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INTRODUCTION

mericans across partisan, ideological, and racial lines are rethinking the country’s criminal

justice system. This is entirely appropriate—and necessary. By situating decades-long

trends in crime and punishment in the appropriate historical and comparative contexts,
we hope to provide citizens and policymakers with a framework for assessing the opportunities
and challenges of criminal justice reform.

The charts that form the second part of this report offer additional details on the issues we sum-
marize here.

CRIME

Despite recent speculation about a nationwide crime surge,’ crime rates are near the lowest levels
seen in decades. From 1980 to 2012, the most recent year for which comprehensive, nation-wide
data is available, there has been a 35 percent drop in the violent crime rate (from 597 to 387
crimes per 100,000 citizens) and a 47 percent decrease in property crime rate (from 5,353 to
2,859 crimes per 100,000 citizens).?2 From 1980 to 2008, homicide rates declined for blacks as well
as for whites, with a significant uptick in the mid-1980s and subsequent decline in the early 1990s.
The rate in homicide victimization for whites declined 49 percent (from 6.5 to 3.3 homicides per
100,000 citizens), and offense rate dropped 47 percent (from 6.4 to 3.4 homicides per 100,000
citizens). Parallel to this trend, the rate of black homicide victimization declined 58 percent (from
37.6 to 19.6 homicides per 100,000 citizens) and offense rate declined 50 percent (from 49.8 to
24.7 homicides per 100,000 citizens).3

* The authors would like acknowledge the outstanding work of Luke Hill, whose data work helped substantiate their analysis.
Sophie Khan also ably contributed to this research.




While the nationwide arrest rate for all offenses decreased by 16 percent during this period, the arrest rate for
drug crime increased by 93.4 percent.* Drug sale/manufacturing arrests increased by 55 percent and drug pos-
session arrests increased 104.5 percent.® Arrest rates are not synonymous with rates of offenses; arrests reflect
the frequency with which crimes are reported, police decisions regarding offenses on which they will concentrate
their attention and resources, and the relative vulnerability of certain crimes to arrest.

The net decrease in nationwide crime coincides with the rapid buildup of the United State prison population.
However, the relationship between decreased crime and increased incarceration is disputed. To understand historic
decreases in crime and arrest rates, we must consider a number of complex social and political factors. Beyond
increased incarceration, widely discussed hypotheses include:

Improved policing: Over the past two decades, new technology has permitted police to use data to target
and reduce crime.®

Waning demand for crack cocaine: As the demand for crack has waned, so too has the associated vio-
lence and addiction.’

Shifting demographics: The average age of the U.S. population has increased, and age is inversely re-
lated to propensity to commit a crime.®

The economy: Favorable economic conditions in the 1990s and 2000s, including low unemployment
rates and increased consumer confidence, reduced some of the impetus for crime.?

PRISON BUILDUP

Over the past thirty years, the United States' prison population has increased by 340 percent.® The incarcerated
populationis a function of the number of offenders admitted to and released from prison. For decades, the number
of prisoners admitted greatly outpaced the number released, driving a surge in the population of incarcerated
individuals at the local, state, and federal levels." As of 2014, the latest year for which comprehensive nationwide
data is available, the United States incarcerated 2,306,117 individuals.”

There is vigorous scholarly debate on the causes and correlates of the burgeoning prison population.”® Increased
admissions can be attributed to a variety of factors including increased rates of investigation, prosecution, sen-
tencing, and admission."” Decreased releases are due to factors such as increased sentence length and decreased
eligibility for parole.”

Many of these factors are the result of public policy choices, which vary with the nation’s political mood. In the
mid-1970s, for instance, reformers championed statutory sentencing standards, including mandatory minimums,
to address "“racial and other unwarranted disparities” in the criminal justice system. A decade later, responding
to surging crime rates and widespread concern about public safety, state and federal lawmakers enacted tough
new measures—mandatory minimum laws, three strikes laws, and life in prison without the possibility of parole,
for instance—to target violent and drug offenders.'

PRISON COMPOSITION

In 2014, the state prison population was 6.4 times that of the federal prison population.” In state prisons, violent
offenders comprise the majority (53 percent) of sentenced prisoners, while drug offenders make up just 16 percent
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of the population.’® In federal prisons, drug offenders make up the majority (50 percent) of the population, while
violent offenders constitute just 7 percent of the population.”

Of those drug offenders in federal prison, 95.1 percent can be classified as traffickers, while just 0.8 percent of
federal drug offenders are imprisoned for unlawful possession. However, the drug offender category is quite
broad, including offenses ranging in culpability from drug mule to high-level supplier/ importer. Fewer than half
of federal drug offenders (41.4 percent) are involved with the organization and/ or management of the drug trade;
the majority (56.7 percent) of offenders played a lesser and more replaceable role in drug distribution.2®

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PRISON POPULATION

Although men comprise the majority (93.4 percent) of the U.S. incarcerated population, the proportion of incarcer-
ated women has grown at almost twice the rate of men since the 1990s.?' The underlying circumstances contributing
to the dramatic increase in women's incarceration for drug offenses have yet to be thoroughly examined and
addressed by researchers or policymakers.??

The United States incarcerates a disproportionate number of black and Latino individuals relative to their composi-
tionin the U.S. population.2® The causes and correlates of this racial discrepancy in the criminal justice system are
manifold. Studies suggest that a variety of factors contribute to racial disparities in criminal justice involvement,
including law enforcement practices, neighborhood crime rates, offenders’ socioeconomic status, and state and
federal-level sentencing policy.?*

Most (76.6 percent) offenders recidivate within five years of being released from prison, a striking trend observ-
able across demographic categories.?® Cyclical incarceration imposes tremendous costs on individuals, families,
and communities.?® Upon being released from prison, individuals faced legal barriers to employment, housing,
and voting.?” Families with incarcerated loved ones suffer financial losses due to lost income. Studies show that
children with incarcerated parents exhibit more negative behavioral,?® academic,and emotional outcomes.?° These
so-called “collateral consequences” compound and destabilize community support systems.

COST OF INCARCERATION

In 2010, total corrections expenditures totaled $80 billion—a 350 percent increase from 1980 (in real terms).33
Consistent with the distribution of the prison population, the majority of the expenditure occurs at the local and
state, rather than federal, levels.®

INDIVIDUALS KILLED BY POLICE

987 individuals were shot and killed by police officers in 2015.32 The vast majority (78 percent) of victims were
armed with a deadly weapon: only 10 percent were killed while unarmed.3* 50 percent of the individuals killed by
police were white, but police killed a disproportionate number of minority individuals relative to the racial com-
position of the U.S. population.>* While the data are not inconsistent with racial bias in police shootings, the best
available evidence is too limited to allow us to substantiate claims of racial bias.
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The majority of police killings do not take place in major metropolitan areas.*> For example, only 2 out of the 15
fatal shootings in Maryland occurred in Baltimore.3¢ Chicago is a notable exception to this pattern; 9 out of the
21 (43 percent) of police shootings in Illinois occurred in Chicago.*”

Framing the debate on criminal justice reform



BROOKINGS

Framing the debate on criminal
justice reform: What citizens and
policymakers should know

William A. Galston
Elizabeth H. McElvein



CRIME



6,500
6,000
5,500

2

< 5,000

N

s

o 4,500

o

o

=

S 4,000

]

o

@ 3,500

S

S 3,000

)

S 2,500

o

2 2,000

Q

0

£

3 1,500
1,000

500
0

Crime rates nationwide

45%
decrease

47%

decrease

| ——— 35%

decrease

1980

1981 -
1982 -
1983 -
1984 -
1985 -
1986 -
1987 -
1988 -
1989 -
1990 -

esm»Total crime rate

1991 ~
1992 -
1993 ~
1994 -
1995 ~
1996 -
1997 ~

emmm\/iolent crime rate

1998 -
1999 ~
2000 ~
2001 ~
2002 -
2003 -
2004 -

emmwProperty crime rate

Brookings analysis of “Estimated crime in United States-Total,” generated using the Uniform Crime Reporting Data Tool, Federal
Bureau of Investigation, http://www.ucrdatatool.gov/Search/Crime/State/RunCrimeStatebyState.cfm

2005 ~

2006 -
2007
2008 -
20009 -
2010 -
2011 ~
2012 -

BROOKINGS


http://www.ucrdatatool.gov/Search/Crime/State/RunCrimeStatebyState.cfm
http://www.ucrdatatool.gov/Search/Crime/State/RunCrimeStatebyState.cfm

White homicide rates

10
9
8
(%]
[
L 7
=
(&)
8 \
S 6
=)
S
—
o 5
o
Q
Lo
|
@ 0,
o 47% decrease
_g = i e ——
g 3 49% decrease
T
2
1
O T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T 1
o — (o] () < Tp) o) N~ [ele] [0))] (@) — o (2] < un (o) N~ 0 [e))] o — o o < n o ~ o]
oo} [ee] 0 0 [e0] 0 o] [ee] o0 0 [e2] [e))] [e)] [e)] [e))] [e)] [e)] [e))] [e)] [e)] o o o o o o o o o
(o)} (o)} a (o)} (o)} a (o)} (o)} [e)] (o)} D (o)} (o)} D (o)} (o)} D (o)} (o)} D o o o o o o o o o
— — — — — — — — — — — i - — i - — i - — (] (o] (o] (] o (o] (] o (o]

e \/ictim == QOffender

Brookings analysis of Cooper, Alexia and Smith, Erica L., “Homicide Trends in United States,” Supplementary Homicide Report,
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Brookings analysis of Cooper, Alexia and Smith, Erica L., “Homicide Trends in United States,” Supplementary Homicide
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Brookings analysis of “Arrests in the United States, 1980-2012,” generated from the Arrest Data Analysis Tool, Bureau of
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Incarcerated population, 2014

N=2,306,117

Brookings analysis of Carson, Ann, “Prisoners in 2014,” Bureau of Justice Statistics, September 2015, p.3
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p14.pdf, and Minton, Todd, and Zeng, Zhen, “Jail Inmates at Midyear 2014,”

Bureau of Justice Statistics, June 2015, p. 3 http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/jim14.pdf. B RO O K I NG S
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"Federal Criminal Case Processing 1982-1993, Table 18 (1988 data)," Bureau of Justice Statistics; "Federal Justice
Statistics 2012-Statistical Tables, Table 7.11 (2012 data)," Bureau of Justice Statistics, in “Prison Time Surges for Federal
Inmates,” Recreated from The Pew Charitable Trusts, November 2015, p. 1. http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-
and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates.

BROOKINGS


http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2015/11/prison-time-surges-for-federal-inmates

PRISON COMPOSITION



Composition of offenses

Sentenced prisoners, 2014
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Other,
Other, 1% 1%

Property,
6%

Drugs, 16%

Drug
possession, 49

Carson, Ann, “Prisoners in 2014,” Table 11, Estimated percent
of sentenced prisoners under state jurisdiction, by offense,
sex, race, and Hispanic origin, December 31, 2013, Bureau of
Justice Statistics, p. 16
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p14.pdf.

Carson, Ann, “Prisoners in 2014,” Table 12, Estimated percent
of sentenced prisoners under federal correctional authority, by
most serious offense, sex, race, and Hispanic origin, September
30, 2014, Bureau of Justice Statistics, p. 17
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p14.pdf.
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2011, Appendix D, Figure D-15, p. D-68,
http://www.ussc.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/news/congressional-testimony-and-
reports/mandatory-minimum-penalties/20111031-rtc-pdf/Chapter 08.pdf.
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Composition of the prison population
by gender, 2010
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Composition of the prison population by demographic
category, 2010
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Prisoner recidivism, 2005-2010
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COSTS OF INCARCERATION



Total corrections expenditures by level of government
and per capita expenditures
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INDIVIDUALS KILLED BY POLICE



Weapon possession status of individuals killed
by police, 2015
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Racial composition of individuals killed by police
Population, 2010 Killed by police, 2015
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Individuals killed by police nationwide,
geographical location, 2015
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