
The terms άƭƻƴƎ term ƛƴƳŀǘŜǎΣέ and άǊŜŎƛŘƛǾƛǎƳέ have no agreed upon definitions but for the 
purposes of this presentation I consider almost all inmates eligible for parole consideration to 
be long term inmates.  According to risk assessment data collected by the Board in 2015, 85% 
were incarcerated at least fifteen years, and their average age was 52.   
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There are many definitions of recidivism.  Bureau of Justice Statistics, for example, 
incorporate six definitions in their analysis of parole release data.  Narrow definitions of 
recidivism, particularly those that emphasize convictions for specific types of violent 
crimes, yield the lowest numbers and broad definitions of recidivism, particularly those 
that reflect return to jail or prison for parole violations, yield the highest numbers.  In 
an attempt to simplify the data while also providing a comprehensive analysis, I will 
refer to the following definitions: 
 
ÅArrests or convictions for violent felonies after release from prison. 
ÅArrests or convictions for nonviolent felonies after release from prison. 
ÅRe-incarceration or return to jail or prison for any reason after release.  This includes 

arrests and convictions for felonies and misdemeanors and parole violations. 
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Information regarding recidivism of long term inmates is derived almost exclusively 
from data collected of inmates discretionarily released by parole release authorities or 
inmates released only after determined they no longer pose an unreasonable risk of 
danger to public safety.  There is a dearth of data regarding inmates forty-five years of 
age and older released after 15-25 years of incarceration through non-discretionary 
parole release (at the conclusion of a determinate sentence, for example).  
 
Most inmates released from prison, including those forty-five and over, are released 
from terms of less than five years.  Long term inmates with demographics similar to 
those eligible for parole consideration are grossly underrepresented in recidivism 
research.   
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In this CDCR study, Lifers released during 2006-07 were followed for three years.  
Recidivism was defined as convictions for new felonies or misdemeanors (including 
misdemeanors that did not result in returns to prison) and return to prison for new 
crimes or parole violations (including parole violations that did not lead to convictions 
for new crimes).  Lifers were one-tenth as likely to be convicted of new felonies and 
misdemeanors within three years of release compared to determinately sentences 
inmates released without discretion, and one-fifth as likely to return to prison.   
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Some of the decrease in the three-year return-to-prison is attributed to 
implementation of the Public Safety Realignment Act (Realignment) in October 2011.  
Although each of the offenders in the Fiscal Year 2010-11 group were released pre-
Realignment, Realignment was in effect for varying amounts of time during each 
ƻŦŦŜƴŘŜǊΩǎ three-year follow-up period, contributing to a decline in the number of 
offenders returned for parole violations.  This trend is expected to continue in 
subsequent CDCR outcome evaluation reports.   
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Each sentence type saw a decline in the ǘƘǊŜŜπȅŜŀǊ ǊŜǘǳǊƴπǘƻπǇǊƛǎƻƴ rate between FY 
2009π10 and FY 2010π11. Offenders serving a determinate term saw the largest 
decrease at 9.9 percentage points between FY 2009π10 and FY 2010π11 (53.5 percent 
and 43.6 percent, respectively), followed by second strikers at 8.9 percentage points 
(60.7 percent and 51.8 percent, respectively) and lifers at 3.1 percentage points (9.4 
percent and 6.3 percent, respectively). 
 
Lifers discretionarily released by the Board and parole boards in other states after long 
term incarceration infrequently commit new crimes and infrequently return to jail or 
prison.  Paroled Lifers compare very favorably to other parolees.   
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The same is true in Canada.  There are nearly 5,000 Lifers incarcerated or conditionally 
released on parole in Canada.  Of these, roughly 10% are serving indeterminate 
sentences. Parole release decisions are overseen by a national parole release board.  
Lifers in Canada and the processes governing parole release decisions release mirror 
those of California.  Most Lifers in Canada are convicted of homicide, more than two-
thirds have prior criminal records, and one in eight self-report having gang affiliations.  
25% have current or past mental health issues.    
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The average Lifer upon admission to prison in Canada is assessed to have high risks and 
needs and over 80% are classified as high risk upon admission.  Lifers serve an average 
of 15 years in prison (sixty eight percent serve between five and 25 years) and they 
over time demonstrate reductions in risks and needs.  High risk classifications drop to 
twenty-five percent.  Fifty percent are classified medium risk and twenty-five percent 
are classified low risk.  By comparison, the FAD in 2015 assessed 17.6% of Lifers to be 
high risk, 48.6% moderate risk, and 33.6% low risk.   
 
/ƻƳǇŀǊƛƴƎ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀ ŀƴŘ /ŀƴŀŘŀΣ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ [ƛŦŜǊǎ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ŦŜǿ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻƭŘŜǊ and 
incarcerated a bit longer and they are more likely to be assessed low risk.  And those 
who are granted parole return to prison with less frequency.   
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Based upon observed recidivism of indeterminately sentenced long-term inmates in 
California and other states and Canada and other countries, of inmates granted parole 
and discretionarily released in California less than one percent are arrested or 
convicted for violent crimes within three years of release, 1 ς 5% are arrested or 
convicted for nonviolent crimes, and 5 to 10% return to jail or prison for arrests, 
convictions, and parole violations.  
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