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Recidivism refers to reoffending after 

punishment and occurs when individuals 

return to criminal behavior after they were 

previously sanctioned for breaking the law. 

For example, most recidivism research 

focuses on whether adults commit crime 

after leaving prison.1 

Information on recidivism is commonly used 

as a performance metric for the criminal 

justice system. One of the primary goals of 

this system is to identify individuals who 

have broken the law and provide punitive 

and rehabilitative interventions designed to 

reduce future offending. By monitoring 

trends in reoffending, the results from 

recidivism research can help inform criminal 

justice policy. 

In the current report, we examine patterns 

in recidivism for individuals released from 

prison and Juvenile Rehabilitation facilities 

during fiscal years 2009-2021. 

This report is presented in five sections. 

Section I offers background information on 

recidivism research. Section II provides an 

overview of our data and methods. Next, we 

describe trends in recidivism for individuals 

released from prison (Section III) and Juvenile 

Rehabilitation (Section IV). Finally, we conclude 

in Section V. 

1 National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 

(NASEM). (2022). The limits of recidivism: Measuring success 

after prison. The National Academies Press. 

Suggested citation: Whichard, C. & Taniguchi, T. (2026). 

Recidivism among formerly incarcerated adults and youth 

in Washington State: Fiscal years 2009-2021. (Document 

Number 26-09-1901). Olympia: Washington State Institute 

for Public Policy. 

Summary 

This report documents trends in recidivism for 

individuals released from prison and Juvenile 

Rehabilitation (JR) facilities during fiscal years (FY) 

2009-2021. We measured recidivism using multiple 

indicators of post-release contact with the criminal 

justice system (i.e., arrest, charge, conviction, and 

return to confinement). We examined how often 

individuals recidivated, how quickly they experienced 

their first recidivism event, and characteristics of the 

recidivism offense. 

Key Findings: 

• Between FY 2009 and 2021, more than 70% of

prison and JR release events involved at least

one arrest, charge, conviction, or return to

confinement.

• Most formerly incarcerated individuals had their

first recorded offense within one year of release

from confinement.

• We found evidence of changes in recidivism that

coincided with the implementation of pandemic-

era restrictions and the Blake decision. During

this time period, formerly incarcerated

individuals exhibited lower rates of recidivism

overall and a substantial decrease in recidivism

for offenses involving drugs or alcohol.

https://www.wsipp.wa.gov
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I. Background 

We begin by providing an overview of key 

issues in recidivism research, with an 

emphasis on how to accurately interpret 

measures of recidivism derived from 

administrative records. 

Next, we discuss important policy changes 

and other events that affected how the 

criminal justice system operated in 

Washington State during fiscal years 2009-

2021. In particular, we focus on events that 

may have increased or decreased contact 

between formerly incarcerated people and 

the criminal justice system, which has 

implications for interpreting trends in 

recidivism during this time period. 

Recidivism 

What is Recidivism? 

Conceptually, the term “recidivism” describes 

an individual-level behavioral outcome: a 

person engages in criminal behavior after 

experiencing punishment. In practice, 

however, researchers typically do not directly 

observe criminal behavior. Instead, recidivism 

is commonly measured using administrative 

records of criminal justice events (e.g., arrest, 

charge, conviction, incarceration) to infer that 

an individual engaged in criminal behavior. 

Importantly, these measures do not solely 

represent individual behavior; they capture 

the interaction between individual behavior 

and the criminal justice system’s response to 

that behavior.2 

2 NASEM (2022). 
3 Biderman, A.D., & Reiss, A.J., Jr. (1967). On exploring the 

“dark figure” of crime. The ANNALS of the American Academy 

of Political and Social Science, 374(1), 1–15. 

Before a person’s behavior can appear in 

administrative records, the crime must come 

to the attention of law enforcement, be 

attributed to an individual, and be processed 

through one or more legal institutions. 

Decisions by victims, witnesses, law 

enforcement officers, prosecutors, judges, 

correctional officials, and community-

supervision officers can therefore have major 

consequences for whether (and how) an event 

appears in administrative records. 

In particular, research indicates that a 

substantial amount of criminal behavior 

simply goes undetected and never becomes 

known to the criminal justice system.3 For 

example, evidence from a recent 

victimization survey indicated that 60% of 

violent victimizations and 67% of property 

victimizations were not reported to the 

police.4 Thus, we assume that administrative 

records omit a considerable amount of 

criminal behavior that occurs after release 

from confinement. 

For these reasons, measures of recidivism 

based on administrative records should not 

be interpreted as direct measures of 

criminal behavior. Instead, they are best 

understood as indicators of contact with the 

criminal justice system after release from 

confinement.5 

4 Morgan, R.E., & Thompson, A. (2021). Criminal 

victimization, 2020 (NCJ 301775). U.S. Department of Justice, 

Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics. 
5 NASEM (2022). 
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Benefits of Multiple Recidivism Measures 

Recent methodological guidance 

recommends using multiple measures of 

recidivism rather than relying on a single 

outcome.6 

 

Measures of events such as arrests, charges 

filed, convictions, and returns to 

confinement capture distinct stages of 

criminal justice system involvement and are 

shaped by different institutional decisions. 

Consistent patterns across outcomes 

provide evidence that a finding is not 

specific to one administrative measure, 

while divergent patterns may reveal the 

impact of policies that are unique to a 

particular stage of the criminal justice 

system. 

 

Recidivism can also be measured in ways 

that go beyond a yes-or-no indicator. 

Research recommends measuring time to 

first recorded offense to approximate how 

long formerly incarcerated individuals 

refrained from illegal behavior after release 

from confinement.7 

 

Information about the recorded offense can 

also be used to categorize recidivism events 

based on offense severity and crime type. 

These measures can identify offense-specific 

trends in justice system contact, which can be 

useful for understanding the impact of 

changes in policies or practices on specific 

crimes (e.g., State v. Blake and drug 

possession). 

 
6 Ibid. 
7 King, R., & Elderbroom, B. (2014). Improving recidivism as a 

performance measure. Urban Institute. 
8 NASEM (2022). 
9 Ibid. 
10 Durose, M.R., Cooper, A.D., & Snyder, H.N. (2014). 

Recidivism of prisoners released in 30 states in 2005: Patterns 

from 2005 to 2010 (NCJ 244205). U.S. Department of Justice, 

Correlates of Recidivism 

One of the strongest correlates of recidivism is 

age. The likelihood of recidivating peaks in late 

adolescence and young adulthood, then 

declines with age. 8 

 

Evidence also indicates that criminal history is 

strongly correlated with recidivism. Individuals 

with more extensive criminal records (e.g., arrests, 

convictions) are more likely to recidivate.9 

 

In addition, past research consistently finds that 

individuals incarcerated for property offenses 

tend to have the highest rates of arrest after 

prison release.10 

 

Recidivism also varies across demographic 

groups. Men generally have higher recorded 

recidivism rates than women, and rates frequently 

differ across racial and ethnic groups. 11 

Context for Interpreting Washington’s Recent 

Recidivism Trends 

 

Researchers often track recidivism over long 

periods to describe trends over time. However, 

trends in recidivism can be influenced by period 

effects. Period effects occur when changes in the 

broader social, economic, or policy environment 

affect outcomes for individuals observed during a 

particular time period. In recidivism research, 

period effects occur when major events impact 

the likelihood of recidivism for individuals who 

were released from confinement during the same 

period.12  

Bureau of Justice Statistics and Durose, M.R., & Antenangeli, 

L. (2021). Recidivism of prisoners released in 34 states in 2012: 

A 5-year follow-up period (2012–2017) (NCJ 255947). U.S. 

Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics. See 

Appendix II for more information on the association between 

index offense type and recidivism. 
11 NASEM (2022). 
12 Ibid. 
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Changes to the criminal justice system can 

cause the recidivism rate to increase or 

decrease even when behaviors remain 

unchanged. For example, changes in 

policing priorities can affect the likelihood 

that certain forms of conduct will be 

detected and result in an arrest. As a result, 

it is important to consider the period-

specific context when interpreting recidivism 

trends. 

 

COVID-19 Pandemic 

In response to the outbreak of COVID-19, 

Governor Jay Inslee declared a state of 

emergency that lasted from February 29, 

2020, until October 31, 2022.13 Evidence 

indicates that the COVID-19 emergency 

substantially changed criminal justice 

practices during this time. 

  

Because airborne viruses can spread rapidly in 

correctional settings, local jurisdictions restricted 

the use of jails and juvenile detention centers. 

This coincided with a large decrease in arrests, 

jail bookings, and admissions to juvenile 

detention facilities. 14 

 
13 Washington State Office of the Governor. (2022, October 28). 

Proclamation 20-05.1: Terminating the COVID-19 state of 

emergency [Proclamation]. 
14 Gilman, A.B., & Sanford, R. (2022). The impact of COVID-19 

on juvenile detention in Washington State. Washington State 

Center for Court Research, Administrative Office of the 

Courts; Hirsch, M. (2021). COVID-19 and adult criminal 

justice: A quantitative look at affected systems. (Doc. No. 21-

07-1901). Olympia: Washington State Institute for Public 

Policy; and Whichard, C., Spangler, M., & Hardenbergh, L. 

(2024). Jails and juvenile detention centers in Washington 

State: Population trends, survey of local facilities, and 

availability of CJTC training. (Doc. No. 24-12-1901). Olympia: 

Washington State Institute for Public Policy: p. 13. 
15 Washington Supreme Court. (2020, March 20). In the 

matter of statewide response by Washington State courts to 

the COVID-19 public health emergency (Amended Order No. 

25700-B-607). 

Restrictions also changed the court system, 15 

resulting in fewer filings and dispositions, slower 

case processing, and an accumulation of 

unresolved cases. 16 

 

Similarly, pandemic-related restrictions had 

consequences for the Department of Corrections 

(DOC) and Juvenile Rehabilitation (JR). Changes 

to law enforcement and court practices resulted 

in fewer individuals entering confinement.17 The 

Department of Corrections also reported 

disruptions to community custody practices, 18 

which affected how correctional staff detected 

and responded to supervision violations. 

 

Although the pandemic imposed significant 

constraints on the criminal justice system, 

evidence indicates that the effects were not 

uniform across offenses.19 There were substantial 

reductions in criminal cases involving non-

violent, low-severity offenses. In contrast, cases 

involving serious violent crimes were relatively 

unaffected. 

 

State v. Blake (2021) 

On February 25, 2021, the Washington State 

Supreme Court ruled in State v. Blake that the 

existing laws regulating punishment for felony 

drug possession were unconstitutional.20 

16 Hirsch (2021) and Washington State Board for Judicial 

Administration, Court Recovery Task Force, Lessons Learned 

Committee. (2020). Changing court practices amidst COVID 

and beyond: A survey report on changing court practices in 

response to COVID-19 in Washington State courts. 
17 Hirsch, M. (2021) and Washington State Partnership 

Council on Juvenile Justice. (2024). 2024 biennial Washington 

State juvenile justice system report to the governor and state 

legislature. 
18 After prison release, it is common for individuals to be 

placed on community supervision where they are expected 

to obey various rules. Failure to comply with these rules is 

considered a “community supervision violation” and can 

result in a variety of punishments. See Washington State 

Department of Corrections (WADOC). (2025). Community 

custody terms: Violation response (Report No. 400-SR002). 
19 Hirsch (2021) and Washington State Partnership Council 

on Juvenile Justice (2024). 
20 State v. Blake. (2021). 197 Wash.2d 170, 481 P.3d 521. 

https://www.wsipp.wa.gov/ReportFile/1739/Wsipp_COVID-19-and-Adult-Criminal-Justice-A-Quantitative-Look-at-Affected-Systems_Report.pdf
https://www.wsipp.wa.gov/ReportFile/1739/Wsipp_COVID-19-and-Adult-Criminal-Justice-A-Quantitative-Look-at-Affected-Systems_Report.pdf
https://www.wsipp.wa.gov/ReportFile/1806/Wsipp_Jails-and-Juvenile-Detention-Centers-in-Washington-State-Population-Trends-Survey-of-Local-Facilities-and-Availability-of-CJTC-Courses_Report.pdf
https://www.wsipp.wa.gov/ReportFile/1806/Wsipp_Jails-and-Juvenile-Detention-Centers-in-Washington-State-Population-Trends-Survey-of-Local-Facilities-and-Availability-of-CJTC-Courses_Report.pdf
https://www.wsipp.wa.gov/ReportFile/1806/Wsipp_Jails-and-Juvenile-Detention-Centers-in-Washington-State-Population-Trends-Survey-of-Local-Facilities-and-Availability-of-CJTC-Courses_Report.pdf
https://www.wsipp.wa.gov/ReportFile/1739/Wsipp_COVID-19-and-Adult-Criminal-Justice-A-Quantitative-Look-at-Affected-Systems_Report.pdf
https://www.wsipp.wa.gov/ReportFile/1739/Wsipp_COVID-19-and-Adult-Criminal-Justice-A-Quantitative-Look-at-Affected-Systems_Report.pdf
https://www.wsipp.wa.gov/ReportFile/1739/Wsipp_COVID-19-and-Adult-Criminal-Justice-A-Quantitative-Look-at-Affected-Systems_Report.pdf
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This ruling had a dramatic impact on how the 

criminal justice system dealt with offenses for 

drug possession. For example, law 

enforcement agencies responded to the Blake 

decision by directing personnel to 

immediately stop making arrests or pursuing 

criminal charges for drug possession.21 

Three months after the Blake decision, the 

Washington State Legislature recriminalized 

drug possession as a misdemeanor.22 

“Swift and Certain” 

After prison release, it is common for 

individuals to be placed on community 

supervision where they are expected to 

obey various rules, such as maintaining 

regular contact with their community 

corrections officer (CCO). Failure to comply 

with these rules is considered a “community 

supervision violation” and can result in a 

variety of punishments.23 The Department of 

Corrections’ practices underwent major 

changes following legislation passed in 

2012, which directed DOC to implement 

“Swift and Certain” (SAC) as the response 

model for community supervision 

violations.24 

Under SAC, CCOs are required to quickly 

issue sanctions for all community 

supervision violations, which are classified as 

either low- or high-level violations. 

21 Ochsner Utt, A. (2023). Grappling with our own errors: 

Lessons from State v. Blake. Washington and Lee Law Review 

Online, 80(6), 347. 
22 Engrossed Senate Bill 5476, Chapter 311, Laws of 2021. 

Legislation related to the classification of drug possession 

continues to evolve. In May 2023, the legislature passed 

Second Engrossed Second Substitute Senate Bill 5536 

Low-level violations can result in an 

individual spending one to three days in jail, 

while high-level violations result in a 

mandatory arrest and up to 30 days in jail. 

In other words, the SAC model is explicitly 

designed to accelerate contact between law 

enforcement and formerly incarcerated 

individuals who violate the terms of 

community supervision. 

Washington DOC’s approach to 

implementing SAC has evolved over time.25 

At various points in this process, policy 

changes have resulted in the increased use 

of arrest and jail detention for supervision 

violations. Because the current study treats 

post-release arrest as an indicator of 

recidivism, this has potential implications for 

interpreting trends in recidivism. 

For example, in 2016, DOC implemented 

changes to administrative practice that 

expanded enforcement and systematized 

processing for community supervision 

violations, especially those involving new 

criminal conduct and Failure to Obey All 

Laws (FTOAL) violations. After these changes 

went into effect, DOC reported a rapid 

increase in recorded FTOAL violations that 

contributed to an increase in the population 

confined for community-supervision 

violations.26 

Chapter 1, Laws of 2023, which reclassified drug possession as 

a gross misdemeanor. 

23 WADOC (2025). 
24 Second Engrossed Second Substitute Senate Bill 6204, 

Chapter 6, Laws of 2012. WADOC. (2012). Community 
corrections practices: 2012 report to the legislature; WADOC. 

(2018). Swift and certain sanctioning: 2018 report to the 

Legislature. 

25 See Appendix V for more details. 
26 WADOC (2018), p. 8. 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2021-22/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/Senate/5476.SL.pdf?q=20260917093224
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2023-24/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/Senate/5536-S2.SL.pdf?q=20260917163451
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2023-24/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/Senate/5536-S2.SL.pdf?q=20260917163451
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2011-12/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/Senate/6204-S2.SL.pdf?q=20260918105105
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2011-12/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/Senate/6204-S2.SL.pdf?q=20260918105105
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II. Data and Methods

In this section, we review the data sources, 

samples, and measures that we used to 

examine trends in recidivism. Additional 

details can be found in Appendix I. 

Data 

Data Sources 

Data for this project came from the 

Washington State Department of 

Corrections (DOC), 27 Department of 

Children, Youth, and Families (DCYF), 

Administrative Office of the Courts (AOC), 

and the Washington State Patrol (WSP). 

These data were combined and processed in 

WSIPP’s Criminal History Database (CHD). 

Study Period 

We examined recidivism among individuals 

who were released from confinement during 

fiscal years (FY) 2009 to 2021. At the time of 

analysis, we had access to CHD records 

through FY 2025, so we used 2021 as our 

final release year to allow for multiple years 

of follow-up. 

Unit of Analysis 

The unit of analysis is the release event. A 

release event refers to an instance in which 

a person was released from confinement to 

the community in Washington State and is 

subsequently at risk of recidivism. 

27 This material utilizes information from the Washington 

State Department of Corrections (DOC). Any views expressed 

here are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily 

represent those of the DOC or other data 

contributors. Any errors are attributable to the author(s). 

DOC does not guarantee the accuracy, timeliness, or 

completeness of the data/information supplied. 
28 Because people can be incarcerated and released multiple 

times during the 13-year observation period, the same 

Individuals may appear in the data more 

than once if they had multiple qualifying 

releases during the study period. 28 

Analytic Samples 

We separately examined recidivism trends 

for two samples: a prison sample and a JR 

sample. 

The prison sample consists of 94,553 release 

events for 65,469 individuals. Each event 

involves an individual who was released 

from confinement in a DOC prison facility. 

The JR sample consists of 7,480 release 

events for 6,320 individuals. Each event 

involves an individual who was released 

from confinement in a JR facility. 

Data Processing 

We used personal identifiers, such as name 

and date of birth, to link individuals in each 

sample to CHD records. This person-

matching process allowed us to use records 

from criminal justice agencies to determine 

whether individuals experienced one or 

more recidivism events after release from 

confinement. 

individual can appear in each analytic sample more than 

once. However, most of our descriptive analyses aggregate 

release events by FY, and it was exceedingly rare for the 

same individual to have more than one release event during 

the same FY. In the prison sample, only 0.9% of release 

events occurred in a FY in which the same individual had 

multiple releases. In the JR sample, only 1.7% of release 

events occurred in a FY in which the same individual had 

multiple releases. 
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Measuring Recidivism 

 

The way recidivism is defined and measured 

has changed over time, can vary between 

organizations, and may be used for different 

research purposes. Regardless of the source, 

all measures of recidivism have three basic 

components:  

• At-risk date: The date when an 

individual was released from 

confinement to the community and 

is eligible for follow-up. This marks 

the beginning of the recidivism 

follow-up period. 

• Follow-up period: A set period of 

time during which the individual was 

considered at risk of reoffending and 

was observed for recidivism events. 

• Recidivism event: A qualifying 

criminal justice event observed 

during the follow-up period that 

indicates the person has recidivated. 
 

At-Risk Date 

For the prison sample, we defined the at-

risk date as the date of release from 

confinement in a DOC prison. After prison 

release, people may be placed in transitional 

facilities (e.g., reentry centers) designed to 

support the transition back into the 

community. Because people are at risk for 

recidivating during this time, we include this 

period of partial confinement in the 

recidivism observation period. 

 
29 NASEM (2022). 
30 Casey, W.M., & Siennick, S.E. (2023). Juvenile recidivism: An 

examination of state measurement strategies. American 

Journal of Criminal Justice, 48(3), 786-807. 
31 We measured arrests using records from WSP. These 

records only include arrests where the individual had their 

fingerprints taken. As a result, they should not be interpreted 

For the JR sample, we defined the at-risk 

date as the date of release from 

confinement in a JR facility. 

 

Follow-up Period 

For the prison sample, we used a three-year 

follow-up period, which is widely used in 

adult recidivism research.29 For the JR 

sample, we used a two-year follow-up 

period, which aligns with best practices in 

juvenile recidivism research. 30 

 

Recidivism Events 

We measured recidivism using multiple 

indicators of contact with different stages of 

the criminal justice system. We examined 

five types of recidivism events: 

• Arrest: The individual was arrested for 

an alleged offense that occurred 

during the follow-up period. 31 

• Charge: The individual was charged 

with an alleged offense that occurred 

during the follow-up period. 

• Conviction: The individual was 

convicted of an offense that occurred 

during the follow-up period. 32 

• Return to prison/JR: The individual 

was returned to confinement for a new 

offense during the follow-up period.33 

• Any recidivism: The individual 

experienced at least one recidivism 

event of any type during the follow-up 

period.  

as a complete count of all arrests. See Appendix IV for more 

details. 
32 Because it takes time for criminal cases to be adjudicated, 

we allow up to one year after the end of the follow-up 

period to identify conviction events. 
33 We excluded instances where individuals were returned to 

DOC/JR custody for technical violations. 



8 

We constructed five binary indicators to 

measure whether individuals experienced 

each type of recidivism event at least once 

following release. Individuals can experience 

more than one type of recidivism event after 

leaving confinement. 

Recorded Offense 

The data we used to measure arrest, charge, 

and conviction events provide details on 

each individual’s criminal conduct.34 While 

informative, it is important to acknowledge 

that these records are byproducts of the 

justice system process and may not 

necessarily provide a factually precise 

description of an individual’s actual 

behavior. 

For example, arrests and filed charges 

reflect allegations based on the information 

available at the time, which may be 

incomplete. Over time, investigations may 

uncover new evidence that causes the 

recorded offense to change at different 

stages of the justice system. Similarly, 

prosecutors may use plea bargains to 

negotiate with defendants and secure 

convictions for offenses that are different 

from the individual’s actual behavior. 

As a result, we use the term recorded 

offense to preserve this distinction. 

Offense Severity 

We used the Revised Code of Washington 

(RCW) for each recorded offense to identify  

the number of felony and misdemeanor 

offenses that occurred during the follow-up 

period for each release event. Next, we 

sorted release events into the following 

categories: 

34 The data we used to measure return to prison/JR is based 

on admission records that do not include information on 

criminal conduct.  

• Misdemeanor only: The individual

had at least one arrest, charge, or

conviction for a misdemeanor offense,

but no felony offenses.

• Felony: The individual had at least one

arrest, charge, or conviction for a

felony offense.

• Neither: The individual did not have

any recorded misdemeanor or felony

offenses.

Offense Type 

We used the RCW for each recorded offense 

to identify different types of crimes: 

• Drug/Alcohol: Offenses involving

the unlawful sale, manufacturing,

distribution, possession, or use of

drugs or alcohol.

• Person: Offenses involving the

victimization of another person,

including acts of violence, sexual

behavior, threats, and coercion.

• Property: Offenses involving theft or

destruction of property.

• Weapon: Offenses involving the

unlawful possession, sale, or use of

firearms or other weapons.

We constructed four binary indicators to 

measure whether individuals had at least 

one recorded offense in a given category 

following release. For example, if an 

individual was arrested for a property 

offense and charged with a person offense, 

they were counted in both the property 

recidivism and person recidivism categories. 
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Time to First Recorded Offense 

Among release events that had at least one 

recorded offense, we identified the date of 

the first offense (i.e., the offense that 

happened closest to the date of release 

from confinement). Next, we measured the 

number of days between the at-risk date 

and the first recorded offense date. We used 

this information to approximate how quickly 

individuals recidivated for the first time after 

returning to the community. 

 

Demographic Characteristics 
 

All demographic characteristics were derived 

from administrative records maintained by 

DOC or DCYF. We measured sex based on 

whether individuals were listed as male or 

female. We measured age at the time 

individuals were released from confinement. 

To measure race and ethnicity, we sorted 

individuals into one of five categories: White, 

Black, Hispanic, American Indian/Alaska 

Native (AI/AN), or Asian/Pacific Islander (PI).35  

 
35 We classified all Hispanic individuals in the same category, 

regardless of race. Thus, other categories only consist of 

non-Hispanic individuals (e.g., non-Hispanic White, non-

Hispanic Black). 

Criminal History 

 

To measure criminal history, we used data 

from AOC to identify the “index case” linked 

to each release event. This represents the 

criminal case that resulted in the initial 

period of confinement that preceded the 

release event. 

Indicators of criminal activity occurring 

before the index case are treated as a 

person’s criminal history record. 
 

Number of Prior Felony Convictions 

We created a count variable to measure how 

many times each individual had previously 

been convicted of a felony.36 

 

Index Offense 

We classified each individual’s “index 

offense” based on the type of crime recorded 

in connection with their index case. If the 

index case involved multiple crimes, the 

index offense represents the most serious 

offense. We classified the index offense using 

the following categories: drug/alcohol, 

person, property, and weapon. 

  

36 Because this only includes felony convictions that occurred 

before the index case, individuals can have values of zero on 

this measure. 
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Risk Level Classification 

 

Washington ONE 

The Washington Offender Needs Evaluation 

(Washington ONE) is a risk assessment 

instrument that DOC has administered since 

December 2017.37 One of the main functions 

of the Washington ONE is to assess the 

likelihood that an individual will recidivate 

after leaving prison,38 which DOC officials use 

to determine the appropriate level of 

supervision that individuals will receive once 

they are released to the community. 

 

The Washington ONE relies on administrative 

records and information collected by case 

managers to calculate risk scores across four 

types of felony recidivism: general, drug, 

property, and violent. Based on these scores, 

the Washington ONE assigns individuals to 

one of six mutually exclusive risk level 

classifications: 

• High Diverse: The individual received 

high scores for the violent, property, 

and drug models. 

• High Violent: The individual was 

assessed at high risk for recidivism 

involving a violent crime but was not 

classified as High Diverse. 

• High Property: The individual was 

assessed at high risk for recidivism 

involving a property crime but was 

not classified as High Diverse or High 

Violent. 

 
37 Results involving Washington ONE risk scores are limited to 

people released since 2017. 
38 Bagdon-Cox, C., & Adams, G. (2023). Overview of the 

Washington ONE Risk Assessment tool. Department of 

Corrections, Washington State. 

 

• High Drug: The individual was 

assessed at high risk for recidivism 

involving a drug crime but was not 

classified as High Diverse, High 

Violent, or High Property. 

• Moderate: The individual was 

assessed as having a moderate risk of 

recidivism.39 

• Low: The individual was assessed as 

having a low risk of recidivism. 

Juvenile Risk Assessment 

Risk classifications were derived from 

successive versions of Washington State’s 

juvenile risk-and-needs assessment system. 

These instruments classified youth as low, 

moderate, or high risk.40 

 

39 Moderate and low risk scores are not disaggregated by 

crime type. 
40 Edelstein, I., & Goins, A. (2025). Factor analysis of the 

Integrated Developmental Evaluation and Assessment (IDEA). 

Department of Children, Youth, and Families, Office of 

Innovation, Alignment, and Accountability. 
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III. Recidivism After Prison 

 

In this section, we review patterns in 

recidivism for adults released from prison 

during FY 2009-2021. Results from 

supplemental analyses can be found in 

Appendix II. We begin by providing an 

overview of the relevant time period and 

sample size for each prison release cohort. 

 

Adults Released from Prison 

 

Exhibit 1 provides information on the annual 

number of prison release events during the 

observation period. 

 

Because the observation period for our 

study overlaps with two events that may 

influence trends in recidivism (i.e., COVID-19 

and State v. Blake), we indicate the extent to 

which each release cohort was exposed to 

these events. 

 

The number of prison release events 

remained relatively stable from FY 2009 

through 2020, fluctuating between 

approximately 7,100 and 7,800 events per 

year. The number declined sharply in FY 

2021, falling to 5,711 release events—the 

lowest level observed during the study 

period. 

 

Exhibit 1 

Prison Release Cohorts: Exposure to COVID-19 and State v. Blake 

Fiscal 

year 

Release 

events 

COVID-19 pandemic period Post-State v. Blake period 

Any overlap 

(%) 

Median overlap 

(days) 

Any overlap 

(%) 

Median overlap 

(days) 

2009 7,393 -- -- -- -- 

2010 7,478 -- -- -- -- 

2011 7,183 -- -- -- -- 

2012 7,069 -- -- -- -- 

2013 7,193 -- -- -- -- 

2014 7,626 -- -- -- -- 

2015 7,399 -- -- -- -- 

2016 7,410 -- -- -- -- 

2017 7,221 33 0 -- -- 

2018 7,634 100 309 35 0 

2019 7,783 100 668 100 306 

2020 7,453 100 939 100 680 

2021 5,711 100 666 100 1,043 

Notes: 

Individuals were followed for three years after prison release.  

The COVID-19 period is defined as February 29, 2020, through October 31, 2022; the post-State v. Blake period begins 

February 25, 2021. “Any overlap” describes the percentage of release events where the individual’s three-year follow-up 

period overlapped with the corresponding period by at least one day. “Median overlap” includes release events that had 

zero overlap with the corresponding period. 

The double hyphen (--) indicates that none of the release events during a given fiscal year were exposed to the 

corresponding period. 
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This pattern likely reflects disruptions 

associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which coincided with a sharp decline in 

prison admissions, as well as increased 

emergency commutations and transfers to 

partial confinement facilities.41 
 

Patterns in Recidivism Outcomes 

 

Overall Prevalence 

Recidivism rates were relatively stable for 

adults released from prison between FY 2009 

and 2018, with slightly more than 70% of 

release events resulting in recidivism of any 

kind (Exhibit 2). 

Arrest and charge recidivism exhibit similar 

patterns for most of the observation period,42 

though the arrest rate was notably higher than 

the charge rate from FY 2015 to 2019. 

Beginning around FY 2018, all recidivism 

measures declined, likely reflecting the impact 

of pandemic-era restrictions on the criminal 

justice system. 

 

The results also provide information on the 

relative prevalence of different types of 

recidivism events. Across all prison release 

cohorts, arrest recidivism was most common at 

62.6%, followed by charge (60.7%), conviction 

(50.1%), and return to prison (30.0%). In total, 

71.2% of all prison release events between FY 

2009 and 2021 resulted in any recidivism. 

 

Exhibit 2 

Annual Trends in Recidivism by Event Type 

 
Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of prison release events where the individual experienced at least one 

recidivism event of the indicated type within three years of their release date. 

Recidivism event categories are not mutually exclusive. 

 
41 Inslee, J. (2020, April 15). Reducing prison population 

(Proclamation 20-50). Office of the Governor, State of 

Washington, & Jones, K. (2023). First-year returns to prison and 

warrant issuance in the Proclamation 20-50 population (Report 

No. 300-RE009). Washington State Department of Corrections. 

42 The observed similarity in arrest/charge rates is likely due 

to incomplete coverage of misdemeanor arrests in the 

source data. See Appendix IV for more details. 

https://doc.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2025-02/300-RE009.pdf
https://doc.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2025-02/300-RE009.pdf
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Exhibit 3 

Annual Trends in Felony Recidivism by Offense Type 

 

Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of prison release events where the individual experienced at least one 

arrest, charge, or conviction for the associated felony offense within three years of their release date. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 

 

Exhibit 4 

Annual Trends in Misdemeanor Recidivism by Offense Type 

 

Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of prison release events where the individual experienced at least one 

arrest, charge, or conviction for the associated misdemeanor offense within three years of their release date. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 
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Offense Severity and Type 

Exhibit 3 and Exhibit 4 show trends in 

misdemeanor and felony recidivism by 

offense type. Two patterns stand out. 

 

First, recidivism for felony drug/alcohol 

offenses declined substantially among 

individuals released between FY 2018 and 

2021. There was also a decrease in 

recidivism for misdemeanor drug/alcohol 

offenses during the same time period, 

though the change is less pronounced. 

Given the timing of these patterns, it is likely 

that they reflect changes to the justice 

system stemming from the Blake decision. 

 

Second, felony recidivism for person and 

weapon offenses increased slightly during 

the observation period. 

Time to First Recorded Offense 

Among release events that resulted in at 

least one arrest, charge, or conviction, the 

median time to the first recorded offense 

was relatively stable from FY 2009 through 

2017, sharply declined for the FY 2018 and 

2019 cohorts, then increased for the FY 

2020 and 2021 cohorts (Exhibit 5, Panel A). 

 

This pattern coincided with changes in 

DOC’s enforcement of community-custody 

violations. These changes may have 

increased or accelerated arrests for 

supervision-related conduct, thereby 

reducing the observed time to the first 

recorded offense. 

 

More generally, the results indicate that the 

first year after prison release is an especially 

high-risk period for recidivism (Exhibit 5, 

Panel B). For roughly 20% of release events, 

the individual had their first recorded 

offense within three months of leaving 

prison. The percentage rises to 33% within 

six months and 50% within one year. After 

the first year, the cumulative percentage 

increases at a slower pace, reaching about 

64% by two years and 70% by three years. 
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Exhibit 5 

Time to First Recorded Offense 

Panel A: Median Days to First Recorded Offense 

 
Notes: 

The trend line shows the median number of days that transpired between the date of prison release and 

the date of the first recorded offense. 

If the individual did not have at least one recorded offense within three years of prison release, the 

release event is excluded. 

 

Panel B: Cumulative Percentage with a First Recorded Offense 

 
Notes: 

The trend line shows the cumulative percentage of prison release events where the individual had their first 

recorded offense within the indicated time since release. 

Percentages include all release events from fiscal years 2009–2021, including those without a recorded 

qualifying offense during the three-year follow-up period. 
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Demographic Characteristics 

 

Next, we describe patterns in recidivism by 

demographic characteristics. To save space, 

we only show graphs that visualize patterns 

in “any recidivism.” In the text, however, we 

describe differences across all measures of 

recidivism to provide a more comprehensive 

summary of our findings. We present 

supplemental results in Appendix II. 

 

Because our recidivism measures are based 

on administrative records, evidence of 

demographic variation in recidivism should 

be interpreted carefully. 

For example, if particular demographic 

characteristics are associated with high rates 

of arrest after prison release, this could 

reflect differences in criminal behavior, 

differences in exposure to law enforcement, 

or differences in both behavior and 

exposure. 

 

Sex 

Men consistently had higher rates of any 

recidivism than women (Exhibit 6). 

Recidivism declined for both sexes 

beginning around FY 2018. 

 

Supplemental results indicate that men had 

higher recidivism rates than women across 

every outcome examined and generally 

experienced their first recorded offense 

sooner. Sex differences were especially 

pronounced for return to prison and for 

person and weapon offenses. 

 

 

Exhibit 6 

Any Recidivism by Sex 

 
Note: 

Trend lines show the percentage of prison release events where the individual experienced at least one arrest, charge, 

conviction, or return to prison within three years of their release date.  
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Exhibit 7 

Any Recidivism by Age at Prison Release 

 
Note: 

Trend lines show the percentage of prison release events where the individual experienced at least one arrest, charge, 

conviction, or return to prison within three years of their release date. 

 

Age at Prison Release 

In Exhibit 7, we show age differences in 

recidivism across release cohorts. Recidivism 

declines with age across all release cohorts; 

adults ages 18–24 had the highest rates, 

while those ages 55 and older had the 

lowest. This pattern remained stable over 

time, although rates declined for most 

groups beginning around FY 2018. 

 

Supplemental results indicate that 

recidivism declines consistently with age 

across every outcome examined, and older 

adults generally experienced their first 

recorded offense later. Age differences were 

especially pronounced for measures of 

recidivism offense severity/type; younger 

individuals had higher rates of felony-

involved recidivism, as well as higher rates 

of recidivism for every type of offense 

examined. 

Race and Ethnicity 

Recidivism rates were generally highest 

among American Indian/Alaska Native 

(AI/AN) or Black individuals, and lowest 

among White and Asian/Pacific Islander (PI) 

individuals (Exhibit 8). The recidivism rate for 

Hispanic individuals followed a different 

pattern, rising through FY 2017 and 2018 

before declining among the most recent 

cohorts, as overall racial and ethnic 

differences in recidivism rates narrowed. 

 

Supplemental results indicate that AI/AN 

and Black individuals generally had the 

highest recidivism rates and earliest 

recorded offenses. Hispanic individuals had 

intermediate rates, and White and Asian/PI 

individuals generally had the lowest rates. 

Differences were especially pronounced for 

person and weapon offenses. 
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Exhibit 8 

Any Recidivism by Race and Ethnicity 

 
Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of prison release events where the individual experienced at least one arrest, 

charge, conviction, or return to prison within three years of their release date.  

NH = non-Hispanic. 

AIAN = American Indian/Alaska Native. 

PI = Pacific Islander. 

 

Exhibit 9 

Any Recidivism by Prior Felony Convictions 

 
Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of prison release events where the individual experienced at least one arrest, charge, 

conviction, or return to prison within three years of their release date. 
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Criminal History 
 

Number of Prior Felony Convictions 

In Exhibit 9, we show differences in 

recidivism across release cohorts by the 

number of prior felony convictions. 

Recidivism increases consistently with the 

number of prior felony convictions, and this 

gradient remains highly stable across 

release cohorts. Starting around FY 2018, 

recidivism declined for most groups. 

 

Supplemental results indicate that prior 

felony history had a strong association with 

recidivism. As the number of prior felony 

convictions increases, recidivism becomes 

more common and occurs more quickly. 

Similarly, individuals with more extensive 

felony conviction histories had higher rates 

of felony-involved recidivism, as well as 

higher rates of recidivism for every type of 

offense examined. 

 

Index Offense 

In Exhibit 10, we show differences in 

recidivism across release cohorts by index 

offense. 43 Individuals with property or 

weapon index offenses had the highest 

recidivism rates, while those with 

drug/alcohol or person index offenses had 

the lowest rates. Starting around FY 2018, 

recidivism declined for all groups. 

 

 

Exhibit 10 

Any Recidivism by Index Offense 

 
Note: 

Trend lines show the percentage of prison release events where the individual experienced at least one arrest, charge, 

conviction, or return to prison within three years of their release date. 

 

 
43 The term “index offense” refers to the crime that resulted 

in incarceration. If an individual was incarcerated in relation 

to multiple crimes, the index offense represents the most 

serious offense. For a more detailed breakdown of recidivism 

by index offense, see Appendix II. 
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Supplemental results indicate that 

individuals with property index offenses 

stand out for having high rates of 

recidivism, earlier first recorded offenses, 

and higher rates of felony-involved 

recidivism. There was also evidence of 

offense-type continuity, particularly for 

property and weapon offenses. In this 

context, the term “offense-type continuity” 

refers to the tendency for individuals with a 

given index offense to have elevated rates 

of recidivism for the same type of offense. 

 

Washington ONE 
 

Individuals classified as Low risk on the 

Washington ONE had substantially lower 

recidivism, while those classified as High 

Diverse had the highest rates of recidivism 

(Exhibit 11).44 The remaining categories fell 

into two middle tiers: Moderate and High 

Drug had similar recidivism rates and were 

closer to the lower end of the distribution, 

while High Property and High Violent had 

similar rates and were closer to the higher 

end. Recidivism declined across all risk 

classification levels from FY 2018 to 2021, but 

the overall risk gradient remained stable. 

 

Supplemental results indicate that as risk 

level increases, recidivism becomes more 

common, occurs sooner after prison release, 

and is more likely to involve felony offenses. 

In addition, the results also broadly align 

with the offense-specific classifications. 

Individuals classified as High Property had 

elevated rates of recidivism for property 

offenses, High Violent had elevated rates for 

person offenses, and High Diverse had 

elevated rates for every type of offense that 

we examined. 

Exhibit 11 

Any Recidivism by Washington ONE Risk Classification Level 

 
Note: 

Trend lines show the percentage of prison release events where the individual experienced at least one 

arrest, charge, conviction, or return to prison within three years of their release date. 

 
44 We focused on prison release events during FY 2018 to 

2021 because Washington ONE data was not widely 

available before this time. 
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IV. Recidivism After Juvenile 

Rehabilitation 
 

In this section, we review patterns in 

recidivism for individuals released from JR 

during FY 2009-2021. We begin by 

providing an overview of the relevant time 

period and sample size for each JR release 

cohort. 

 

Individuals Released from JR 

 

Exhibit 12 provides information on the 

annual number of JR release events during 

the observation period. Because the 

observation period for our study overlaps 

with two events that may influence trends in 

recidivism (i.e., COVID-19 and State v. Blake), 

we indicate the extent to which each release 

cohort was exposed to these events. 

 

Exhibit 12 

JR Release Cohorts: Overlap with COVID-19 and State v. Blake 

Fiscal 

year 

Release 

events 

COVID-19 pandemic period Post-State v. Blake period 

Any 

overlap 

Median overlap 

(days) 

Any 

overlap 

Median overlap 

(days) 

2009 837 -- -- -- -- 

2010 756 -- -- -- -- 

2011 767 -- -- -- -- 

2012 669 -- -- -- -- 

2013 627 -- -- -- -- 

2014 578 -- -- -- -- 

2015 579 -- -- -- -- 

2016 529 -- -- -- -- 

2017 541 -- -- -- -- 

2018 490 34% 0 -- -- 

2019 406 100% 290 33% 0 

2020 396 100% 686 100% 324 

2021 305 100% 690 100% 654 

Notes: 

Individuals were followed for two years after release from JR. The COVID-19 period is defined as February 29, 

2020, through October 31, 2022; the post-State v. Blake period begins February 25, 2021. 

“Any overlap” describes the percentage of release events where the individual’s two-year follow-up period 

overlapped with the corresponding period by at least one day. 

“Median overlap” includes release events that had zero overlap with the corresponding period. 

The double hyphen (--) indicates that none of the release events during a given fiscal year were exposed to 

the corresponding period. 
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The annual number of JR release events 

substantially decreased during the 

observation period. Between FY 2009 and 

2021, the annual count of JR release events 

declined from 837 to 305, which represents 

a 64% decrease. This likely reflects the 

impact of juvenile justice policies that 

prioritize diversion and community-based 

responses to crime, which have resulted in  

fewer juveniles serving time in confinement 

and smaller release cohorts. 45  

 

Because the number of JR release events is 

relatively small, annual estimates become 

unstable when divided across subgroups 

based on demographics, criminal history, or 

risk classification level. As a result, we do 

not show annual trends in recidivism for 

these characteristics.  

Patterns in Recidivism Outcomes 

 

Overall Prevalence 

Recidivism rates were relatively stable for 

individuals released from JR between FY 

2009 and 2018; about 72% to 78% of 

release events resulted in any recidivism 

(Exhibit 13). Beginning around FY 2018, all 

measures of recidivism declined, which likely 

reflects the impact of pandemic-era 

restrictions on the juvenile justice system. 

Finally, most measures of recidivism 

exhibited a slight uptick in FY 2021. 

 

The results also provide information on the 

relative prevalence of different types of 

recidivism events. Across all JR release 

cohorts, charge recidivism was the most 

common at 70%, followed by arrest 

recidivism and conviction recidivism, which 

were both about 62%. 46 Return to JR was 

much less common at 17%. 47 In total, 74.1% 

of all JR release events between FY 2009 and 

2021 resulted in any recidivism. 

 

  

 
45 Knoth, L., Drake, E., Wanner, P., & Westley, E. (2020). 

Washington State’s juvenile justice system: Evolution of 

policies, populations, and practical research (Doc. No. 20-01-

1901). Olympia: Washington State Institute for Public Policy. 
46 It is likely that we are underestimating the arrest rate due 

to incomplete coverage of arrests involving misdemeanors 

and juveniles in the source data. See Appendix IV for more 

details. 
47 It is important to note that there are age eligibility 

requirements for confinement in JR facilities. Individuals who 

were older at the time of JR release and experienced 

reincarceration are more likely to be placed in DOC custody 

rather than returned to JR. See Appendix III for more details. 

https://www.wsipp.wa.gov/ReportFile/1719/Wsipp_Washington-State-s-Juvenile-Justice-System-Evolution-of-Policies-Populations-and-Practical-Research_Report.pdf
https://www.wsipp.wa.gov/ReportFile/1719/Wsipp_Washington-State-s-Juvenile-Justice-System-Evolution-of-Policies-Populations-and-Practical-Research_Report.pdf
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Exhibit 13 

Annual Trends in Recidivism by Event Type 

 
Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of JR release events where the individual experienced at least one 

recidivism event of the indicated type within two years of their release date. 

Recidivism event categories are not mutually exclusive. 

 

Exhibit 14 

Annual Trends in Felony Recidivism by Offense Type 

 

Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of JR release events where the individual experienced at least one 

arrest, charge, or conviction for the associated felony offense within two years of their release date. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive.  

  



24 

Exhibit 15 

Annual Trends in Misdemeanor Recidivism by Offense Type 

Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of JR release events where the individual experienced at least one arrest, 

charge, or conviction for the associated misdemeanor offense within two years of their release date. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 

Offense Severity and Type 

Exhibit 14 and Exhibit 15 show trends in 

misdemeanor and felony recidivism by 

offense type. Three patterns stand out. 

First, recidivism for drug/alcohol offenses 

declined substantially, particularly among 

individuals released between FY 2018 and 

2021. 

Second, felony recidivism for person and 

weapon offenses generally increased over 

the observation period. However, 

misdemeanor recidivism for person and 

weapon offenses was comparatively stable. 

Finally, the most common forms of 

recidivism involved person and property 

offenses. 

Time to First Recorded Offense 

Among JR release events that resulted in at 

least one arrest, charge, or conviction, the 

median time to first recorded offense 

increased gradually through FY 2014, 

declined sharply in 2015, and remained 

relatively stable through 2020 before rising 

again in 2021 (Exhibit 16, Panel A). We did 

not identify a clear policy or compositional 

change that explained the sharp decline 

between FY 2014 and 2015. 

More generally, results indicate that the first 

year after JR release was an especially high-

risk period for recidivism (Exhibit 16, Panel 

B). Overall, 29.4% of release events had a 

first recorded offense within three months, 

46.6% within six months, and 61.5% within 

12 months. After the first year, the 

cumulative percentage increases at a slower 

pace, reaching about 74% by two years. 
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Exhibit 16 

Time to First Recorded Offense 

Panel A: Median Days to First Recorded Offense 

 
Notes: 

The trend line shows the median number of days that transpired between the date of release from 

JR and the date of the first recorded offense. 

If the individual did not have at least one recorded offense within two years of release from JR, the 

release event is excluded. 

 

Panel B: Cumulative Percentage with a First Recorded Offense 

 
Notes: 

The trend line shows the cumulative percentage of JR release events where the individual had their first 

recorded offense within the indicated time since release. 

Percentages include all release events from FY 2009–2021, including those without a recorded qualifying 

offense during the two-year follow-up period.  
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Demographic Characteristics 

 

Next, we describe patterns in recidivism by 

demographic characteristics. To save space, 

we only show graphs that visualize patterns 

in “any recidivism.” In the text, however, we 

describe differences across all measures of 

recidivism to provide a more comprehensive 

summary of our findings. We present 

supplemental results in Appendix III. 

 

As before, if particular demographic 

characteristics are associated with high rates 

of arrest after JR release, this could reflect 

differences in criminal behavior, differences 

in exposure to law enforcement, or 

differences in both behavior and exposure. 

Sex 

Young men had higher recidivism than 

young women (Exhibit 17). Supplemental 

results indicate that sex differences in 

recidivism persist across all outcomes. 

Young men generally experienced their first 

recorded offense sooner, with especially 

large differences for person and weapon 

offenses. 

 

Exhibit 17 

Any Recidivism by Sex: All Release Cohorts Combined 

 
Note: 

Bars represent the percentage of all JR release events from FY 2009–2021 where the individual experienced at least one 

arrest, charge, conviction, or return to JR within two years of their release date.  
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Age at Release 

We examined age differences in recidivism 

among individuals released from JR (Exhibit 

18). Individuals released at ages 12-14 stand 

out from other age groups for generally 

having lower rates of recidivism. 

 

Supplemental results indicate that 

individuals released at ages 12-14 also have 

the lowest rate of felony-involved 

recidivism. 

 

In addition, it is clear that age eligibility 

requirements influence whether individuals 

are returned to JR after release. 

The return rate ranged from 30% to 38% for 

individuals who were 16 or younger at the 

time of release. The return rate was much 

lower for individuals who were age 17 

(11.9%) and nearly zero for individuals ages 

18-25 (0.3%). 

 

Finally, there was some evidence of age 

differences in the types of offenses that 

resulted in recidivism. Regardless of age, the 

most common forms of recidivism involved 

property and person offenses. However, 

recidivism for drug/alcohol and weapon 

offenses increased with age. 

 

Exhibit 18 

Any Recidivism by Age at JR Release: All Release Cohorts Combined 

 
Note: 

Bars represent the percentage of all JR release events from FY 2009–2021 where the individual experienced at 

least one arrest, charge, conviction, or return to JR within two years of their release date.   
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Race and Ethnicity 

We examined racial and ethnic differences 

in recidivism among individuals released 

from JR (Exhibit 19). Release events 

involving Black, Asian/PI, and Hispanic 

individuals had the highest recidivism, while 

release events involving White individuals 

had the lowest recidivism. 

Supplemental results indicate that Black and 

Hispanic individuals also had their first 

recorded offense more quickly than other 

individuals. These groups also had relatively 

high rates of felony-involved recidivism, 

person offense recidivism, and weapon 

offense recidivism.  

 

Results for Asian/PI and AI/AN individuals 

should be interpreted with caution because 

those estimates were based on a smaller 

number of release events. 

 

 

Exhibit 19 

Any Recidivism by Race and Ethnicity: All Release Cohorts Combined 

 
Notes: 

Bars represent the percentage of all JR release events from FY 2009–2021 where the individual experienced at least one arrest, 

charge, conviction, or return to JR within two years of their release date. 

NH = non-Hispanic. 

PI = Pacific Islander. 

AIAN = American Indian/Alaska Native. 
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Criminal History 
 

Number of Prior Felony Convictions 

Prior felony conviction history has an 

especially strong association with recidivism 

(Exhibit 20). For example, the rate of any 

recidivism increased from 53% among 

individuals with no prior felony convictions 

to roughly 90% among individuals with six 

or more prior felony convictions. 

 

Supplemental results indicate that 

individuals with more prior felony 

convictions tended to recidivate sooner 

after release and exhibited more severe and 

varied recidivism offenses. Individuals with a 

greater number of prior felony convictions 

had higher rates of felony-involved 

recidivism, as well as higher rates of 

recidivism for every type of offense 

examined. 48  

 

Exhibit 20 

Any Recidivism by Prior Felony Convictions: All Release Cohorts Combined 

 
Note: 

Bars represent the percentage of all JR release events from FY 2009–2021 where the individual experienced at least 

one arrest, charge, conviction, or return to JR within two years of their release date. 

  

 
48 Estimates for individuals with 11 or more prior felony 

convictions should be interpreted with caution because that 

group included relatively few release events. 
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Index Offense 

We show differences in recidivism by index 

offense in Exhibit 21. Individuals who were 

incarcerated for weapon offenses had the 

highest recidivism, while those who were 

incarcerated for person offenses had the 

lowest recidivism. 

Supplemental results confirm and expand 

these findings. For example, individuals who 

were incarcerated for weapon offenses 

recidivated sooner after leaving JR and had 

the highest rates of felony-involved 

recidivism.  

 

In contrast, individuals who were 

incarcerated for person offenses had the 

slowest time to first recorded offense and 

the lowest rates of felony-involved 

recidivism. 

 

Exhibit 21 

Any Recidivism by Index Offense: All Release Cohorts Combined 

Note: 

Bars represent the percentage of all JR release events from FY 2009–2021 where the individual experienced at least one arrest, charge, 

conviction, or return to JR within two years of their release date. 
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Risk Classification Level 

 

Risk classification level was strongly 

associated with recidivism (Exhibit 22). 

Supplemental results indicate that as risk 

level increases, recidivism becomes more 

common and occurs sooner after JR release.  

Similarly, individuals classified at higher risk 

levels have higher rates of felony-involved 

recidivism, as well as higher rates of 

recidivism for every type of offense 

examined. 

 

 

Exhibit 22 

Any Recidivism by Risk Classification: All Release Cohorts Combined 

 
Note: 

Bars represent the percentage of all JR release events from FY 2009–2021 where the individual experienced at least one arrest, 

charge, conviction, or return to JR within two years of their release date. 
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V. Conclusion 
 

This study documents trends in recidivism 

for individuals released from prison and JR 

facilities during FY 2009-2021. We relied on 

administrative records from law 

enforcement, courts, and correctional 

institutions to construct multiple measures 

of recidivism. We examined different 

dimensions of recidivism, including 

prevalence, timing, severity, and offense 

type.  

 

In the text below, we summarize key 

findings from our study, describe its 

limitations, and discuss future research on 

recidivism.  

 

Key Findings 

 

Measurement Matters 

The estimated prevalence of recidivism is 

highly dependent on how it is measured. 

This reflects the structure of the criminal 

justice system, in which people are 

progressively filtered out as cases move 

through successive stages of legal 

processing. Consequently, measures based 

on events occurring earlier in the process— 
such as arrest or the filing of charges— 
typically produce higher recidivism rates 

than measures based on downstream 

outcomes, such as conviction.  

 

Post-Release Contact is Common 

Results indicate that it was common for 

formerly incarcerated individuals to have 

contact with the criminal justice system after 

being released from confinement.  

 

Between FY 2009 and 2021, more than 70% of 

prison and JR release events resulted in the 

individual experiencing at least one arrest, 

charge, conviction, or return to confinement. 

Recidivism was slightly higher among those 

released from JR facilities than from prison.  

 

Most Recidivism Occurs Soon After Release 

The results indicate that most individuals who 

recidivated did so for the first time relatively 

soon after leaving confinement. Among release 

events that involved recidivism during the 

follow-up period, most formerly incarcerated 

individuals had a first recorded offense within 

one year of release from confinement.  
 

COVID-19 and State v. Blake 

We found evidence of changes in recidivism 

that coincided with the implementation of 

pandemic-era restrictions and the Blake 

decision. Formerly incarcerated individuals who 

were observed in the community during this 

period exhibited lower rates of recidivism 

overall and a substantial decrease in recidivism 

for drug or alcohol offenses.  
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Limitations 

Due to data limitations, it is likely that the 

results from the current study underestimate 

recidivism. There are four reasons for this. 

First, our study did not capture recidivism 

events that occurred outside of Washington 

State. If formerly incarcerated individuals 

moved out of Washington during their follow-

up period and subsequently had contact with 

the criminal justice system, those events would 

not appear in our data.49 

Second, our study did not account for 

mortality after release from confinement. 

Evidence indicates that people released 

from prison are at increased risk of death 

after returning to the community.50 

Research on people released from prison in 

Washington State has found that mortality 

rates were highest during the first one to 

two weeks after release.51 In the current 

study, individuals who died shortly after 

release from confinement were likely to be 

classified as non-recidivists because they 

were only briefly eligible for justice system 

contact. 

49 One national recidivism study found that about 5% of 
individuals were only arrested after moving out of state and 

would have been incorrectly classified as non-recidivists in an 

analysis limited to the releasing state. See Durose, M.R., 

Snyder, H.N., & Cooper, A.D. (2015). Multistate criminal 

history patterns of prisoners released in 30 states (NCJ 

248942). Bureau of Justice Statistics, Office of Justice 

Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. 

50 Merrall, E.L.C., Kariminia, A., Binswanger, I.A., Hobbs, M.S., 
Farrell, M., Marsden, J., Hutchinson, S.J., & Bird, S.M. (2010). 

Meta-analysis of drug-related deaths soon after release from 

prison. Addiction, 105(9), 1545–1554 and Zlodre, J., & Fazel, 

S. (2012). All-cause and external mortality in released

Third, we measure arrest recidivism using 

records from WSP. While informative, 

evidence indicates that these records do not 

provide complete coverage of arrests.52 In 

particular, arrests involving minor offenses 

and juveniles are less likely to appear in this 

data. 53 

Finally, our study measured recidivism using 

administrative records that cannot capture 

all post-release criminal behavior. Research 

indicates that a substantial amount of 

criminal behavior is never reported to the 

police, remains undetected, and never 

appears in administrative records. 

prisoners: Systematic review and meta-analysis. American 

Journal of Public Health, 102(12), e67–e75. 
51 Binswanger, I.A., Blatchford, P.J., Mueller, S.R., & Stern, M.F. 

(2013). Mortality after prison release: Opioid overdose and 

other causes of death, risk factors, and time trends from 

1999 to 2009. Annals of Internal Medicine, 159(9), 592–600; 

O’Connor, A.W., Sears, J.M., & Fulton-Kehoe, D. (2022). 

Overdose and substance-related mortality after release from 

prison in Washington State: 2014–2019. Drug and Alcohol 

Dependence, 241, Article 109655. 
52 Washington State Auditor’s Office. (2015). Improving the 

completeness of Washington’s criminal history records 

database (Audit No. 1013675). 
53 See Appendix IV for more details. 
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Future Research 

 

The results from this report provide a 

historical baseline for interpreting future 

changes in recidivism among individuals 

released from confinement in Washington 

State. 

 

The current study also has implications for 

future descriptive work on recidivism. 

Because our study uses release events as 

the unit of analysis, individuals with multiple 

releases may appear more than once. Future 

research could complement this approach 

with person-based longitudinal designs that 

identify each individual once and follow 

their criminal legal history over time. Such 

designs are better suited to a desistance 

framework, which examines changes within 

individuals—such as longer event-free 

periods and reductions in the frequency or 

seriousness of recorded offenses—rather 

than treating each release as a binary 

success or failure.54 

 
54 NASEM (2022). 

Recidivism is an important topic of study, 

with implications for public safety, criminal 

justice policy, and allocation of public 

resources. At the same time, recidivism is 

often treated as the main way to evaluate 

whether formerly incarcerated individuals 

have successfully reintegrated into the 

community after release from confinement. 

However, reduced contact with the justice 

system is only one dimension of successful 

reentry. Recent guidance recommends 

evaluating post-release success across a 

broader range of life domains, including 

housing, employment, education, physical 

and behavioral health, family and social 

relationships, civic engagement, and 

personal well-being.55 

55 Ibid.  
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Appendices  

Recidivism Among Formerly Incarcerated Adults and Youth in Washington State: Fiscal Years 2009-2021  

 

 

Appendix I. Data and Methods 

 

This appendix provides additional information related to our data and methods (Section II). 

 

Analytic Samples 

 

Prison Sample 

We used data from the Department of Corrections (DOC) to identify prison release events that met the 

following inclusion criteria: 

• The individual was serving time in confinement as the result of a prison sentence; 

• The individual was released from a DOC prison facility; 

• The date of prison release occurred between July 1, 2008, and June 30, 2021; and 

• The individual was 18 or older at the time of prison release. 

 

In addition, we used exclusion criteria to limit the sample to events where the individual was released to 

the community in Washington State and subsequently at risk of recidivism. Specifically, we excluded 

prison release events for the following reasons: 

• The individual died in DOC custody before returning to the community; 

• The individual was released outside of Washington State; 56   

• The individual was released to federal custody (e.g., immigration officials, U.S. Marshals); or 

• The individual was returned to prison the same day that they were released. 

 

After applying these criteria, we identified 94,553 prison release events for 65,469 individuals. 

  

 
56 DOC only records this information if someone is released outside of Washington immediately upon release. A person may 

subsequently move out of Washington, but we would not be able to identify this in available data. 

Appendices 

I. Data and Methods ..................................................................................................................................................... 35 

II. Recidivism after Prison  ............................................................................................................................................ 38 

III. Recidivism after Juvenile Rehabilitation  ........................................................................................................... 47 

IV. Arrest Coverage in WSP Records  ........................................................................................................................ 54 

V. Swift and Certain ......................................................................................................................................................... 61 
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Juvenile Rehabilitation Sample 

We used Juvenile Rehabilitation (JR) data from the Department of Children, Youth, and Families (DCYF) to 

identify a sample of release events that met the following inclusion criteria: 

• The individual was serving time in confinement as a result of a sentence; 

• The individual was released from a JR facility; 

• The date of JR release occurred between July 1, 2008, and June 30, 2021; and 

• The reason for JR release was categorized as parole, probation, or discharge. 

In addition, we excluded JR release events where the individual was returned to JR the same day that they 

were released. We also excluded instances where individuals were released directly to DOC custody. After 

applying these selection criteria, we identified 7,480 JR release events for 6,320 individuals. 

Measuring Recidivism 

Arrest 

We used arrest records from the Washington State Patrol (WSP) to measure arrest recidivism. These 

records are based on arrest events by local, county, and state law enforcement that resulted in fingerprint 

submissions to WSP. Because individuals can be arrested without having their fingerprints taken or 

submitted to WSP, it is important to acknowledge that these records do not capture all arrests in 

Washington State.57 

We used three pieces of information from WSP records: 

• Offense type: The RCW that identifies the alleged offense; 

• Offense date: The date when the alleged crime occurred; and 

• Arrest date: The date when the arrest event occurred. 

To qualify as arrest recidivism, both the offense date and the arrest date had to occur during the follow-

up period.58 

Charge 

We used records from the Administrative Office of the Courts (AOC) to measure recidivism based on 

whether individuals were charged with a new crime. We used three pieces of information from AOC 

records: 

• Offense type: The RCW that identifies the alleged offense; 

• Offense date: The date when the alleged crime occurred; and 

• Charge date: The date when charges were filed with the court. 

To qualify as charge recidivism, both the offense date and the charge date had to occur during the follow-

up period. 

57 For more details on WSP arrest data, see Appendix IV. 
58 For the prison sample, the follow-up period started on the date of prison release and ended three years later. For the JR sample, 

the follow-up period started on the date of release from JR and ended two years later. 
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Conviction 

We also used AOC records to measure conviction recidivism.59 For convictions, we used two additional 

pieces of information from court records: 

• Disposition outcome: The recorded result of the criminal case or charge (e.g., conviction, deferral, 
dismissal, acquittal, etc.) and

• Disposition date: The date when the court recorded the outcome of the criminal case or charge.

To qualify as conviction recidivism, the disposition outcome had to result in either “conviction” or 

“deferral.”60 In addition, the disposition date had to occur no more than one year after the end of the 

follow-up period.61 This extra year was intended to give the court system sufficient time to process 

criminal cases and reach a decision, particularly in instances when charges were filed near the end of the 

follow-up period. 

Return to Prison/JR 

We used custody admission records from DOC and JR to measure this type of recidivism. We used two 

pieces of information from these records: 

• Admission date: The date when the individual was returned to DOC/JR custody and

• Admission status: The reason the individual was returned to DOC/JR custody.

To qualify as “return to prison/JR,” the admission date had to occur during the follow-up period. In 

addition, the individual’s admission status had to indicate that they were sentenced to serve time in 

confinement.62 

59 Release events were only eligible for conviction recidivism if they met the requirements for charge recidivism. In other words, 

conviction events are a subset of charge events. 
60 For measurement purposes, we treated deferrals as conviction-equivalent outcomes. Although deferrals are not identical to 

convictions, they generally reflect a court response to the alleged offense that is more similar to a conviction than to a dismissal or 

acquittal. Depending on the type of deferral, this may involve a guilty plea, a guilty finding, or stipulated facts. Deferrals can also 

result in supervision, treatment, or other court-ordered conditions. Examples include deferred prosecution under RCW 10.05.020 and 

juvenile deferred disposition under RCW 13.40.127. 
61 For the prison sample, the disposition date had to occur within four years of prison release. For the JR sample, the disposition date 

had to occur within three years of release from JR. 
62 We excluded instances where individuals were returned to custody for technical violations. 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=10.05.020
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.127
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Appendix II. Recidivism After Prison 

This appendix presents the results of additional descriptive analyses examining patterns in recidivism for 

individuals released from prison. The information is divided into three sections. 

First, we present tables of statistics showing differences in recidivism outcomes by demographic 

characteristics, criminal history, and Washington ONE risk classification level. These results are intended to 

supplement the findings reported in Section III. Because we describe the key findings from these 

supplemental results throughout Section III, we do not re-summarize the findings here. 

Second, we review differences in recidivism outcomes by index offense subcategories. 

Finally, we provide a link that allows readers to directly download tables containing more detailed 

recidivism statistics for the prison sample. 

Supplemental Results for Section III 

Demographic Characteristics 

We provide an overview of differences in recidivism outcomes by sex (Exhibit A1), age at release (Exhibit 

A2), and race and ethnicity (Exhibit A3). 
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Exhibit A1 

Sex Differences in Recidivism: All Release Cohorts Combined  

Sex 

Men Women 

Recidivism prevalence 

Any 72.3% 63.9% 

Arrest 63.7% 54.4% 

Charge 62.0% 51.3% 

Conviction 51.5% 40.3% 

Return to prison 31.5% 19.2% 

First recorded offense 

Median days after release 199 247 

Offense severity 

Misdemeanor only 16.1% 20.0% 

Felony 54.8% 42.8% 

Neither 29.1% 37.2% 

Offense type 

Property 39.3% 36.4% 

Person 37.7% 19.8% 

Drug/alcohol 25.4% 23.1% 

Weapon 9.7% 3.2% 

Number of events 82,965 11,588 

Notes: 

Percentages are calculated within sex. 

Median days to first recorded offense are calculated only among prison 

release events with a recorded first offense within three years after release. 

Offense-severity categories are mutually exclusive and exhaustive. 

Felony includes events with felony recidivism regardless of whether 

misdemeanor recidivism also occurred. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 
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Exhibit A2 

Age Differences in Recidivism: All Release Cohorts Combined 

Age at prison release 

18-24 25-29 30-34 35-44 45-54 55+ 

Recidivism prevalence 

Any 80.4% 77.6% 74.6% 70.9% 62.8% 42.9% 

Arrest 73.3% 70.1% 66.5% 61.7% 52.2% 33.4% 

Charge 73.6% 68.9% 64.2% 58.4% 49.8% 31.8% 

Conviction 63.8% 58.9% 53.3% 47.0% 39.3% 22.6% 

Return to prison 37.1% 35.5% 32.3% 29.0% 22.7% 13.1% 

First recorded offense 

Median days after release 156 187 213 223 240 253 

Offense severity 

Misdemeanor only 16.5% 16.1% 16.2% 17.3% 17.6% 13.9% 

Felony 63.2% 60.6% 57.1% 52.1% 43.5% 26.9% 

Neither 20.3% 23.3% 26.8% 30.6% 38.9% 59.1% 

Offense type 

Property 48.7% 46.5% 42.6% 37.3% 29.0% 15.1% 

Person 48.7% 42.2% 38.0% 33.0% 25.3% 14.4% 

Drug/alcohol 29.4% 29.5% 27.6% 24.8% 19.8% 9.5% 

Weapon 15.9% 12.4% 10.0% 6.6% 3.8% 1.5% 

Number of events 13,063 18,200 17,257 25,347 15,106 5,580 

Notes: 

Age is measured at prison release. 

Percentages are calculated within age category. 

Median days to first recorded offense are calculated only among prison release events with a recorded first offense within 

three years after release. 

Offense-severity categories are mutually exclusive and exhaustive. 

Felony includes events with felony recidivism regardless of whether misdemeanor recidivism also occurred. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 

Release events with missing age category are excluded. 
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Exhibit A3 

Racial/Ethnic Differences in Recidivism: All Release Cohorts Combined 

Race/ethnicity 

NH-White NH-Black Hispanic NH-AIAN NH-Asian/PI 

Recidivism prevalence 

Any 69.0% 78.6% 70.2% 81.3% 67.4% 

Arrest 60.2% 69.9% 62.2% 72.6% 60.7% 

Charge 59.4% 64.5% 61.1% 69.0% 53.0% 

Conviction 49.3% 51.6% 51.4% 58.7% 42.6% 

Return to prison 29.2% 30.4% 30.7% 38.9% 27.5% 

First recorded offense 

Median days after release 221 172 190 170 195 

Offense severity 

Misdemeanor only 16.7% 16.3% 17.2% 16.1% 14.9% 

Felony 50.9% 61.1% 52.0% 63.7% 51.8% 

Neither 32.4% 22.6% 30.8% 20.2% 33.3% 

Offense type 

Property 38.6% 41.3% 36.0% 46.5% 36.8% 

Person 31.1% 48.7% 39.3% 41.0% 36.0% 

Drug/alcohol 24.8% 26.5% 24.2% 29.3% 23.8% 

Weapon 7.4% 11.7% 11.9% 10.0% 11.8% 

Number of events 59,493 15,027 11,327 5,314 2,975 

Notes: 

Percentages are calculated within race/ethnicity. 

Median days to first recorded offense are calculated only among prison release events with a recorded first offense within three years 

after release. 

Offense-severity categories are mutually exclusive and exhaustive. 

Felony includes events with felony recidivism regardless of whether misdemeanor recidivism also occurred. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 

NH = non-Hispanic. 

AIAN = American Indian/Alaska Native. 

PI = Pacific Islander. 
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Criminal History 

We provide an overview of differences in recidivism outcomes by prior felony convictions (Exhibit A4) and 

index offense (Exhibit A5). 

Exhibit A4 

Differences in Recidivism by Prior Felony Convictions: All Release Cohorts Combined 

Prior felony convictions 

0 1 2-3 4-5 6-10 11+ 

Recidivism prevalence 

Any 40.0% 55.5% 65.8% 74.4% 80.1% 87.8% 

Arrest 33.6% 46.0% 57.1% 65.2% 70.7% 78.1% 

Charge 26.1% 46.1% 57.8% 67.0% 73.4% 80.7% 

Conviction 18.1% 34.9% 45.7% 54.9% 62.1% 70.2% 

Return to prison 7.0% 10.0% 17.0% 25.9% 37.2% 53.6% 

First recorded offense 

Median days after release 279 257 230 203 200 178 

Offense severity 

Misdemeanor only 15.9% 20.0% 20.3% 18.8% 17.0% 12.6% 

Felony 23.4% 34.5% 44.6% 54.4% 61.7% 73.2% 

Neither 60.7% 45.5% 35.2% 26.8% 21.2% 14.2% 

Offense type 

Property 16.3% 23.4% 31.2% 39.6% 45.3% 55.8% 

Person 16.9% 26.5% 33.0% 38.9% 41.0% 43.8% 

Drug/alcohol 9.1% 12.9% 18.2% 24.3% 29.3% 38.8% 

Weapon 2.9% 4.9% 7.2% 9.5% 11.0% 12.4% 

Number of events 13,877 6,548 13,050 12,591 23,775 21,189 

Notes: 

Percentages are calculated within prior felony count category. 

Median days to first recorded offense are calculated only among prison release events with a recorded first offense within 

three years after release. 

Offense-severity categories are mutually exclusive and exhaustive. 

Felony includes events with felony recidivism regardless of whether misdemeanor recidivism also occurred. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 

Events with missing prior felony conviction counts (N = 3,523) are excluded. 
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Exhibit A5 

Differences in Recidivism by Index Offense: All Release Cohorts Combined 

Index offense 

Person Drug/Alcohol Property Weapon 

Recidivism prevalence 

Any 63.5% 67.2% 78.7% 73.7% 

Arrest 55.4% 57.5% 69.2% 64.6% 

Charge 55.5% 58.9% 71.3% 67.9% 

Conviction 45.6% 48.2% 59.9% 54.4% 

Return to prison 25.3% 23.7% 36.8% 32.6% 

First recorded offense 

Median days after release 209 234 197 226 

Offense severity 

Misdemeanor only 15.0% 18.4% 17.4% 16.2% 

Felony 46.9% 48.0% 60.1% 56.6% 

Neither 38.1% 33.6% 22.5% 27.3% 

Offense type 

Property 31.6% 30.1% 53.1% 39.6% 

Person 36.7% 24.9% 34.5% 40.8% 

Drug/alcohol 17.3% 31.5% 30.6% 31.7% 

Weapon 8.6% 6.5% 9.5% 18.6% 

Number of events 31,973 14,200 25,993 5,654 

Notes: 

Percentages are calculated within index offense type. 

Median days to first recorded offense are calculated only among prison release events with a 

recorded first offense within three years after release. 

Offense-severity categories are mutually exclusive and exhaustive. 

Felony includes events with felony recidivism regardless of whether misdemeanor recidivism also 

occurred. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 

For simplicity, we exclude release events where the individual’s index offense was missing (N = 4,459) 

or categorized as “other offense” (N = 12,274). 
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Washington ONE 

Exhibit A6 provides an overview of differences in recidivism outcomes by Washington ONE risk 

classification. 

 

Exhibit A6 

Differences in Recidivism by Washington ONE Risk Classification: All Release Cohorts Combined 

 Washington ONE risk classification 

 

Low Moderate High Drug 
High 

Property 

High 

Violent 

High 

Diverse 
  

Recidivism prevalence 

Any 31.2% 56.5% 54.3% 70.9% 73.2% 83.8% 

Arrest 22.5% 44.9% 44.9% 60.2% 65.3% 76.2% 

Charge 20.9% 43.3% 42.6% 59.2% 61.9% 73.9% 

Conviction 12.4% 28.6% 27.0% 40.7% 45.7% 58.2% 

Return to prison 8.6% 17.0% 11.9% 23.3% 26.4% 37.0% 

First recorded offense 

Median days after release 324 254 252 227 192 164 

Offense severity 

Misdemeanor only 10.3% 14.4% 16.1% 16.9% 14.3% 13.1% 

Felony 17.9% 39.3% 36.9% 52.3% 57.5% 69.2% 

Neither 71.8% 46.3% 47.0% 30.8% 28.3% 17.7% 

Offense type 

Property 8.3% 22.8% 22.9% 42.4% 35.8% 53.5% 

Person 11.0% 23.4% 17.7% 26.8% 50.5% 52.3% 

Drug/alcohol 3.2% 10.8% 18.0% 23.4% 13.0% 27.9% 

Weapon 1.4% 5.5% 4.6% 9.2% 11.8% 15.9% 

Number of events 3,235 1,558 1,749 5,011 4,431 6,357 

Notes: 

Percentages are calculated within risk classification categories. 

Median days to first recorded offense are calculated only among prison release events with a recorded first offense within three 

years after release. Offense-severity categories are mutually exclusive and exhaustive. 

Felony includes events with felony recidivism regardless of whether misdemeanor recidivism also occurred. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 

Release events with missing risk assessment values (N = 72,212) are excluded. 
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Exhibit A7 

Differences in Recidivism by Index Offense Subcategories: All Release Cohorts Combined 

Drug/Alcohol Person Property 

DUI Possession 
Sale/ 

deliver 
Homicide Assault Robbery 

Adult 

sex 

Child 

sex 
Theft Burglary MVT 

Recidivism prevalence 

Any 61.5% 81.8% 57.9% 36.0% 73.0% 72.3% 53.1% 35.6% 76.3% 78.6% 86.0% 

Arrest 53.8% 72.6% 47.5% 28.9% 65.4% 64.0% 43.3% 26.6% 66.2% 68.9% 78.7% 

Charge 45.5% 74.1% 51.3% 29.9% 65.8% 66.2% 42.1% 22.5% 68.3% 72.3% 79.9% 

Conviction 36.4% 63.8% 40.0% 22.6% 54.9% 53.9% 32.1% 17.7% 56.9% 60.5% 69.0% 

Return to prison 19.7% 32.6% 18.1% 10.8% 29.7% 27.4% 21.5% 15.4% 33.9% 37.3% 46.0% 

First recorded offense 

Median days after release 241 200 273 333 191 215 218 276 205 207 166 

Offense severity 

Misdemeanor only 21.5% 18.1% 18.1% 13.0% 17.1% 17.0% 11.2% 6.8% 18.0% 17.4% 15.2% 

Felony 39.1% 63.1% 38.9% 21.8% 55.0% 54.3% 38.5% 24.2% 57.1% 59.7% 70.1% 

Neither 39.4% 18.8% 43.0% 65.2% 27.9% 28.7% 50.2% 69.0% 24.9% 22.9% 14.7% 

Offense type 

Property 23.6% 41.5% 22.9% 12.9% 39.0% 41.0% 16.4% 7.7% 49.7% 54.8% 60.8% 

Person 25.3% 29.8% 21.1% 17.1% 46.0% 42.8% 25.9% 11.0% 29.7% 36.2% 42.3% 

Drug/alcohol 16.6% 42.3% 26.9% 7.8% 21.5% 22.7% 7.9% 3.3% 30.9% 28.6% 36.0% 

Weapon 4.7% 8.2% 5.8% 3.9% 10.5% 12.7% 3.4% 1.1% 8.2% 9.3% 14.4% 

Number of events 1,532 5,193 7,307 1,849 14,405 6,373 1,624 5,008 11,919 9,320 3,799 

Notes: 

DUI = Driving under the influence. 

 MVT = Motor vehicle theft. 

The categories “Adult sex” and “Child sex” refer to sexual offenses where the victim was an adult and a child, respectively. 

The category “MVT” includes offenses involving either motor vehicle theft or breaking into a vehicle to commit a crime. 

We exclude “other person” offenses (N = 2,714) and “other property” offenses (N = 955). 

Percentages are calculated within index offense subcategories. 

Median days to first recorded offense are calculated only among prison release events with a recorded first offense within three years after release. 

Offense-severity categories are mutually exclusive and exhaustive. 

Felony includes events with felony recidivism regardless of whether misdemeanor recidivism also occurred. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 
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Index Offense Subcategories 

Exhibit A7 shows differences in recidivism outcomes by index offense subcategories for person, property, and 

drug/alcohol offenses. Two patterns stand out. 

First, recidivism rates vary substantially across subcategories of some index offense groups but are relatively 

uniform within others. For example, among person offenses, any recidivism ranges from ~36% for homicide 

and child sex offenses to ~72% for assault and robbery. In contrast, all property-offense subcategories have 

relatively high recidivism rates (>75%). 

These patterns illustrate an important limitation of broad offense categories: although grouping offenses is 

analytically necessary and often conceptually reasonable, it can obscure meaningful differences in recidivism 

across offense subcategories. Studies seeking to understand how index offense relates to recidivism should 

therefore consider whether their categorization scheme masks substantively important within-category 

variation. 

Second, some index offense subcategories occupy the extremes of the recidivism distribution, with 

particularly low or particularly high rates of recidivism. For example, formerly incarcerated adults who were 

convicted of homicide or sexual offenses involving child victims exhibit the lowest recidivism rates, while 

individuals convicted of motor vehicle theft exhibit the highest recidivism rates. These findings are not 

unique to our study. Indeed, a substantial body of research has found that homicide63 and child sex 

offenses64 are associated with low rates of recidivism, while motor vehicle theft65 is associated with high rates 

of recidivism. 

These results show that recidivism does not consistently increase with the severity of the index offense. For 

example, homicide is an extraordinarily serious crime that is associated with very low recidivism, while motor 

vehicle theft is comparatively less serious but is associated with very high recidivism. 

More generally, this suggests that index offense severity does not necessarily reflect an individual's 

propensity for persistent offending. For instance, homicides sometimes arise from acute interpersonal 

conflicts or other highly specific circumstances that are unlikely to recur after prison release,66 while crimes 

such as motor vehicle theft are more strongly associated with persistent criminal careers. 67 Thus, index 

offense severity alone may be a relatively weak indicator of recidivism risk; what may matter more is whether 

the offense reflects characteristics that are associated with persistent criminal behavior. 

Link to Online Supplementary Tables 

63 Liem, M. (2013). Homicide offender recidivism: A review of the literature. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 18(1), 19–25 and 

Suonpää, K., Aaltonen, M., Tyni, S., Ellonen, N., & Kivivuori, J. (2023). Post-release outcomes of lethal and non-lethal offenders: 

Recidivism and participation in employment or education. Journal of Criminal Justice, 88, Article 102108. 
64 Hanson, R.K., & Bussière, M.T. (1998). Predicting relapse: a meta-analysis of sexual offender recidivism studies. Journal of 

Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 66(2), 348–362 and Williams, S.K., Elchuk, D.L., & Stephens, S. (2026). A meta-analysis of atypical 

sexuality, psychopathy, and recidivism associated with victim age polymorphism. Sexual Abuse, 38(3), 273–312. 
65 Langan, P.A., & Levin, D. J. (2002). Recidivism of prisoners released in 1994. Federal Sentencing Reporter, 15(1), 58–65 and Townsley, 

M., & Hutchins, B. (2023). Debut crimes and chronic offenders in Queensland. Journal of Criminology, 56(4), 377–395. 
66 Ganpat, S.M., van der Leun, J., & Nieuwbeerta, P. (2017). The relationship between a person's criminal history, immediate 

situational factors, and lethal versus non-lethal events. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 32(17), 2535–2565 and Roberts, A.R., Zgoba, 

K.M., & Shahidullah, S.M. (2007). Recidivism among four types of homicide offenders: An exploratory analysis of 336 homicide 

offenders in New Jersey. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 12(5), 493–507. 
67 Townsley & Hutchins (2023). 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1knYLtfWBRlODv6xS5nkA7Wa5xrlmRA1H/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=103626301223699078412&rtpof=true&sd=true
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Appendix III. Recidivism after Juvenile Rehabilitation 

This appendix presents the results of additional descriptive analyses examining patterns in recidivism for 

individuals released from Juvenile Rehabilitation (JR). The information is divided into two sections.68 

First, we present tables of statistics showing differences in recidivism outcomes by demographic 

characteristics, criminal history, and risk classification level. These results are intended to supplement the 

findings reported in Section IV. Because we describe the key findings from these supplemental results 

throughout Section IV, we do not re-summarize the findings here. 

Second, we provide a link that allows readers to directly download tables containing more detailed 

recidivism statistics for the JR sample. 

Supplemental Results for Section IV 

Demographic Characteristics 

We provide an overview of differences in recidivism outcomes by sex (Exhibit A8), age at release (Exhibit 

A9), and race and ethnicity (Exhibit A10). 

68 In Appendix II, we described differences in recidivism across index offense subcategories for the prison sample. Because the 

prison sample includes a very large number of release events (~95,000), cell sizes were substantial for even relatively uncommon 

index offense subcategories. However, the JR sample is substantially smaller and includes less than 8,000 release events. Indeed, 

attempts at disaggregating the JR sample by index offense subcategories produced very small cell sizes and unstable estimates. As 

a result, we have elected not to include an equivalent breakdown of recidivism statistics by index offense subcategories for the JR 

sample. 
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Exhibit A8 

Sex Differences in Recidivism: All Release Cohorts Combined 

Sex 

Young men Young women 

Recidivism prevalence 

Any 74.7% 69.5% 

Arrest 63.0% 53.8% 

Charge 70.8% 66.2% 

Conviction 62.9% 54.6% 

Return to JR 18.1% 11.5% 

First recorded offense 

Median days after release 121 148 

Offense severity 

Misdemeanor only 13.7% 22.0% 

Felony 54.3% 39.1% 

Neither 32.0% 38.9% 

Offense type 

Property 49.6% 45.2% 

Person 49.7% 36.4% 

Drug/alcohol 20.7% 16.9% 

Weapon 16.4% 4.3% 

Number of events 6,693 786 

Notes: 

JR = Juvenile Rehabilitation. 

Percentages are calculated within sex. 

Median days to first recorded offense are calculated only among JR release 

events with a recorded first offense within two years after release. 

Offense-severity categories are mutually exclusive and exhaustive. 

Felony includes events with felony recidivism regardless of whether misdemeanor 

recidivism also occurred. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 
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Exhibit A9 

Age Differences in Recidivism: All Release Cohorts Combined 

 Age at JR release 

  12-14 15 16 17 18-25 

Recidivism prevalence 

Any 66.8% 75.5% 74.0% 76.2% 73.8% 

Arrest 46.4% 59.6% 59.3% 65.6% 65.7% 

Charge 63.7% 72.3% 71.0% 72.1% 69.3% 

Conviction 59.2% 66.7% 63.4% 63.1% 59.0% 

Return to JR 36.3% 37.8% 30.6% 11.9% 0.3% 

First recorded offense 

Median days after release 118 111 122 132 127 

Offense severity 

Misdemeanor only 14.4% 14.2% 13.5% 16.3% 14.1% 

Felony 48.4% 56.1% 54.9% 52.4% 51.3% 

Neither 37.1% 29.7% 31.6% 31.3% 34.7% 

Offense type 

Property 49.1% 51.2% 50.8% 50.7% 45.9% 

Person 43.3% 52.4% 48.2% 48.4% 48.0% 

Drug/alcohol 13.9% 17.6% 19.7% 22.1% 21.9% 

Weapon 9.8% 14.5% 14.2% 14.6% 17.7% 

Number of events 603 979 1,551 1,941 2,405 

Notes: 

JR = Juvenile Rehabilitation. 

Percentages are calculated within age categories. 

Median days to first recorded offense are calculated only among JR release events with a recorded first offense within 

two years after release. 

Offense-severity categories are mutually exclusive and exhaustive. 

Felony includes events with felony recidivism regardless of whether misdemeanor recidivism also occurred.  

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 
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Exhibit A10 

Racial/Ethnic Differences in Recidivism: All Release Cohorts Combined 

Race/ethnicity 

NH-White NH-Black Hispanic NH-AIAN NH-Asian/PI 

Recidivism prevalence 

Any 68.5% 82.0% 79.8% 74.0% 81.4% 

Arrest 55.1% 73.8% 66.8% 59.8% 69.5% 

Charge 64.7% 78.5% 77.2% 69.7% 74.2% 

Conviction 57.1% 67.2% 70.3% 61.0% 63.1% 

Return to JR 15.1% 18.3% 21.7% 17.7% 19.5% 

First recorded offense 

Median days after release 134 115 113 132 129 

Offense severity 

Misdemeanor only 16.1% 12.8% 14.1% 13.8% 11.9% 

Felony 45.2% 63.9% 58.8% 50.4% 62.3% 

Neither 38.7% 23.3% 27.0% 35.8% 25.8% 

Offense type 

Property 46.1% 55.3% 50.8% 47.2% 50.8% 

Person 39.5% 62.8% 56.2% 39.8% 51.3% 

Drug/alcohol 19.5% 20.7% 21.3% 22.8% 21.2% 

Weapon 8.9% 22.9% 22.9% 8.3% 16.9% 

Number of events 3,732 1,544 1,613 254 236 

Notes: 

JR = Juvenile Rehabilitation. 

Percentages are calculated within race/ethnicity categories. 

Median days to first recorded offense are calculated only among JR release events with a recorded first offense within two years 

after release. Offense-severity categories are mutually exclusive and exhaustive. 

Felony includes events with felony recidivism regardless of whether misdemeanor recidivism also occurred. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 

NH = non-Hispanic. 

AIAN = American Indian/Alaska Native. 

PI = Pacific Islander. 
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Criminal History 

We provide an overview of differences in recidivism outcomes by prior felony convictions (Exhibit A11) 

and index offense (Exhibit A12). 

Exhibit A11 

Differences in Recidivism by Prior Felony Convictions: All Release Cohorts Combined 

Prior felony convictions 

0 1 2-3 4-5 6-10 11+ 

Recidivism prevalence 

Any 53.1% 66.0% 79.5% 86.1% 90.6% 89.8% 

Arrest 41.4% 53.6% 66.5% 74.3% 79.5% 77.6% 

Charge 47.6% 62.8% 76.6% 83.5% 88.1% 87.8% 

Conviction 39.5% 55.1% 67.9% 74.9% 79.9% 78.2% 

Return to JR 4.0% 10.8% 18.8% 26.3% 31.7% 36.1% 

First recorded offense 

Median days after release 169 151 123 108 94 78 

Offense severity 

Misdemeanor only 15.9% 15.9% 16.5% 12.6% 10.7% 4.1% 

Felony 29.7% 42.6% 55.7% 68.3% 74.2% 79.6% 

Neither 54.4% 41.5% 27.8% 19.0% 15.1% 16.3% 

Offense type 

Property 30.7% 40.0% 52.9% 62.1% 64.4% 68.0% 

Person 30.5% 41.4% 52.1% 58.5% 63.6% 70.7% 

Drug/alcohol 11.9% 15.9% 20.1% 27.4% 31.7% 27.9% 

Weapon 7.3% 10.0% 15.4% 21.1% 25.8% 34.0% 

Number of events 1,343 1,549 2,288 1,276 775 147 

Notes: 

JR = Juvenile Rehabilitation.  

Percentages are calculated within prior felony count categories. 

Median days to first recorded offense are calculated only among JR release events with a recorded first offense within two 

years after release. 

Offense-severity categories are mutually exclusive and exhaustive. 

Felony includes events with felony recidivism regardless of whether misdemeanor recidivism also occurred. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 

Events with missing prior felony conviction counts (N = 102) are excluded. 
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Exhibit A12 

Differences in Recidivism by Index Offense: All Release Cohorts Combined 

Index offense 

Person Drug/Alcohol Property Weapon 

Recidivism prevalence 

Any 68.2% 81.4% 83.6% 88.7% 

Arrest 55.7% 69.5% 71.2% 75.9% 

Charge 65.1% 75.7% 80.8% 86.8% 

Conviction 56.4% 68.0% 72.7% 79.4% 

Return to JR 14.3% 12.5% 23.3% 19.8% 

First recorded offense 

Median days after release 139 132 116 105 

Offense severity 

Misdemeanor only 14.8% 15.1% 14.7% 12.1% 

Felony 46.1% 58.0% 62.5% 71.6% 

Neither 39.1% 27.0% 22.8% 16.3% 

Offense type 

Property 42.3% 52.8% 60.4% 54.5% 

Person 45.7% 49.4% 52.8% 67.3% 

Drug/alcohol 15.2% 32.2% 24.6% 33.5% 

Weapon 13.8% 16.5% 16.2% 31.1% 

Number of events 2,887 538 2,318 257 

Notes: 

JR = Juvenile Rehabilitation. 

Percentages are calculated within index offense type categories. 

Median days to first recorded offense are calculated only among JR release events with a recorded first offense within 

two years after release. Offense-severity categories are mutually exclusive and exhaustive. 

Felony includes events with felony recidivism regardless of whether misdemeanor recidivism also occurred. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 

For simplicity, we exclude release events where the individual’s index offense was missing (N = 938) or categorized as 

“other offense” (N = 542). 
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Risk Classification 

Exhibit A13 provides an overview of differences in recidivism outcomes by risk classification. 

Exhibit A13 

Differences in Recidivism by Risk Classification: All Release Cohorts Combined 

Risk classification 

Low Moderate High 

Recidivism prevalence 

Any 50.4% 59.8% 81.8% 

Arrest 39.8% 47.9% 69.4% 

Charge 47.6% 55.6% 77.8% 

Conviction 41.9% 47.0% 69.4% 

Return to JR 3.3% 9.1% 21.0% 

First recorded offense 

Median days after release 199 174 115 

Offense severity 

Misdemeanor only 15.4% 17.0% 14.4% 

Felony 24.4% 34.3% 61.1% 

Neither 60.2% 48.7% 24.5% 

Offense type 

Property 26.0% 33.8% 56.3% 

Person 24.8% 34.7% 54.8% 

Drug/alcohol 12.2% 13.4% 23.8% 

Weapon 5.7% 7.9% 17.9% 

Number of events 246 1,004 5,129 

Notes: 

JR = Juvenile Rehabilitation. 

Percentages are calculated within risk classification categories. 

Median days to first recorded offense are calculated only among JR release events with a 

recorded first offense within two years after release. 

Offense-severity categories are mutually exclusive and exhaustive. 

Felony includes events with felony recidivism regardless of whether misdemeanor 

recidivism also occurred. 

Offense-type categories are not mutually exclusive. 

Release events with missing values for the risk classification measure (N = 1,101) are 

excluded. 

Link to Online Supplementary Tables 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1knYLtfWBRlODv6xS5nkA7Wa5xrlmRA1H/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=103626301223699078412&rtpof=true&sd=true
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Appendix IV. Arrest Coverage in Washington State Patrol Records 

Washington State Patrol (WSP) maintains Washington’s repository for fingerprint-based criminal-history 

information, which is known as the Washington State Identification System (WASIS). Arrest records enter 

WASIS when law enforcement fingerprints an individual and submits the fingerprints and associated arrest 

information to WSP. Although this database is a valuable resource, there are reasons to believe that it may 

not provide complete coverage of arrests. 69  

Because the current study uses WASIS data to measure arrest recidivism, incomplete coverage could 

influence our results. For example, if arrest events involving misdemeanor offenses are less likely to 

appear in WASIS data, our analyses will underestimate how often formerly incarcerated individuals get 

arrested for misdemeanors. To safeguard against misinterpretation, it is important to consider the 

underlying process that generates WASIS data and identify factors that may contribute to incomplete 

coverage. 

Factors Influencing Arrest Coverage 

In general, arrests only appear in WASIS when an individual’s fingerprints are recorded and submitted to 

WSP. Whether this occurs depends partly on whether the individual experiences a custodial arrest or 

citation and release. Custodial arrest refers to an arrest in which law enforcement takes an individual into 

physical custody for transportation, booking, or detention. For citation and release, law enforcement 

issues a citation with a notice to appear in court, and the individual is released without custodial 

booking.70 Although both types of arrests initiate criminal proceedings, evidence indicates that most 

arrest-related fingerprints are taken after a custodial arrest. 71  

Importantly, arrest practices vary by offense severity. Citation and release is generally a misdemeanor 

procedure; 72 custodial arrest is more broadly available for felony offenses and more restricted for 

misdemeanors.73 As a result, misdemeanor arrests are less likely to create the routine booking opportunity 

in which fingerprints are collected. 

In addition, juvenile cases may also involve release to a responsible adult,74 detention screening followed 

by release,75 or other procedures that shorten76 or bypass77 formal detention admission.  

69 According to a 2015 report, the WASIS database was missing arrest records for about 33% of court dispositions (N = 81,100) that 

occurred in 2012. Gross misdemeanors accounted for about 89% of the missing dispositions, while felonies accounted for 11%. 

However, because state law does not require the collection and submission of fingerprint records for ordinary misdemeanors, the 

authors were unable to explore missing records for arrests involving ordinary misdemeanors. Washington State Auditor’s Office 

(2015). 
70 Criminal Rules for Courts of Limited Jurisdiction, CrRLJ 2.1 (2023). 
71 This likely reflects the fact that custodial arrest transports the individual to a facility equipped and staffed to collect and transmit 

fingerprints. In contrast, citation and release events do not provide routine opportunities for fingerprinting. Washington State 

Auditor’s Office (2015). 
72 Criminal Rules for Courts of Limited Jurisdiction, CrRLJ 2.1 (2023). 
73 See RCW 10.31.100 for exceptions to the requirement for on-view arrests. 
74 RCW 13.40.040. 
75 King County Superior Court. (n.d.). Juvenile detention intake criteria. King County. Retrieved August 28, 2026. 
76 RCW 13.40.050. 
77 RCW 13.40.070. 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=10.31.100
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.040
https://kingcounty.gov/en/court/superior-court/courts-jails-legal-system/court-programs-children-families/juvenile-court-services/intake-criteria
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.050
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.070
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These practices could reduce the likelihood that individuals have their fingerprints recorded, particularly if 

they allow arrested juveniles to circumvent the custodial booking process. 

Finally, statutory fingerprinting and submission requirements can also influence whether an arrest appears 

in WASIS. In general, law enforcement is required to submit fingerprint records for arrests involving felony 

offenses78 but not for ordinary misdemeanors.79 

Empirical Exploration of Arrest Coverage 

Given the structure of the criminal justice system, in which people are progressively filtered out as cases 

move through successive stages of legal processing, it is reasonable to expect that measures of justice 

system contact will produce certain patterns. In particular, the arrest rate should be higher than the 

charge rate (i.e., only some arrests result in charges) and the charge rate should be higher than the 

conviction rate (i.e., only some charges result in convictions).80  

In the current study, however, these patterns may not appear if a sufficient percentage of arrests are 

absent from the WASIS data.81 For example, if misdemeanor arrests are less likely to be recorded in the 

WASIS database, then the misdemeanor arrest rate will be underestimated. This could result in the 

observed arrest rate being lower than the corresponding rate for charges and/or convictions. 

Due to differences in law enforcement practices and statutory fingerprinting requirements, there are 

reasons to believe that records from the WASIS database may be less likely to capture arrests involving 

misdemeanors and juveniles. To explore this issue, we separately calculated the arrest, charge, and 

conviction recidivism rates for felony and misdemeanor offenses, then compared the results across the 

prison and JR samples. 

Measures 

We created three binary indicators of felony recidivism: felony arrest is coded 1 if the release event 

resulted in at least one arrest for a felony offense; felony charge is coded 1 if the release event resulted in 

at least one charge for a felony offense; and felony conviction is coded 1 if the release event resulted in at 

least one conviction for a felony offense. For each measure, the felony offense had to occur during the 

follow-up period.82 

We replicated this approach to create three binary indicators of misdemeanor recidivism: misdemeanor 

arrest, misdemeanor charge, and misdemeanor conviction.  

78 RCW 43.43.735. 
79 Joint Task Force on Criminal Background Check Processes. (2007). Final report to the Legislature: Recommendations for improving 

Washington State’s criminal background check processes. Washington State Legislature, p. 5. 
80 Motivans, M.A. (2025). Federal justice statistics, 2023 (NCJ 309946). Bureau of Justice Statistics. 
81 If arrests are absent from the WASIS database, this does not necessarily imply a reporting failure: some arrests may have fallen 

outside the database’s fingerprint-based scope and therefore were never expected to appear (i.e., incomplete coverage), whereas 

others may have met the fingerprinting and reporting requirements but nevertheless were not recorded (i.e., a reporting failure).  
82 For the prison sample, the follow-up period started on the date of prison release and ended three years later. For the JR sample, 

the follow-up period started on the date of release from JR and ended two years later. 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.43.735
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Sample Comparison 

All individuals in the prison release sample were age 18 or older at the time of their release. However, the 

JR sample includes individuals who were under age 18 at the time of their release, as well as individuals 

who were age 18 or older at the time of release.83 As a result, we separately examine recidivism for three 

groups: (1) individuals released from prison; (2) individuals released from JR at age 18 or older; and (3) 

individuals released from JR who were under age 18. 

 

Results 

Felony Recidivism. In Exhibit A14, we plot the felony recidivism rate for individuals released from prison 

(Panel A), individuals released from JR at age 18 or older (Panel B), and individuals released from JR who 

were under age 18 (Panel C). In Panels A and B, the arrest rate is consistently higher than the charge rate. 

In Panel C, however, the arrest rate is typically lower than the charge rate. These patterns are consistent 

with the idea that the WASIS data provides adequate coverage of felony arrests for adults but not 

juveniles.  

 

Exhibit A14 

Annual Trends in Felony Recidivism 

Panel A: Prison Sample 

 
Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of prison release events where the individual experienced at least one 

recidivism event of the indicated type for a felony offense that occurred within three years of their 

release. 

All individuals in the prison sample were age 18 or older at the time of release. 

 

  

 
83 Out of 7,480 JR release events, about 32% (N = 2,405) involved people who were age 18 or older.  
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Exhibit A14 (Continued) 

Annual Trends in Felony Recidivism 

Panel B: Juvenile Rehabilitation Sample (Age 18+ at Release) 

Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of JR release events where the individual experienced at 

least one recidivism event of the indicated type for a felony offense that occurred within two 

years of their release. 

Release events for individuals who were younger than age 18 at the time of JR release are 

excluded. 

Panel C: Juvenile Rehabilitation Sample (Under Age 18 at Release) 

Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of JR release events where the individual experienced at least 

one recidivism event of the indicated type for a felony offense that occurred within two years 

of their release. 

Release events for individuals who were age 18 or older at the time of JR release are excluded.  
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Misdemeanor Recidivism. In Exhibit A15, we plot the misdemeanor recidivism rate for individuals released 

from prison (Panel A), individuals released from JR at age 18 or older (Panel B), and individuals released 

from JR who were under age 18 (Panel C).  

In Panel A and Panel B, the arrest rate typically falls between the charge rate and the conviction rate. In 

Panel C, however, the arrest rate is often lower than the conviction rate. These patterns are consistent with 

the idea that many misdemeanor arrests are not represented in the WASIS data. In addition, coverage of 

misdemeanor arrests may be worse for juveniles than adults.  

Exhibit A15 

Annual Trends in Misdemeanor Recidivism 

Panel A: Prison Sample 

Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of prison release events where the individual experienced 

at least one recidivism event of the indicated type for a misdemeanor offense that 

occurred within three years of their release. 

All individuals in the prison sample were age 18 or older at the time of release. 
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Exhibit A15 (Continued) 

Annual Trends in Misdemeanor Recidivism 

Panel B: Juvenile Rehabilitation Sample (Age 18+ at Release) 

 
Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of JR release events where the individual experienced 

at least one recidivism event of the indicated type for a misdemeanor offense that 

occurred within two years of their release. 

Release events for individuals who were younger than age 18 at the time of JR release 

are excluded.  

 

Panel C: Juvenile Rehabilitation Sample (Under Age 18 at Release) 

 
Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of JR release events where the individual experienced at least one 

recidivism event of the indicated type for a misdemeanor offense that occurred within two years of 

their release. 

Release events for individuals who were age 18 or older at the time of JR release are excluded. 
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Summary 

Based on our review of law enforcement practices and fingerprinting requirements, it seems likely that 

many arrests for juveniles and misdemeanors are absent from the WASIS database. The results from our 

exploratory analyses support this conclusion. Although we cannot identify the exact number of arrests 

that are missing from the WASIS data, the available evidence suggests that the current study 

underestimates arrest recidivism for events involving misdemeanor offenses and juveniles. 
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Appendix V. Swift and Certain 

Background 

It is common for individuals to be placed on community supervision after they are released from prison. 

During this period of supervision, individuals are expected to follow rules, such as maintaining regular 

contact with their community corrections officer (CCO). Failure to comply with these rules is considered a 

“community supervision violation” and can result in a variety of punishments.84  

Before 2012, DOC’s approach to community supervision violations was largely at the discretion of individual 

CCOs and the availability of local resources.85 Because enforcement practices varied, punishments for 

community supervision violations were applied inconsistently and sometimes resulted in long periods of 

confinement.86 Such practices contributed to the size of the confined population, which required significant 

financial resources. For example, Washington State spent over $60 million on contracts with local jails to 

confine individuals for community supervision violations during 2009-2011.87   

Following the economic impact of the recession in 2007-2008, DOC sought to reduce expenses by 

modifying its approach to community supervision violations.88 In May 2012, this effort culminated in 

legislation,89 which directed DOC to implement “Swift and Certain” (SAC) as the response model for 

community supervision violations.90  

SAC was designed to make responses to supervision violations more immediate, predictable, and 

standardized.91 Under this model, CCOs are required to quickly issue sanctions for all community 

supervision violations, which are classified as either low- or high-level violations. Low-level violations can 

result in an individual spending one to three days in jail, while high-level violations result in a mandatory 

arrest and up to 30 days in jail.92  

Absconding  

Soon after SAC was implemented, DOC revised its policies to more carefully distinguish between 

“absconding” and “failure to report” violations. Initially, SAC sanctioning guidelines did not differentiate 

between instances where an individual missed an appointment with their CCO (i.e., failure to report) and 

instances where individuals intentionally made their whereabouts unknown and avoided contact with their 

CCO for several weeks (i.e., absconding).93 Both behaviors were originally classified as low-level violations, 

which had unintended consequences: 

84 WADOC (2025). 
85 Hamilton, Z., van Wormer, J., Kigerl, A., Campbell, C., & Posey, B. (2015). Evaluation of Washington State Department of Corrections 

(WADOC) Swift and Certain (SAC) policy: Process, outcome and cost-benefit evaluation. Washington State University, p. 12. 
86 Ibid. 
87 WADOC (2012), p. 6. 
88 Ibid. 
89 2E2SSB 6204. 
90 WADOC (2012) and WADOC (2018).  
91 The SAC model is based on classical deterrence theory, which argues that punishment is most effective when it is swift (i.e., 

punishment occurs immediately after the offense), certain (i.e., the offense always results in punishment), and proportionate (i.e., 

punishment should be sufficiently severe, but not excessive). Nagin, D.S. (2013). Deterrence in the twenty-first century. Crime and 

Justice, 42(1), 199–263 and Tonry, M. (2018). An honest politician's guide to deterrence: Certainty, severity, celerity, and parsimony. In 

D.S. Nagin, F.T. Cullen, & C.L. Jonson (Eds.), Deterrence, choice, and crime: Contemporary perspectives (pp. 365–392). Routledge. 
92 WADOC (2025). 
93 Ibid. 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2011-12/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/Senate/6204-S2.SL.pdf?q=20260921101530
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Once supervised individuals missed a report day, and they knew they were in violation, they continued 

to abscond from supervision knowing once apprehended they would only face one to three days 

sanction. This created increased workload challenges for the DOC Warrants and Records staff. It also 

strained relationship with Law Enforcement partners serving warrants under dangerous conditions 

only to learn the supervised individual would be released within three days or less … Therefore, a 

major change to the policy was adopted to clarify the difference between “Failing to Report” versus 

“Abscond.” 94 

Around 2013, DOC reclassified absconding as a high-level violation that automatically resulted in an arrest. 

Importantly, an arrest for absconding occurred through DOC’s community supervision process without the 

filing of a new criminal charge.95 As a result, the reclassification of absconding as a high-level violation 

would increase arrests for absconding without producing corresponding increases in charges or convictions. 

Exhibit A16 

Absconding Offense Rate by Arrest, Charge, and Conviction 

Notes: 

Trend lines show the percentage of prison release events where the individual experienced at least one 

recidivism event of the indicated type within three years of their release and the recorded offense for 

the recidivism event was listed as RCW 72.09.310 (i.e., felony absconding). 

Recidivism event categories are not mutually exclusive. 

94 WADOC (2018), p. 7. 
95 Indeed, a major goal of SAC is to encourage compliance with the conditions of community supervision in a cost-effective manner. 

SAC prioritizes the use of limited sanctions (i.e., arrest, brief jail stays) over a more punitive approach that could result in lengthy 

periods of confinement. 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=72.09.310
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Exhibit A16 shows the arrest, charge, and conviction rate for absconding offenses. There was a sharp mid-

period rise (FY 2015 to 2019) in the recidivism rate for absconding, but only when measured through 

arrests. This indicates that the mid-2010s increase primarily reflects changes in how law enforcement 

responded to absconding offenses. Overall, these patterns are consistent with the idea that DOC’s 

reclassification of absconding as a high-level supervision violation triggered a surge in arrests among 

formerly incarcerated people. 

This pattern is noteworthy for two reasons. First, it demonstrates how seemingly minor changes in justice 

system practices can inadvertently have a large impact on patterns in recidivism. Importantly, this can 

produce changes in recidivism trends even if the behavior of formerly incarcerated people remains 

unchanged.96 

Second, the absconding pattern illustrates the value of measuring recidivism using multiple indicators. If 

recidivism were measured only through convictions, the mid-period increase would be largely invisible, 

even though arrests for absconding increased substantially. Examining arrests, charges, and convictions 

together makes it possible to distinguish changes in underlying system contact from changes that persist 

through later stages of case processing. 

96 Grattet, R., & Lin, J. (2016). Supervision intensity and parole outcomes: A competing risks approach to criminal and technical parole
violations. Justice Quarterly, 33(4), 565–583. 
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