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AŌ er decades of stability, the United States saw its 
incarceraƟ on rate more than quadruple in the past 40 
years. Currently, nearly 1 out of 100 American adults 
is in prison or jail. What drove this increase in the 
use of imprisonment, and how has it aff ected society 
at large, communiƟ es, families, and individuals? Has 
this shiŌ  in policy produced signifi cant benefi ts, or is 
a change in course needed? 

Asked to answer these questions, the National 
Research Council appointed a commiƩ ee of experts 
in criminal jusƟ ce, the social sciences, and history 
to examine the evidence.  The commiƩ ee released 
its fi ndings and recommendaƟ ons in the report The 
Growth of IncarceraƟ on in the United States: Exploring 
Causes and Consequences. 

The dramaƟ c increase in incarceraƟ on has failed 
to clearly yield large crime-reducƟ on benefi ts for 
the naƟ on, the report concludes. In addiƟ on, the 
growth in incarceraƟ on may have had a wide range 

of unwanted consequences for society, communiƟ es, families, and individuals. The eff ects 
of harsh penal policies have fallen most heavily on blacks and Hispanics, especially the poor-
est. The report recommends that policymakers take steps to reduce the naƟ on’s reliance on 
incarceraƟ on.

THE RISE OF INCARCERATION
State and federal prison populaƟ ons in the U.S. rose steadily between 1973 to 2009, from about 
200,000 to 1.5 million, declining slightly in 2009 to 2012. This growth in incarceraƟ on levels 
was historically unprecedented and internaƟ onally unique.

When incarceraƟ on rates began to grow in the early 1970s, American society had passed through 
a period of intense change – including rising crime rates, social unrest, intense poliƟ cal confl ict, 
and a profound transformaƟ on in race relaƟ ons.  In this context, state and federal policymakers 
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made policy choices that increasingly relied on 
longer sentences and wider use of imprisonment. 

Between 1975 and 1995, all 50 states and the 
federal government reduced judges’ discreƟ on  
in sentencing by mandaƟ ng imprisonment for a 
wide variety of off enses. Congress and most state 
legislatures enacted laws that mandated lengthy 
prison sentences – oŌ en of 5, 10, and 20 years 
or longer – for drug off enses, violent crimes, and 
repeat off enders. Congress and more than half of 
the states enacted “three strikes” laws that man-
dated minimum sentences of 25 years or longer 
for some off enders. “Truth-in-sentencing” laws, 
which require those aff ected to serve at least 85 
percent of their prison sentences, were enacted 
by Congress and a majority of states. 

THE CONSEQUENCES OF HIGH 
INCARCERATION RATES
Eff ects on crime.  The shiŌ  toward more incarcera-
Ɵ on and longer sentences refl ected a widespread 
view that incarceraƟ on was a key way to control 
crime. This has not proven to be the case. During 
the four decades when incarceraƟ on rates steadily 
rose, crime rates showed no clear trend. The crime 
reducƟ on eff ect of incarceraƟ on is highly uncertain 
and is unlikely to have been large. In addiƟ on, the 
crime-reducƟ on benefi ts of very long sentences 
are likely to be small; one reason is that rates of 
re-off ending drop signifi cantly as people age, and 
so very long sentences incarcerate people whose 
likelihood of commiƫ  ng further crimes is low even 
if they were not imprisoned.  

Consequences for those imprisoned.  As incar-
ceration rates have grown, there have been 
fewer opportuniƟ es for prisoners to parƟ cipate 

in programs that might promote success aŌ er 
release. Higher incarceraƟ on rates have also led 
to overcrowding: Many state and federal prisons 
operate at or above 100 percent of capacity, and 
cells designed for a single inmate oŌ en house two 
or someƟ mes three inmates. While overcrowd-
ing did not drive up lethal violence in prisons as 
some feared, persistent overcrowding is associ-
ated with a range of poor consequences for health 
and behavior, as well as increased risk of suicide.  

Prison’s effects do not end with an inmate’s 
release, and they extend beyond the former pris-
oner to aff ect families, communiƟ es, and society. 
The vast expansion of the criminal jusƟ ce system  
has created a large populaƟ on whose access to 
public benefi ts, occupaƟ ons, and the ability to 
vote are limited by a criminal convicƟ on. Those 
with a criminal record oŌ en face lower earnings 
and lower employment rates, as they are dispro-
porƟ onately denied jobs.  Many states deny those 
with a criminal record licenses to work in many 
professions, such as plumbing, food catering, and 
hair cuƫ  ng. Individuals with felony convicƟ ons 
someƟ mes must forfeit all or some of their pen-
sion, disability, or veteran’s benefi ts. Many are 
ineligible for public housing, student loans, food 
stamps, and other forms of assistance. 

Consequences for families.  From 1980 to 2000, 
the number of children with incarcerated fathers 
grew from about 350,000 to 2.1 million – about 3 
percent of all U.S. children. Research shows that 
incarceraƟ on is strongly correlated with negaƟ ve 
social and economic consequences for former pris-
oners and their families. Fathers’ incarceraƟ on is 
also strongly linked to family hardship, including 
higher rates of homelessness and poor develop-
mental outcomes in children. 

Consequences for communiƟ es. Few studies 
have aƩ empted to quanƟ fy the eff ects of incar-
ceraƟ on on communiƟ es, and causal evidence on 
incarceraƟ on’s specifi c eff ects on communiƟ es is 
lacking. However, it is clear that consequences 
of the decades-long build-up of the U.S. prison 
populaƟ on have been most acute in poor minority 
neighborhoods that already suff er from an array 
of other social, economic, and public health dis-
advantages. IncarceraƟ on is concentrated in the 
communiƟ es that are least capable of absorbing 
its eff ects.
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Consequences for society.  The increase in incar-
ceraƟ on rates has also had broader eff ects on U.S. 
society, the commiƩ ee found. The widespread 
pracƟ ce of denying the right to vote to those with 
a criminal record, as well as the way prisoners are 
counted in the U.S. census, combine to weaken 
the power of low-income and minority communi-
Ɵ es. Nearly one-third of African American men are 
esƟ mated to be permanently ineligible to serve as 
jurors, compounding the problem of gross under-
representaƟ on of African Americans on juries. In 
addiƟ on, the penal system has consumed larger 
porƟ ons of many government budgets, leaving 
less to spend on educaƟ on, health care, economic 
development, state and local police, and other 
public purposes. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATION
The United States has gone past the point where 
the numbers of people in prison can be jusƟ fi ed 
by social benefi ts, the report concludes. Because 
the dramaƟ c growth in incarceraƟ on in recent 
decades has not clearly yielded large crime-
prevenƟ on benefi ts and may have imposed a wide 
range of unwanted social, fi nancial, and human 
costs, federal and state policymakers should revise 
current criminal jusƟ ce policies to signifi cantly 
reduce the use of incarceraƟ on and to explore 
alternaƟ ves.  They should take steps to improve 
the experience of incarcerated men and women 

and to avoid unnecessary harm to their families 
and communiƟ es.

Three sets of policies should be reconsidered, 
according to the commiƩ ee:

Sentencing policy.  While detailed strategies 
for reducing incarceraƟ on must be decided by 
policymakers and the public, evidence points to 
some sentencing pracƟ ces that yield uncertain 
benefits and impose large social, financial, 
and human costs. For example, unless lengthy 
sentences can be specifi cally targeted to very 
high-rate or extremely dangerous off enders, they 
are an ineffi  cient approach to prevenƟ ng crime. 
Long sentences, along with mandatory minimum 
sentences and policies on enforcement of drug 
laws, should be reexamined. Some states and 
the federal government have already begun to 
reconsider and alter these pracƟ ces. 

Prison policy.  Given how damaging incarcera-
Ɵ on can be for some prisoners, families, and 
communiƟ es, steps should be taken to improve 
prison condiƟ ons and programs in ways that will 
reduce incarceraƟ on’s harmful eff ects and foster 
the successful reintegraƟ on of former prisoners 
when they are released. Greater outside scruƟ ny 
of prison condiƟ ons would aid eff orts to improve 
them.  In addiƟ on, a broad review is needed of the 
penalƟ es and restricƟ ons faced by the formerly 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES
Good jusƟ ce policy rests not only on empirical research but also on a society’s principles and values 
about the appropriate role of punishment. The commiƩ ee elaborated four guiding principles with 
deep roots in jurisprudence and social policy:

• ProporƟ onality: Criminal sentences should be proporƟ onate to the seriousness of the crime.

• Parsimony: Punishment should not exceed the minimum needed to achieve its legiƟ mate 
purpose.

• CiƟ zenship: The condiƟ ons and consequences of imprisonment should not be so severe or 
lasƟ ng as to violate one’s fundamental status as a member of society.

• Social jusƟ ce: As public insƟ tuƟ ons in a democracy, prisons should promote the general well-
being of all members of society. 

The principles help to determine if the current system is aligned or in confl ict with core values. 
As policymakers and the public consider the implicaƟ ons of the fi ndings presented in the report, 
they should see these principles as complemenƟ ng the recent emphasis on crime control and 
accountability. Together, they help defi ne a balanced role for the use of incarceraƟ on in U.S. society. 
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For More InformaƟ on . . . This brief was prepared by the Com-
miƩ ee on Law and JusƟ ce based on the report The Growth of 
IncarceraƟ on in the United States: Exploring Causes and Conse-
quences (NaƟ onal Research Council, 2014). The study was spon-
sored by the U.S. Department of JusƟ ce and the John D. and 
Catherine T. MacArthur FoundaƟ on. Any opinions, fi ndings, con-
clusions, or recommendaƟ ons expressed in this publicaƟ on are 
those of the authors and do not necessarily refl ect those of the 
sponsors. Copies of the report are available from the NaƟ onal 
Academies Press, (800) 624-6242 or http://www.nap.edu, or by 
visiƟ ng the CLAJ website at hƩ p://sites.naƟ onalacademies.org/
DBASSE/CLAJ/index.htm
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incarcerated in their access to the social benefi ts, rights, and opportuniƟ es that might otherwise promote 
their successful reintegraƟ on.

Social policy.  Reducing the severity of sentences will not, by itself, relieve the underlying problems of 
economic insecurity, low educaƟ on, and poor health that are associated with incarceraƟ on in America’s 
poorest communiƟ es. SoluƟ ons to these problems are outside the criminal jusƟ ce system, and they 
will include policies that address school dropouts, drug addicƟ on, mental illness, and neighborhood 
poverty – all of which are inƟ mately connected with incarceraƟ on and necessitate a reassessment of 
the available social services. 

As society reduces its heavy reliance on imprisonment, public offi  cials will need eff ecƟ ve alternaƟ ve ways 
to respond to crime. To guide policymakers in the future, comprehensive research is needed to evaluate 
the eff ects of various sentencing policies that do not involve incarceraƟ on and programs designed to 
serve as alternaƟ ves to incarceraƟ on, including their eff ects on crime. EvaluaƟ ons should also be con-
ducted of in-prison programs designed to facilitate successful reentry and community based programs 
to support reintegraƟ on of formerly incarcerated men and women. Society as a whole will benefi t from 
having more pracƟ cal and effi  cient approaches to our criminal jusƟ ce system.  
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