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but most states simply minimized how much good time could be earned. A result of this shift 
is that sentencing across the nation varies greatly and is composed of a hodgepodge of struc-
tured sentencing components and features of indeterminate sentencing.

Determinate sentencing is a common part of structured sentencing. Determinate sen-
tences are established by legislative statute and can rule out the possibility of alternatives to 
prison. Determinate sentencing increases the likelihood that offenders will be imprisoned 
and increases the length of their sentences. The increase in length is based on the Violent 
Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994, which requires prisoners to serve at least 
85% of their sentences in order for states to qualify for federal financial aid. Determinate sen-
tencing has clearly resulted in an increase in the prison population. While criminal offending 
has decreased since the early 1990s, the prison population has grown during the same time, 
at great cost to society (Figure 9.3).

Structured sentencing often includes an element of mandatory minimums, which 
are statute-based minimum sanctions that are to be applied to particular types of crime 
(e.g., drunk driving) and/or when particular elements of a crime exist (e.g., use of a fire-
arm). Mandatory minimums do not allow judges discretion in sentencing and prevent them 
from imposing alternative sanctions when they are reasonable. As noted by Judge Paul A. 
Magnuson’s statement that opened this chapter, some relatively minor drug crimes are now 
resulting in harsh prison sentences. Joshua Paul Benjamin’s case was one involving a manda-
tory prison sentence. His plea of guilty to the felony of forcible sexual abuse of a child under 
age 14 required him to serve two terms of 10 years to run concurrently in prison.

Sentencing guidelines are a common component of structured sentencing as well. 
These guidelines are usually presented in the form of a grid that identifies the appropriate 
sentence for the offender based on the severity of the crime and the offender’s criminal 
history (see Table 9.1). Federal sentencing is based on the Federal Sentencing Guidelines 
Act of 1984, which eliminated federal parole release for prisoners and abolished almost all 
good time earned (at least for prisoners sentenced after October 1987). While federal parole 
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Figure 9.3  n  Adult Correctional Populations, 1980–2014

As seen in earlier chapters, violent crime has decreased since the early 1990s. Yet, during the same 
period, the population of persons under the control of the criminal justice system continues to rise.

Source: Kaeble, D., Glaze, L. E., Tsoutis, A., & Minton, T. (2015, December). Correctional populations in the United States, 2014 
(NCJ 249513). Washington, DC: Bureau of Justice Statistics. Retrieved from http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/cpus14.pdf.




