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PREFACE 

This paper presents mainly a state-of-the-art survey of present and contem­

plated programs that target the career criminal for special criminal justice 

efforts. It devotes attention to issues of linking these programs into an 

integrated structure. fhe information reported here was collected through tele­

phone interviews, mail surveys, site visits, program reports, and retrieval of 

data filed in individual jurisdictions. ;:his work is a component of a broad Rand 

research program funded by the NILECJ, Law Enforcement Assistance Administration 

and concerned with the career criminal. 

Prepared under Grant Number 77-NI-99-0072 from the National Institute of Law En­
forcement and Criminal Justice, Law Enforcement Assistance Administration, U.S. 
Department of Justice. Points of view or opinions stated in this Gocument are 
those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the official position or 
policies of the U. S. Department of Justice. 
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Within the offender population are criminals who persist in serious crime 

despite efforts by the criminal justice system to deter, apprehend, incapacitate, 

and rehabilitate them. A change of strategy in dealing with these offenders, 

prompted by the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration, has appeared. It is 

embodied in a variety of career criminal programs already undertaken or being 

planned by criminal justice agencies. The term career criminal itself has come 

to denote an offender whos,:; currently dunged offense and criminal history are 

deemed sufficiently serious to justify his being targeted for special tlnullifica-
1 tion" efforts by the criminal justice system. 

The need for career criminal programs has been underscored by a growing body 

of empirical evidence ~vhich indicates that: 

o Recidivists, a minority of the offender population, are responsib~e for 

a disproportionat'? amount of the serious erime committed. 2 

If!) Recidivists somc~times avoid their just deserts after arrest a8 a result 

of ~ for example, delaying court proceedings (so that prosecution tvi tnesses 

are lost, etc.)j exploiting heavy court system caseloads to obtain lenient 

plea bargains; engaging in "judge shoppingll to evade stringent sentencing, 

etc. Thus, the conviction and imprisonment of defendants ,·lith serious 
. . 1 d' f f . 3 crlmlua recor s 1S ar rom certaln. 

Frequently the recidivist's return to the streecs and to a resumption of crime 

occurs so soon as to present a dismaying image of "revolving door" justice. 

Some of thpse unsatisfactory outcomes result from inadequate resources or 

defective operations in the system; others, from a lack of clear policy dir€;ction. 

Fot· example, some cases are dismissed or settled by a plea to a reduced charge 

beeause heavy \vorkloads dis(~ourage the police from performing thorough follow-up 

investigations. Adequate trial preparation for all cases is usually precluded by 

excessive prosecutorial caseloads, so len';'~nt pJea settlements serve to relieve 

the caseload pressure and thereby to benefit some recidivist defendants. In 

some cases, serious convictions may be unattainable because of tilC! loss of key 

witnesses (perhaps through poor handling) or by the absence or incompleteness of 

criminal records when needed in the proceedings. The sentence imposed is some­

times light because a judge perceives, despite the defendant's unfavorable criminal 

record, prospects of rehabilitation or because he is affected by indefensible 

prison conditions in the jurisdiction. And, of course, competent defense counsel 
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will seek to minimize the likelihood of conviction and stringent punishment at 

every opportunity the system provides. 

CAREER CRIHINAL PROGRAMS: THEIR GENESIS 

A national strategy toward remed '{ing the criminal justice system's handling of 

recidivists took root in 1974 when LEAA began funding the Career Criminal Prose­

c.ution Program (Gep) , which enabled prosecutors to devllte special attention to 

defendants who had been charged with targeted crimes and/or who had serious criminal 

records. The initially supported jurisdictions, about 20 in number, formed 

special prosec.ution units !esigned to obtain for selected defendants a higher rate 

uf convic.tion at a more serious charge level than would otherwise be realized by 

routine prosecution. By 1978 these specialized units had prosecuted over 7500 

defendants. Ilata analyzed by the National Legal Data Center4 reveal that 83 per­

c~nt of these prosecutions produced a conviction; and tllat 91 percent of those 

convicted received a prison sentence, the minimUill term of which averaged 12 years. 

Recently, more than 30 additional special prosecutorial units have been formed 

as a result of LEM block grants and of local funding. Also, state planning 

agencies have begun to make funds available for these purposes -- in California, 
5 for example. 

The growth of career criminal prosecution programs reflects a belief that 

erime rates can be reduced by the more certain and the longer imprisonment of 

\'areer criminals and by the resultant deterrence of other offenders. Also 

rL'f lected is a vieH that these special prosecution units will impel an increased 

respect for, and improved morale ~vi thin, the criminal justice system. 

General acceptance of LEM's Career Criminal Prosecution Program has called 

into question whether or not other sectors of the criminal justice system are 

focusing enough attention on the career criminal, i.e., are their efforts 

appropriately complementing those of the prosecutors? Consider, for example, the 
6 dependence of the special prosecution units on police support. A unit's work 

is greatly facilitated by prompt notification by the police that an arrestee 

appears to meet career criminal prosecution cri,teria. Furthermore, the strength 

of the case against a career criminal hinges on the quality of police investi­

gation, both initial and follow-up. Also, prosecutors generally rely on police 

channels to obtain local crimin;ll history information, usually vital in career 

criminal cases. And beyond this support of the prosecutor, are the police devoting 

sufficient resources specifically to the apprehension of career criminals? 
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SimilarlY, are parole officers giving special attention to monitoring the activi­

ties of paroled career !crimina1s and is their information being shared \vith other 

agencies'? Does the corrections system give special handling to the imprisoned 

career criminal? And so on. 

The Law Enforcement Assistance Administration is currently examining the 

notion of a comprehensive integrated career criminal program (eeGP) that would 

span the entire criminal justice system. It has sponsored a program of research by 

Rand on the desirability of tltis systemwide approach and its implications. Rand 

sought to: 

• Descri.be present efforts in the police and the corrections/parole areas 

in dealing selectively with career criminals 

• Ascertain the interactions occurring between career criminal prosecution 

units and other sectors of the criminal justice system 

CI Discern the potential linkages among existing or visualized career 

crimil1a1 programs in the police, prosecutor, and corrections/parole areas 

II) Clarify theiustification for integrating all ~areer criminal programs 

within a jurisdiction. 

Rand's findings provide the substance for what follmvs. 

CAREER CRIMINAL PROGRAMS: AN OVERVIEW OF THE STATE OF TIlE ART 

It is useful to begin with an overview of the state of the art in career 

criminal programs systemwide. The authors' perception of the situation comes from 

a nu~ber of nationwide mail and telephone surveys, complemented by site visits 

and technical literature. The surveys covered nearly all jurisdictions with 

career criminal prosecutiClll units; the police agendes in LEAA's Integrated Criminal 

Apprehension Program (rCAP) and Managing Criminal Investigations Program; directors 

of parole in mos~ states; and correctional administrators in most states. 

Concisely expressed, the state of career t~riminal programs is one of eon~,ider­

able imbalance among the sectors of the criminal justice system. In the pro­

secutorial area, long strides have been taken and are continuing. An ambitious 

beginning has been made in the police field, primarily within broader programs 

aimed at upgrading police operations. But only a few pioneering police departments 

have as yet made concrete achievements in dealing selecti.vely with career 

criminals. In the corrections area and to a lesser extent in parole, there appear 
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to be pronounced crosscurrents of viewpoint as to whether or not a "hard-line" 

posture should be adopted toward any subset of the offender population and, in 

particular, toward career criminals, when the traditional approach has been to 

handle inmates as individuals. Corrections and parolE~ agencies are somewhat re.luc­

tant to tailor their resources to offenders on the basis primarily of the seriousness 

1"£ the latt:ers' prior records. By contrast, police and proseclltorial agendes 

have t:ended ahmys to dis tinguish off"2uders in these terms, so the transition to 

formal career criminal programs is more natural for them. 

CAREER CRUi.LNAL PROGRAHS: THE :'ROSECUTTON FUNCTIm] 
~---- ... -.,.,--

The Career Criminal Program (CCP) by which LEAA funded roughly 20 career 

eriminal prosecution units may be regarded as the cornerstoIH' not only of a much 

larger prosecution program (which had grown to more than 50 units by 1978), but 

also of wiJer efforts against career criminals spanning other sectors of the 

criminal j~stice system. Although their 2valuotion is only now in progressl th~ 

eep units are tV'idely regardr;:,d as accomplishing their central objective, namely: 

to assure a high probability of conviction of selected offenders, spe~dily and at 

a level of seriousness that justifies a substantial term of imprisonment. Tile 

lwalua tion should show) hmV'ever, whether there have been n~al improvements in 

prosecntorial performance, or ~V'hether the impressivl~ output statistics are simply 

an artifact of the special selection of defendants. 

Career criminal prosecutions may vary in detail ameng different jurisdictions 

but the major e1t~ments of the program are almost always as foJ.lmV's: 8 

.. 

The eep unit is a separate component of the prosecutor's office manned by 

full-timt~, relatively experienced attorneys who provide vertical case 

representation, that is, the responsibility for prosecuting a case remains 

~V'ith a single designated attorney throughout the criminal proceedings. 

The vertical representation begins once a defendant has been selected for 

ca~eer criminal prosecution. 

Ohjective criteria -- which reflect the seriousness of the present charges, 

the criminal record of the arrestee, t.lnd the evidentiary strength of the 

present case -- are established beforehand to govern the designation of an 

arrestee as a career criminal for the purposes of selective prosecution. 

~ Formal and systematic case screening is conducted promptly after arrest. 

Application of the selection criteria and assessment of the evidence 
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sufficiency are the main factors in triggering a career criminal prose­

cution, but prosecutorial discretion remains in the screening process. 

Charging policy is stringent. Prior convictions, multiple offenses, nnd 

enhancement factors are fully reflected in the accusatory pleadings so 

that the gravity of the defendant's prior and present eriminnl conduct is 

accurately depicted. 

Discovery policy in most cases permits full disclosure to the defense, 

whieh te.lds to shorten proceedings and to simplify plea ne?;otiations. 

Plea-negotiation poliey is stringent. Defendants are requireJ either to 

plead to eounts that adequately reflect their actual criminal eonduet and 

that justify appropriate incareeration; or to stand trial. 

A readiness-for-trial posture is maintained, and priority (~ase scheduling 

is arranged. 

Eadl Cartler l~r imln:d program, tvhetlH'r developlO'd by pol i ee ut prosGC!tltor, eOl:l u
' 

talns a uni",lC set of criteria tu lulmtify targett!d offenders. Carner eriminal 

prosPl'lltnrial criteria vary, for (~xample, in the d(~gr(H:! to tvhich they urt, offonse­

speciLic. Some· fO(,lIs l)l1 ~Hl(' broad of f(;'IlSE\ type, H.g., robbt~ry aud rClhlwl.·y-related 

hnmiddp in ;;an llil~gCl; or hurglary and btlrglary-rplat(~d offenses in Santa Barbara. 

OtiH'rs an.! cOlh~ern(\d \v i th a 11 felony types, e. g. I in Nt'''' Or h!ans or ~lemphis. 

Tht' rL~mainupr COlH:l'ntrate ou a sl'lE.wtion of offenst.' tYlwS important to their 

~'()nlImlIli.tit.>.s, e.g., roblH'l:'Y, attpmpted murder or serious assault., th.,rpl1ing burglary, 

arson, kidnapping, rapt' or sodomy, and child abusl' in Bromc County, Nmv York. 

Career criminal proserutorial criteria also differ in the weights (if any) 

assigned to various 1l8pf~~~tS of the Jefendant's l~riminill historv, his pn~sently 

t'hargl'd offensus, ClIlt! the strl~ngth of the case ;lgainst him. 111 11 majori tv of 

jl1risuh'Liol1s, a felony arrestee Hill qualify if his pres~mtly durged off(lnse is 

of a specifi~d type and his criminal r~('ord reflects prior convictions of a 

specified 1111mber and tYlw. Tlwse critoria are strit:tly applied in some jurisdic-, 

tions; in others, tilCY aro merely guides to the prosecutor's discretion in selecting 

I'ases for special efforts. Tlh~ dwice of eareer criminal criteria is an important 

step in the planning process for a t:ar(~er criminal program. Disparitips in this 

choiee among different .~urisdil tions tire appropriate because of differences in 

local needs c\lld ¢oucerm;. Furtfwrmore, changes in th'c! n:iteria over time in 11 

parth~ular j\lristli~tion 1'1ay bl' an appropriate respo!)se to tll'('ulY'ulated experience. 
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The pI anning proc!t~SS should talw account of how the choicl~ of career criminal 

(~riterii1 affectH the d(~mi1nd on policl~, prosC'.clltorial, and cl1rrectinnal resources. 

An overly encompasHil1g def ini lion may create an oxcessivl~ resourl~(' demand and thus 

(it,fL:nt thl' ohjeetivl' of sp(~cial hanuling of can'pr I'riminals; an overly stri.ngt'llt 

dt,finition may tHwt'l"ely limit tlll' bl't1t'.fits of tIll' program. Thus the planners should 

illwly;·w til(' prior-n~conl dlaral'teristi('s of till' local (lffl'IHil'r population and 

Wj;iNW thl' :,;1.' lee tlVL'l1eSH of al tt~rlHlti.vl~ carpur criminal cri Loria. By hypothetically 

applying altel'lwtivLl dwfiniLiolw nf a l;a1'l>.t~r criminal, a jurhlJL:tion CUll estimaLL~ 

tvhat pert!C'.ntagl' of LIlt.' arrl'stl'es \vould lw designatllJ a<; l~arN~r criminals. It is 

apparunt that till' Jl~llIi1nd on reSourl;l~S ,vould depenu stl'nngly l)l1 til(> dhlice of dl!finitillll. 

Pr()H('l~lltor'~PD lin' Interact ion 
>-",_ • .-., "", ... ~, ___ ""',OJ" .... ~ ,,>&> _ •• ~ ... "" ___ ... ____ -..,..,..."..,_~ 

The ec.;l' unit In,,'s t\(lt lJl'ur<ttl' ind(!pencil'ntly; ':"n fal.:t, i.ntt!ra~:tions b('t\"(~~'n thi.:~ 

unLt i.l.nd Ute J)l)licl~ an~! substantial. TIll' pro:~l'Ct1tl'r ndh~s llIl pllJiel' agPlll:it.~s ttl1' 

tilt' appl'dlPlW ion of a l~areer criminal; fIll' pr(llnpt notkl' that an arrest('(! may ~l'l't 

(~arppr (:rimlnal cH'lel~ti()n eriteria; for a pr('liminary invl'stigatiol1 that ~"i1J 

adl'qU<1tt'ly support hir3 bning churgl·J; fllr a foihnv-up invpstig<ltion that wilL 

atil'(pttlll'ly support hi~; being l:onvil'tl~d, ant! loll) (In. 

nUl' surveys 01' pllllel' and prose<:lItion agenl:ies disdoSl~d very marked difft'rpncf.'~; 

frl)111 jurimlietion to Jurisdiction in the pattern ot interactions in career eriminal 

(:asnH. In ~;onw, till' formal differetwl!s in pol iCl'-prosl'l.:utor int£:1raetions lwt\vl'l'tl 

l.',U·Bl!l' eriminal ilnd nthE.~r types of felony ,:ases arl~ seaut. 'S'he police give tIl(' 

pr!l~Je(~tltorl s needs in (~areer ~:riminal casps more dilJp:l~nt attention, but ~vithout 

!Jignlficant Chtll1gEH; in organization or proc(>.dures. In other jurisdictions, 

\';!rt!t.'r l:ritninal easl'S are disti.nguished by a Ilprosecutors go 'Co the police" in­

teraction. There are a number of versions of this arrangement, but they typically 

involvt\ on-Gall prOl:H~Gutors responding to pollee notiee of 'i fdony arrest that 

may qualify for sele{'.tive prosecution. The prosec~\ltors heeome immediately in-

volved in tlw case -- guiding and screening the collection of evidence, conducting 

or supervising intorvimvs, etc. In still other jurisdictions, a IIpolice come to 

tho prose(~utorsll inter at! tion marks career criminal cases. This typically takes 

the form of police being assigned to the prosecutor's staff, primarily to conduct 

follow-up investigations in career criminal cases and to otherwise assist in pre­

paration for trial. Alternatively, there may be ~ unit of police investigators 

\o1hich is dedil'ated to the prosecutor:.' s needs but does not join his staff. Finally, 

in some jud,sdit~tions tlw prr\St~~',utor relies on his mm non-police investigators 

I 
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nnee thl~ i.nitial p'Jli\'(~ investigat1.on has hl~en mude and t1!e arn'stGI' has heLm 

~w Ill!' ted f,J! career (' r imina 1 prOl-H' ell t iCll1. 

The approprIate ehoicl' of li'1kagc~B bl·t';';EH~n poliCl~ and prt'BL'l~l!t()r til'pl'nus on 

ll:,my local factors. (JtH', for pxtlmplt~, is the numb"r of polil'l' agoneies that tht, 

can,,!!, criminal probeeutiol1 uui t fH'tvOS: this !1\lmbm" rangp~l from a sing] e agm1t~y , 
ill ;WllW jurisdictio1ls to mor!' than fifty in otilerc. The sL~ef) of thp polit~e 

agll llci ~~B Lnvolvpti ;In' an important considl'ration; so, too. is thei.r hif;tori\~al 

nd.at ionship to tIll' prl)Seeutnr. Thm;, as our survt.~yS confirm, thert2 hl till single 

\·1aY of organiziu!~ 11\)lh'l'-prus('cutor in.tt.~ractions in (!areer l~rimina 1 \'aBl~H that ean 

ht' naid to 1)(' pref('rn~d ovpr the alternatives. But) whidwv~~r \'1(tv i8 chosen, it 

appears i.mportant Co ineludl' informn.tion fe(~dback channels 80 that.: prl18lll'utorial 

failures <':0 convl\'t; can serve fill' tile> tI11prOV(~ment nf future pol i,{'p~'pros('eutor 

iUU!l::l(, tions. 

Finally, our surveys GUrU~l)l-lt: that ~]lHJre tho prOfle(~utor bN~omes db;satisfied 

wi th polieo support, ill' tends tl1 l'ply lncreasi.ngly upon his staff inv('.stigators. 

This Hituatiou l;Wf.'mS 1m,s Uke1y to d(>velop ,,,hllre polh~e inve8ti~Yntor~) hav(> been 

;HHliglW(1 to the prosc"utar'H staff. 

Intpractions Bet\vNm TIll' Prllsel'utor And The CorreetiollB/Paroh' ~.,vstl~m ___ .. ~ ... ~ ....... _...., _,.o.'"""'''''''_~_'_-'''''< ___ '''z'''''''~ __ ··'''<'''·' __ ,"' ""'",,""' __ _ 'O~"-" ___ """-T~'-.£W--''''1.~ ___ --'''''_' __ "",, __ ,,, __ "r_~~~-'_,"-'-~." 

The li.t1kages lwt~"f'en career l~riminal prosecution units and thl~ l'orroctiotts/ 

parolo system are currE.~nt1y very limited. For exnmpl(~, in S(lmt\ jurisdiedons tlw 

prnsccutor sends a letter to the department of correctiOtlB to notify them that B 

specified offel~der ~vas prosecuted and (~oavh:tod as a eare.er eriminaL This notien 

often r.equests that the prosecutor be infl)rmt~d wlll'n this inmate iB ellLlsiderl~d for 

release on parole so that the prose.ctltor may argue ugaim~t early rt'l(~ase. He.yond 

such contacts at the onset of a career criminal's prison terms and at his 1:'01ea8e, 

intt~rtletions beU-leen the prosecutor iltl(1 the l:()rn~('tinns and paroh' agmli'i.t's arl) 

llIwommon. One prominent l~xc\,'ption is that of a Hemphis, T(mnessl.!l! pan1le uni.t 

established to supet'vis(~ p(1rolees Hith extensive eriminal ret~Ord9 and linkt.'d 

directly to a CCP \lnit, \-lhidl prosecutes a parolee. if he commits a erime and 

which also handles parole revocation matters arising from his ~onduet. 

CAREER CRnliNAL PROGRAHS: POLICE ROLES 
-----~=-----..... , -- -----------~-~. -"''''''---

How may police respond to the belief that career eriminals ~ommit it dispro­

portionate amount of crime; and to the' speeial prosecutorial t!ftorcs bping mounted 

- --------------
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against tlwse offt!tltitlrs'? Our SUrVl!ys nf prosecutors and pol iep officials idl~nti­

fipe! tilrPl' aVi'I1IWS along Hhil'h tIll' polic(> might proceed, namt'ly, stnmgtlwning 

thC'ir (wHi~ltatH'l' to t:lP prll'H~(!\ltt\r on his llctivt' carepr criminal casos: applying 

SIH!(,Uic' apprt'lwnsilltl ('fforts against SUSpl'l'ted Car('l'r ('riminals; and upgrading 

hWl'Btigati.\)t1 and crimp analvflis ,H tivttip;.; that an~ intpI1l1('d tp itll'lltify additional 

Asr;istatll~e To TIll' l'r,'s('I'utur 

A l'ilrl!t't" ':~'iminal prilSI"'lltioil i.~; il1it iiltl'd uith il dl'tt'rminatiol1 th'lt nn 

arrl'Gtl'l' nll'l'tH till' ,'rit('ria ttll' :,pI'('i<l! prosl','ut.iull. (;Plwrally, tIll' ~iI)()nl'r this 

dl't.tlrmi.uat ion i:; madl', til" ilt,t t • .'1' -' Hil thill, jl'1' l'xampll" Lilt, prilHt'!'utllr ,'an bl' 

jlrompt.ly lllVlllvl"j ill t\ll' l'vid.'ll"!' Pl'lH'L':;qill); <lnd toJitllt'H::-i pn'p'lI"It.i(IIl. l:arly idt'llt i-' 

1i>':tLiotl ,ll a ,'an'Pl' ,'riminal ,'a~;l' l'ntai\,; tilt' tinll'l:--' lwtili,'atl,un bv tilt' p,di,'t' 

that a pn""pl'Itivl' ",Il"l'l'1" l'1'itrdwd ba;,; bn'll arn'st\'d :lll,l till' immp,.ilatt' availability 

(11 ,It, h'ilHt lib; IO,'il! ,'ril~lin,ll ili:.;tpl'v (1'111.Jt'Jt~d Hi tl~(lllt llndllt' tit'lay hv a "ompleto 

prj,)!, l'PI"ll'd,J. AIIll,lllgh <ltlll!lt o:li'-,thil'd llf tIlt' pl'(1~;t','utor~; ~,lIrvl~v\'d ind.icatl~d 

tiLl!' tlll'ir p.di,'v afl'ni'if'~'l had t.l!:.VIl ;;tl'p~j ttl ,;pPl'd lip I1tlti!i,'atiflll, mw;t fplt tIll' 

Ill't'ti fIll' !'lIrtih'!' imprnVI'lllPlit. l'rl1;;l"'lIt(lrL,l disHat.iHla,'ti(1Il ~.:ith tht> IJ(,!,lVS and 

ith'lllnpll'tl'tH'n;~ in h'ill~' fllrllif,ill'd ITimill:lI iliHlpI'ies "1;li> ~d,!t';;pr(',ld. 

'1\\,\, ,1 ,'art'I'1' ,'1'i111in<11 p1'llfH'l'1l1 i"11 ha!; hl't'll llntlt~rt:lkl'll by thl' spe'l'ial 11111 t, 

tilt, ,'aHl' inv,dvl'}; tWHop thnrtlllph and :'"lIid lH'I'paration !tH' trial than ,1tllPl' ft'lol1Y 

m'lttt'l';L 1'.,li,'\' :;lIPPlll't i!-1 irlpot"tallt in bllth tIlt' initial and tol]PH"np inv(,'stigii'~ 

t i,IIlS. lianv J'l'artrnl'nt~.; (eljJ'l'ciLdly undl'r LEAA's IntL!grHtl'u Criminal Apprl~henoion 

l'r,lgram') arlo' ll\lgL.lding llll' initial illVp[.;tigati,Hl pll'lt)rr.wd by till' responding patrol 

unit. 1\ lluinlh'l' \1f tit'p,u'tmellt,; hilVt' asni.gnl'd pl!r:-h1Illwl t.ll tll,rve dil'l'ct.ly under 

tiw pr,HivI.·.utOl' ill <'1'<1('1' til lal'ililatp till' [pll"tv-up inVl'Htigatioll lH:l'dcd to 

t3 t nmgthell till' ,''',h' dgaim; t a ,:al'l'er 1'1' imillal. \.Jhl'l'l' :"lldl ant; igllments un' not 

maUl', a 1 LlL'llU \)11 i ,;<.'1' may bl' dt'!) ign,ltl'ti, thrnugh h'hom the prosecutor may cotnmuui­

(~atl) hi:, :iUggl.'H t lllli!' .tnd ~~ri L idsm:", about po liel' support in carel~r Griminal cases. 

\~lwn I:Hldl lHIPlh1rt l'vmailH; inadl·tluiite I ttll'l'l' i~l a tendl'IH':Y f!lr the prll~l!t:utor to 

illtL'llSify till' m;t' "i hi:, \1\';\1 invllstigators. 

~il~t~,l~.~:~)_ ':~.Pl).ry!l,l'n}:l.ip!l_ I) f.l\r.l!i 

A grmdng tllllnh'r ,11' polil'p II"partllwnts t'rlplny sl't'\'ial Ilffmllh'r lists as a 

llW<lIlS I'i targl'l1tq::: tlH'i1' apprl'Ill'llsi(111 l'ift'rts against ,'a1'l'l'r l'~il'linals. A spel'iHl 

I 

i 

J 
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offender file milY be physically a segment of n knm.;rn offender file ~.;rhereil\ <~arN~r 

eriminnls arp designated on the basis of the seriousness of their arrest rt.~eord. 

TIle informntion on an indlvidual in the file tyvically Ilis personal characteris-

tics, previous M.U.'s, and fingerprints -- 1s a basis for mntching against th0 '!.O., 

~.;ritn0.SB deHl:r iptions, and latent prints obtainp,j in an ul1snlved erime and th(~reby 

for identifying possible i3USpl~cts. Depending upon th£', 8i2(\ of the eommunity, the 

lc~ngth of tin1(> the fill~ has been in usc, the entry Griteria and othl'r faetors, [I 

filp of thin nature might: number several thousand offenders. 

A fmol departmt'llts have developed more elaborate caret\r eriminal film; that alsC) 

contain infort'1ation generated by Hald stops and othl~r updating intcllif'('twC' soureen. 

Sueh filL'S an' t'uBtomdrily lirr"t(~d to a feH hundn~d or fE'\"E.~r ofi'l'ndel."s '-7ho apl)L>[U' 

to lw \'IIl'l'ent1y aetivE.~ in t~riml' and who have serious criminal rt'conis. 

:iom(l departnmnts use f!areer crimin£il files as 11 basis for [(leusing pau'(Jl 

and illV('stigat.i.otl efforts. Patrol units 3re given "mug blinks" "tH1tainillg ~J()m(' or 

all of thr: offenderG in tlw file to aid tlH~m in qu~~stioninf~ Hit.nmHH'8 to cri.meB and 

in ident.ifying Ll SUSPGGt. for fi(,ld~Htop purposes. Occasionally surveillmwe tlIay 

bt~ mounted against som(~one in the fih~ ~.;rho is partit'ularly SUfiPPl~t. 

The most pH)a\:tivc~ H5C\ of a earpcr criminal fill> oceurs t"hPll patrol unit!' 

Inah' "sdwuult:>d" fi(~.ld stop<:l of selected individuals t.;rithin the fill' in nruc'r to 

monitor them ana to d(,velop lnformation for use in futt.::-c investigatiotw. 

P()lh:l' dt1partmonts differ t..:onsiderably in tlwir ~.;riUingnef3s to use Pl:u:l(,tiv(' 

methods against suspected Gllreor criminals. Some sec tlwm ad invusiotw (11' p'iv~u:y) 

others view them as natural extensions of routine police work. 

]..I!l.E.rovE~Ll nv.£:~.t iaa t ilm.!?...-}.~ Anu11..~2.2. 

Strengthening the investigative and Grime analysis eapnbil itil'S ()f tilt' pol ke, 

even though not spm;ifi~ally eOllcentratecl on career criminals, can have til(> effect 

of raising arrcst rates in general and thereby increasing the likelihood tllut a 

eareer criminal Hill be id(mtified as responsible for a (~rime or a series of 

,:rimes. The police departmen.ts t-:ithin the rCAP program, more than '30 in numhnr, 

are undertakin~ a wide span of self-improvements, for example: in their arrest 

anJ offense reports so that vital information is recorded in a usable format: in 

training patrol officers to perform better preliminary investigations; in conducting 

l:rime analyses tlwt facilitate the prediction of future erime locations, the 

identif ication of crime series I the generation of suspect 1 Ists) ate. 'fhe extent 



-10-

of these improvement efforts is related to the size of the department, the resources 

available, and experience with computerized information systems. 

The Impact Of Special Police Programs On Career Criminals 

Police officials generally agree as to the types of a~tivity that give 

promise of improving their perform~nce against career criminals, but there is 

little hard evidence of what the resulting benefits might be. In short, while the 

choice of police techniques and approaches descri~ed above is based on at least 

limited experience in their use, careful evaluation of the choices has not been 

performed. 

Most current activity in this area is occurring in the police agencies ,.;rith 

leAP grants. Host individual programs have specific components that bear on the 

career criminal problem. But progress is uneven becausE' the participating agendl's 

are highly diverse and many are at an early stage in implementing the planned 

measures. A thorough evaluation of the impact on career criminals from an 

across-the-board improvement in arrest rates is 'needed. 

CAREER CRHlINAL PROGRAMS: THE CORRECTIONS CONTEXT 

In this study Rand sought to ascertain current corrections policies and 

practices in handling career criminals and to assess future needs for selective 

programs. To this end we conducted telephone interviews with correctional administra­

tors in 30 states and analyzed a large body of data collected by the Bureau of 

the Census (under the aegis of LEAA) concerning state prison inmates natiomlide.9 

As yet, the correctional response to specially prosecuted career criminals has 

Ibeen minimal, however. Few policies and little advanc;ed thinking are directed 

to career criminal issues. This situation reflects the relatively insignificant 

intake of these offenders into prison populations, viz., only a few percent of 

the total intake since career criminal prosecutions began. Thus, to gain a per­

t~epti('n of pC'tential career criminal developments in the corrections context, it 

was necessary for us to tap information about similar offenders who had not been 

formally designated as career criminals, that is, about inmates regarded as 

"hard-corell, "repeat", "long-term", or "habitual" offenders. 

'yorrl~ctional Decisionmaking About Career Criminals 

One of the ti.;tO major areas addressed by the telephone survey of prison 

administrators was correctional decisionmaking in handling the inmate, especially 
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the determinations of ,his custody rating and institutional placement, both at in­

take and as his term proceeds. We were particularly concerned with the role that 

criminal history plays in this decisionmaking, and how its influence interacts 

witll age and institutional bellavior. 

According to the survey responses, criminal history carries more weight in 

the initial determination of custody rating and institutional placement than do 

the pHrsonal evaluation and testing performed at intake. A career criminal, 

whetlwr or not formally labeled, is more likely to be given a higher custody rating 

and to be placed in a more secure institution than others at the time of prison 

entry. But as time passes, an inmate's prison conditions become considerably more 

governed by his behavior than by his criminal record. If career criminals could 

be distingujshed by their institutional behavior, then prison administrators would 

more l.eadily feel tiley deserved selective handling. But experience and studies 

provide no clear basis for concluding that career criminals are a distinguishable 

group in terms of institutional behavior. In particular, the effect of carrying 

a long sentence and of having had prior incarcerations is not predictable, although 

there are some indications that these two factors may imply better behavior (but 

tnere is contrary evidence, ·too). 

nle overwhelming consensus among the correctional administrators interviewed 

was that no special response in correctional decisionmaking is needed to deal with 

increasing numbers of specially prosecuted career criminals. Strong resistance 

was voiced to the notion of making correctional decisions on the basis of a prose­

cutorial career criminal label. These administrators favored individual inmate 

assessments as the foundation for decisions on all new inmates, including career 

criminals. And they believed that institutional behavior should take precedence 

over criminal record in later decisions. 

Treatment Approaches For Career Criminals 

The second major area covered by the correctional survey was treatment 

approacnes for career criminal inmates. There are currently few, if any, selective 

correctional programs dealing with the career criminal. Indeed, whether or not 

such selective correctional programs are appropriate is a central issue. To gain 

insights about the possible justification for career criminal treatment programs 

in the future, \lTe look to current correctional practices toward the inmates re­

garded as hard-core offenders (1. e., those who have had several prior felony 

convictions and one or more prior prison terms). 
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The administrators' responses, which are consistent witll the results of our 

analysis of the Census survey data summar.ized below, indicate that hard-core in­

mates participate 1n treatment programs similarly to other inmates. The inmate's 

tvish to participate is of dominant importance; age, prior record, current commit­

ment offense, length of sentence, etc., are not controlling. Where differential 

treatment occurs, it is for the most part related to time remaining to be served. 

Programs relevant tu street survival are available toward the end of inmate 

sentences; har.d-core inmates, when allowed admittance, gain entry closer to their 

release dates and for shorter periods of time than other inmates. 

Correctional administrators recognize that specially prosecuted career criminals 

might warrant some selective handling while in prison -- for example, intake pro­

cedures could possibly be shorter; the responsible prosecutor should be notified 

of parole hearings; wider notification of law enforcement aguncies should be made 

at release, etc. -- but they are uniformly opposed to developing spl~cial t reat.ment 

programs for this class of convicted offenders, or to denying them aecess to pro­

grams because of their criminal history. This attitude rests in part on the belief 

that inmates should not be, treated differently because they originat.e from il local 

jurisdiction that has a special prosecution unit and other similar inmatt!8 

originate from communi ties wi thout such a prosecution program. ~evcrtlwless, tile 

correctional administrators interviewed conceded that specially ~ro8ecuted career 

criminals are a novel coneept to them. When they learn more about trw character i:::;­

tics of tlW!:W offenders, their treatment needs, how they affect the pril:lon popula­

tion and the prison management, etc., their opposition to special treatment programs 

may soften. 

The Ce:.l~sus Sur~_Qf_ State Prison Inmates 

In 197!f the U.S. Bureau of the Census interviewed a scientific sample of about 

10,000 inmates drawn from the es timated 190,000 inmates in s tate correctional 

facilities throughout the nation. The data gathered in this survey enable us to 

address the question of \Vlwther those inmates who resembled career criminals 

participated in treatment programs differently from other inmates. For this purpose 

Wf..' devised a representative defillition of a career criminal as follows: his most 

oerious commitment offense was aggravated assault, robbery, a sex crime, kidnapping, 

or homicide; and he had served more than one significant prior incarceration. 

About one-third of the sample of 10,000 inmates had these characteristics. The 

remaindl~r of tlle sample \Vere classified as moderate criminals (either a very 
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serious commitment offense or a very serious prior record, but not both) or minor 

criminals (all others). The later two classes also constituted about one-third 

each of the sample. 

We inferred an inmate's needs for treatment in alcohol, drugs, employment~ 

and education programs from his responses to certain questions asked in the Census 

intl~rviews. 1n particular, an inmate who had been drinking heavily at the time 

of hiH commitment offensl~ was deemed to need alcohol treatment; those tV'ho had ever 

llsed heroin on a daily basis, to need drug treatment; those who were unemployed at 

the time of their conunitment offense, to need employment training; and those ''lith 

lesH than a high school education, to need further education. 

Our analysis showed that there ,V'ere few significant differences among the 

three offender classes described above, in the percentages \V'ho needed t.reatment 

in tlle four specified areas. Career criminals more frequently needed all~ohol 

ttC!atment and educational programs than did minor criminals (40 and 38 pl\rCent 

for lae former compared with 25 and 29 percent for the latter), but other comparisons 

revealed differences of five percent or less. Horeover, the percentage of those 

needing treatment who were actually participating in the relevant programs turned 

out as follows: 

Percent Participating Among Inmates Needing Treatment In 

Prior Record 

Hinor 

Moderate 

Career 

Alcohol 

16 

21 

19 

Drug§ 

19 

19 

19 

Employment 

23 

24 

28 

Education 

24 

22 

24 

Overall. 22 percent of inmates in need of a particular treatment actually receive 

such treatment. These and others of our results do not suggest that there is 

discriminatory participation in treatment programs that is related to career 

criminal characteristics. 

In sum, the findings of both the analyses of the Census survey data and the 

interviews of the correctional administrators underscore that selective treatment 

of career criminals in the future corrections context would be a radical shift 

from current policies and practices. It appears that considerably more research 
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on career criminals is necessary before correctional changes might be justified. 

CAREER CRININAL PROGRANS: PAROLE SUPERVISION 

Our nationwide survey of officials responsible for parole superviAion disclosed 

that a number of parole agencies have begun to implement programs aimed at the 

selective handling of career criminals (without necessarily designating the sub­

jects by that term). For the most part, these parole supervision developments are 

not related to the prosecution programs. Instead, their impetus comes from a 

greater awareness by parole officials that serious offenders comprise a growing 

proportion of the parolee population. This situation is consistent with the 

evidence that the proportion of inmates incarcerated for violent offenses has 

been increasing and that the lat ter inmates tend to be young and to have drug and 

gang involvements. We were told that parole agents oftentimes become fearful of 

the persons they supervise; so much so that some admit to skipping field visits 

out of concern that they may observe a situation that might cause the parolee to 

harm the agent. Furthermore, there is little evidence that parole agents are able 

to forestall a resumption .of criminal activities by the serious-offender parolees, 

either by providing services or by maintaining the current levels of supervision. 

For such reasons some parole officials have concluded that career criminals re­

quire unique methods and degrees of parole intervention and control. 

The parole system has always had a dual responsibility of providing both 

services and supervision. There is a growing concern among a number of parole 

departments about improving their supervision/surveillance operations. This 

concern stems from agents' frustration about what they perceive to be a negative 

concern about their safety; and from the lack of evidence that the services 

function has been effective in forestalling a return to crime. The changes being 

considered range from equipping parole agents with guns to enhance their protec-

tion on the one hand, to using a high-control approach that significantly intensifies 

the level of investigation and supervision of parolees on the other hand. 

Specifically, our survey revealed a number of approaches to the supervision 

and surveillance of career criminals on parole. All constitute substantial 

departures from the traditional practice of having the casework for a specific 

parolee performed by a single parole agent within a particular parole office. 

'l'lltly vary in the degree of emphasis given to the discovery of criminal activity 

by parolees and to the subsequent investigation that justifies their removal from 
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the cOULmunity. Some involve cooperative arrangements among criminal justice 

agencies, even to the point of forming an inter-agency team. And all are charac­

terized by an intensified level of supervision, in some instances provided by 

agents who specialize in this function. 

At the same time that our survey showed a receptiveness among some parolt~ 

units to treating high-risk parolees selectively by more supervision, surveillance, 

and investigation, it also revealed a concern among parole officials that an 

undue emphasis on parole supervision, even though limited to high-risk parolees, 

might produce a regretable downgrading of the parole services function. Thi!:; 

concern tends to generate resistance to the changes described above. 

Our otudy suggests that the parole system appears to be an appropriate conte2Ct 

for advancing the concept of a sys temwide approach to dealing with career criminal!:;. 

Its officials seem sensitive to the dangers posed by these offenders and to the 

lw~~d for tailoring its functions to them. Eifec:tive parole supervision of career 

criminals entails close coordination with othel:' agencies in the system, particu­

larly in the exchange of information about specific offenders. By the same token, 

if various agencies in a jurisdiction were each pursuing offense-specific career 

criminal programs but with mismatches of offense types) all would be hindered. 

CONCLUDING REHARKS 

Our surveys indicate that efforts against career criminals are both broadening 

and intensifying in the criminal justice system, but somewhat unevenly. The 

belief reflected by these programs is that by targeting on and incapacitating the 

serious high-rate offender, the system can perceptibly reduce crime. The Law 

Enforcement Assistance Administration has had a central role in implementing the 

new strategy. Our study has sought to draw information together that will clarify 

the need for LEAA to seed further developments and, in particular, to facilitate 

the linking together of career criminal programs. In this paper we have noted 

various issues that appear to shape and limit activities aimed at career criminals 

by the various sectors of the system. For example, within police agencies there 

is a pivotal question of how proactive they should be against known career criminals 

on the streets; in prosecutors' offices there is the dilemma of balancing the 

breadth of the career criminal definition against the resources available for 

special prosecutions; in corrections systems there is the crucial matter of 

whether criminal history can be given precedence over institutional behavior in 

making determinations of how inmates are handled; and so on. We further noted 
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current inadequacies in the exchange of information about career criminals even 

among agencies within the same judsdiction. And we emphasized t;he difficulties 

that arise in linking together programs that are differently crime-specific. 

In concluding this paper, we shall not reiterate these aspects of the criminal 

justice state-of-the-art in dealing with career criminals, but instead focus on a 

pervasive issue ~lhich emerges from Rand's studies as the question that governs 

the potential effectiveness of overall efforts against career criminals. This 

issue is the capability of the system to make a timely (Le., early in th~~.f. 

c.are.ers) and reliable identification of serious high-rate ()f£ender~, 

How can this type of offender be recognized once he has been apprehended for . 
a criminal act? The seriousness of his official adult criminal record might 

s()metimes suffice, but oft(~n it is only a weak indicator: arrests and convictions 

are likely to occur in but a small proportion of the crimes committed. Further­

more arrest and conviction rates tend to be age-dependent. It is entirely puss ibh! 

that by the time a persistent criminal accumulates a record that is serious enough 

to make. him an obvious candidate for career criminal handling. he is on a sharp 

dO~\lns\·ling in his criminal activity. We have learned that offenders past (say) 

the age of 30 years do not experience many arrests. Does this fact mean that their 

criminal activities have actually declined or that they have become more sld.llful 

in avoiding arres ts? 

Rand's findings -- ~"hich are consistent with those of others, e.g., Collini
O 

and Boland and Wilson,ll indicate that, among those who pursue a continuing career 

of crime, the onset of serious criminality occurs at approximately 14 years of 

age. Criminality then peaks in the early 20' s, tends to decline until the early 

30's, and finally drops sharply in a "maturing out" process. It hat; been observed 

that the age group of 14 to 21 years is characterized by a rate of 20 to 40 

serious crimes per year; of 22 to 25 years, about 12 serious crimes per year; and 

of 26 to 30 years, about 7. Although there are differences among offense types 

in this dependence between age and commission rate) an early peak followed by a 

steady decline is typical. 

Rand's research also indicates that while offense rates decline with the age 

of the offender, his arrest, conviction, and incarceration rates tend to increase. 

The rise in arrest rates with age implies that criminal experience may not be 

instrumental in the avoidance of arrest; nevertheless, arrest rates are hardly 

high at any age. The increase with age of conviction and incarceration rates 
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testifies that the criminal justice system is less inclined to offer alternatives 

to traditional criminal prosecution when the offender has already demonstrated his 

inability or unwillingness to modify his criminal behavior. 

These results are consistent with our conjecture above that by the time an 

offender has accumulated several adult arrests and convictions, he may be past 

his peak period of criminality. Isolating this mature career criminal from the 

community (even for longer periods than was formerly the case) may produce a 

disappointingly slight impact on the community crime level. Yet it would be 

cos tly, unfair, and unreasonable to indiscriminately toughen criminal justice 

policies against all young felony arrestees because some lacked tell-tale adult 

records. What then are the avenues toward a more reliable identification of the 

serious, high-rate young adult offender? 

Clearly, the sys tern ought to know much more about the characteristics that, 

taken together, distinguish these young adult felony arrestees. Rand's studies 

have sought to bring these characteristics to light. Our data (presently limited 

to California offenders while geographically broader studies are pending) sugges i: 

that high-rate offenders as a class are markedly inclined tu: 

• Have committed serious crimes by the age of 14 years or younger 

• Be heavily involved with drugs or with drugs and alcohol in combination 

• Be motivated by "high times" and "excitement" more than by economic lwed 

and temper factors 

• Injure a crime victim 

• Operate over an area larger than a single neighborhood or city 

• Be socially unstable (Le., work less than half-time, change rl'sidence 

more than twice a year, remain unmarried) 

More specifically, Rand's research points to the juvenile record of a l-H'rious young 

adult offender as the most reliable indicator that he i!> engaged in a high raU' of 

criminal activity at the time of arrest. Unfortunately, the availability of compl et(' 

juvenile records for adult criminal justice purposes is currently problernnt ieal: poli c(>, 

prosecutors, and judges are sometimes obstructed by a lack of juv('nile r€'<!ords when 

needed, especially when information for another jurisdiction is involved. He belil'vc..' 

that better use of juvenile record!>, for hard-core adult offender!> only, is the crux 

of making timely identification of high-rate offenders, who commonly are young adults who 

b 1 .. f . d 1 " 1 1 12 r t 1 • t 1 . i 1 have not ui t up a SlgnI lcant aut crImIna re('or(. n IllS way . le crlm na 
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jus tice system may be able to overcome a serious shortcoming in dealing with the 

high-rate offender, namely a mismatch of crime and punishment, for the lowes t 

imprisonment rate appears to occur at the time of peak criminality. If career 

criminal programs succeed only in bringing about the more lengthy imprisonment of 

the mature offender with an established adult criminal record, they are not likely 

to produce the effects on crime rates potentially realizable. 

-11 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. For simplicity, we avoid the use of the terms major violator, major 
offender, hard-core offender, etc., which are sometimes used 
in place of the term career criminal. 

2. See "Curbing the Repeat Offender: A Strategy for Prosecutors", 
Institute for Law and Social Research, Washington, !J.C., 1975. 

3. Rand analysis of an eJctensive file of 1973 California police and 
court data disclosed that 22 percent of the robbery arrestees 
with a prior prison record were convicted and sentenced to a 
new prison term; the correspondiug result for burglary arrestees 
with a prior prison record was 7 percent. 

4. The National Legal Data Center (Thousand Oaks, California), an 
LEAA grantee, is responsible for the collection and examina­
tion of operational data from CCP units. 

5. Recently enacted is the Deukmej ian Bill (SB 370) which appro­
priates $6 millions to provide for the formation of additional 
career criminal prosecution units in California over the next 
three years. 

6. Detailed descriptions of the operation of career criminal prose­
cution units are given in Major Offense Bureau, Bronx County 
District Attorney's uffice, New York) An Exemplary Project, 
Office of Technology Transfer, NILECJ, LEAA, U.S. Dept. of 
Justice, November 1976; Evaluation of the Suffolk County 1:oiajot:, 
Violators Project, The New England Bureau for Criminal Justice 
Services, May 1977; and publications of the MITRE Corporation 
to be cited below. 

7. The national-level evaluation is being conducted by the MITRE 
Corporation by means of in-depth case studies of four career 
criminal prosecution programs, namely: Orleans Parish, 
Louisiana; San Diego County, California; Franklin County, Ohio; 
and Kalamazoo County, Michigan. The first stage of the evalua­
tion has been published in a series of five reports. The 
summary report is: J.S. Dahmann and J.L. Lacy, Criminal Pro­
secution in Four Jurisdictions: Departures from Routine 
Processing in the Career Criminal Program, METREK/MITRE, MITRE 
Technical Report 7550, June 1977. 

8. Detailed and comprehensive descriptions of the operation of career 
criminal prosecution units are given in Majop Offen8e Bupeau~ 
B2'0m:c County Dis4;piot Attomey' 8 Offi(Je~ New Yo!'k~ An Exemplary 
Proje~t, Office of Technology Transfer, NILECJ, LEAA, U.S. 
Department of Justice, November 1976; EvaZuation of the SuffoZk 
County Majop VioZatops Ppojeat) TIle New England Bureau for Criminal 
Justice Services, May 1977; and the earlier-cited publications 
of the MITRE Corporation. 
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9. See National Criminal Justice Information and Statistics Service, 
Survey of Inmates, of State Correctional Facilities - 1974 Advance 
Report, National Prisoner Statistics Special Report No. SD-NPS-SR-2, 
U. S. Dept, of .Jus tice, March 1976; see also Ie Brimmer and 
L. Williams, A Methodological Study: Survey _of Inmates of. 
lLtate Correctional Facilities, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Draft, 
November 1975. 

10. J. Collins, "Offender Careers and Restraint: Probabilities and 
Policy Implications," LEAA Proj ect Report, January 1977. 

11. B. Boland and J.Q. Wilson, "Age, Crime, and Punishment," The 
Public Interest, Spring 1978. 

12. '1'0 illustrate the need to distinguish among adult "first offenders,1I 
an analysis performed by Rand of arrest data from Denver, 
Colorado showed that 45 percent of these adult arrestees had 
no prior adult record. But when juvenile records were examined, 
approximately one-quarter of the first offenders were found to 
have serious juvenile records involving five or more felony 
arrests. See J. Petersi1ia and P.W. Greenwood, Mandatory 
Priso.n Sentences: Their Projected Effects on Crime and Prison 
Populations, The Rand Corporation, P-6014, 1978 
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