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IS AMERICA TOO SOFT 
ON CRIME?

BUSINESS-MINDED ANSWERS TO TOUGH 
QUESTIONS ABOUT CRIMINAL JUSTICE REFORM
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INTRODUCTION — AND WHY YOUR HELP MATTERS

This issue brief answers one of the most pressing questions facing Americans today: 
Are we too soft on crime? 

In doing so, we provide basic data on police, crime, and prisons. We look at what really happened to crime 
since Covid – and how few communities “defunded” their police. We demonstrate why criminal justice 
reforms serve everyone, including our police. And we explain how our prisons grew so crowded and what it 
really costs us each time we send someone to prison.

Policymakers’ assumptions about crime, criminals, police, and prisons are often wrong. They tend to focus 
on the wrong crimes and criminals, which means violent offenders face less risk of getting caught. They 
ignore proven reforms because they don’t sound “tough” enough – including diversion programs, anti-
violence training, drug rehabilitation, mental health counseling, and summer jobs programs that prevent 
Americans from entering the criminal justice system in the first place.

America’s bad policies have caused disproportionate, unacceptable, and reinforcing harm to African-, 
Hispanic-, and Asian-Americans, who are far more likely to be stopped, arrested, charged, and incarcerated. 
Good policies can break this terrible cycle.

There’s room for optimism – and a reason for you to help: despite our broken politics, a super-majority of 
Americans support sentencing reforms, diversion programs, better police training, drug rehabilitation, and 
anti-violence training. We also reject “defunding” the police.

Business leaders can help put criminal justice reform back on track by answering the tough questions their 
neighbors are asking – and by calling on policymakers to promote the reforms Americans support.

ABOUT BUSINESS FORWARD

Business Forward Business Forward 
has helped more than 300,000 local 
business leaders make the “business 
case” for climate action, affordable 
healthcare, immigration reform, diversity 
and inclusion, sensible tax laws, criminal 
justice reform, infrastructure investment, 
and other pro-growth reforms.

These leaders brief policymakers, work 
with local media, publish op-eds, submit 
testimony, advocate online, and organize 
their communities. We also promote 
their recommendations through issue 
briefs, survey reports, training manuals, 
and podcasts. More than 650 mayors, 
governors, members of Congress, and 
senior Administration officials have 
participated in our briefings.

If you are interested in learning more, we 
encourage you to reach out at 
info@businessfwd.org or visit us at 
www.businessfwd.org.

mailto:info%40businessfwd.org?subject=Criminal%20Justice%20Reform
http://www.businessforward.org


3

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

POLICE, CRIME, 
PUNISHMENT 101 — PLUS 
COVID AND “DEFUNDING”

Our 770K law enforcement officers make 10 million arrests/year. Nearly 1.7 million people are incarcerated across our 6,270 jails and 
prisons. (One in three are awaiting trial.) Crime rates are falling, but so are clearance rates. Covid had a dramatic, but temporary, 
impact on crime rates. Only 1% of communities reduced funding for police, and 80% increased funding.

MOST OF OUR 
ASSUMPTIONS ARE 
WRONG ...

How we view crime is influenced by how we vote, and that impairs our collective judgment. Crime is not rising the way we think it is. 
“Woke” Blue states spend more on police and are safer than Red states. There is no migrant crime wave. 

... BUT WE STILL AGREE 
ON KEY ISSUES AND 
REFORMS.

Nine in 10 favor more police training. Eight in 10 favor treating substance abuse as a healthcare problem, not a crime. Only 1 in 4 
support defunding police. And seven in 10 support key sentencing and prison reforms.

REFORMS WORK.
Police training builds trust, reduces crime, protects police, and could reduce the number of police retiring early. Diversion programs 
reduce the chance of rearrest – and they cost less than prison. Community violence intervention programs reduce gun violence. 
Cleaning up neighborhoods and fixing up homes reduces crime, and so does help with housing and healthcare.

HOW DID OUR PRISONS 
GET SO CROWDED?

We started holding people while they await trial. We lengthened prison sentences, which leads to overcrowding even when arrest 
rates fall. We took away prosecutors’ discretion to reduce sentences. And we send parolees back to prison for minor violations.

HOW MUCH DOES IT COST 
TO SEND SOMEONE TO 
JAIL?

Jail cells cost $41K/year. Mom and Dad lose $27K/year in income. Family spends $6K/year on overpriced prison food and sundries. 
Plus $700K in lost future income for the family. Together, Americans spend $90B/year on jails, and we lose about $200 billion in 
future income. 

WHAT ELSE CAN WE DO 
TO MAKE US SAFER AND 
MORE PROSPEROUS?

Develop a new, uniform system for charging crimes that distinguishes dangerous criminals from the rest. Find alternatives to 
incarcerating moms. Stop our jails and prisons from becoming old age homes. Rethink the ROI of arresting the homeless.

ARE WE TOO SOFT ON 
CRIME?

No. America incarcerates more people than we used to. They serve longer sentences. We punish them more when they’re released. 
We spend more on police and jails than we used to. We incarcerate a higher share of our population than our competitors do.



ARE WE TOO SOFT 
ON CRIME?
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ANSWER: NO.



5

WE INCARCERATE MORE PEOPLE THAN WE USED TO

THAT’S NEARLY ONE IN 
THREE ADULTS

THE PRISON POPULATION GREW 10X MORE 
THAN THE U.S. POPULATION FROM 1980

TODAY’S JAIL AND PRISON POPULATION IS LARGER 
THAN THE POPULATION OF EIGHT U.S. STATES.

- MONTANA
- RHODE ISLAND
- DELAWARE
- SOUTH DAKOTA

- NORTH DAKOTA
- ALASKA
- VERMONT
- WYOMING

YOU’RE MORE LIKELY TO BE 
CONVICTED THAN 

HAVE A BACHELOR’S DEGREE3

1980 2023

U.S. POPULATION

INCARCERATED
POPULATION

The U.S. population grew by 47.5% from 1980 
to 2023. In the same period, the incarcerated 

population grew by 476%.1

RATES OF POPULATION INCREASE
(1980–2023)
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THEY SERVE LONGER SENTENCES THAN THEY USED TO

SENTENCES OF 50 YEARS OR MORE HAVE INCREASED 300% SINCE 1992

LIFE WITHOUT PAROLE

SENTENCES >50 YEARS 
I.E., “VIRTUAL LIFE”
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GROWTH IN 50+ YEAR SENTENCES4

(1992–2024)
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Ineligibility for public assistance programs, 
public housing or Section 8 
 
Restricted parental rights 
(in custody or adoption cases) 
 
Limited job opportunities due to criminal 
record background checks 
 
Occupational licensing bans 
(e.g., cannot work in 
healthcare, childcare, or 
certain trades) 

Mandatory disclosure of 
conviction on job applications 
in many states 
 
Private landlords may deny applications 
due to criminal history 
 
Poor credit scores from unpaid debts or lack 
of credit history while incarcerated 
 
Difficulty securing loans or banking services5

WE PUNISH THEM LONG AFTER THEY ARE RELEASED

4.0M
AMERICANS 

CANNOT VOTE6

RELEASED PRISONERS FACE 
HUNDREDS OF RESTRICTIONS MAJOR U.S. EMPLOYERS – FACING 

WORKER SHORTAGES – HAVE PROPOSED 
REFORMS THAT WOULD MAKE IT 

EASIER FOR THEM TO HIRE AMERICANS 
WITH CRIMINAL RECORDS

“Check here if you have been 
convicted of or plead guilty 
to committing a crime.”

More than 4 in 5 managers say 
that second chance hires perform 

the same or better than other 
employees.11

THESE RESTRICTIONS MAKE IT HARDER 
FOR THEM TO FIND WORK, WHICH IS ONE 
REASON WHY THEY EARN LESS AND ARE 

MORE LIKELY TO BE UNEMPLOYED

Formerly incarcerated people face a 

compared to

27%
UNEMPLOYMENT 

RATE7

25%
PEAK UNEMPLOYMENT 

RATE DURING THE 
GREAT DEPRESSION 

IN 193310

4-5%
“TYPICAL” 

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE 
IN THE U.S.8

15%
PEAK PANDEMIC 

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE  
IN 20209
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WE SPEND MORE ON POLICE AND CORRECTIONS THAN WE USED TO

SPENDING INCREASED 
NEARLY 8X SINCE 1980 

SPENDING ON PRISONS INCREASED
AT NEARLY TWICE THE RATE

OF SPENDING ON POLICE

LOCAL COMMUNITIES SPENT 
$63 BILLION ON EXPANDING LOCAL 

JAILS SINCE 2002

POLICE AND CORRECTIONS 
SPENDING PER CAPITA13

(1977–2022)
The number of local jail cells 

increased by 40%.14

This followed an even larger prison 
boom from 1990 to 2005. At one 

point, we were breaking ground on a 
new prison every 15 days.15

POLICE AND CORRECTIONS 
SPENDING PER CAPITA12

(1977-2022)

CORRECTIONS SPENDING POLICE SPENDING 

1980 2020

CORRECTIONS SPENDING POLICE SPENDING 
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WE INCARCERATE MORE PEOPLE THAN OUR COMPETITORS DO

        

WE INCARCERATE 7X MORE PEOPLE THAN THE REST OF THE G7 SOME U.S. STATES ON PAR WITH COUNTRIES 
WITH THE HIGHEST INCARCERATION RATES

0

100

NON-U.S. G
7 U.S.

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

A

UNITED ST TES

RWANDA
CUBA

ARKANSAS

SS SS

MI
I

IPPI

LOUISIANA

EL SALVADOR

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

IN
C

A
R

C
E

R
A

TI
O

N
 R

A
TE

 (
P

E
R

 1
0

0
K

)

UNITED STATES

UNITED KINGDOM

FRANCE
AL

IT
Y

CANADA

GERMANY
JAPAN

614 614

83.9

(W
EIGHTED)
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CRIME, POLICE, AND 
PUNISHMENT 101
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CRIME 101

TWO TYPES: PROPERTY CRIME 
AND VIOLENT CRIME

CRIME RATES HAVE FALLEN  
SINCE THE ‘90S

ODDS OF BEING A VICTIM 
OF A CRIME THIS YEAR

BUT CLEARANCE RATES 
HAVE ALSO FALLEN

“Violent crime” is defined by 
the FBI as offenses that involve 
force or threat of force. 
The four offenses classified 
under violent crime are: 
murder and nonnegligent 
manslaughter, rape, robbery, 
and aggravated assault.

“Property crime” includes 
offenses where the primary 
objective is the taking of 
money or property, without 
force or threat of force against 
the victim. The main categories 
are: burglary (breaking and 
entering), larceny-theft (e.g., 
shoplifting, stealing a bike); 
motor vehicle theft; arson 
(willful or malicious burning 
of property).

ASSAULT19

1 IN 44
BURGLARY20

1 IN 200
MUGGING21

1 IN 670
MURDER22

1 IN 16,700

PROPERTY AND VIOLENT CRIME RATES
PER 10,000 PEOPLE23

(1993-2022)

VIOLENT CRIMEPROPERTY CRIME

5,000

4,000

3,000

2,000

1,000

0
1993 2022

“Clearance rate” refers to the 
percentage of reported crimes 
where a suspect is identified, 

arrested, charged, and handed 
over for prosecution.

VIOLENT CRIME PROPERTY CRIME

100%

80%
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0%
1980 2023

↓ 59%

↓ 49%

CLEARANCE RATES24

(1980–2023)

↓ 23%

↓ 27%
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POLICE 101

AMERICA HAS 770K FULL-TIME, 
SWORN LAW ENFORCEMENT OFFICERS, 

OR 227 PER 100,000 RESIDENTS25
SPENDING ON POLICE

ACROSS STATE, LOCAL, AND 
FEDERAL GOVERNMENTS29

POLICE MAKE 10 MILLION 
ARRESTS EACH YEAR

The per capita number of police has 
remained relatively flat over the past 

25 years, despite increases in per 
capita spending on law enforcement, in 

general, and prisons, in particular.26

However, since Covid, resignations and 
early retirements have increased, leaving 

many departments short-staffed.27

PER CAPITA

PER YEAR

$520

$172B

1.6M
1.1M
1.0M
1.0M

800K
316K
310K
180K
172K
153K
112K

81K
...

DRUG ABUSE VIOLATIONS
PROPERTY CRIMES
ASSAULT
DRIVING UNDER THE INFLUENCE
LARCENY-THEFT
DRUNKESSNESS
DISORDERLY CONDUCT
VANDALISM
BURGLARY
WEAPONS POSSESSION
FRAUD
MOTOR VEHICLE THEFT
...28

(      )
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PRISONS 101

1 IN 3 ARE AWAITING 
TRIAL: JAILED BECAUSE THEY 

CANNOT AFFORD BAIL

JAILS VS. PRISONS

“JAILS” are operated by cities, 
townships, and counties. They 
typically hold people awaiting 

trial or serving short sentences.

“PRISONS” are operated by states 
or the U.S. government. They 

house people convicted of crimes 
and serving longer sentences.

SPENDING ON PRISONS1.7 MILLION PEOPLE ARE 
INCARCERATED ACROSS AMERICA’S 
6,270 JAILS, PRISONS, DETENTION 
CENTERS, AND OTHER FACILITIES

INCARCERATED POPULATION30

(2024)

NEARLY ONE-THIRD OF 
INCARCERATED PEOPLE  

REMAIN IN JAIL BECAUSE THEY 
CANNOT POST BAIL WHILE THEY 

AWAIT TRIAL31

500K

1.7M
INCARCERATED

1.2M

ACROSS STATE, LOCAL, AND 
FEDERAL GOVERNMENTS32

PER CAPITA

PER YEAR

$262

$91B

(      )
STATE 

PRISONS

LOCAL 
JAILS

FEDERAL PRISONS

1.1M

550K

160K
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COVID 101 

Covid lockdowns had a dramatic impact on crime. 

For example, with more Americans stuck in their 
homes, residential burglaries fell, but commercial 

burglaries rose.33

Over time, the stress of confinement and financial 
pressure on families caused by the lockdowns 

caused violent crimes and hate crimes to rise.34

Crime rates rose from 2020 through 2022, then 
began falling in 2023.35

AS OF 2024, CRIME RATES HAVE FALLEN  
TO PRE-COVID LEVELS36

COVID HAD A DRAMATIC IMPACT ON CRIME RATES, BUT 
THAT IMPACT IS ALMOST ENTIRELY REVERSED

1994 1999 2004 2009 2014 2019 2024
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STATE AND LOCAL POLICE WERE NOT “DEFUNDED” 

“DEFUND THE POLICE” 101

From 2020 to 2022, 

 
 
 
 

Nearly half of those 91 cities and counties 
increased police funding by

MOST OF AMERICA’S LARGEST CITIES INCREASED POLICE FUNDING

80%
OF AMERICA’S 109 LARGEST CITIES & 

COUNTIES INCREASED POLICE FUNDING39

10%
OR MORE

 
 
 

Most of that 1% went to community-led public 
safety projects that are proven to reduce 

crime, including summer work programs, drug 
rehabilitation, and housing assistance.38

ONLY 1%
OF STATE AND LOCAL POLICE WERE “DEFUNDED”37
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ARE MINORITIES TREATED DIFFERENTLY? 

STOPS CHARGING & PROSECUTIONARRESTS INCARCERATION

A study of more than 
100 million traffic stops 

found that Black drivers are 

20% 
MORE LIKELY TO BE STOPPED 

than white drivers, after 
controlling for age and gender.40

Black and Hispanic drivers were 
also more likely to be searched 
after a stop than white drivers.41

In 2024, Black adults were 
arrested at 2.6X the rate of 

white adults.42

ARREST RATE BY RACE43

(1980-2024)

From 2020 to 2024, arrest 
rates for Black youth have 

increased by 48%, compared 
to an 11% increase in arrests 

for white juveniles.44

Drug charges against Black, 
non-Latino individuals were 

1.6X 
MORE SEVERE 

than against white, 
non-Latino individuals.45 

Compared to similarly-
situated white males, 

Black male defendants are 

30% 
MORE LIKELY TO 
GO TO PRISON,46 

and receive 

13% 
LONGER PRISON 

SENTENCES, 
on average.47

Black adults are imprisoned at 
5X the rate of white adults and 
2X the rate of Hispanic adults. 

STATE AND LOCAL INCARCERATION48

(2023)

Black Americans are 33% of 
sentenced prisoners – and 46% 
of prisoners who have already 

served 10+ years.49

ARRESTS PER 100,000

0 6,0002,000 4,000

5,960

2,278

BLACK 
ADULTS

WHITE 
ADULTS

INCARCERATION RATE PER 100,000

BLACK 
ADULTS

WHITE 
ADULTS

0 1,500300 900600 1,200

1,218

231



MOST OF OUR ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT 
CRIME ARE WRONG, BUT AMERICANS 

STILL AGREE ON KEY REFORMS

17
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HOW AMERICANS VIEW CRIME IS INFLUENCED BY HOW WE EACH VOTE – AND THAT IMPAIRS 
OUR COLLECTIVE JUDGEMENT

WITH TODAY’S HYPERPARTISANSHIP, 
“BELIEVING IS SEEING”

“IF IT BLEEDS, IT LEADS,” 
NEWS COVERAGE OFTEN 

AGGRAVATES THE PROBLEM 

A Gallup survey found Democrats 
substantially more likely than 

Republicans to perceive 16 major 
American cities as safe. 

That gap is 29%, on average.50

In 2006, that gap was just two points.

DEBUNKED

DEBUNKED

DEBUNKED

CAREER CRIMINALS RACK UP NEARLY 
500 ARRESTS SINCE NY BAIL 
REFORM BEGAN

BAIL REFORM A ‘SIGNIFICANT REASON’ 
FOR CRIME SPIKE, NYPD SAYS

NYC’S WORST CASES STEM FROM 
SHAKY BAIL REFORM LAW

AUGUST 3, 2022

MARCH 5, 2020

DECEMBER 28, 2021

ARE AMERICA’S CITIES SAFE 
TO VISIT OR LIVE IN?

YES,
DEMOCRATS/
DEM. LEANING

YES,
REPUBLICANS/
REP. LEANING

39%

68%

The NY Post misled New Yorkers by 
attributing violent crimes to prisoners 

released through bail reform. The 
actual perpetrators were not.51

Meanwhile, the L.A. Times, the 
Associated Press, the Boston Globe, 

and others reformed editorial 
standards to reduce sensationalism.52

https://nypost.com/2022/08/03/career-criminals-rack-up-nearly-500-arrests-since-ny-bail-reform-began/
https://nypost.com/2022/08/03/career-criminals-rack-up-nearly-500-arrests-since-ny-bail-reform-began/
https://nypost.com/2021/12/28/nycs-worst-2021-cases-stem-from-shaky-bail-reform-law/
https://nypost.com/2021/12/28/nycs-worst-2021-cases-stem-from-shaky-bail-reform-law/
https://nypost.com/2020/03/05/bail-reform-a-significant-reason-for-crime-spike-nypd-says/
https://nypost.com/2020/03/05/bail-reform-a-significant-reason-for-crime-spike-nypd-says/
https://nypost.com/2022/08/03/career-criminals-rack-up-nearly-500-arrests-since-ny-bail-reform-began/
https://nypost.com/2020/03/05/bail-reform-a-significant-reason-for-crime-spike-nypd-says/
https://nypost.com/2021/12/28/nycs-worst-2021-cases-stem-from-shaky-bail-reform-law/
https://nypost.com/2022/08/03/career-criminals-rack-up-nearly-500-arrests-since-ny-bail-reform-began/
https://nypost.com/2020/03/05/bail-reform-a-significant-reason-for-crime-spike-nypd-says/
https://nypost.com/2021/12/28/nycs-worst-2021-cases-stem-from-shaky-bail-reform-law/
https://nypost.com/2021/12/28/nycs-worst-2021-cases-stem-from-shaky-bail-reform-law/
https://nypost.com/2020/03/05/bail-reform-a-significant-reason-for-crime-spike-nypd-says/
https://nypost.com/2022/08/03/career-criminals-rack-up-nearly-500-arrests-since-ny-bail-reform-began/
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CRIME IS NOT RISING THE WAY WE THINK IT IS

WHILE NO AMOUNT OF CRIME IS 
ACCEPTABLE, PROPERTY CRIME 

AND VIOLENT CRIME RATES ARE HALF OF 
WHAT THEY WERE IN THE ‘90s

...DESPITE CRIME FALLING 
BELOW PRE-COVID LEVELS

YEAR AFTER YEAR, AMERICANS BELIEVE 
CRIME HAS GROWN WORSE...

PUBLIC OPINION ON CRIME54

(2000-2024)
Crime surged during the pandemic. 
As of 2024, crime rates returned to 
pre-pandemic levels.55 Now, crime 
rates continue to fall even lower. 

Violent crime and homicide rates have 
dropped to historic lows in cities like 
Baltimore,56 Detroit,57 and St. Louis.58

CRIME RATE 
PER 100,000 PEOPLE53

(1993-2022)

1993 2022

20%

60%

40%

80%

2000 2010 2020

WHEN ASKED, “DO YOU BELIEVE THERE 
IS  MORE OR LESS CRIME IN THE U.S. 

THAN THERE WAS A YEAR AGO?”

LESS CRIME THAN LAST YEAR

MORE CRIME THAN LAST YEAR

59%
DOWN

PROPERTY CRIME VIOLENT CRIME

49%
DOWN

PROPERTY CRIME VIOLENT CRIME
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“WOKE” STATES TEND TO SPEND MORE ON POLICE THAN OTHER STATES; THEY ARE ALSO SAFER

DEMOCRATS SPEND MORE ON POLICE 
THAN REPUBLICANS

DEM-CONTROLLED 

STATES

POLICE SPENDING PER CAPITA60

(2022)

7 OF 10 HIGHEST SPENDERS ARE “BLUE”
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MURDER RATE, BY STATE61

(2022)

8 OF 10 MOST DANGEROUS STATES ARE “RED”
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ARRESTS AND CLEARANCE RATES ARE DOWN (FOR GOOD REASONS AND BAD)

ARRESTS PER CAPITA ARE 
DOWN 42% SINCE 199062

SINCE 1980, FEWER CRIMES ARE BEING SOLVED – AND 
FEWER CASES ARE LEADING TO CHARGES65

FEWER THAN HALF OF VIOLENT 
CRIMES ARE CHARGED66

ONLY 1 IN 6 PROPERTY 
CRIMES ARE CHARGED67

1980 2023

GOOD REASONS

Crime rates have fallen

Rise of community policing 
(vs. mass arrests) 

As average age of U.S. population rose, share of 
“crime age” Americans (15-25 year-olds) fell 

Some states de-criminalized marijuana laws63

BAD REASONS

More crimes are going unsolved64

VIOLENT 
CRIME

PROPERTY 
CRIME

ALL
CRIME
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THERE IS NO MIGRANT CRIME WAVE

IMMIGRANTS ARE 1/3 LESS LIKELY TO BE ARRESTED AND 
CHARGED THAN NATIVE-BORN AMERICANS

THEY’RE HERE TO WORK – AND FOCUSED 
ON THEIR FAMILIES

Immigrants are more likely to work than native-born Americans 
(because more of them are working age).69

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

They’re also more likely to go to church70 and 
less likely to get divorced.71 

INCARCERATION RATES BY 
IMMIGRATION STATUS, AGES 18–5468 

(2023)

INCARCERATION RATE, PER 100,000

1,5001,0005000

NATIVE-BORN 
AMERICANS

LAWFUL
IMMIGRANTS

UNLAWFUL
IMMIGRANTS

1,221

613

319
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WE AGREE ON THE BIG STUFF

POLICE TRAINING

92%
of Americans support 

requiring police officers 
to be trained in nonviolent 

alternatives to deadly 
force.72 

72%
 believe reducing the jail and 

prison population is important.
[FWD.us]

VOTERS ACROSS PARTY LINES SUPPORT REFORMS 
FOR REDUCING INCARCERATION

CROWDED JAILSCROWDED JAILS

72%
believe reducing the jail and

prison population is important.73

ONLY

25%
 of Americans support reducing

funding for police.75

“DEFUNDING”DRUG USE

75%
of Americans believe substance

abuse should be treated as
a health issue, not a crime.74

% VOTERS SUPPORTING EACH REFORM76

(2024)

REPUBLICAN 
VOTERS

DEMOCRAT 
VOTERS

ALL LIKELY 
VOTERS

74
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DO REFORMS WORK? 
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ANSWER: YES.
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POLICE TRAINING WORKS

 POLICE TRAINING PROGRAMS 
INCREASE POLICE LEGITIMACY AND 

TRUST IN LAW ENFORCEMENT

POLICE TRAINING IMPROVES 
OFFICER SAFETY ON THE JOB

THIS SUPPORT MATTERS EVEN MORE NOW, 
BECAUSE POLICE ARE STRETCHED THIN

Randomized trials show that police training 
leads to fewer arrests, reduced crime rates, 

and fewer use-of-force incidents.77

This improves community perceptions of 
police and increases officer safety.78

Major police departments across the 
country facing higher resignation and 
vacancy rates – up to 16% higher than 

expected.79

Sworn officers spend time doing jobs 
that could be better done by mental 
health professionals, social workers, 

and crisis counselors.80

When police officers are trained to 
explain decisions, listen respectfully, and 
apply rules fairly, people are more likely 

to view police as legitimate — even when 
they dislike the outcome. 

Police training that includes 
communication and de-escalation skills, 

and implicit bias training improves police 
legitimacy. 
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DIVERSION PROGRAMS WORK

Research shows that a single day in 
jail increases the likelihood that a 

person will be rearrested.81

That heightened risk nearly doubles  
after only 72 hours in jail.82

Diversion programs are “exit ramps”  
that reduce contact with the 

criminal justice system. 

Diversion programs offer an 
alternative to arrests and criminal 

prosecution. These programs 
improve long-term outcomes by 

reducing the likelihood of rearrest.83

DIVERSION PROGRAMS REDUCE 
THE CHANCE OF REARREST

Los Angeles diversion and reentry 
housing program costs less than a third 

of the cost of a jail cell.84

THEY COST SIGNIFICANTLY 
LESS THAN PRISON

$654  
PER DAY 

PER PERSON

$180  
PER DAY 

PER PERSON

Diversion programs for first-time 
offenders in Texas reduced the chance of 

rearrest by 48% over the following 
10 years.85 The same program increased 

the chances of employment by 53%.

AND THEY LEAD TO BETTER LONG-TERM 
OUTCOMES THAN INCARCERATION

53% 
INCREASED 
CHANCE OF 

EMPLOYMENT

48% 
REDUCED 

CHANCE OF 
REARREST
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COMMUNITY VIOLENCE INTERVENTIONS WORK

Boston, a nationwide leader in 
community violence intervention 
(CVI), ended 2024 with its lowest 
murder count since the 1950s.86

States that invested as little as 
$1-2 per capita in gun violence 

prevention programs witnessed a 
16-35% reduction in gun violence 

over a five-year period.88

An Oakland, CA violence 
intervention program saw a 

52% decline in shootings that 
resulted in death or injury over 

a seven-year period.89

Gun violence intervention 
programs in Chicago led to 65% 
fewer arrests for shootings and 
homicides among participants.87

MASSACHUSETTS NORTHEASTILLINOIS CALIFORNIA
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OTHER COMMUNITY INVESTMENTS ALSO WORK

Neighborhood housing repair in 
Philadelphia led to a 22% reduction 

in homicides.90

There was a nearly 30% reduction 
in gun violence associated with cleaning 

up vacant lots.91

Supportive housing in Denver led to a 
40% reduction in rearrests for people 

with frequent justice contact.92

Expanding Medicaid led to a 
20-32% reduction in arrest rates in 

three years.93

Medicaid enrollment for people 
returning home from state prison 

reduced reincarceration by 16% and 
increased employment by 25%.94

CLEANING UP NEIGHBORHOODS, 
FIXING UP HOMES REDUCES CRIME

HOUSING HELP REDUCES
CHANCE OF REARREST

EXPANDING MEDICARE 
REDUCES ARRESTS
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HOW MUCH DOES IT COST TO 
SEND SOMEONE TO JAIL?
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WHEN A MAN SITS IN JAIL, HIS FAMILY PAYS FOR IT IN SEVERAL WAYS – SO IT SHOULD BE WORTH 
THE COST

COST OF A JAIL CELL IS JUST THE TIP OF THE ICEBERG

$41,431

LIFETIME IMPACT

$5,321

$2,360

$21,630
$5,677

$214,464

$7,544

COST OF INCARCERATING 
ONE DAD FOR ONE YEAR95

LOST INCOME FOR DAD96

LIKELY FAMILY HAS TO RELOCATE, MOVING COSTS99

MOM HAS MORE TO DO, EARNS LESS97

FAMILY SENDS MONEY TO DAD FOR COMMISSARY98

REDUCTION IN KIDS’ LIFETIME INCOME FROM 
NEGATIVE EFFECTS OF INCARCERATED PARENT102

ADDITIONAL CHILDCARE COSTS100

$484,400 REDUCTION IN DAD’S LIFETIME INCOME FROM BEING CONVICTED101

UNSEEN ANNUAL COSTS

$698K+

ADAPTED FROM “WE CAN’T AFFORD IT: MASS INCARCERATION AND THE FAMILY TAX,” FWD.US, JUNE 2025.
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WHEN NEARLY 2M PEOPLE SIT IN JAIL, AMERICA PAYS FOR IT IN SEVERAL WAYS – SO IT SHOULD 
BE WORTH THE COST

COST OF A JAIL CELL IS JUST THE TIP OF THE ICEBERG

$89B
$6.7B

$66B

$2.4B

$7.4B

$215B

COST PER YEAR FOR 1.9M PEOPLE 
IN PRISONS AND JAILS IN 2023103

LOST INCOME FOR 1.3M PEOPLE IN PRISON NOT WORKING104

REDUCED INCOME PER YEAR FOR MILLIONS OF AMERICANS 
THAT WERE PREVIOUSLY INCARCERATED, NOW WORKING107

LOST INCOME TO FAMILIES WHERE ONE PARENT 
HAS TO DO MORE, AND EARNS LESS105

MONEY FAMILIES SPEND PER YEAR SUPPORTING 
AND VISITING 1.9M INCARCERATED PEOPLE106

REDUCED INCOME FOR ADULTS IN THE WORKFORCE WHO GREW UP 
WITH AN INCARCERATED PARENT108

$295B
UNSEEN ANNUAL COSTS

ADAPTED FROM “WE CAN’T AFFORD IT: MASS INCARCERATION AND THE FAMILY TAX,” FWD.US, JUNE 2025.



HOW DID OUR JAILS AND 
PRISONS GET SO CROWDED?
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WE STARTED HOLDING MORE PEOPLE WHILE THEY AWAIT TRIAL

ON ANY GIVEN DAY, NEARLY 500,000 AMERICANS ARE IN JAIL WHILE THEY 
AWAIT TRIAL — THAT’S 2.5X MORE THAN WE HELD IN 1990

LOCAL JAIL POPULATION BY CONVICTION STATUS109

(1983–2016)
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WE LENGTHENED PRISON SENTENCES, AND WE TOOK AWAY PROSECUTORS’ AND JUDGES’ 
DISCRETION TO REDUCE SENTENCES FOR LESS DANGEROUS CRIMINALS

GROWTH IN 50+ YEAR SENTENCES (1992-2024)110

LIFE WITHOUT PAROLE

>50 YEAR SENTENCES 
I.E., “VIRTUAL LIFE”

LIFE WITH PAROLE

>50 YEAR 
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WHEN YOU HOLD CRIMINALS LONGER, JAILS FILL UP QUICKLY – EVEN WHEN ARREST RATES FALL

CRIME AND ARREST RATES HAVE GONE DOWN AS INCARCERATION REMAINS HIGH
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WE SEND PEOPLE WHO SERVED THEIR SENTENCES BACK TO PRISON FOR MISSING PAROLE 
COUNSELING OR FAILING A DRUG TEST

NEARLY HALF OF ALL PEOPLE ON PROBATION AND 6 IN 10 PEOPLE ON PAROLE WILL 
BE SENT BACK TO PRISON, DESPITE NOT COMMITING ANY NEW CRIMES

Non-criminal (or “technical”) violations 
are the main reason for incarceration of 

people on probation and parole.

These supervision violations account for 
27% of admissions to state and federal 

prisons.114

Technical violations can be as simple 
as missing a meeting with a parole 

counselor, failing a drug test, or traveling 
without permission.115

REINCARCERATION WHILE 
ON PROBATION112

48%

TECHNICAL VIOLATION 
(NO NEW OFFENSE)

REINCARCERATION WHILE 
ON PAROLE113

59%

TECHNICAL VIOLATION 
(NO NEW OFFENSE)

THIS MEANS OVER A QUARTER OF 
PEOPLE ARE REINCARCERATED 

FOR NON-CRIMINAL VIOLATIONS, 
NOT NEW CRIMES

TECHNICAL VIOLATION

NEW SENTENCE

TREATMENT

OTHER/UNKNOWN



IN ADDITION TO FRONT-END 
REFORMS AND POLICE TRAINING, 

WHAT ELSE SHOULD WE DO?
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ONLY 1 IN 10 INMATES IS FEMALE, BUT WOMEN’S 
INCARCERATION RATE IS RISING FASTER THAN MEN’S.116

The number of women in state and federal prisons increased 
7X from 1980 to 2022, nearly twice as fast as men.117

BECAUSE WOMEN EARN LESS, THEY ARE LESS 
LIKELY TO AFFORD BAIL, WHICH CAN AMOUNT TO 

A FULL YEAR’S INCOME.119

Without financial and legal support, a mother can permanently 
lose custody of her children in as little as 15 months of 

incarceration.120

DEVELOP A MORE RELIABLE AND 
UNIFORM SYSTEM OF CHARGING

We need to work with police departments and 
courts to develop a more reliable and uniform 

system for charges and sentences that distinguishes 
dangerous criminals from less dangerous ones. 

FEDERAL SYSTEM + 50 STATE SYSTEMS + 3,000 
COUNTY SYSTEMS + 25,000 MUNICIPAL SYSTEMS 

= INCONSISTENT DEFINITIONS, REPORTING, 
AND SENTENCING

1 FIND ALTERNATIVES TO 
INCARCERATION FOR MOMS2

WOMEN IN PRISON118

12,331

82,478

1980 2022

 FBI
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STOP OUR JAILS AND PRISONS 
FROM BECOMING OLD AGE HOMES3 RETHINK THE ROI OF 

ARRESTING THE HOMELESS4
The risk of violence peaks in adolescence or early adulthood and 

then declines with age.121

Long sentences cause us to incarcerate people decades longer 
than necessary – and state and federal prisons are filled with senior 

citizens. One in three people serving a life sentence is over 55.122

THE SHARE OF PEOPLE IN PRISON 
OVER 55 IS GROWING AS THE PRISON POPULATION AGES123

PEOPLE OVER 55 ARE 5X LESS LIKELY TO BE 
REARRESTED AFTER RELEASE.124

PEOPLE IN 
PRISON <24

1991 2021

20%

8%

PEOPLE IN 
PRISON >55

1991 2021

3%

15%

Homelessness has reached record highs for a number 
of reasons, including rising cost of housing and cuts to 

federal housing assistance programs and jobs programs.125 
Cuts to Medicaid will make matters worse.126

The face of homelessness is also changing. As our 
population ages, so does the homeless population. 

Studies in New York City, Denver, and Los Angeles found 
that “sweeps” had no impact on crime rates.127

On the other hand, helping the homeless in Denver find 
housing reduced arrests by 40%.128 In Los Angeles, help with 
housing reduced criminal charges by 85% and jail by 95%.129
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RECAP: WHY YOUR HELP MATTERS

1 Most of our common assumptions about crime, criminals, police, and prisons are wrong.

These flawed assumptions produced decades of bad policies that reduced public safety: We focus on the wrong crimes 
and criminals, which means violent offenders face less risk of getting caught. We ignore proven reforms because they 
don’t sound “tough” enough.

These bad policies also caused disproportionate, unacceptable, and reinforcing harm to African-, Hispanic-, and Asian-
Americans, who are far more likely to be stopped, arrested, charged, and incarcerated. Good policies can break this 
terrible cycle.

There’s room for optimism – and a reason for you to help: despite our broken politics, a super-majority of Americans 
support sentencing reforms, diversion programs, better police training, drug rehabilitation, and anti-violence training. 
We also reject “defunding” the police. 

Local business leaders can help depoliticize the criminal justice reform debate. Voters trust local business leaders more 
than their news media, their elected officials, and America’s F500 CEOs.

Your data-driven, business-minded approach to crime can promote front-end reforms that keep low-level offenders 
out of our courts and prisons, allow our police to focus on violent crimes, leave more prison cells for America’s most 
dangerous criminals, and reduce the disproportionate harm crime and our criminal justice system have on poor 
communities and African-, Hispanic-, and Asian-Americans. 

Diversion programs, better police training, drug therapy, and diverting mental health calls from police stations to 
healthcare responders could help millions of Americans get back on track, keep their jobs, and support their families – 
all while making our streets safer. 

2

3

4
5

6

7
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