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The criminal justice system in America is at a pivotal crossroads. After reaching its peak in 2009, the U.S. 
prison population fell by nearly one quarter (22%) and policy changes that had been adopted to safely reduce 
incarceration were working in red, blue, and purple states across the country. Criminal justice reforms that were 
championed by lawmakers on both sides of the aisle were not only expanding freedom and opportunity for tens 
of millions of Americans, they were ushering in an era of unprecedented public safety. From 2009 to 2023, 38 
states reduced both their imprisonment rate and their crime rate.  

Unfortunately, that progress is now under threat on multiple 
fronts. Despite historically low crime rates, fear of crime is 
widely being used as a political wedge issue and elected 
officials from both parties are reverting to the same tired 
rhetoric and failed policies that led to mass incarceration 
in the first place. The prison population has risen each of 
the past two years for which data is available and many 
critical public safety programs and investments in what 
actually works to reduce violence have been scaled back 
or eliminated at the state and federal level. All signs point 
towards further increases and a reversal of nearly two 
decades of progress. 

The choice is simple: we can return to the “tough on crime” 
era that made the U.S. an international outlier for its high 
incarceration rate and stark racial disparities or we can 
stand up to fear-based policies, protect the reforms that 
have safely reduced incarceration, and continue to advance 
data-driven policies to further expand freedom and improve public safety. 

Turning the Tide on Mass Incarceration
After nearly 40 years of uninterrupted growth, the U.S. prison population reached its peak of more than 1.6 
million in 2009.1 As a result, the number of people in prison declined 22% (see figure 1) between 2009 and 
2023.2 The total number of people incarcerated, including local jail populations, has dropped 20% since 
reaching its peak of almost 2.4 million people in 2008.3 This represents over 464,000 fewer people behind bars 
in 2023.4 But this is only a fraction of the number of people whose lives were positively impacted: absent the 
reforms that led to these reductions, over 50 million more people would have been admitted to prison and jail 
over this period.5 

The number of people on probation and parole supervision has also dropped 26% since its peak in 2007, 
allowing many more people to live their lives free from onerous conditions that limit their ability to find and keep 
a job, secure housing and, too often, channel them back into incarceration for simple rule violations.6

Since their peak, reforms to 
our criminal justice system 
have meant:

22% fewer people 
in prison

15% fewer people 
in jail

26% fewer people on 
probation and parole
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FIGURE 1: THE NUMBER OF PEOPLE IN PRISON HAS DROPPED BY 22% SINCE 2009 
Number of people in prison, 2009-2023
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Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics, National Prisoner Statistics program, 2009-2023

Advancing Safety and Justice Together
The past decade plus of incarceration declines were also accompanied by major improvements in public 
safety. From 2009-2023, 38 states saw reductions in crime while incarcerating fewer people, with 
violent crime rates falling 8% in states that reduced imprisonment while going up 16% in states that 
increased imprisonment. Public safety and a fairer criminal justice system are not in conflict.

This milestone policy achievement occurred in red, blue, and purple 
states alike. States that decreased imprisonment and crime together in 
this same period include: 

-42%
South Carolina had a 42% 
decrease in its imprisonment 
rate and 31% decrease in its 
crime rate

-52%
Connecticut had a 52% decrease 
in its imprisonment rate and 
63% decrease in its crime rate

-26%
Texas had a 26% decrease in 
its imprisonment rate and 12% 
decrease in its crime rate

-35%
Virginia had a 35% decrease in 
its imprisonment rate and 34% 
decrease in its crime rate

-17%
Oklahoma had a 17% decrease 
in its imprisonment rate and 
40% decrease in its crime rate

-46%
California had a 46% decrease 
in its imprisonment rate and 
21% decrease in its crime rate
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FIGURE 2: 38 STATES REDUCED THEIR CRIME RATE AND IMPRISONMENT RATE SINCE 2009
States reducing crime and imprisonment rates, 2009-2023

Source: FBI Uniform Crime Reporting Program, 2009-2023; Bureau of Justice Statistics, National Prisoner Statistics program, 2009-2023 

Overall, the national crime rate declined 39% from 2009 to 2023.7 Today, both violent and property crime rates 
are at historic lows. In 2024, the violent crime rate declined by 4% to its lowest level since 1969 and 6% lower 
than in 2019 before two years of pandemic driven increases.8 The homicide rate fell by 16% in 2024, making it 
the largest year-over-year decline ever recorded.9 Property crime has been on a steady decline for nearly three 
decades and fell another 8% in 2024, the lowest recorded since 1961.10 

FIGURE 3: PROPERTY AND VIOLENT CRIME RATES ARE AT HISTORIC LOWS 
Property crime rate per 100,000 residents in the United States, 1960-2024
Violent crime rate per 100,000 residents in the United States, 1960-2024
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Black Imprisonment Rate Drops by Nearly Half
The concerted effort to reduce our prison population has 
had the most impact on the group that paid the greatest 
price during the rise of mass incarceration: Black people, 
and particularly Black men.11 

Though Black people are still disproportionately represented 
in prison and jail, the past decade of criminal justice reform 
has produced meaningful gains for Black communities. The 
Black imprisonment rate has declined by nearly half since 
the country’s peak rate in 2008 (see figure 4).12 The Hispanic 
imprisonment rate declined substantially as well, dropping 
roughly 1.6 times faster than the white imprisonment rate.13 

For Black men, the lifetime risk of incarceration declined 
by nearly half from 1999 to 2019–from 1 in 3 Black 
men imprisoned in their lifetime to 1 in 5.14 While still 
unacceptably high, this reduction in incarceration rates 
means that Black men are now more likely to graduate 
college than go to prison, a reverse from the decade before 
that will disrupt cycles of incarceration and poverty for 
generations to come.15

Make no mistake: mass incarceration and the racial and 
economic disparities it drives continue to shape America 
for the worse. The U.S. locks up more people per capita and 
imposes longer sentences than any other large country.16 
Nearly 1 in 2 adults in the U.S. have an immediate family member that has been incarcerated, with lifelong, 
often multigenerational, consequences for family members’ health and financial stability.17 In fact, new research 
shows that families spend more than $4,000 each year just to stay in touch with and support their family 
members behind bars and that on the whole mass incarceration costs families nearly $350 billion every year.18 

While the vast majority of the gains in safely reducing incarceration are still holding, the prison population 
has risen each of the last two years for which we have data, and rollbacks of successful reforms along with 
harmful new policy changes in numerous states are likely to fuel a reversal unless policymakers act. At the 
national level, federal law enforcement agencies and even the military are being deployed to cities by the 
Trump administration, resulting in mass arrests for low-level crimes in addition to unprecedented criminalization 
of immigrants. 

We have a robust body of research built over decades showing that jail stays and long prison sentences do not 
reduce crime rates. And fortunately, research on what does work to reduce crime and keep communities safe 
is expanding all the time. The evidence is clear: our focus must be on continuing and accelerating reductions in 
incarceration and investing in what actually works to improve public safety. 

FIGURE 4: THE BLACK IMPRISONMENT RATE 
HAS DROPPED 45% SINCE 2008
Imprisonment rates per 100,000 adults in the United 
States, by race, 2008–2023 
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A Pivotal Moment for Safety and Justice
There is a large and growing body of evidence that investments in community-based programs that increase 
access to healthcare, drug and mental health treatment, affordable housing, and education and job training 
for youth are all more effective than increasing incarceration at reducing crime and preventing reoffending.19 
For example, one study found that Medicaid expansion, which helps increase access to behavioral health care, 
reduced arrests by as much as one-third (32%) and drug arrests by up to 41%.20 For people coming home from 
prison, enrollment in Medicaid reduced reincarceration by 16% and increased employment by 25%.21 

When it comes to gun violence, research suggests that homicides increase when people, particularly young 
people, are forced out of work and school.22 On the flip side, programs that create opportunities for young 
people, provide access to affordable housing, and invest in community spaces are all effective at reducing 
violence and making communities safer. In New York City, youth participation in a summer jobs program 
decreased young people’s chance of any arrest during the program summer by 17%, and the chance of a felony 
arrest by 23%.23 In Denver, a randomized control trial demonstrated that providing supportive housing for people 
with frequent justice system contact resulted in a 40% reduction in arrests.24 A multi-year study in Philadelphia 
found a nearly 22% reduction in homicides associated with support for low-income homeowners25 and a nearly 
30% reduction in gun violence associated with cleaning up vacant lots.26

Community-based violence intervention programs have also 
been shown to interrupt cycles of violence by working with 
members of the community to mediate disputes and prevent 
retaliatory gun violence.27 A rigorous study of a gun violence 
intervention program in Chicago showed it led to 65% fewer 
arrests for shootings and homicides.28 Despite the rhetoric from 
the Trump administration, preliminary statistics show Chicago 
will likely record its lowest number of homicides in more than a 
decade in 2025.29 Other cities such as Baltimore have adopted 
comprehensive violence prevention strategies that rely on 
more of a public health approach and seen major reductions 
in violent crime and incarceration. Since 2020, homicides have 
fallen 40% in Baltimore and earlier this year the city recorded 
the lowest number of monthly homicides in its history.30

These gains are being threatened by massive funding cuts 
to the public safety infrastructure in the United States. In 
April, the Department of Justice cancelled more than $500 
million in federal grants to local and state governments, non-
profits, and other community-based organizations working 
to improve public safety across the country. More than $168 
million of these cancelled grants, the largest amount of any 
funding area, were supporting community safety and violence 
intervention programs.31

Among the many 
community-based solutions 
that effectively reduce 
crime and violence, 
research has shown that:

EXPANDING MEDICAID
led to a 20-32%  
reduction in arrest rates  
in three years.

YOUTH SUMMER JOBS
in New York City led  
to a 23% reduction in 
felony arrests.

SUPPORTIVE HOUSING
in Denver, CO led to a 40% 
reduction in arrests for people 
with frequent justice contact.

NEIGHBORHOOD 
HOUSING REPAIR
in Philadelphia, PA led to a 22% 
reduction in homicides.

A GUN VIOLENCE 
INTERVENTION PROGRAM
in Chicago, IL, led to 65% fewer 
arrests for shootings and 
homicides among participants.
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Continued Support For Reform
While the political environment has undoubtedly shifted in the past few years, the public continues to believe 
that we need more criminal justice reform, not less. Polling by Gallup shows that by a nearly 2 to 1 margin 
respondents prefer addressing social and economic problems rather than strengthening law enforcement to 
reduce crime.32 This is particularly true among key voting groups. The Pew Research Center has found that 
nearly 9 in 10 Black adults say policing, the judicial process, and the prison system need to change for Black 
people to be treated fairly.33 

Polling conducted by FWD.us ahead of the 2024 presidential election found that support for criminal justice 
reform — specifically reducing the number of people in jail and prison — remained high in both major political 
parties despite the Trump campaign’s soft-on-crime attacks. We found that 72% of all voters (see figure 5) and 
80% of Black voters believe it’s important to reduce the number of people in jail and prison.34 And more than 
8 in 10 voters, including nearly three-fourths of Republican voters, support criminal justice reform. 

Despite much hand-wringing and commentary on how the politics of crime have defined elections over the 
past two years, these exceptionally high levels of support have proven not only to be durable during the 2022 
midterm and 2024 presidential election cycles, they are higher than they were in 202235 and voters in key 
battleground states such as Georgia, Pennsylvania, and Michigan support reform just as much or more than 
voters nationally.36 Furthermore, this is not only a blue state phenomenon: recent polling in West Virginia37 and 
Mississippi38 show that a majority of Republicans in these very conservative states believe it’s important to 
reduce the number of people in jail and prison. 

FIGURE 5: A SUPERMAJORITY OF VOTERS WANT TO REDUCE THE NUMBER OF PEOPLE BEHIND BARS 
Percent of respondents who responded positively to the following question, by party affiliation

In your opinion, how important or unimportant is it to reduce the jail and prison population in the United States?

Somewhat 
important

Very
important

Total 
important

All Likely
Voters

Dems Inds Reps

26%

72%

White Black Latino Black Dems

24%

71%

40%

80%

26%

74%

41%

84%

20%

70%

18%

63%

43%

84%

Black

Source: FWD.us National Polling on Support for Criminal Justice Reform, 2024 (Conducted by Benenson Strategy Group) 
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While many factors are contributing to these high levels of support, Americans increasingly recognize that 
high incarceration rates do not make us safer and that mass incarceration contributes to social problems such 
as homelessness, public drug use and drug overdoses. In fact, voters are much more likely to say that mass 
incarceration makes communities less safe than they are to say that we are safer with more people locked up 
(figure 6). 

FIGURE 6: BY A 2 TO 1 MARGIN VOTERS BELIEVE MASS INCARCERATION MAKES US LESS SAFE
In general, which of the following statements comes closer to your view, even if neither is exactly right? 

Mass incarceration 
causes many of the 

problems that lead to 
unsafe communities 

such as homelessness, 
poverty, and drug or 

mental health 
challenges.

We have safer 
communities when 

there are more people 
in jail or prison.

ALL LIKELY VOTERS

WHITE VOTERS

BLACK VOTERS

LATINO VOTERS

65% 35%

37%63%

37%63%

28%72%

Source: FWD.us National Polling on Support for Criminal Justice Reform, 2024 (Conducted by Benenson Strategy Group)

Continued Progress on Reform
Lawmakers from across the political spectrum are still rolling up their sleeves to pass meaningful criminal 
justice reforms with bipartisan support. Despite increased misinformation, attacks on bail reform and other 
high-profile reforms of the past decade, and some harmful new policy changes, there continue to be bright 
spots of progress at the federal and state level. 

Following pressure from a wide range of labor union and civil rights leaders, former President Joe Biden used 
his clemency powers to issue commutations for thousands of people in federal prison who were serving 
outdated sentences.39 As a result of these actions, more than 2,000 people in prison will be released earlier than 
they otherwise would, sparing them a total of 16,340 years behind bars.40 Nearly 9 in 10 of those who received 
relief were Black men (87%), many of whom had been sentenced to decades in prison due to the crack and 
powder cocaine sentencing disparity that resulted in harsher sentences for crack offenses than other forms of 
the same drug.41  

At the state level, states ranging from Maryland to Georgia to Arizona have passed reforms to safely reduce 
incarceration. In the past two legislative sessions, Maryland has passed legislation creating a Second Look law 
allowing judges to consider resentencing petitions after someone who committed their crime under the age of 
25 has served 20 years in prison, requiring the parole board to consider age and reduced risk of recidivism in 
medical and geriatric parole decisions, and expanding eligibility for an expungement so that more people can 
clear their criminal records. 
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In 2025, Georgia passed a bill with near-unanimous support that requires judges to consider evidence of 
abuse at sentencing and offer opportunities for resentencing to crime survivors whose convictions resulted 
from domestic violence or other forms of abuse.42 Virginia passed several bills aimed at addressing sentencing 
disparities and improving probation supervision, including ending the crack and powder cocaine disparity 
and allowing people to earn time off their probation sentence for following the rules and demonstrating 
rehabilitation. Arizona also took the major step of eliminating the crack and powder cocaine disparity last 
session by aligning the threshold amounts for both forms of the drug. 

Lawmakers have also shown courage in defending some of the important reforms that have passed in recent 
years. In Mississippi, lawmakers blocked two bills that would have rolled back important parole reforms that 
have safely reduced incarceration and rejected proposals to restrict parole and make it easier to revoke parole 
supervision for minor violations. This is yet another example of data-driven policy making: research has shown 
that the parole reforms in MIssisippi had dramatically increased freedom without compromising public safety. In 
fact, 97% of the people who were released under the new law did not return to prison with a new sentence in the 
first 36 months following their release.43 

Conclusion
If policymakers and the public do not stand up for smart reforms, the pressures facing our criminal justice 
system will only intensify. Opportunistic politicians will continue to weaponize crime and public safety in ways 
that undermine our nation’s promise and our democratic ideals and dramatically limit the freedom of the 
American people.

Thankfully, we already know what works to make our communities safer—and it isn’t more criminalization 
or more prisons. Over the past two decades, red, blue, and purple states have advanced popular reforms 
that safely reduced prison and jail populations while expanding freedom and opportunity for tens of millions 
of Americans. 

We have a lot to protect—and a lot to lose—which is why we can’t afford to wait for progress and must continue 
protecting safety and defending justice. 
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About FWD.us Education Fund
FWD.us Education Fund is a non-profit organization that believes America’s 
families, communities, and economy thrive when more individuals are able to 
achieve their full potential. For too long, our broken immigration and criminal 
justice systems have locked too many people out of the American dream. We 
seek to raise awareness and educate the public and policymakers about policies 
and programs that work to achieve meaningful reforms.


