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after reform of sentencing practices, research continues to show that young, male, unemployed 
African Americans and Hispanics are more likely to be sentenced to prison and to be sentenced 
to longer terms in prison than their counterparts.25 Unlike indeterminate sentencing, however, 
structured sentencing does all of this at greater cost to society.

Gender and Race in Sentencing
Most felony defendants sentenced in the United States are poorly educated, minority 

males with a mean age of 35.3 years.26 In 2010, 86.8% of those sentenced were male, 48.1% 
were Hispanic, and 20.7% were non-Hispanic black.27 During the same period, 51.4% had 
less than a high school education, and an additional 28.7% had a high school education.28 
Research confirms that these sentencing differences stemmed from values, beliefs, and 
personalities of criminal justice officials and not differences in crimes.29

A SPECIAL CRIMINAL TRIAL: CAPITAL CASES
Capital cases are a special type of criminal case in which the defendant faces execution if 

convicted. The federal government and several states try capital cases, which tend to involve 
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	 Presumptive commitment to state imprisonment. First degree murder has a mandatory life sentence 
and is excluded from the guidelines by law. See Guidelines Section II.E. Mandatory Sentences, for 
policy regarding those sentences controlled by law.

	 Presumptive stayed sentence, at the discretion of the judge, up to a year in jail and other non-jail 
sanctions can be imposed as conditions of probation. However, certain offenses in the section of the 
grid always carry a presumptive commitment to state prison. See, Guidelines Sections II.C. Presumptive 
Sentence and II.E. Mandatory Sentences.

Sentencing guidelines are widely used today. What advantages and disadvantages do they offer? If you 
were a policymaker, would you require them? 

Source: Data from Minnesota State Courts.
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