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treated harshly. Given the serious consequences of being incarcerated, this inequity is important 
to recognize.

Differences in the likelihood of being sanctioned in the community or incarcerated also 
are associated with characteristics of the victim. One example is capital punishment. In the-
ory, we reserve capital punishment for our most extreme criminals. Is this the reality? A look 
at statistics demonstrates that fewer than 2% of murderers were given death sentences. What 
accounts for why such a small percentage of offenders were sentenced to death when 98% of 
murderers were not? Some research points to specific factors associated with a greater likeli-
hood of getting the death penalty. These aspects include murders committed with torture, 
grave risk of death to others, being a black offender, and committing a murder with another 
felony. Furthermore, research shows that a black defendant who kills a nonblack victim has 
the highest likelihood of being sentenced to death compared with black-on-black, nonblack-
on-nonblack, and nonblack-on-black homicide. These findings hold true even when other 
characteristics, such as torture, risk to others, and additional felonies, are taken into account.

The Cost of the Criminal Justice System
The enormous size of the criminal justice system, particularly in corrections, stems partly from 

the public’s desire for longer and harsher sentences. Policymakers who wanted to be “tough on 
crime” and gain favor with voters implemented legislation such as three-strikes, habitual offend-
ing, and mandatory sentencing laws. The result was a massive expansion of the criminal justice 
population, a large number of people working in the system, and an equally dramatic increase in 
the cost of the system. In 2013, Ted Gest noted that the U.S. criminal justice employed 2.4 mil-
lion people at an annual cost of $212 billion. To put this in perspective, each person in the United 
States, regardless of age, paid $670 in 2013 to support the criminal justice system.12 Costs differ by 
location. The cost of state incarceration (a part of the overall criminal justice system), for example, 
varies greatly. Henrichson and Delaney estimated that the 2010 total taxpayer cost of state prisons 
in Arizona was $1,002,553,000, while in Colorado it was $606,208,000.13 In contrast, California 
taxpayers paid $7,932,388,000 in 2010, while those in Texas footed a bill of $3,306,358,000. Even 

Figure 1.1  n � Year-End 2014 Imprisonment Rates by Race, Hispanic Origin, and 
Gender of Offender
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How does incarcerating such a large number of our citizens benefit our society? How does it harm it?

“Other” includes American Indians and Alaska Natives; Asians, Native Hawaiians, and other Pacific 
Islanders; and persons of two or more races.

Source: Carson, E. A. (2015). Prisoners in 2014, September, 2015. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of 
Justice Statistics.
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The true cost of incarceration 
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