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Introduction mental health experts, social workers,
and doctors. e current problems in the
r policy makers, public safety is prison system highlight the need for such
always at the forefront of the de- collaboration. Prison overcrowding is the
cision making process. Ensuring most visible problem due to the fact that
public safety is one of the primary it is so easily measured. Moreover, many
goals of government, and policies thatprisoners face more complicated medi-
serve this goal are constantly evolving.cal issues related in part to overcrowding.
Sometimes, however, it is di cult to de- Overcrowding and medical problems are
ne what public safety is. ere are avari- self-perpetuating, in the sense that over-
ety of metrics that are used to measure thecrowded prisons breed diseases, and put
level of public safety, ranging from arresta strain on prison doctors. However, the
rates, environmental controls, car acci- most pressing issue in corrections is re-
dents, and public opinion. It may as simple cidivism or the re-entry of prisoners back
as residents of a community being able tointo the corrections system after having
receive pizza delivery service at night, orbeen previously incarcerated. Recidivism
as complicated as preventing a nuclear atis the benchmark sought by policymakers
tack. A large determinant of public safety and the public for assessing correctional
that will be studied in this paper is the ef- interventions” [1]. It is a problem because
fectiveness of prisons. e primary ques- it presents the taxpayers with the task of
tion associated with this measurement is,having to pay for incarceration numerous
how good are prisons at deterring crime times for the same person. Additionally,
and rehabilitating violators? recidivism undermines the entire prison
Like many public policy issues, the ef-system by churning out prisoners who are
fectiveness of prisons is not limited to the not ready to be released. Before proposing
domain of one agency, but depends ona solution to recidivism, it is important to
the collaboration of a number of organi- grasp what it is and how it is measured, as
zations, such as prison o cials, judges, well as why is occurs. Recidivism happens
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because newly released prisoners lack a support sys-
tem that includes sustainable housing and employ-
ment. And while solutions are being implemented
in various capacities, like vocational education, or
the use of drug courts, a more comprehensive ap-
proach is needed. Unless cross-agency collabora-
tion occurs, and new and innovative strategies put
forth, recidivism will continue to grow and pose an
even more serious problem in the future.

Recidivism De ned and Understood

those found guilty of crimes, whether they were in-
carcerated or were dealt with in some other manner”
[2]. Itis interesting to note that the current de ni-
tion of recidivism used by the U.S. Bureau of Justice
Statistics is very broad, and encompasses “rearrest,
reconviction, or return to prison with or without a
new sentence during a three-year period following
the prisoner’s release” [3]. is de nition captures
the public sentiment that a felon is never really o
the hook. Even an arrest without a conviction con-

“[tlhe most pressing issue in corrections is recidivism or the re-entry
back into the corrections system after having been previously incarc
vism “is the benchmark sought by policymakers and the public for as
tional interventions” [1]. It is a problem because it presents the taxpay
of having to pay for incarceration numerous times for the same

De ning and Measuring Recidivism

e measurement of recidivism is signi cant be-
cause accurate statistics are imperative to law en-
forcement agencies, prison o cials, legislators, and
the public. ere are many competing ways to re-
duce recidivism, and the e cacy of these programs
can not be determined unless a uniform de nition
of recidivism is agreed upon by all parties that have
stake in the issue. One measurement technique dis-
cussed by Harry Willbach is recidivism based on
prior arrest. is method is intended to measure
the adjustment of the individual to social life post-
incarceration. However, the main problem with this
measurement is that “it fails to do this since the per-
son arrested may not be convicted and in fact may
not have committed the o ense” [2]. is is simply
a measurement of suspicion and would drastically
overstate the actual recidivism rate as many more
people are arrested than are actually convicted,
much less are incarcerated.

Another measurement technique discussed by
Willbach relates to prior incarceration. However,
the technique is awed and understates recidivism
by failing to take into account those who are guilty of
committing a crime but who have not been incarcer-
ated. e nal, and perhaps the best, measurement
technique explored by the author is recidivism based
on prior conviction. While this was not a feasible
technique before the advent of national criminal da-
tabases, it serves as the truest measure of recidivism
because “this would omit from consideration those
who were wrongfully arrested and would include all

tributes to the recidivism rate, and negatively im-
pacts statistics on the prison system. Public percep-
tions resulting from negative views on recidivism
are further used to prohibit convicted felons from
voting. Another consideration that policymakers
should take into account when examining recidi-
vism studies is the length of the follow-up period.
Most current studies use a three-year follow-up pe-
riod in which they track released prisoners’ arrest,
conviction, and incarceration records for a certain
length of time after release. While consistency in
the follow-up periods across di erent studies is im-
perative, it is important to note that the greater the
follow-up time, the higher the recidivism rate will be
[4]. Proper measurement of recidivism and consis-
tency of methodologies ensures that the problem is
correctly addressed.

The Problem of Recidivism and Why It Occurs

Before tackling an issue as complex and multi-
faceted as recidivism, it is helpful to understand the
nature of the problem, who recidivists are, and why
recidivism occurs. is basis will eventually serve to
formulate a comprehensive solution strategy, which
takes into account the special needs of prisoners.
Recidivism is a growing problem, due in part to bet-
ter measurement techniques, but more to the com-
plexity of issues that newly released prisoners face.
In a 1994 study conducted by the Bureau of Justice
Statistics and released in 2002, the Bureau tracked
roughly two-thirds of all prisoners released that year
in the United States for a three year follow-up peri-

DUKE JOURNAL OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS 63 SPRING 2007



0
Q
=
LU
o

2
i

Jonathan Fox

od. It found that 67.5 % were rearrested within three
years, as compared to a similar study conducted in
1983 with a rearrest rate of 62.5% [5]. e study
does acknowledge that “arrest records provide an in-
complete measure of actual crime activity,” but also
notes that “while people are sometimes arrested for
crimes they did not commit, research indicates that
o enders commit more crimes than their arrest re-
cords show” [5]. Furthermore, policymakers should
be aware that “the rst year is the period when much
of the recidivism occurs, accounting for nearly two-
thirds of all the recidivism of the rst 3 years” [5].
is statistic highlights the need for programs which
have a minimal amount of lag time. Determining
exactly who recidivists are also tends to be an im-

Studies suggests that states need to look at ways to limit the growth in prison population, even as they balance concerns of public safety. In this

taking care of them. Another characteristic that can
be used to develop rehabilitative programs is the de-
gree of specialization among recidivists. Specialists
are “prisoners, who, after being released, commit the
same crime they were just in prison for, while non-
specialists are those whose new o ense di ers from
what they were in prison for” [5]. To illustrate this
concept, “a released robber’s odds of repeating his
crime are 1.7 times greater than the odds of a non-
robber leaving prison and committing a robbery”
[5].

ere are many reasons why criminals recidivate,
although most revolve around the fact that newly
released prisoners face a multitude of obstacles put
in place by the prison system, employers, housing

photo, Cumberland County Prison, one of Pennsylvania’s overcrowded prisons. (Photo: The Associated Press 2005)

portant factor in deciding which prison programs to
allocate money to or expand.

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics,
recidivists tend to fall into the categories of males,
blacks, non-Hispanics, and the young. Perhaps the
most compelling and useful detail of this statement
is that “the younger the prisoner when released, the
higher the rate of recidivism. Over 80% of those un-
der the age of 18 were rearrested, compared to 45.3%
of those 45 or older [5]. While this statistic indicates
some potential bene ts for implementing prison
programs geared toward younger prisoners, it can
be misleading. People under the age of 18, in gen-
eral, rely on some type of guardian for food and shel-
ter. Young people who have just been released from
prison may not have a guardian who is capable to
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authorities, and social services. Speaking generally,
released prisoners also recidivate in part because
of the lack of incentive to engage in legal practices.
Prison bears a striking resemblance to business
school. Once admitted into prison, criminals es-
tablish networks and learn about other illegal trades
beyond their own. Armed with new knowledge
and new contacts, criminals have little incentive to
dabble in legal activities once released and often nd
themselves incarcerated again. Despite extensive
vocational education programs in place, released
prisoners encounter many structural obstacles.
Aside from restrictions on public-housing, “many

former felons nd they need special waivers to get
licensed in vocations they learned while serving
time. Some nd their attempts to get an education
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“Prisoners are now “housed in gyms and classrooms, and tho
used for programs to prepare offenders for life outside the priso




0
Q
=
LL
o

S
—

7KH GHVLUH WR EH SHUFHLYHG DV fWRXJK RQ FULPH:- FURVVHV SDUW\ OLQHV RQO\ H[DFHUE
four governors show their opposition to making the California three strikes law apply only to violent or serious felonies (Photo: David McNew, 2004)
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