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Our nation has experienced a dramatic increase in the number of individuals sentenced to prison and the number of prisoners released from prison, during the past thirty years.  Meanwhile, reoffending and reimprisonment rates for ex-prisoners have shown no decline.  Many offenders are unable to break out of the cyclical pattern of arrest, incarceration, release, rearrest, and so forth.  Two-thirds of prisoners released from state prisons are rearrested within three years, and those offenders create social and financial burdens for themselves, their families, and their communities.

To date, many of the correctional policies and approaches used by different states have been unable to curb offender recidivism, and despite advances in research about the causes and correlates of recidivism, we have hit a glass ceiling in our ability to explain recidivism.  This research improves upon the limitations of previous research and contributes to the understanding of how different policies impact recidivism by investigating the impact of state-level factors on recidivism outcomes.

This study analyzes variation in recidivism across states and investigates the effects of several state-level factors on multiple measures of recidivism (rearrests, reconvictions, sentences for new crimes, and returns to prison for parole violations).  The primary state-level factor of interest is state sentencing structure (defined to include sentencing laws, mandatory minimum laws, sentencing guidelines, admission and release practices, and post-prison supervision approaches).  Using secondary analysis of data from the Bureau of Justice Statistics and other sources, this research employs a multinomial logistic regression modeling strategy to analyze recidivism outcomes of prisoners released from nine states during the mid-1990s.

This study found significant differences in recidivism across states after controlling for offender characteristics, and also revealed significant differences between states with similar sentencing structures.  These findings suggest the need to focus more on contextual factors when studying recidivism.  The results also revealed the effects of different components of state sentencing structures on recidivism.  For example, type of admission to prison was found to significantly impact recidivism, while type of release from prison had little impact.  These findings suggest a need to further investigate the benefits and drawbacks of different sentencing strategies.

