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Bottom Line: Locking up the same people over and over
points to failures in the American penal system.

for INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS
and PUBLIC POLICY

PELL CENTER

T

he United States has about 5% of the world’s population yet it accounts for about
25% of the world’s prisoners. Despite a steady decline in the crime rate over the
past two decades, the United States
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Looking at recidivism in a sample of other countries, the U.S. rate does not appear exceptional. It
should be noted that comparing international recidivism rates can be tricky. Countries track them
differently, often using different terms (reconviction, re-arrest, relapse, reSelect Rates of Recidivism
imprisonment) and varied lengths of time for studies (1 yr, 3 yrs, 10 yrs).
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The bloated population of the American prison system and the vicious
cycle of re-incarceration are costly. A Vera Institute of Justice (VIJ) study
of 40 states found the cumulative cost of prisons in 2010 was $39 billion.3
The annual average public cost in those same 40 states was $31,286
per inmate. By comparison, the average cost per public school student
(nationwide) was $11,184 in 2010.4 According to the Justice Department,
the average cost of incarceration for federal inmates for that same year
was $29,000. The nationwide expense of incarceration in both state and
federal budgets in 2010 was about $80 billion.5

The costs associated with incarceration and recidivism are not just
financial. The toll on prisoners and their families is impossible to calculate. Loved ones can suffer
from economic strain, psychological and emotional distress, and social stigma. Prisoners endure
isolation from their families and the community. They are often housed in overcrowded and
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dangerous prisons. The stress of surviving in prison can lead to depression and anxiety. Inmates
may leave prison worse off than when they arrived, which can be detrimental to communities and
society as a whole.
Lessons to learn from other countries
A recent VIJ report highlights the different approaches to sentencing and incarceration used
in Germany and the Netherlands.6 In those countries, the emphasis is on rehabilitation and resocialization rather than just punishment. Incarceration is used less frequently and for shorter
periods of time. Sanctions such as fines, probation and community-service are used as alternatives
to incarceration when possible, particularly for non-violent crimes. The conditions and practices in
the correctional facilities are meant to resemble life in the community. The end goal of incarceration
is for ex-prisoners to be better citizens upon release, thereby increasing public safety.
Scandinavian countries are often considered models of successful incarceration practices,
particularly Norway which, at 20%, has one of the lowest recidivism rates in the world. Here, too,
the focus is far more on rehabilitation and less on punishment. The thinking is that justice for
society is best served by releasing prisoners who are less likely to reoffend. The Norwegian penal
philosophy is that traditional, repressive prisons do not work, and that treating prisoners humanely
improves their chances of reintegrating in society.7 This is achieved by a “guiding principle of
normality,” meaning that with the exception of freedom of movement, prisoners retain all other
rights and life in the prison should resemble life on the outside to the greatest extent possible.8
Within the walls of Halden, one of the newest maximum-security prisons in Norway, are cells with
flat-screen televisions and mini-fridges, long windows to let in more sunlight, and shared living
rooms and kitchens “to create a sense of family,” according to Hans Henrik Hoilund, one of the
prison’s architects.9 Prisoners are not left to their own devices upon release, either. There is a safety
net. The government guarantees it will do everything possible to ensure that released prisoners have
housing, employment, education, as well as health care and addiction treatment, if needed.
While Americans may scoff at the treatment of prisoners in other countries, particularly Norway
where a convict can be sentenced to as little as eight years for murder, the low incarceration and
recidivism rates suggest that the “normalization” approach works.
Provocatively, data suggests that countries in which wealth is more evenly distributed also have
lower rates of incarceration and recidivism. Sweden, Denmark, Norway, and Finland are among
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the ten countries with the smallest gap between rich and poor.10 In these countries, citizens pay
higher taxes and receive more social services. John Pratt, a professor of criminology and expert
on Scandinavian prisons, believes that strong welfare systems reduce poverty and inequality-key
drivers of criminality.11
The good news is that the United States is already working toward reform at both the federal and
state levels. In August 2013, Attorney General Eric Holder announced a change in Department of
Justice policy so that low-level, nonviolent drug offenders with no ties to large-scale organizations,
gangs or cartels will no longer be charged with crimes that carry, as he put it, “draconian mandatory
minimum sentences.”12 Louisiana, Pennsylvania and 15 other states are currently taking part in the
Justice Reinvestment Initiative, a data-driven program aimed at decreasing spending on corrections
by reducing prison populations and increasing public safety, and saving taxpayers billions of dollars
in the long run.13 State and local officials then decide how to reinvest a portion of the savings in
programs that can decrease crime and improve public safety such as community-based treatment,
probation, and prevention-oriented policing strategies.
It’s a good start, but more needs to be done. The U.S. criminal justice system needs to continue to
shift its focus from punishment to rehabilitation, particularly for non-violent offenders. We can
learn from other countries like Norway, Germany and the Netherlands that advocate the principle
of normalization and also effective approaches to incarceration.
The U.S. goal should be to make prisoners better citizens, which will, in turn, reduce the recidivism
rate and ultimately the prison population, not to mention the tax burden on citizens. Correctional
facilities should provide education, instruction in life-skills, adequate medical care, and including
treatment of mental illness. Repeat offenders are often imprisoned for less serious, non-violent
crimes. The behavior of re-offenders can be often be linked to substance abuse, mental illness, lack
of job skills, learning disabilities and lack of education. Prison sentences for less serious crimes
often result in shorter sentences. Thus, even if prisons offer treatment and support for offenders
while in detention, less time in prison can limit access to these services. For these prisoners,
reintegration programs that offer treatment and support after release are crucial in order to stop
the cycle of recidivism. The financial costs, as well as the personal, emotional and societal costs,
associated with incarceration in the United States are far too high.
Gehard Ploeg, a senior adviser in the Norwegian Ministry of Justice, believes that Norway is doing
something right.14 Acknowledging that the Norwegian criminal justice system is often viewed as
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being too lax, he points out, “Prisoners are required to take responsibility for their actions-past,
present and future…we believe that it is more effective for a person to want to stay away from crime
than for systems to try and scare them away from it. Who would you rather have as a neighbor?”
There is no doubt that many political leaders and members of the public would have profound
objections to an approach that emphasizes rehabilitation over punishment. But the American desire
to punish is extremely costly in human and financial terms. There are other options that, the data
tells us, are more effective at reducing crime. Perhaps punishment for the sake of punishment isn’t
justice, but retribution. The American criminal justice system should aspire to more than that.
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