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Executive Summary

This report is a study of offenders released from Virginia prisons in 1997, their re-involvement in crime, and their subsequent re-incarceration to state institutions. Offenders released from the Virginia Department of Corrections during calendar year 1997 were evaluated to determine recidivism rates for each year following their release in a three-year follow-up period.  Of the 10,502 offenders released in 1997, 1,799 returned to prison as of December 1, 2000, excluding parole violators.  The recidivism rate for this group is 17.1 percent.   When parole violators with new crimes are included in the analysis, an additional 294 inmates came back to DOC by the end of CY 2000.  This makes a total of 2093 recidivists and an overall recidivism rate of 19.9 percent.
  Furthermore, when technical violators are incorporated into the analysis, an additional 757 inmates returned to DOC, and the overall recidivism rate jumps to 27.1 percent.  However, the analysis in the remainder of the study excludes parole violators, both technical and with new crimes.

Major Findings

· Prisoners released for non-violent crimes recidivated at a higher rate than those released for violent crimes.  

· By the end of 2000, 2.3%  (243) of 1997 releases were returned for property crimes; 7.9% (829) were returned for non-property non-violent crimes; 2.2% (234) were re-incarcerated for violent offenses, and 4.2% (448) were returned to prison for drug offenses.  Only 0.34% (32) of all releases were returned for sex crimes.

· The recidivism rate is highest within the first two years - 38.6% of those who recidivated came back in 1998, and 39% came back in 1999.  Only 13.9% returned to prison by the end of 2000, and only 7.67% recidivated during the year of release.  

· The recidivism rate is not systematically related to the age of inmates. Thirty-eight percent of recidivists were age 36 or older, compared to 19.8% of those age 25 or younger.  However, younger inmates at the time of release recidivated more quickly than their older counterparts.  The highest recidivism rate is shown by those between the ages of 26 and 35.  

· Released prisoners were predominantly returned for the same type of crime for which they had previously been incarcerated.  

I.



Introduction

While the mission of the Department of Corrections is focused on supervision and confinement, a significant attempt is also made to assist offenders in changing their criminal behavior, and to avoid returning to prison.  The Department offers a wide range of treatment, educational and vocational programs, for community based and confined offenders.  The Department’s key stakeholders, (the citizens of Virginia, law enforcement and judicial agencies, volunteer and criminal justice providers), share and support our treatment efforts, yet there is a widespread view that convicted criminals will likely continue to re-offend.  The factors that contribute to re-offending are some of the most debated issues in criminal justice, and there is voluminous literature on the subject.
  

The Department of Corrections, and other criminal justice agencies, are primary media targets whenever an offender commits another heinous crime.  The concerns of the general public in Virginia and across the nation, has led to “tough on crime, three strikes and you’re out, and no parole legislation.”  Recidivism, which is a constant and relevant issue for us, sometimes generates indignation on the inefficacy of the criminal justice system and the inadequacy of punishment.  The purpose of this study is to establish a baseline for recidivism in Virginia’s Department of Corrections.  This initial effort will provide a comparison for later studies, which will hopefully illuminate the facts of this issue. 


The remainder of the study is organized as follows.  Section two is the methodology.  Section three summarizes the findings of the study, while section four elaborates the findings in detail.  Section five is a concluding remark and suggestions for future studies.

II. 




Methodology

Before we initiated this study, two recidivism issues were examined.  The first
effort was to define recidivism since statistical results can be driven by the definitions used.  Estimates of recidivism can vary with the length of the follow-up period, definitions used, and the measures selected.  For the purpose of analysis and comparison it is important that the definition of recidivism is clear and precise.   

Recidivism studies generally use three recidivism measures: re-arrest,

reconviction, and re-incarceration. 
   Although re-arrest is the broadest measure of crime, it doesn’t necessarily imply that a new offense is actually committed.  Some of the rearrested individuals may be innocent of the crimes charged.  Using all reported arrests would overstate the true recidivism rate.  Conversely, re-incarceration is the narrowest, but it indicates that a new offense did occur and also shows the serious nature of the crime committed.  In this study, a recidivist is defined as a former inmate who has subsequently returned to the custody of the Department of Corrections for a new crime.  Only those reconvicted and re-incarcerated to state institutions for a new crime are included in the study.

The second and more important consideration is the determination of core variables of recidivism in order to enable more meaningful comparisons from one study to the next, and to compare Virginia to other states that use similar standards of recidivism.  Certain recidivism factors that are recognized to influence recidivism are analyzed in this study.  However, some important risk factors that contribute to recidivism are not documented in this study.  As more consistent and reliable data becomes available, those important risk factors that are not included in this report will be considered in subsequent studies.  Among these factors are the level of education, marital status, age at first adult incarceration, criminal history, and other community and family related characteristics.   

Using a unique identifier, inmates from the calendar year 1997 release file were matched to data files in order to determine whether or not the former inmate had been re-admitted to the Department of Corrections between the years 1997 and 2000.  Dates were given careful consideration due to the fact that some inmates were re-incarcerated within the same year.

The follow-up period for this study is 3 years.  In most of the recidivism literature, the follow-up period is determined by the purpose of that particular study.  If the objective of the study is to demonstrate the effectiveness of certain programs, a recidivism study that uses one year as the time criterion is appropriate.  If a longer time period, such as five years, is used, then possible intervening variables may play a more important role.  A follow-up period of more than 3 years is less likely to reflect the true effects of incarceration.  With time, the influence of the incarceration experience will be washed out.  Therefore, this study strikes a balance and uses a three-year follow-up for recidivism evaluations in Virginia.  Waldo and Griswold (1979) support the three-year time frame.  They commented: “until it has been demonstrated that shorter follow-up periods are adequate for evaluating programs, 3-year periods should be used.” 

III.                               
Summary of Findings

1.
Recidivists by Offense Type

· Thirteen percent of those released for violent crimes recidivated.  Of the recidivists in the non-sex violent category, 64% (152) committed a new crime within the same offense category.

· Approximately 8% of all offenders released for sex crimes recidivated.  Of the sex crime recidivists, 63% (20) committed a crime within the same offense category. 

· Nearly 20% of all offenders released for property crimes recidivated.  Of the property crime recidivists, nearly 54% (131) committed a crime within the same offense category.

· Twenty-one percent of those released for non-property non-violent crimes recidivated.  Nearly 70% (584) of recidivists in this category were re-incarcerated for the same offense type.

· Almost 15% of all offenders released for drug offenses recidivated.  Two hundred ninety-three (65%) of recidivists in the drug category were re-incarcerated for a crime committed within the same offense category.

2.
Average Time Out before Commitment

· The first recidivist within every offense category except sex crimes recidivated within 1-2 months.  Following release, the first sex crimes recidivist returned in approximately 4 and one half months.

3.
Age Group

· The average age at release is 33 years old.  Approximately twenty-two percent of those released were age 25 or younger, 42.3% were between the ages of 26 and 35, and 35.3% were 36 or older.

· The average age upon return is 34 years old.  Almost twenty percent of recidivists were age 25 or younger, 42.2% were between the ages of 26 and 35, and 38% were 36 or older.  

· Most recidivists who were released at the age of 26 or older returned within 3 years of release.

· The majority of recidivists who were 25 or younger at release came back within 2 years of release.  Also, more recidivists in this age category came back during the same year (1997) than in any other age category.

4.
Gender and Race 
· Eleven percent of all releases were female, 89% were male.

· Approximately 10% of all recidivists were female, 90% were men.

· Around 66% of releases were black, 33% were white, and 0.8% were Hispanic, Asian, Indian, or Other.  

· Seventy percent of recidivists were black, 29.5% were white, and 0.5% were Hispanic, Asian or Other.

· Black males, age 36 and over, recidivated at a slightly higher rate than their white male counterparts.  

· White females age 25 or younger recidivated at a significantly higher rate than black females in the same age group.  Conversely, black females age 36 or older recidivated at significantly higher rate than white females in the same age category.  

5.
Regional Distribution

· Most offenders recidivated within the same region.  For example, 19.5% of recidivists were committed from the central region for their old offense, while 

18.8% were committed from the same region for their new offense.  Other regions also show similar patterns.  

· The majority of the recidivists were reconvicted by the same court.  Sixty-five percent or 229 out of 350 of recidivists from the central region were reconvicted by the same court.  Similarly, the same court respectively reconvicted 72%, 64%, and 75% of recidivists from the eastern, northern, and western regions.  

IV.




Analysis of Findings

Table 1 below shows that recidivists received 5 years on average for their previous crime, while they were given an average of 6.4 years for their new crimes—an increase of 28 percent.  Since most recidivists were reconvicted for the same crimes, the difference in sentences might reflect a change in sentencing policies - not differences in severity of the crimes committed.  


The type of offense for which a released inmate was previously incarcerated may be a determining factor as to whether or not he/she will recidivate.  The offense categories used in this study are sex crimes, non-sex violent crimes, property crimes, non-property non-violent crimes, and drugs.  As Table 2 below indicates, approximately 8% of all offenders released for sex crimes recidivated.  Of the sex crime recidivists, 63% (20) committed a crime within the same offense category.  Nearly 20% of all offenders released for property crimes recidivated.  Of the property crime recidivists, nearly 54% (131) committed a crime within the same offense category.  


Thirteen percent of those released for non-sex violent crimes recidivated.  Of the recidivists in this category, 64% (152) were re-incarcerated for the same crime for which they had previously been incarcerated.  On average non-violent offenders recidivated more than violent offenders.  Twenty-one percent of those released for non-property non-violent crimes recidivated.  Nearly 70% (584) of recidivists in this category were re-incarcerated for the same offense.  Almost 15% of all offenders released for drug offenses recidivated.  Two hundred ninety-three (65%) recidivists in the drug category were re-incarcerated for a crime committed within the same offense category. 

Table 1: CY 1997 – Average Sentence in Years Received by Recidivists

	
	Previous Sentences
	New Sentences

	Sex Crimes
	6.3 years
	9.5 years

	Non-sex Violent Crimes
	6.5 years
	10.5 years

	Property Crimes
	6.1 years
	5.3 years

	Non-violent Crimes 

Excluding Property Crimes
	3.0 years
	3.1 years

	Drugs
	3.1 years
	3.6 years

	Average
	5 years
	6.4 years


Table 2: CY 1997 – Releases and Recidivists by Crime Category

	
	All Releases
	Old Crime Category

(Recidivists)
	Parole Violators with New Crimes
	New Crime Category

(Recidivists)

	Sex Crimes
	411
	32
	18
	44

	Non-Sex Violent

Crimes
	1,784
	237
	47
	274

	Property Crimes
	1,244
	244
	55
	218

	Non-violent Crimes

Excluding Property Crimes
	3,946
	837
	105
	770

	Drugs
	3,044
	449
	69
	411

	Unknown
	73
	0
	0
	82

	Total
	10,502
	1,799
	294
	1,799


Table 3 shows the average time recidivists spent in the community before they committed a new crime.  The overall average time in the community before reconviction is 1.6 years.  It ranges from a low of 1.5 years for non-violent crimes excluding property crimes, to a high of 1.8 years for sex crimes.  The first recidivist within every offense category, except sex crimes, came back within 1-2 months.  Following release, the first sex crimes recidivist returned within approximately 4 and one half months. 

Table 3: Average Time out before Commitment of the New Crime

	
	Average At-Risk Time

	Sex Crimes
	1.8 years

	Non-sex Violent Crimes
	1.7 years

	Property Crimes
	1.6 years

	Non-Property Non-Violent

Crimes
	1.5 years

	Drugs
	1.6 years

	Average
	1.6 years


Table 4 illustrates the number of recidivists returned each year to the Department of Corrections by crime category.  Of those who were re-incarcerated during the follow-up period more than 80 percent of most crime categories returned within two years.  Listed below is the percent of recidivists in each category who came back within two years upon release:

Drug Offenses 
85%

Property Crimes
85.2%

Non-violent crimes
87.5% 

Sex Offense

78%

Violent crimes
85%   

An analysis of specific programs to examine the difference between those who participated in programs and those offenders who did not has not been completed.  However, the brevity with which these offenders recidivated shows that incarceration failed for this small portion of the total release.  In the short-run, recidivism could possibly be a function of incarceration and correctional programs; while in the long-run it is a function of time and other community-related factors.  Rates within two years of release are more likely than those from a longer period to reflect any effects of incarceration or correctional programs on recidivism.  Therefore, the first two years are critical periods for repeating criminal behavior (Parsons and Ferrari 1996).

Table 4: CY 1997 – Recidivists by Year Sentenced to DOC
	
	1997
	1998
	1999
	2000
	Missing

	Sex Crimes
	1
	10
	14
	7
	0

	Non-sex Violent

Crimes
	11
	82
	106
	35
	3

	Property Crimes 
	16
	98
	93
	36
	1

	Non-property

Non-Violent Crimes
	79
	331
	315
	104
	8

	Drugs
	31
	173
	174
	68
	3

	TOTAL
	138
	694
	702
	250
	15



The chart displayed below illustrates the percent of recidivists returned to DOC from 1997 to 2000 in six-month intervals.  The X-axis indicates the number of months since release from prison, while the Y-axis shows the percent of recidivists that came back at the end of each six-month interval from 1997 to 2000.  This chart which is commonly referred to as the recidivism rate curve indicates the percentage of total recidivists who came back during the follow-up period.  For example, 21.47% of the total recidivists came back within the six-month interval between the 12th and 18th month since release from prison.  The chart also shows that recidivism rates increased sharply immediately after release and grows more slowly as the time since release passes.  In the first 12 months after release the recidivism rate grows to 20.12% while only 4% of the total recidivists came back within the last 6 months of the follow-up period.
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Table 5 shows the age profile of releases and recidivists.  The average age at release is 33 years old.  Approximately twenty-two percent of those released were age 25 or younger, 42.3% were between the ages of 26 and 35, and 35.3% were 36 or older.  The average age upon return is 34 years old.  The findings in this report suggest that the person’s age does not systematically increase or decrease an inmate’s likelihood of re-incarceration.  In this 1997 release cohort, 42.2% of recidivists are between the age of 26 and 35 compared to 19.8% of the age group 25 and under.  The chart below depicts information similar to that shown in Table 5.  

Table 5:CY 1997 - Age Profile of Releases and Recidivists

	
	Releases
	Recidivists
	Percentage

	25 and Under
	2,352
	356
	15.1%

	26 – 35
	4,439
	760
	17.1%

	36 and Over
	3,711
	683
	18.4%

	Total
	10,502
	1,799
	17.1%
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The next chart exhibits releases and recidivists by gender.  Eleven percent

of all releases were female, and 89% were male.  Approximately 10% of all recidivists were female, and 90% were men.  
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The next chart depicts releases and recidivists by race.  Around 66% 

of releases were black, 33% were white, and .8% was Hispanic, Asian, Indian, or Other.  Seventy percent of recidivists are black, 29.5% are white, and .5% are Hispanic, Asian or Other.  Black males, age 36 and over, recidivated at a slightly higher rate than their white male counterparts.  White females age 25 or younger, recidivated at a significantly higher rate than black females in the same age group.  Conversely, black females at age 36 or older recidivated at significantly higher rate than white females in the same age category.  Factors, other than race, may account for much of the difference between black and white recidivists.
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A number of prisoners released in 1997 may have been arrested and incarcerated in other states.  A study by the Bureau of Justice Statistics found that one in every eight re-arrests are made in states other than the state in which the prisoner was released.  This report includes only those released and re-incarcerated in Virginia.  Table 6 portrays regional distribution of releases and recidivists.  Nineteen percent of all releases came from the Central region, while 34%, 28% and 18% came respectively from Eastern, Northern, and Western regions.  Most offenders were reconvicted within the same region.  While 19.5% of recidivists were committed from the Central region for their old offense, 18.8% were committed from the same region for their new offense.  Other regions also show a similar pattern.  

Moreover, the majority of the recidivists were reconvicted by the same court.  Sixty five percent or 229 out of 350 of recidivists from the central region were reconvicted by the same court.  Similarly, 72%, 64%, and 75% of recidivists from the eastern, northern, and western regions, were respectively reconvicted by the same court.

Table 6: Regional Information

	
	Total Releases by Region
	Percent  by 

Region
	Committing Court for the Old Offense
	%
	Committing Court for the New Offense
	%
	Committed by the Same Court
	%

	Central
	1,996
	19%
	350
	19.5
	338
	18.8
	229
	18.4

	Eastern
	3,562
	33.9%
	613
	34.1
	580
	32.2
	444
	35.7

	Northern
	2,917
	27.8%
	465
	25.8
	445
	24.7
	300
	24.2

	Western
	1,934
	18.4%
	352
	19.6
	345
	19.2
	264
	21.3

	Unknown
	93
	0.9%
	19
	1.1
	91
	5.1
	5
	0.4

	Total
	10,502
	100%
	1799
	100
	1799
	100
	1242
	100


V.




Conclusion
The recidivists in this study are mirror images of the 1997 releases.  The findings of this study contradict the popular view that offenders will inevitably re-offend.  Only a minority of those released in 1997 (17.1%) came back to the state prison system within

the three-year follow-up period excluding parole violators.  When parole violators are included in the analysis, an additional 10 percent or 1051 inmates returned to DOC.  The findings of this study confirm results in other studies that certain factors such as age and gender might have greater influence on recidivism than others for inmates released from Virginia prisons.  

This study is not a cause-effect analysis and makes no predictions about future inmate behavior.  The results provided here are descriptive in nature and are not an evaluation of the department’s success or failure.  However, the statistical results are a meaningful tool that can be used to examine the Virginia correctional system.  The results may also help policy makers design a more appropriate correctional policy in terms of incarceration, program decisions, correctional treatment, and the reintegration of offenders into the society.  

As more time passes for this cohort we expect the number of inmates who recidivate will grow, as well as the percentage of released offenders with new crimes.  A follow-up study will be completed within a year to monitor changes in the recidivism rate for the 1997 releases, as well the 1998 release cohort.

The perception that once a criminal always a criminal may be based merely on prevailing beliefs, rather than statistical facts--at least in Virginia.  Further research is necessary to look at the facts as well as the risk factors that determine recidivism.  It is important for the Department of Corrections to ascertain which factors contribute to recidivism, if one is to use recidivism rates as performance measures.  
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�  See Table 2 for a disaggregation of “parole violators with new crimes” into their respective crime categories.





� An upcoming recidivism study of the 1998 release cohort will address the parole violator issue in greater detail. 


�  See Boone (1994) for a detailed review of the literature.


�  For a detailed analysis of recidivism measures, see M. D. Maltz, 1984.
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