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because an offender may receive time off because of good behavior or have 
multiple sentences that run concurrently. As a result, it may appear that 
offenders are not being punished for their crimes as intended.

Because so many offenders were being released early, truth-in-sentenc-
ing laws were passed by many state legislatures. These laws require offenders 
to serve substantial portions of their sentences. The federal government sup-
ported this movement and, in 1984, passed the Comprehensive Crime Control 
Act, which practically eliminated good time credits for inmates. However, the 
longer sentences placed extra burdens on states, forcing them to house inmates 
for longer times in already overcrowded facilities. In 1994, Congress passed 
the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act, in which it authorized 
$4 billion in grant money to help states build additional state prisons and jails. 
Four years later, in 1998, Congress passed legislation that required states to 
develop truth-in-sentencing laws so that those convicted of violent offenses 
would serve at least 85% of their terms. They also provided money to states 
that already had truth-in-sentencing laws requiring offenders to serve a specific 
percentage of their sentences.

Pros Cons

The laws offer public 
protections by incarcerating 

chronic offenders who have a 
violent potential.

The laws will deter repeat 
offenders from committing 

new felonies that would result 
in long sentences.

It will limit the number of times 
that career offenders are 

processed through the justice 
system, thus saving money. 

There is little evidence that 
longer prison terms reduce

crime rates.

Over time, the laws may 
produce overcrowding.

Long prison sentences are a 
waste of scarce resources.
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truth in sentencing: A 
sentencing system that forces 
offenders to serve the majority 
of the sentence imposed by a 
judge after conviction.


