2,624 218 256,400
Rhode Island 2,735 5 2,680 54 23,200
Michigan® 2,484 6 2,264 216 192,200
Minnesota 2,447 7 2,280 167 103,900
Texas 2,328 8 1,805 537 482,900
Indiana 2,300 9 2135 165 116,700
Arkansas 2,246 10 1,347 1,038 51,500
New Jersey 2,231 n 2,015 217 155,700
Colorado 2,106 12 1,870 236 90,900
Delaware 2,101 13 2,049 52 15,800
Louisiana 1,985 14 1124 864 71,000
Hawaii 1,949 15 1,828 122 21,900
Oregon 1,887 16 1127 760 61,400
Kentucky 1,858 17 1,41 448 63,800
Maryland 1,770 18 1,550 220 82,800
Washington 1,763 19 1,565 198 100,600
District of Columbia 1,709 20 1,034 713 9,600
Mississippi 1,660 21 1,280 381 37,700
Alabama 1,609 22 1,382 227 60,700
Arizona 1,587 23 1,447 140 84,800

Continued next page



2016 Final 2016 Rates are per 100,000 residents.
supervision population + Georgia and Michigan did not provide

year-end figures; year-start figures

Probation rate” | Parole rate”

supetrvision rate’

Connecticut 1,580 24 1,461 19 44,700
(Jan. 1, 2016) were used as an estimate.

Alaska 1520 25 1193 326 8400 Those states also did not deliver total

lowa 1,456 26 1,213 251 35,100 community corrections and probation

Ilinois 1,451 27 1154 208 143,400 rates, so those were calculated using
year-start population figures and

Te 1,443 28 1,209 234 74,700

ennessee ' ' ' July 1, 2016, U.S. Census Bureau data.

Wisconsin 1442 29 988 453 64,900 All other rates were calculated by the

South Dakota 1,420 30 1,009 410 9,300 federal Bureau of Justice Statistics using

Florida 1,315 31 1,288 27 218,600 Jan. 1, 2017, census figures. Population
counts are rounded to the nearest 100.

Missouri 1,305 32 928 377 61,600

Mont 1247 33 1115 131 10200 Sources: Bureau of Justice Statistics,

ontana ! ! ! Annual Probation Survey and Annual

Wyoming 1,235 34 1,046 189 5,500 Parole Survey, 2016

North Dakota 1,228 35 1,090 138 7,100

North Carolina 1,205 36 1,044 161 95,200

Oklahoma 1,193 37 1,129 64 35,500

Massachusetts 1167 38 1133 34 63,600

Vermont 1,153 39 969 185 5,800

California 1,700 40 791 309 333,300

Nebraska 1,013 41 937 76 14,600

Kansas 978 42 758 220 21,500

New Mexico 973 43 798 175 15,500

Virginia 952 44 927 25 62,500

South Carolina 944 45 839 12 36,700

New York 913 46 628 285 142,400

Nevada 831 47 601 230 19,000

Utah 740 48 568 172 15,900

West Virginia 692 49 448 244 10,100

Maine 634 50 632 2 6,800

New Hampshire 592 51 366 226 6,400
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