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The skyrocketing crime rates in the 1970s, 1980s, and early 1990s, much of it com-
mitted by offenders on probation or parole, led to the tough-on-crime approaches to 
punishment discussed in the last chapter. The heinous kidnapping, rape, and murder 
of 13-year-old Polly Klaas by parolee Richard Davis and of 7-year-old Megan Kanka 
by parolee Jesse Timmendequas (in this chapter’s opening vignette) led to calls for the 
abolition of parole from a fearful public and their representatives. Further fueling the 
fire was the case of Willie Horton. Horton was serving a life sentence in Massachusetts 
for murder, supposedly without the possibility of parole. In 1986, Horton was granted 
a weekend furlough (a temporary leave of absence from prison) that he used to com-
mit an armed robbery, rape, and assault. (He is now serving two life sentences, plus 85 
years, in Maryland.) With public outrage at a fever pitch, the federal government and 
a number of states abolished parole, substituting the return of the fixed determinate 
sentence that Maconochie so disliked. This system means that essentially prisoners are 
unconditionally released after the completion of their sentences, without supervision or 
reporting requirements. This type of release is known as unconditional release. Inmates 
who are either required to “max out” their time or who choose to max out rather than 
be placed on parole have less incentive to enter rehabilitation programs or to abide by 
prison rules. A number of states had already made the switch to mandatory sentences 
for their own reasons prior to these hideous crimes committed by Davis, Timmende-
quas, and Horton.

Abolishing parole sounds very tough and goes over quite well politically, but the reality 
is something different. Prisoners are still released early for reasons of overcrowding and 
budgetary concerns, but there is much less rational control today over who is released 
than there was in the past. It is discretionary parole that has really been abolished in 
favor of mandatory parole in some states. Discretionary parole is parole granted at the 
discretion of a parole board for selected inmates who are deemed to have earned it. 
Prisoners earn discretionary parole by avoiding disciplinary infractions and engaging in 
programs that prepare them for reentry into the community. Discretionary parole also 
allows parole board members to assess the probability of a given offender’s risk to soci-
ety based on the crime for which he or she was incarcerated and on his or her criminal 
history, prison behavior, and psychological assessments.

Mandatory parole, on the other hand, is automatic parole for almost all inmates in states 
that have a system of determinate (i.e., fixed) sentencing (Petersilia, 2000). This system is 

Source: Kaeble, Maruschak, and Bonczar (2015). Bureau of Justice Statistics.

FIGURE 12.1    �Characteristics of Parolees
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Unconditional 
release: A type of 
release from prison for 
inmates who have 
completed their entire 
sentences. They are 
released 
unconditionally—with 
no parole.

Discretionary 
parole: Parole 
granted at the 
discretion of a parole 
board for selected 
inmates who have 
earned it.

Mandatory parole: 
Automatic parole after 
a set period of time for 
almost all inmates.




