
 
 

 

INN ISSUE BRIEF: Prison’s don’t work 

 

Prisons are an ineffective, inefficient and inhumane way to make our communities safer. A large body 

of studies has examined the relationship between incarceration and crime. A review of the highest quality 

studies confirms there is no convincing evidence that the benefits of prisons outweigh their costs.1 Despite 

more than a decade of decreasing crime rates in most of the world, there are continued calls from policy 

makers and society for tougher sentences and increased incarceration. This brief summarizes the evidence 

showing that imprisoning more people is not making us safer and is in fact causing more harm.   

Incarceration and crime before, during, and after imprisonment.  The before effect – sometimes called 

“general deterrence” - supposes that stiffer punishment may deter crime before it would happen. The 

effect during incarceration – also known as “incapacitation”- is proposed to reduce crime by taking a 

person who commits a crime out of circulation so they cannot commit more crime. Finally, the aftereffect 

– sometimes referred to as “specific deterrence” – assumes that people who have gone to prison are 

deterred from committing future crimes by “scaring them straight,” or teaching them job skills, or treating 

their addictions. Some important questions to ask are: what is the evidence that these three mechanisms 

do reduce crime? Does this work in all contexts globally? What are the costs, and do they outweigh the 

benefit?  And finally, are there better alternatives? This brief examines some of these questions. 

Studies on the effects of prison on crime include aggregate studies and experimental/quasi-

experimental studies. The aggregate studies look at the association between crime and imprisonment 

rates across time and geographic units (states, countries, or communities) while controlling for a range of 

other factors (unemployment, inequality, policing practices, population change, change in wages, etc.). 

Although second-generation aggregate studies are better than their predecessors, several problems 

generally persist, including: 1) the inability to separate the effects of incapacitation and deterrence, 2) the 

inability to effectively distinguish between cause and effect.2 Experimental and quasi-experimental 

studies can overcome some of these limitations. They examine the effects of a given intervention (i.e. 

longer prison sentence, custodial versus non-custodial sentences, etc.) on groups that received the 

intervention (treatment) and those that did not (control).  

There is no clear relationship between imprisonment and crime rates at the global level. Countries with 

higher, or growing incarceration rates do not have lower crime rates. In many countries – the United 

States, Canada, Australia, and most European states – serious crime rates have been decreasing or stable 

over the last 20 years.3 The Latin American region, by contrast, has seen significant increases in crime over 

the same period. Yet nearly all these same countries have seen prison population increases.4 In fact, the 

number of incarcerated people per 100,000 inhabitants shows no strong relationship with levels of crime 

across countries. To the extent there is any relation, it is a positive one – slightly higher crime rates in 



 
 
countries with higher incarceration rates.5 Prison rates have gone up and down in different countries in 

different years, but not consistently in line with crime rates. Research by Tapio Lappi-Seppala shows, for 

example, some countries’ imprisonment rates move in line with crime rates (such as the USA, Denmark, 

Germany and Japan), while in other countries they move in opposite directions (such as in the UK, Italy, 

the Netherlands and New Zealand). 

National studies show that the impact of incarceration on crime rates is minimal and diminishing.  

Although the relationship is weak, some national aggregate studies find an association between increased 

detention rates and crime drops.  For example, one study estimates increased imprisonment rates in 

Australia may have prevented up to 25% of new burglaries in the early 2000’s.6  A number of studies show 

that incarceration may explain between 6 to 25% of the total crime drop in the United States between 

1990-2000.7 Newer US studies, however, have added that beyond 2000 additional incarceration has 

contributed zero percent to further crime reduction.8 There are two important conclusions from these 

studies. First, incarceration rates are estimated to explain only a small fraction of crime reductions. In the 

US example 75-100 percent of the overall crime reduction since 1990 can be explained by other factors.9  

Secondly, there is a diminishing return - each additional person incarcerated has a smaller and smaller 

impact on crime rates, until reaching zero.10   

Incarceration has little to no effect on violent crime. The weak association between increased 

incarceration and lower crime shown in some aggregate studies in the United States is limited to property 

crime.11 Several studies have shown no association between incarceration rates and violent crime.12 The 

explanation offered is that incarceration rates have primarily increased by imprisoning  larger numbers of 

people accused of nonviolent, drug and low-level property crimes. Thus, it is not surprising that increasing 

incarceration rates in this way does not reduce violent crime.13 

Harsher punishment does not deter crime. The idea of “general deterrence” is that the prospect of prison 

may dissuade people from committing crime.  By extension, some policy makers have reasoned that more 

severe and lengthy sentences, mandatory minimums, and life sentences should be more effective in 

deterring crime. How much do these policies deter crime? The best quality studies on this question have 

concluded: not much.14 Laws meant to deter drunk driving across the world (US, Canada, UK, Finland, 

Norway, Sweden, France, Australia and New Zealand) mostly haven’t.15 Young people don’t really offend 

less after they come of age under criminal law.16 Laws lengthening sentences for specific or repeat crimes 

(i.e. California’s “Three strikes law” or raised sentences for gun involved crime) have little to no deterrent 

effect.17 In summary, harsher punishment has negligible deterrent effects which do not justify the harmful 

consequences and cost of incarceration.   

Incapacitation is real but is outweighed by the negative aftereffects of imprisonment. Several credible 

studies do find evidence of an “incapacitation effect” – crimes averted by keeping people who have 

committed a crime in isolation.18 One recent review and reanalysis of six of the most robust studies on 

incapacitation (from US, Netherlands and Italy) confirmed credible evidence of a minimal incapacitation 

effect on property crimes, but not violent crime.19  However, there is also evidence that incarceration 



 
 
itself increases a person’s risk of engaging in crime in the future.20 This may be because people develop 

criminal networks while incarcerated, but can also be related to other consequences such as trauma, 

financial strain, low prospects of employment and discrimination when applying for jobs, lack of stable 

housing, disruption of family ties and marginalization from society.21  

A substantial group of studies coalesces around the finding that when incapacitation and aftereffects are 

considered together, the first is offset by the second. 22  That is: keeping someone who has committed a 

crime in prison may prevent some crime in the short-term, but increases it in the long-run.  

Incarceration can actually increase crime in some communities. Some communities may reach a tipping 

point after which further incarceration is associated with higher crime rates. This is because high levels 

of incarceration in communities can destroy protective factors - like positive family and social 

relationships, the presence of parents in children’s lives and economic opportunity-  that help to keep 

crime low. When incarceration becomes concentrated in specific neighborhoods it can contribute to the 

destruction of social capital and social efficacy, deprive communities of income, and create resentment 

towards the legal system.23 

The costs of incarceration are high. Across 54 countries, the average government spending on prisons 

amounts to 0.3 percent of GDP.24  While already significant, this estimate only includes direct costs for 

infrastructure and operations. Indirect costs push these numbers far higher. One attempt to quantify the 

real cost of corrections in the United States -considering factors such as private facilities, bail fees and 

costs to families- arrived at the annual cost of US$182 billion; nearly two and a half times higher than the 

reported corrections budget.25  This calculation would be higher still if it took into account the long-lasting 

impacts of imprisonment on health, personal finances, employment and broader societal costs.  For 

example, incarceration reduces economic opportunities, earnings, and economic mobility. Moreover, it 

has impacts on the next generation by increasing the likelihood that children of incarcerated parents will 

live in poverty.26 

These costs are too high a price to pay for extraordinarily little return in terms of public safety. 

Non-custodial approaches are more effective, cost less and have fewer negative effects. Unfortunately, 

in this still evolving field of research, the most robust studies have focused almost exclusively on recidivism 

as the outcome indicator for successful programs—rather than broader, more meaningful measures of 

well-being of formerly incarcerated people and society. Nonetheless, the evidence shows people given 

non-custodial sentences have no higher, if not lower, likelihood of recidivism than those given custodial 

sentences. Four randomized controlled trials comparing groups given custodial and non-custodial 

sentences found no difference in recidivism.  Nine other quasi-experimental studies find lower re-arrest 

and conviction amongst those given non-custodial sentences.27  

Several types of alternative-to-incarceration programs can help prevent re-arrest and conviction among 

participants (read about some of INN’s partners working with alternatives-to-incarceration here). These 

programs include intensive community supervision (ICS) programs28; law enforcement-led or prosecution-

https://platform.incarcerationnationsnetwork.com/


 
 
led diversion programs that divert individuals at the point of arrest, pre-charge or post-charge,29  and 

juvenile diversion programs to divert youth out of traditional criminal case processing and into a variety 

of alternatives.30 A meta-analysis of 10 randomized control trials of Restorative Justice programs -across 

three continents- found compelling evidence that they reduced subsequent arrests or convictions for 

participants, were cost-effective and increased survivor satisfaction across the board compared to the 

control group.31   

Finally, most data suggest that the costs of non-custodial measures or sanctions are lower than holding 
someone in detention. For instance, the US Bureau of Prisons estimated that in 2017, it cost US$99 a day 
per person in prison facilities, against $89 in residential re-entry centers. In France, the average daily cost 
of imprisonment per person is about EUR €105 a day, compared with a daily cost of around €33 per day  
for someone serving probation. 32   
 
It is possible to reduce BOTH prison populations and crime. Examples from several countries confirm 

that it is possible to decarcerate without increasing crime.  

• Finland: Finland began polices in 1960 and 1970 that led to drastically cutting its prison rates. By 

1990 they had reduced the incarceration rate by 65%. Prison rates in Sweden, Denmark and 

Norway were similar and stable during the same period. But despite Finland’s drastic prison 

reduction, trends and rates of recorded crime were similar across all four countries (1950-2010): 

they rose uniformly up to about 1990 and then levelled off or declined.33 

 

• Alberta – Canada: Policy changes in Alberta, Canada in the early 1990’s resulted in a sharp decline 

in the number of people sentenced to provincial prisons for less serious crimes (persons convicted 

of serious crimes continued to be sentenced to federal prisons). By closing two provincial prisons, 

diverting minor cases from the justice system, and expanding the use of alternative sentencing, 

the province reduced prison admissions by 32% between 1993 and 1997. Researchers have found 

that the decline was not due to changes in reported crime and that reduced incarceration “had 

no obvious important negative impacts” on people committing crimes. 34 

 

• New York, New Jersey, California – USA:  Between 2000 and 2015, 19 US states reduced both 

imprisonment and incarceration rates.35  New York and New Jersey led the nation by reducing 

their prison populations by 26% between 1999 and 2012. California reduced its prison population 

by 23% between 2006 and 2012. During these same periods, not only did crime rates not rise, but 

they decreased in these states at a far greater rate than national crime rates.36 
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