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was abolished, Congress replaced it with supervised release. When federal defendants are 
released from prison they are placed on supervised release under the control of the U.S. 
Probation Office. Supervised release can be thought of as postincarceration probation; viola-
tions are addressed by the sentencing judge, who might revoke supervised release and send 
the defendant back to prison. At the time of sentencing, the U.S. district judge imposes 
the specific period of supervised release so that the defendant knows how much supervi-
sion time follows the incarceration period. As a result, those convicted in federal criminal 
court served the time they were given. In general, state and federal judges cannot deviate 
from sentencing guidelines, though these guidelines are technically considered advisory 
in nature. Another consequence of structured sentencing and sentencing guidelines is that 
prisons have a larger population of nonviolent offenders who may be better handled and 
more efficiently dealt with using alternative sanctions. The larger populations are partly 
because inmates are serving longer sentences (with parole and good time abolished) rather 
than an increase in criminal behavior. While not perfect, the validity of sentencing guide-
lines has been reviewed in court cases in light of claims that some incorporate the consider-
ation of information not reviewed during the earlier trial.

Three-strikes laws are an example of mandatory minimums (Figure 9.4). These laws 
require long prison sentences, including life without parole, for persons convicted of a third 
felony. While this policy has removed violent habitual offenders from the street, it has also 
incarcerated nonviolent offenders better suited for alternative corrections to life in prison. In 
California, a person with burglary convictions in the 1970s who then is caught with a small 
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States with a three-strikes statute

Figure 9.4  n  States With Three-Strikes Statutes for Habitual Offenders as of 2015

Policies such as three-strikes statutes have increased the number of persons under control of 
the criminal justice system. Is this a positive or negative outcome of this policy? If you were a 
policymaker, would you argue that these are needed even if they are expensive? Why or why not?

Sources: Other States Have Dialed Back Three-Strikes Law. Boston University College of Communication, State House 
Program; Shoener, N. (2015, January 21). Three strikes laws in different states. Retrieved from http://www.legalmatch.com/
law-library/article/three-strikes-laws-in-different-states.html.
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