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Introduction

Recidivism is the default measure of effectiveness for interventions
operated or sponsored by criminal justice agencies. It’s a
deceptively straightforward premise: individuals who relapse

more often and more quickly into old behavior patterns are

likely to keep repeating the behavior and cause more harm. Of
course, simple ideas often get messy in practice. Researchers and
practitioners should address several questions before relying on
recidivism as a measure for assessing the effectiveness of justice
interventions. Can the outcomes of the criminal justice system be
measured accurately using only data curated by the system itself?
Are the criminal justice actions that typically serve as recidivism
indicators (i.e., rearrest, reincarceration) closely aligned with every
intervention program’s theory of change? Is it sufficient to measure
outcomes of failure, or should programs track success? Are all
sources of failure and success clearly identified and appropriately
located?

Recidivism is a partial and quite imperfect outcome measure for
guiding the development of public safety policies and practices.
The research challenge for any social intervention is to rely on
outcomes that meet George Doran’s (1981) SMART criteria —
i.e., specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound.
Researchers in the justice sector could add two more letters to
Doran’s acronym, making it SMART(er). Outcome measures in
criminal justice must also be equitable and responsive to the
cultural, socio-economic, and demographic contexts that affect
operations and decision-making in the American justice system.
Recidivism is SMART(er) as an outcome measure when those who
rely on it consider the longstanding limitations of criminal justice
systems and how those limitations shape basic performance
metrics.

The Concept of Recidivism

The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines recidivism as the
“tendency to relapse into a previous condition or mode of
behavior, especially: relapse into criminal behavior.” Does the word
“tendency” imply that public safety policies should account for

the mere possibility of criminal behavior, rather than only actual
behavior? How long should relapses be monitored before it is
appropriate to conclude that a “tendency” has abated? Specifying
relapses into a “previous condition or mode of behavior” suggests
that recidivism occurs not only when individuals behave as they did
before, but also when some other aspect of their lives resembles

a previous time. If a behavior reappears but causes less harm,
does that still qualify as recidivism? If a person once convicted of a
violent felony is arrested for a property misdemeanor, is that their
same “mode” of behavior? Is it a return to the previous condition?
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The Merriam-Webster dictionary
defines recidivism as the “tendency

to relapse into a previous
condition or mode of behavior,
especially: relapse into criminal
behavior.”
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Recidivism is a social construct with multiple sources and causes,
not a simple event that can be counted. Recidivism is shaped by
many factors and rarely captured as a single event. There is no
universal standard.

What are the most trusted and reliable recidivism indicators?
Different agencies and stakeholders rely on different measures.
Depending on the organization responsible and the stage of
criminal justice processing involved, recidivism metrics reflect
different behaviors and domains. Law enforcement agencies
track rearrests. Probation offices follow revocations. Prison
administrators track readmissions. Agencies monitor whatever
data they can readily access. The various definitions and methods
may be confusing for lawmakers and the public. Knowing how one
agency measures recidivism can start a conversation, but not end
one (Lai et al. 2022; Maltz 1984; Zara and Farrington 2016).

Measuring Recidivism

Recidivism will likely remain a key feature of policy and practice
in the public safety sector. It provides a simple, familiar metric for

assessing the effectiveness of crime prevention efforts and criminal

justice interventions for individuals who were previously arrested
and/or convicted. Pointing out the logical flaws in recidivism

will not diminish its salience to audiences long accustomed to
seeing recidivism as the key indicator of criminal justice efficacy,
but maintaining awareness of those flaws is essential for justice
officials, researchers, and lawmakers (Butts and Schiraldi 2018).

To address potential biases in recidivism measures, researchers
may ask justice-involved individuals to report their own behavior,
either confidentially or anonymously. Self-reported measures ask
respondents to acknowledge their criminal offenses and harmful
acts, whether or not they are known to justice agencies and
government officials. The advantage of such measures is that they
capture a wider range of data than the criminal justice system

will ever be able to ascertain. The obvious weakness, however,

is accuracy. Depending on the stage of their involvement in the
justice system and the settings in which such questions are asked,

people may not be able to answer accurately or honestly (Li 2026).

Researchers have traditionally noted the potential for error in
all measures of recidivism, whether self-reported or official, and
they advise caution when interpreting recidivism regardless of
the source (Griswold 1978; Maltz 1984). While self-report data
will always play an important role in research and evaluation,
recidivism measures for policy and practice largely depend on
official records maintained by the organizations comprising the
criminal and youth justice systems.
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“Recidivism as a metric is not
sensitive to reductions in the
severity or frequency of offending,
even though such reductions
often serve as markers of progress
and indicate a reduction in harm
caused to the community. By
over-relying on recidivism rates

to gauge success, policymakers
and system actors alike risk
underappreciating change

by individual defendants and
undervaluing the criminal justice
interventions that move people
forward.”

Klingele (2019: 774)
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Most Frequently Used Official Measures of Recidivism

REARREST RECONVICTION REINCARCERATION

Strengths:

Arrests are relatively more
reliably recorded by law
enforcement and often
obtainable by researchers
given proper data security
protocols.

Weaknesses:

Charges do not always

lead to convictions. Less
accurate as a measure

of risk, depending on

the disproportionality of
law enforcement contact
with individuals from
particular demographic
groups and disadvantaged
neighborhoods. Arrests also
include minor public order
violations. Arrest data reflect
a combination of individual
behavior, the scale and
intensity of police activity,
and various incentives for
law enforcement metrics.

Strengths:

Legally-scrutinized indicators
of criminal violations by
previously justice-involved
persons. Less bias and social
judgment compared with
arrest data.

Weaknesses:

Involves far fewer justice-
involved individuals and
excludes a larger proportion
of all public safety risks. Data
collection is more difficult
and time-consuming for
researchers. Delays between
arrest and court process

can make reconviction
ill-suited for policy and
practice evaluations. The
legal process following arrest
may diminish, but cannot
eliminate the effects of bias
that worsen outcomes for
individuals in disadvantaged
and marginalized
communities.
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Strengths:

Product of more formal and
deliberative criminal justice
decision-making. Likely to
reflect more validity than
other official recidivism
measures.

Weaknesses:

Relevant for a very small
proportion of justice-involved
individuals. May result

from mandatory sentences
enacted by policies that

do not accurately reflect
public safety risk. Inherent
inconsistencies in the type

of offenses that can result in
reincarceration, particularly
for individuals on community
supervision, who can be
imprisoned for technical
violations (e.g., failure to
report). Involves considerable
delays in data availability.
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Many criminal justice organizations create official recidivism
measures, including local jails, probation and parole offices,
prosecutors and court systems, state-level corrections
departments, allied service providers, and various oversight
bodies. Common metrics are rearrest, reconviction, and

RECIDIVISM

Is it Accurate?

reincarceration. Less common measures include revocations “Criminal history includes factors
of community supervision (parole or probation). All recidivism like previous arrests, convictions,
measures from official sources have limits. They depend on and sentences that are coproduced

administrative offices to maintain accurate records linked over by the person who is justice

time to create event sequences, making them vulnerable to
undercounting, underreporting, and various inconsistencies across
jurisdictions (Blumstein and Larson 1971; Maltz 1984).

involved and justice system
actors. Thus, past criminal justice
outcomes are reflective of both

Official metrics vary widely across jurisdictions and agency types. individual offending behavior
Agencies are especially inconsistent in reporting arrests below and system behavior, including
some minimum level of crime severity, and states vary in their differential treatment of certain
policies for diverting rather than charging individuals subject to people in the justice system.”

rearrest, including young people and those with mental illnesses

(Villeneuve and Quinsey 1995). Corrections and parole agencies Freeman, Hu and Jannetta (2021: 4)

typically report annual arrests, convictions, and incarcerations, and
lawmakers review these figures as they make funding and policy
decisions.

Researchers and policymakers must be cautious when responding
to recidivism reports, especially when they are used to compare
the effectiveness of programs and agencies. Notable differences in
law, policy, and procedure, as well as place, time, and population,
will affect recidivism comparisons (Maltz 1984). Recidivism rates
differ even between well-established federal datasets maintained
by the Administrative Office of U.S. Courts, the United States
Sentencing Commission, and the Bureau of Justice Statistics in

the U.S. Department of Justice (Johnson 2017). Federal agencies
monitor recidivism among prison release cohorts at the national
level using various measures, including in-state and out-of-state
rearrests, reconvictions, and returns to prison for new crimes or
technical violations (Durose and Antenangeli 2021; Rosenfeld and

Grigg 2022).

State agencies use different practices for reporting probation/
parole revocations for technical violations versus new criminal
offenses. Recidivism that results from absconding during
community supervision can be defined in different ways. Some
jurisdictions traditionally counted any supervisee who failed to
report to a supervising agency for six months or more, while others
counted only absences resulting in a return to prison (Maltz 1984).
The Council of State Governments (2022) found 32 of 50 states
that reported actual returns to prison as a key recidivism metric,
while 29 included probation and parole revocations that could
potentially lead to prison.
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The timeframe used to generate recidivism metrics is another major source

of variation in recidivism rates. An agency reporting rearrests for 24 months
following an intervention will almost always show a higher recidivism rate than
one reporting new arrests in just the first six months. Researchers at the U.S.
Sentencing Commission tracked rearrests among offenders placed on federal
probation in 2005, and found that just over a third of the probationers were
rearrested within eight years (Hunt and Dumville 2016). The median time to
rearrest was 21 months. When half of all eventually rearrested probationers
avoid arrest for nearly two years, is it appropriate to use recidivism to infer
something about the effectiveness of probation? What if the definition of
recidivism were reconviction rather than arrest? Court processing can be time-
consuming. Delayed reporting means delayed measurement of outcomes,
further complicating comparisons of recidivism over time and between
jurisdictions (Ringland 2013; Wormith and Goldstone 1984).

Comparing recidivism across jurisdictions and interventions serving different
populations is always complicated by the need for common denominators of
time and place (Maltz 1984). Is recidivism the same for a person with two new
arrests at 12 months versus someone with a single arrest at six months? When
a person is arrested one year after being released from incarceration, are they
a greater risk to public safety than someone arrested after 18 months? A judge
may decide that three arrests in one year would indicate a high-risk defendant.
Should the assessment be different if those three arrests are spread evenly
across a full year rather than occurring within the same month?

Population-level risks are another major source of variation in official
recidivism reporting. Parolees (i.e., post-incarceration supervision) tend to be
higher risks than probationers. Thus, parole agency reports will likely show a
higher incidence of recidivism. Should this be used to infer something about
the effectiveness of parole vis-a-vis probation? Young adults show higher
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recidivism rates and more substance use disorders, with higher rates
among young people with prior histories of violent victimization and
trauma (Perker et al. 2019). Is it ethical to view interventions as less
effective or to impose more severe sanctions on people due to age?

Offense categories matter as well (Durose and Antenangeli 2021).
People convicted of property crimes recidivate at higher rates than
those convicted of violent crimes. Thus, an agency serving property
offenders will naturally report higher recidivism rates. A jurisdiction
measuring recidivism with felony reconvictions will report lower rates
than one measuring recidivism as any reconviction. Blumstein and
Larson (1971) recommended that recidivism reports should always
include sample characteristics (e.g., prior arrests, age, prosocial
orientation, interest in rehabilitation) and then control for such
differences. Maltz (1984) recommended a deeper examination of all
correlates of recidivism (e.g., age-adjusted criminal career paths).

Predicting Recidivism

Risk assessment instruments are statistical decision-making tools that
justice agencies and policymakers use to predict the likelihood that an
individual will reoffend. Many risk assessment tools are available from
commercial vendors, and their presence in the criminal justice sector
continues to grow. Risk-based predictive instruments can draw on a
combination of official records and clinically observed data. They can
be administered by trained case managers, clinicians, or supervision
officers. Whether drawing on official data, self-report measures,

or the judgment of justice professionals, public agencies across

the United States have increasingly turned to algorithm-based risk
assessment tools to predict recidivism (Fazel et al. 2022; Kroner and
Loza 2001; Loza and Loza-Fanous 2001; Viljoen et al. 2025). Justice
agencies use statistical predictions to determine the restrictiveness or
severity of criminal sentences, the focus of treatment efforts, and the
terms of community supervision.

Researchers advise that risk instruments work best when they
involve multiple measures, are locally validated, and regularly
updated. Justice intervention programs use risk assessments in two
circumstances: (1) to assess participants at intake to determine their
service needs and set appropriate intervention levels, and (2) to
measure change over time as an indicator of program effectiveness
and case outcomes. Harris et al. (1993) emphasized the importance
of clinical judgment alongside formal instruments — particularly
attention to dynamic risk and protective factors such as marital status,
substance abuse, psychopathy, and offending history. Mills and
Kroner (2006) similarly recommended combining static and dynamic
instruments, with clinicians playing a key role in accurately rating
dynamic risks.
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Decades of research evidence point to the importance of

including dynamic criminogenic needs in risk-based measures.

In a meta-analysis of 131 studies, Gendreau et al. (1996) found
that risk assessment instruments can be useful for predicting
recidivism outcomes with dynamic factors (e.g., criminogenic
needs, companions, antisocial personality, social achievement, and
substance abuse) as well as static factors (e.g., criminal history,
pre-adult antisocial behavior history, age, race, and gender). The
analysis suggested that preventing recidivism requires more than
treatment to reduce personal disorders and emotional distress.

Gendreau et al. (1996) also recommend using risk instruments
designed for specific offender populations and at designated
points in justice systems. Their caution was echoed broadly in

the literature. Researchers advise that predictive instruments for
assessing recidivism risk be applied only with populations and time
periods for which they have been validated (Rice and Harris 1995;
Villeneuve and Quinsey 1995; Yesberg et al. 2015). Rosenfeld

and Grigg (2022) reminded researchers that the value and utility
of recidivism measures depend on the population samples from
which data are drawn, the specific follow-up or “time to failure”
periods involved, and the populations to which recidivism analyses
are expected to generalize.
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Researchers report that the accuracy of risk assessment algorithms
may be overstated. In one study of a widely used risk assessment tool
(COMPAS), researchers compared its accuracy to predictions made by
a group of people with little to no criminal justice expertise (Dressel
and Farid 2018). Participants were asked to review anonymous
descriptions of defendants that notably did not include race or
ethnicity, and to predict each subject’s likely recidivism using far less
detail for each case than available through the assessment tool —i.e.,
7 characteristics versus 137. The recidivism predictions of the study
participants were roughly as accurate as those derived statistically
from the assessment tool.

Other studies examining the predictive performance of risk assessment
tools find their accuracy to be mixed, ranging from poor to moderate.
Some of the most positive findings came from studies that used

very small samples or included co-authors who were involved in
developing the risk assessment tools being tested (Fazel et al. 2022).
The most thorough review of tools for predicting recidivism cautioned
policymakers and practitioners to avoid an uninformed fascination with
predictive algorithms. Based on a meta-analysis of 31 previous studies,
researchers suggested that risk assessment tools may complement,
but never replace, the informed clinical judgment of staff members
and leaders of justice intervention programs (Viljoen et al. 2025).

Alternatives to Recidivism

Recidivism is a measure of failure. It assesses the rate at which people
previously charged with crimes go on to commit additional crimes and
become re-involved in the justice system. A different way to judge the
effectiveness of justice interventions would be to ask how often people
succeed after participating in an intervention. Rather than assessing
only the risk of returning to crime, researchers could also assess the
probability of avoiding or “desisting” from crime. Modern desistance
approaches utilize multi-measure longitudinal frameworks that include
both risk and protective factors, rather than analyzing risks alone.

Kazemian (2015) argued that justice programs should support
desistance, treating crime reduction as a complex process of change
in which individuals learn to be law-abiding over time. Where

most traditional recidivism measures produce a binary outcome —
individuals either recidivate or do not — desistance offers a more
nuanced alternative. It monitors behavior over time and notes various
indicators of a person’s success while allowing for occasional setbacks.
Rosenfeld and Grigg (2022) described desistance as trackable through
patterns or trajectories of events, particularly the declining frequency
or severity of law violations. Under a desistance framework, a former
armed robber who commits a misdemeanor can represent a setback
while maintaining the possibility of general improvement.
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Risk Factors, Protective Factors, and Desistance Metrics

KEY RISK FACTORS

e Drug use, dependency, and abuse history

e Serious mental illness

e Lack of stable housing or employment

e Absence of family or community support

See: Berg and Huebner (2011); Bronson et al. (2017); Cloyes et al. (2010); Huebner and Cobbina

(2007); James and Glaze (2006); Link and Hamilton (2017); Olson and Lurigio (2000);
Steadman et al. (2009)

KEY PROTECTIVE FACTORS

e Prosocial orientation and personal skills development

e Strong family and community orientation

e Stable housing

e Stable employment

¢ Neighborhood presence of prosocial institutions

e Access to education, vocational training, and cognitive-behavioral programs

See: Berg and Huebner (2011); Bhuller et al. (2020); Coupland and Olver (2020); Drawve and McNeely
(2021); Fontaine and Biess (2012); Han and Redlich (2016); Harding et al. (2014); Jacobs and

Gottlieb (2020); Kendall et al. (2018); Lai et al. (2022); McGuire et al. (2008); Pelletier and Evans
(2019); Tong and Farrington (2006); Tripodi et al. (2010); Wilson et al. (2000); Wilson et al. (2005)

DESISTANCE METRICS

e Time elapsed before next criminal justice contact (arrest or conviction)
e Total number of criminal events within a specific period

e Decreasing frequency of offending over time

e Decreasing severity of offending over time

See: Chen and Meyer (2020); King and Elderbroom (2014); Lai et al. (2022); Rosenfeld and Grigg (2022)
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Desistance-based programs support prosocial pathways to
reducing recidivism. Rather than tracking justice events alone,
agencies could compile data about various protective factors
that benefit justice-involved individuals, such as employment,
housing, and education. Coupland and Olver (2020) found that
protective factors were significantly associated with reductions in
violent recidivism and community-level safety. Butts and Schiraldi
(2018) recommended shifting justice effectiveness measures
toward desistance, social integration, and community well-being,
as traditional metrics like arrest and incarceration may reinforce
the racial and class biases already embedded in justice system
operations.

The key challenge in desistance-based effectiveness monitoring

is the availability of data. Rather than relying solely on metrics
created by criminal justice agencies, measuring desistance requires
routine access to individual-level, identifiable data from a range
of organizations across health, education, housing, employment,
and many other sectors. Agencies in these sectors are not known
for readily and competently sharing detailed information about
individuals across state and local jurisdictions. Furthermore, when
organizations requesting such information are part of the criminal
justice system, sharing detailed data could pose serious legal risks
for the agencies that provide it.

Recidivism in Policy and Practice

Decades of research on criminal justice point to key principles
regarding the role of recidivism in criminal justice policy and
practice.

(1) Official recidivism both absorbs and reflects the racial and class
disparities discernible at multiple stages of the criminal justice
process.

(2) Using recidivism as the principal measure of effectiveness
for justice interventions results in a systematic devaluation of
programs that serve high-risk individuals and high-surveillance
communities.

(3) Algorithmic tools built with recidivism data perpetuate
racially disparate impacts even if they are technically accurate
in establishing statistical relationships between past and future
events generated by the justice system.

(4) The underlying problem of bias is inherent to any decision-
making structure that relies on recidivism as the key effectiveness
outcome for criminal justice interventions.
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“The retributive task of assigning
blame for past crime and the
utilitarian task of assessing risk for
a future crime are orthogonal—
but it is easy to make category
errors. This tendency to conflate
risk with blame constrains the risk
factors perceived as appropriate to
consider at sentencing.”

Skeem & Lowenkamp (2016: 683)
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Recidivism is a complex social phenomenon shaped by many
factors, including individual, socio-economic, and environmental
factors. Younger people are more likely than older people to
violate the law and be arrested. Males are arrested and imprisoned
more often than females. Individuals lacking employment, regular
income, educational credentials, and adequate housing are more
likely to come into contact with law enforcement and become
involved in the justice system. When people are affected by mental
and behavioral disorders, previous trauma, and family instability,
the risks of justice involvement escalate dramatically. Beyond
individual factors, anyone living in a disadvantaged neighborhood
is exposed to more prevalent firearm possession, illegal drug
markets, and group violence, all of which may increase their
chances of contact with law enforcement.

Basing the sequence of criminal justice responses on system-
generated recidivism measures ignores the broad web of individual
and social factors that combine to produce the cumulative
inequality that sustains racial disparities throughout criminal
justice processing (Kurlychek and Johnson 2019). The challenge
facing policymakers, practitioners, and researchers is how to
acknowledge that recidivism obscures structural problems in the
justice system while using recidivism measures effectively and
equitably for both public safety and social justice (Freeman et al.

2021).

The justice system traditionally relies on four recidivism indicators:
rearrest, reconviction, reincarceration, and the revocation of
community supervision. As indicators of risk to public safety, each
has its place, and each can be misused. They track justice system
metrics but not individual change or progress. They are vulnerable
to underreporting, inconsistencies in policy and practice, variations
in clinical assessment, and potentially harmful differences in
community understanding and fairness.

Recidivism can be one item in a diverse menu of performance
metrics. It is not a wholly sufficient indicator of the well-being
and behavior of individuals previously involved in the criminal
justice system. High rates of recidivism also illuminate the failure
of social structures and community resources. The consequences
of a toxic social environment are readily observed among
individuals exposed to it. When public safety problems derive
from a combination of social and individual pathologies, any
effort to prevent them must involve both social and individual
interventions. When policy focuses on recidivism with no attention
to its social correlates, the goal of community safety is ill-served.
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“Recidivism is at least in part

a gauge of police activity and
enforcement emphasis and,
because of differential policing
practices in minority communities,
using recidivism as a key
measurement may disadvantage
communities of color.”

Butts and Schiraldi (2018: 1)
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A more effective approach would be to monitor both desistance
and recidivism. Positive indicators would include the absence
of new arrests among known individuals, as well as community
rates of housing stability, employment, social service utilization,
and community cohesion. Intervention programs could start by
understanding the specific risks and needs of the communities
where their clients tend to reside, and then design a menu of
strategies that address the full array of causal factors.

Evaluation researchers could assess an intervention’s efficacy by
tracking changes at both the neighborhood and individual levels.
Data would have to be collected directly from neighborhood
residents rather than relying exclusively on justice system
metrics. Measures could rely on self-reports from individuals and
their acquaintances, reports from neighborhood residents, and
interviews with the leaders of local organizations. By including

a broader range of metrics, policymakers and the general public
would begin to see community safety risks as a complex social
phenomenon rather than the simple aggregation of bad behaviors
attributed to bad people.
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Conclusion

To make the application of recidivism SMART(er), policymakers
and practitioners must acknowledge the social, political, and
economic environments in which recidivism is measured and
deployed. Establishing the effectiveness of justice interventions

is not a simple task. It requires a suite of indicators that measure
the impact of any policies or practices designed to support public
safety and help residents avoid behaviors that harm themselves,
their families, and their communities. A diverse menu of outcomes
should focus on more than negative indicators. Systems tracking
SMART(er) outcomes would attend to equity and respond to the
broader cultural and social contexts of criminal justice policy. The
task is not simply to track changes among people already involved
in justice systems and those disproportionately from disadvantaged
communities. It is also to track changes in communities in ways
that matter to their residents.

The foundations of recidivism as an outcome measure presume
that interventions by the criminal justice system reduce future
criminality. As interventions become more severe, reaching a
pinnacle with incarceration, the effects on criminality should
increase. Yet, criminological research casts doubt on this basic
premise. The research literature is replete with negative findings
about the deterrent effects of incarceration, including many studies
that even find criminogenic effects (Loeffler and Nagin 2022).

The pattern of evidence would seem to undermine the essential
policy logic underlying recidivism as an outcome measure. If the
strongest interventions deployed by criminal justice systems do not
reliably reduce recidivism, does it make sense to use recidivism as
the principal benchmark of effectiveness? Recidivism outcomes
are known to be unreliable, and they can impose social costs that
fall disproportionately on already-disadvantaged populations.
Measuring the outcomes of criminal justice interventions should
include recidivism, but exclusive reliance on recidivism is ill-advised
and potentially reckless.
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