
8 PART I  •  Foundations

In theory, we reserve capital punishment for our most extreme criminals. Is this the real-
ity? A look at statistics demonstrates that less than 2% of murderers were given death 
sentences. What accounts for why such a small percentage were sentenced to death when 
98% of murderers were not? Some research points to specific factors associated with a 
greater likelihood of getting the death penalty. These include murders committed with 
torture, grave risk of death to others, being a black offender, and committing a murder 
with another felony. Further, 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 even 
when other characteristics such as torture, risk to others, and additional felonies are taken 
into account.

The growth in corrections was driven partly by 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 and mandatory sentencing. The result was a 
massive expansion of the criminal justice population and an equally dramatic increase in the 
cost of the system.

A system monitoring or incarcerating such a large number of people requires an enor-
mous staff. With growth in the population under correctional control comes an increase in 
the number of persons working in the system. In 2007, the cost of the criminal justice system 
in terms of personnel only (police, courts, and corrections) was $633 annually per taxpayer 
in the United States. Cost by jurisdiction differs greatly. The criminal justice system cost in 
the District of Columbia during 2007 was $1,373 per citizen, while in Arkansas and Indiana 
it was only $400. Each California resident paid an estimated $963 in taxes annually to fund 
incarceration, while each person in Texas paid $505. These numbers fail to include the costs 
of facilities, utilities, food, health care, or other workers such as psychiatrists, nurses, and 
maintenance personnel. Even without incorporating these costs, clearly the criminal justice 
system is expensive for taxpayers.

Scarce economic resources have highlighted the need to consider options other 
than incarceration. California is currently under a federal court order to release  
prisoners because of overcrowding stemming from previously enacted “get-tough”  
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Figure 1.1  n  2011 Imprisonment Rates by Race, Hispanic Origin, and Gender

How does incarcerating such a large number of our citizens benefit our society? How does it harm it?

Sources: Bureau of Justice Statistics.




