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o put it simply, the American correctional system

costs too much. When something “costs too

much,” it usually means either that it is more than

what someone needs or that it is simply more
than someone can afford. These are the factors that people
consider whenever they buy anything, a family car for
example. In this financial climate, people are buying fuel-
efficient cars, not Hummers. Many people believe that the
American correctional system has become a Hummer —
more than America needs and increasingly more than it
can afford.

This does not mean American corrections does not
work; it is simply too big for our current needs. Growth in
American corrections began 35 years ago in response to
rapidly increasing crime rates. Those same crime rates
have now fallen back to the levels they were at 35 years
ago, but corrections has not readjusted to this new reality.
Added to this change is a fiscal crisis that both demands a
response from corrections and creates the opportunity for
a dramatic reorientation of the mission of corrections.

The fundamental driver of correctional costs is the num-
ber of people incarcerated in jails or prisons and the num-
ber of people in the community under pretrial, probation
or parole supervision. In 1980, there were 1.84 million peo-
ple in the U.S. under some form of correctional supervision,
either incarcerated in a prison or jail or being supervised in
the community by probation or parole agencies. Today,
nearly 30 years later, more than 7.5 million people are
incarcerated or being supervised in the community. This
includes more than 1.5 million prisoners and another
780,000 jail inmates. Based on a U.S. population of 303 mil-
lion, this means the U.S. incarceration rate is 762 inmates
per 100,000 people in the population. By comparison, the
most recent available estimates indicate that there are
more than 9.8 million people incarcerated worldwide.
Based on a world population of 6.7 billion people, the
world incarceration rate is 145 inmates per 100,000 people
worldwide. No other country, including many that have
higher victimization rates, appears to have a higher incar-
ceration rate than the U.S.! For the 50 years before the cor-
rectional population buildup began in the early 1970s, the
incarceration rate in the U.S. was steady at about 110
inmates per 100,000 people in the population.



This much may be clear enough, but what comes next
might not seem so obvious: To reduce the cost of correc-
tions substantially, the field must reduce the size of the
correctional population dramatically. The reason a sub-
stantial cost savings requires a dramatic population reduc-
tion has to do with what economists call “marginal costs.”
Common financial discussions talk about an average daily
cost per person, but those figures are a combination of the
direct cost per person plus indirect or fixed costs such as
administrative overhead, capital costs, maintenance of
physical plants and so forth. If one reduces a population by
a small amount, all that is saved at the beginning is the
direct costs, which are a fraction of the average daily costs.
One also incurs administrative and other costs when, for
example, people are released, and jurisdictions spend addi-
tional money when some of them later are returned to
supervision. All of this means that a correctional popula-
tion may have to be cut by 10 or 20 percent for a jurisdic-
tion to break even and that the population must be cut by
at least one-quarter and probably half before real savings
will be realized.

As leaders at all levels and in each branch of govern-
ment address the effects of the fiscal crisis, they are also
re-examining policies that have driven the extraordinary
growth of the correctional population.? While corrections
professionals may have differing perspectives on the phi-
losophy of justice that should motivate the correctional
system, all recognize that the system should calibrate pun-
ishments to fit both the crime and the offender while
remaining effective and humane. Justice is not simply a
product of the number of people punished. The current
level of incarceration carries with it both enormous social
costs and the consumption of resources that could be used
for different purposes. Further, the criminal justice system
does not control crime rates just by dialing the incarcera-
tion rate up or down.*

Against the backdrop of the continuing growth of cor-
rectional populations is the fact that crime rates in the U.S.
have been dropping for more than a decade. In its last
release of Uniform Crime Report data, the Federal Bureau
of Investigation reported that the violent crime rate in the
U.S. had fallen to 466.9 crimes per 100,000 people in the
population, the lowest rate since the early 1970s. Property
crimes have fallen to the levels they were in the late 1960s.%
Research indicates that the level of incapacitation resulting
from high rates of incarceration is responsible for about
one-quarter of the drop in crime rates at the national level .’
Law professor Franklin Zimring points out that the drop in
the crime rate in the U.S. has taken place without the kind
of fundamental changes in American society or revolution
in its legal system that many once believed would be
required to cause such a change.”

Initially, dramatically reducing the total correctional
population might seem unrealistic. Cutting the correctional
population in half would return it to where it was in 1988.
That year marked the end of an eight-year period of rapid
growth during which the correctional population doubled
from 1.8 million in 1980 to 3.6 million. In theory, if the cor-
rectional population could double in eight years, it ought to
be able to halve in eight years. If corrections could safely
build up to meet the challenge in the 1980s, it ought to be
able to safely build down to meet the new challenge of

today. The National Institute of Corrections (NIC) has been
exploring this possibility for some time through the Norval
Morris Project, a unique initiative dedicated to the memory
of Norval Morris, Ph.D., who was instrumental in founding
NIC and remained a guiding influence as a charter member
of the NIC Advisory Board until he passed away in 2004.
Morris set a standard for the critical examination of correc-
tions and the criminal justice system and pioneered the
application of research to policy.?

The Norval Morris Project brings together people both
inside and outside corrections to develop interdisciplinary
approaches and draw on professional networks that cut
across academic, private sector and public sector bound-
aries. The project’s steering group, the Keystone Group, is
tasked with posing the most challenging questions to the
field. The Keystone Group'’s first meeting took place in Sep-
tember 2008 and involved 19 thought leaders — more than
half of them practitioners with experience in one or more
sectors of corrections, including prisons, jails and commu-
nity corrections.

One of the Keystone Group’s challenges to the field was
the following question: “How can we safely and systematically
reduce the correctional population by half in eight years?”
The initial inspiration for this 50 percent reduction goal
came from a 2007 report Unlocking America: Why and How to
Reduce America’s Prison Population, authored in part by JFA
Institute President James Austin. Economist William
Spelman has made the same recommendation.’

Shortly after the Keystone Group meeting, NIC provided
Austin support to produce Reducing America’s Correctional
Population: A Strategic Plan. The paper expanded beyond
the focus of the prior one on prisons to account for the
entire correctional population, including people in jails and
community corrections.” The paper lays out in concrete
terms how a 50 percent reduction could be accomplished
during a period of a few years.

Austin noted that growth or decline in the correctional
population is the product of two key factors — admissions
and length of stay — and that a correctional population is a
function of the following formula: Admissions x Length of
Stay = Correctional Population. He went on to say, “As
either or both of these two population drivers change, so
too will the resulting correctional population. ... These two
factors have driven the growth of correctional populations
in the past and will be the keys to population reductions in
the future.” Corrections professionals can influence both of
these factors by using tools already available. Austin says:

The good news is that the necessary reforms have
either currently been adopted in many states or were in
use previously, so the desired reduction is readily
achievable. It should also be noted that changes are
neither radical nor need to take a long time fo imple-
ment. What is required is relatively modest, but steady
changes in current practices over a sustained period of
time. This is because relatively small adjustments in
key decision points will have a large cumulative effect
over a relatively short period of time.



Incremental changes in reducing the number of people
admitted (or readmitted) to correctional supervision and
in shortening the time they remain under supervision will
have a cumulative effect that, even in a few years, will pro-
duce a dramatic impact.

No one solution will work for every state or local
agency; each will have to be tailored to the unique charac-
teristics of a jurisdiction’s laws and legal culture, range of
options, scope of authority, and political and policy envi-
ronment. For example, good time and earned time are two
options for reducing length of stay, but no two states have
exactly the same policies for their prisoners.!! Revocations
are an important factor driving prison and jail populations,
but developing a response to probation and parole viola-
tions requires multiple strategies fitted to each agency’s
situation and resources.'?

During 2009, the Norval Morris Project continued by
forming topic teams to build on and expand the work of the
Keystone Group and Austin’s strategic planning document.
The Population Reduction Topic Team included members
of the Keystone Group and others recruited from a variety
of fields with experience related to the subject. Through an
extended series of interactions using a community forum
on the NIC Web site, e-mails, conference calls and, in
September 2009, a planning meeting, the topic team devel-
oped action plans to feed back into the Keystone Group’s
second meeting in November 2009. Following the Keystone
Group’s meeting, development has continued on the plans,
and supporting materials have been compiled. The latest
versions of these materials are available on the NIC Web
site at www.nicic.org/Norval.

The Norval Morris Project has focused on practical
approaches and concrete strategies that corrections pro-
fessionals can use to better manage and, in the long run,
reduce the size of their populations. An effort of this magni-
tude touches on every aspect of correctional policy and
practice. It requires a qualitative change in the mission of
corrections, a reengineering of its operations and prac-
tices, and a transformation of its work force. It requires a
reorientation of corrections in its relationship to families
and communities, other governmental and nongovernmen-
tal human service organizations or systems, and the pri-
vate sector. It requires corrections to expand its mission
beyond just reducing recidivism to embracing prevention.
Such an undertaking demands the full support of legislative
and judicial bodies as well as executive leadership in every
state. In short, it requires increased transparency and col-
laboration throughout corrections.

The purpose of the Norval Morris Project is to find the
pathways corrections can follow to lead the country to a
future very different from the one that recent trends imply.
The spirit of the project is to draw on every available body
of knowledge, whether from within or outside criminal jus-
tice, to develop practical responses to the challenges con-
fronting the field.
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