
11Chapter 1  •  An Introduction to Crime and the Criminal Justice System

Punishment differs greatly. Those sentenced to a year or less incarceration generally spend 
that time in a jail. Those sentenced to longer stays are generally sent to a prison. The length of 
the punishment is more often indeterminate (i.e., not based on a fixed number of years) versus 
determinate (i.e., based on a fixed number of years). That is, in most cases the judge sentences 
the offender to an indeterminate sentence in the form of a range of years to be served (e.g., 3 
to 15 years). Often, parole boards determine when the convicted individual is released follow-
ing any mandatory time in prison. Parole boards also set conditions of the release. Violation of 
parole conditions may mean the offender is returned to prison to complete his or her sentence.

In some cases, the accused avoids jail and/or prison. These individuals may be sentenced 
to house arrest, boot camps, intensive supervision, drug treatment, and/or electronic mon-
itoring. Especially in cases like these, the development and use of continually improving 
technology play a greater role.

The Victim
Missing from this classic road map of the criminal justice system is the role of the victim. 

Victim interaction with the criminal justice system takes many forms, making it difficult to 
identify one clear path. Victims have many things to attend to, some of which are outside the 
scope of the criminal justice system. They may need medical care, emotional and/or psycho-
logical support, and/or assistance with insurance agencies. One action they or others around 

Figure 1.2  n  A Road Map of the Criminal Justice System

The criminal justice system is complex. Does it need to be? How would you design a system that is                                                                   fair and takes into account the victim, offender, and community?

Sources: Bureau of Justice Statistics. (2014). “Criminal Justice System Flowchart.” 
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What is the sequence of events in the criminal justice system?
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