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The Council of State 
Governments is a national 
nonprofit, nonpartisan 
membership association of state 
government officials that engage 
members of all three branches of 
state government.

The CSG Justice Center provides 
practical, nonpartisan advice 
informed by the best available 
evidence.
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• Sentencing Trends

• Application of Supervision

• Recidivism Outcomes
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Presentation Outline
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After reaching a high in 2006, felony sentences declined sharply, but have 
been increasing since 2010.

Adult Felony Sentences, FY2000–FY2018
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Sentences for property, drug, and “other” offenses have increased by more 
than 5 percent since 2010, but sentences for person offenses have slightly 
declined.
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Property and drug offenses with the largest increases in sentences include 
possession of controlled substances, motor vehicle theft, second degree 
burglary, and firearm offenses.
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Sentences have increased for offenses in lower seriousness levels as well as 
unranked offenses.
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Sentences for people with more extensive criminal histories have increased 
by more than 40 percent since 2010.
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Over 90 percent of felony sentences include incarceration in Washington, 
which is much higher than the national average.
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Theft (including motor vehicle) and possession of controlled substances 
account for one-third of prison and more than half of jail sentences.
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Sentencing Summary

 Felony sentences have steadily increased since 2010.

 This increase appears to be driven by people with more extensive criminal 
histories sentenced for offenses in lower seriousness levels, generally property 
and drug offenses.

 Nearly all felony sentences include a period of incarceration in jail or prison, 
with more than half of felony sentences including a jail sentence. 

 While alternative sentences without incarceration do exist, they are applied to 
less than 10 percent of felony sentences.

 As a result of few sentencing options, lower-level property offenses and 
possession of controlled substances make up nearly half of all felony 
sentences to incarceration.
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Policy changes over the last 30 years have impacted who receives post-
release supervision.

Supervision has been 
maintained for people 

convicted of serious 
violent offenses, sex 
offenses, vehicular 

homicide/assault, DUI, 
domestic violence, and 

for people with 
alternative sentences

regardless of risk. 
Additionally, people 

who fail to register as a 
sex offender are 

supervised regardless 
of risk if the supervision 

is post-prison (if the 
supervision is post-jail, 
then people who are 

high risk are 
supervised).
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More than half of jail sentences do not include a period of supervision.
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Supervision is more likely to be ordered for more serious offenses, but not 
necessarily for people with more extensive criminal history.
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Property and drug offenses are handled differently by statute when it comes 
to eligibility for supervision.
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The Drug Offender Sentencing Alternative (DOSA) and other alternatives 
provide supervision to a portion of people sentenced for property offenses.
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Swift and Certain (SAC) sanctioning offers a powerful tool, but must be 
coupled with programming to effectively change behavior. 

2015 study found that SAC:

- Reduced propensities for confinement 
following a violation (20 percent reduced 
odds)

- Reduced average days confined (49 fewer 
days confined among people experiencing 
a violation)

- Reduced propensity for reconviction (20 to 
30 percent reduced odds of reconviction, 
with the largest reduction for violent 
felonies)

In addition, SAC participants had:

- Greater proportion involved and more 
hours spent in CBT programming

Source: Washington State University, Evaluation of Washington State Department of Corrections (WADOC) Swift and Certain (SAC) Policy Process, Outcome and Cost-Benefit 
Evaluation, August 31, 2015.. 

Concerns related to SAC:

- Questions remain about long-term effects
- Lack of replication in demonstration sites
- Curbing undesired behavior doesn’t teach 

the desired behavior
- 4 reinforcers : 1 punishment 
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The number of supervision violator admissions has increased substantially in 
the last three years.
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Under Swift and Certain, the response to a 
person’s first violation on supervision is no 
confinement followed by 1–30 day jail stays 
upon subsequent violations. 

Some of the increase in admissions 
between 2016 and 2017 is due to better 
data collection as the DOC underwent the 
Violator Improvement Project, a system 
update to more accurately capture violation 
admissions. 
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The average daily population of people incarcerated for community 
supervision violations has also experienced an uptick.

Source: Washington State Department of Corrections, Average Daily Population of Incarcerated Offenders.
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Supervision Summary

 Statutory restrictions limit access to supervision for certain offenses, resulting 
in more than half of sentences to jail having no supervision following release.

 Supervision is more likely applied in cases with a higher seriousness level, and 
is less closely tied to a person’s criminal history.

 There are limited opportunities for supervision of people sentenced for 
property offenses.

 The number of supervision violation admissions and the average daily 
population of people incarcerated for supervision violations have increased in 
the last three years.
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People released from jail after serving a sentence are rearrested and 
reconvicted at higher rates than people released from prison, particularly in 
the first year.
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Source: Justice Center analysis of CFC, DOC, and WSP data

*Estimated jail release date was calculated using sentence date, sentence length, and credit for time served. People released more than once in a fiscal year were only 
counted once in the analysis.
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People are at greatest risk of recidivism in the first three months following 
release from a jail sentence, while people released from prison are at similar 
risk throughout the first year.
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counted once in the analysis.
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People sentenced to jail for drug offenses are rearrested at higher rates than 
people sentenced for other offense types, the majority of whom are rearrested 
for property and drug offenses one year following release.
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There is variation in recidivism within offense types, with possession of 
controlled substances and motor vehicle theft having the highest rates.
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Recidivism Summary

 People sentenced to jail have higher recidivism rates than people released 
from prison, particularly in the first year following release.

 Recidivism rates vary across types of offense, with people sentenced for 
certain property and drug offenses having higher rates than people sentenced 
for other offense types.

 People sentenced for property and drug offenses are most likely to be 
rearrested for property and drug offenses.
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Study Findings Implications for Next Steps

 Felony sentences have steadily increased since a recent low in 
2010, driven by increases in property and drug offenses, in 
particular possession of controlled substances and motor vehicle 
theft.

 Sentences of people with more extensive criminal history 
committing lower-level offenses continue to increase in 
Washington.

Address behavioral health challenges 
and repeat criminal behavior with 
accountability and connection to 
services.

 The vast majority of sentences include a period of incarceration, 
largely in county jail, and without a period of supervision.

 People with jail sentences have higher rates of rearrest and 
reconviction than people sentenced and released from prison, 
but people released from prison have higher rates of 
reincarceration in DOC.

Ensure options at sentencing that 
provide opportunities for reducing 
recidivism while maintaining public 
safety. 

 The number of supervision violations admissions to incarceration 
and the average daily population of people incarcerated on a 
supervision violation have increased in recent years.

Examine supervision practices and 
outcomes.
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Topics of Analysis and Discussion in April

o Supervision policies and practices in Washington

o Impacts of supervision

o Detailed recidivism analyses and outcomes for supervision (including 
DOSA program)

o Summary of project findings



Bree Derrick, Deputy Director of State Initiatives
bderrick@csg.org

Receive monthly updates about justice reinvestment states 
across the country as well as other CSG Justice Center 
Programs. Sign up at:
csgjusticecenter.org/subscribe

This material was prepared for the State of Washington. The presentation was 
developed by members of The Council of State Governments Justice Center staff. 
Because presentations are not subject to the same rigorous review process as other 
printed materials, the statements made reflect the views of the authors, and should 
not be considered the official position of the CSG Justice Center, the members of 
The Council of State Governments, or the funding agency supporting the work. 
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