
U.S. Department of Justice 
Office of Justice Programs 
Bureau of Justice Statistics 

ij 0" ~h- .~ •• ~~ .. ,. ! /9'077 
NC:JRS 

DEC 5 1994 

r Felony Sentences 
in the United States, 1990 

By Patrick A. Langan, Ph.D. 
Craig A. Perkins 
BJS Statisticians 

Jan M. Chaiken, Ph. D. 
Abt Associates Ino. 

.The latest available figures covering 
both State and Federal sentencing 

. ... reveal that In 1990 the Nation's courts 
convicted about 150,000 adults of a 
violent felony. An estimated 148,000 
of the 150,000 convictions occurred 
in State courts. The approximately 
2,000 violent felony convictions 
accounted for by Federal courts made 
up about 1 % of the total. 

Data sources 

State sentencing data are from the 
Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) 
National Judicial Reporting Program, a 
biennial sample survey that collects 
detailed Information on the sentences 
adult felons receive In State courts 
nationwide. Federal sentencing data 
are from the BJS Federal Justice 
Statistics Program. That program 
collects annual comprehensive infor
mation about the processing of indivi
duals and corporations by the Federal 
criminal justice system. Sentencing 

_ ata obtained by the program cover 
II Federal district courts. 

Sentencing statistics given in this 
report pertain exclusively to offenses 

• State and Federal courts together 
sentenced to prison 60% of the 
150,000 felons convicted of a violent 
crime In 1990. 

• In 1990 Federal courts convicted 
36,684 persons of violent, property, 
drug, and other felonies. State 
courts convicted 829,344, bringing 
the combined U.S. total to 866,028 
felons convicted. Feeleral courts 
accounted for 4% of the national 
total. 

• Between 1986 and 1990 the 
number of felony convictions 
increased 42% In State courts and 
16% in Federal courts. 

• Over the period 1986-90 the 
number of convictions for drug 
trafficking more than doubled. The 
rate of increase was greater in State 
courts (120%) than In Federal courts 
(41%). 

defined under State or Federal law as 
felonies. States vary In their definition 
of a felony, but in general, a felony is a 
crime that has the potential of being 
punished by more than 1 year In a 

• In 1990 State and Federal courts 
together Imposed a prison sentence 
on 46% of all persons convicted of a 
felony. Federal courts sentenced to 
prison 54% of felons; and State 
courts, 46%. 

• In 1990 the average prison sen
tence Imposed by State and Federal 
courts combined was 6 years and 3 
months. The average for Federal 
courts was 6 years and 7 months and 
for State courts 6 years and 3 
months. 

• Before release from prison, felons 
serve a minimum 85% of their sen
tence If convicted In a Federal court 
and, based on recent practice, an 
average of 38% of their sentenve If 
convicted In a State court. If these 
percentages are applied to 1990 sen
tences, felons sent to prison would 
serve an estimated average of about 
5% years If convicted In a Federal 
court and 2V2 years if convicted In 
a State court. 

State prison. Federal law also defines 
a felony as a crime that Is punishable 
by imprisonment for a term exceeding 
1 year. 
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Table 1. Number of felollY convictions 
In State and !=ederal courts, 1990 

Most serious Felon~ convlotions 
convlotion offense Total State 

Alloflenses 866,026 629,344 

Violent offenses 149,925 147,766 

Murder/manslaughter· 11,028 10,895 
Rflp6 16,165 1a.o24 
Robbery 48,780 47,446 
Aggravated assault 54,178 53,861 
Other vlolentb 17,774 17,540 

Property offenses 290,860 280,748 

Burglary 109,846 109,750 
Larceny" 114,923 113,094 

Motor vehicle theft 21,333 21,065 
Othertheft 93,590 92,029 

Fraudlforgeryd 66,091 57,904 
Fraudd 34,34' 26,877 
Forgery 31,750 31,027 

Drug offenses 269,737 274,613 

Possession 106,379 106,253 
Trafficking 163,356 166,360 

Weapons offenses 23,069 20,733 

Federal 

36,684 

2,159 

133 
141 

1,334 
317 
234 

10,112 

96 
1,629 

268 
',561 
6,167 
7,464 

723 

15,124 

126 
14,996 

2,356 

Fodertll felony 
convlotions as 
percent of total 

4.2% 

1.4% 

1.2 
.8 

2.7 
.8 

1.~ 

3.5% 

.1 
1,6 
1,3 
1,7 

12.4 
21.7 
2.3 

5.2% 

" 8.2 

10.2% 

a 

Felony convictions, 1986-90 

The total number of adults conVicted of a • 
felony In 1990 was up 59% from 614,300 
In 1986 (table 2). Felony convictions rose 
faster In State courts (42%) than In Federal 
courts (16%). 

Drug trafficking convictions In the Nation's 
courts more than doubled between 1986 
and 1990 (111% Increase). The number 
of drug convictions rose faster In State 
courts (120%) than In Federal courts 
(41%). 

Comparison of State and Federal 
sentences for felonies 

Three sentences - prison confinement 
(usually for a year or more), Jail confine
ment (usually for under a year), and 
probation - account for virtually all of the 
sentences that State and Federal courts 
Impose as punishment for a felony convic
tion. Probation Is a sentence Involving 
supervised release under conditions Other offensos· 112,417 105,484 6,933 6.2% 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~.~ spoomedby~ecourtand~kes~ofunns: 
"Does not Inolude negligent manslaughter. 
blncludes offenses Guoh as negligent manslaughter, sexual assault, and kidnaping. 
"Includes motor vehicle theft. 
dlncludes embezzlement. 
'Composed of nonviolent offenses suoh as reoelvlng stolen property and Immigration offenses. 

Combined volume of State and Federal 
felony convictions 

Of the 866,000 total volume of felony con
victions In 1990, State courts accounted 
for 96% and Federal courts accounted 
for 4% (table 1).1 Federal courts provided 
relatively few of the Nation's violent felony 
convictions (1.4%) but relatively many 
convictions for fraud and embezzlement 
(22%), drug trafficking (8%), and weapons 
offenses (10%). 

'In 1990 the State courts In aile county, Los Angeles, 
accounted for mCore felony convlotions than the entire 
Federal system. 

State and Federal courts together 
convicted 149,925 persons of a violent 
felony and nearly ~Ice that number, 
289,737, of a drug felony. Convictions 
for drug offenses comprised 33% of the 
national total, while conVictions for violent 
crime comprised 17% (see page 3). 

Among the 14 detailed offenses making up 
the national total, drug trafficking was the 
most numerous, accounting for 21 % of the 
national total. The most frequent Violent 
offense, aggravated assault, comprised 
6.3%. 

Tabla 2. Convictions In State and Federal courts for all felonies 
and for drug trafficking, 1986 and 1990 

Total felon~ convictions Drug traffloklng convictions 
Percent Percent 

Court 1966 1990 ohange 1966 1990 change 
"-

Total 614,301 666,026 +59% 87,096 163,358 +111% 
State 662,764 829,344 +42 76,437 168,360 +120 
Federal 31,537 36,664 +16 10,659 14,998 +41 

2 

straight probation and a spl.lt sentence. 
Straight probation Is probation with no 
confinement, and a split sentence Is 
probation combined with confinement • 
(usually short-term). 

In most States the place of confinement Is 
a local facility for a Jail sentence and a 
State facility for a prison sentence. The 
Federal system has no equivalent to a 
local Jail. To make Federal sentences 
more comparable to State sentences, this 
report calls Federal Incarceration sen
tences of 1 year or less "Jail," and Federal 
sentences over a year "prlson."l( Never
theless, State and Federal sentences are 
not completely comparable, largely 
because of differences between the types 
of offenses convicted In State and Federal 
courts (see page 3). 

2State sentences were designated "prison" If tha 
confinement facility was State operated. Unllko Federal 
sentences designated "prison." the State dennltlon of 
prison disregarded the sentence length. Although the 
vast majority of 1990 Stato prison sentenoes were over 
1 year, 7.5% of tham were below that. Had State prison 
sentences under 1 year been daflned as "Jail" rather 
Ihan "prison sentence,' the percontage of State felons 
receiving a prison sentence would have baen 43% 
rather than 46% and the average Stato prison sontonce 
would have been 81 months rather than 75 months. 

• 
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Comparison of State and Federal offenses 

Violent crimes comprised 17% of felony convictions In State embezzlement comprised 74% of Federal convictions for 
courts, but only 5% of those In Federal courts. Similarly, property crimes but 10% of State convictions. 
Violent crimes comprised 23% of State prison sentences but 
9% of Federal prison sentences. Individual offense categories also differ. For example, 

Federal offenses labeled robbery are almost exclusively 
Drug offenses comprised 33% of felony convictions In State bank robberies (about 95%), while State robbery offenses 
courts but 41 % of those in Federal courts. Similarly, drug seldom Include those of banks. Similarly, large-scale 
crimes comprised 32% of State prison sentences but 62% International drug crime characterizes a relatively 
of Federal prison sentences, large fraction of Federal drug trafficking cases, but few 

State cases, Federal weapons offenses may entail 
Within offense groupings, differences exist. For example, Importation or manufacture of large quantities of weapons, 
robbery comprised 62% of violent Federal convictions willie State weapons offenses typically Involve a single 
but 32% of violent State convictions, Similarly, fraud and firearm. 

Peraental convloted lelon~ defendants 
Most serious - Felan~ convictions Prison sentences Jail sentences Probation sentences 
()onYloUo_nClJ~ns~ . . ~ __ T2J!!L_ .. _§tE\~ .• ~ £E!.deraL _~ _ JQl!!L ._~State F(ld~ritL ___ .. lo.t!lL_§.tnta~ __ . ~!t.aL. ___ IQt!lL __ .s.!!!~e _ . F~C!eral 

I All offenses 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100,0% 

Violent offenses 17.3% 17.6% 5,9% 22.6% 23.3% 9.0% 14.4% 14.8% 2.5% 11.4% 11.8% 1.9% 

Murder 1.3 1.3 .4 2,5 2.6 .6 .2 .2 .1 .2 .2 ,1 
Rape 2,1 2.2 .4 3.1 3.2 ,5 1.6 1.8 .3 1.0 1.0 .3 
Robbery 5.6 5.7 3.6 9.0 9.2 6.5 3.8 3.9 .3 1,9 2.0 .2 
Assault 6.3 6.5 .9 6,1 6.4 .9 6.8 7.1 .9 6.0 6.2 .7 
Other 2.0 2.1 .6 1.9 1.9 .6 2.1 2.1 .9 2.3 2.4 .5 

Propertyoffonses 33,6% 33.9% 27.6% 31.8% 32.8% 12.0% 30.4% 30.3% 35.6% 39.2% 38.6% 55.0% 

Burglary 12.7 13.3 .3 15.0 15.8 .3 lQ.9 11.3 .3 10.7 11.0 .2 
Larceny 13.3 13.6 5.0 11.4 11.9 2.5 13.3 13.5 7.3 16.2 16.5 8.8 

Motor vehicle theft 10.8 11.1 4.3 9.0 9.3 1.9 lOA 10.5 6.1 14.0 14.3 8.1 
Other theft 2.5 2.5 .7 2.4 2.5 .6 2.9 2.9 1.2 2.1 2.2 .8 

Fraud/forgery 7.6 7.0 22.3 5.4 5.2 9.2 6.2 5.5 28.0 12.3 11.1 46.0 
Fraud 4.0 3.2 20.3 2.2 1.9 8.5 3.4 2.7 25.3 7.1 5.9 41.9 
Forgery 3.7 3.7 2.0 3.2 3.3 .6 2.8 2.8 2.7 5.2 5.2 4.1 

Drug offenses 33.5% 33.1% 41.2% 33.1% 31.6% 61.6% 37.1% 37.7% 20.0% 31.0% 31.6% 15.0% 

Tralficklng 21.2 20.3 40.9 23.8 21.8 61.5 22.7 22.8 19.4 16.0 16.0 14.4 
Possession 12.3 12.8 .3 9.3 9.8 .1 14.5 14.9 .6 15.1 15.6 .6 

WooPOnSOil(IOSeS 2.7% 2.5% 6.4% 2.3% 2.1% 6.6% 2.6% 2.4% 7.9% 3.3% 3.2% 5.1% 

Otheroftenses 13.0% 12.7% 18.9% 10.2% 10.2% lD.80/0 15.4% 14.8% 33.9% ~5.1% 14.8% 23.1% 
_. ___ ,-< __ '_'_'.+.~.~ __ , .. ~'C"" 'V'",'''_~ __ . "~-~-~--""" .... --.~~-~~-- -.-....- """"-- .. "" -, . - . ~_-ho-~'" •• ~ __ ~ ~~~.~"._ ... -.- ,.-,~.-...-.~- .~-, ... ,".'-~ ,- ~ .--~- .-.~ .. - . 

Note: Detail may not sum to total becauso of rounding. 
Sse notes about offenses on tabll:l 1 • 

• 
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Felony sentences In the Nation's 
combined State and Federal courts 

2&£ 

State and Federal courts Imposed the most 
severe sentence, prison, on 46% of 
convicted felons nationwide In 1990 (table 
3), Another 25% of convicted felons 
received a jail sentence. The remaining 
29% received straight probation. 

__ 1 

Table 3. Types of felony sentences Imposed by State and Federal courts, 
by offense category, 1990 

Percent of lelons sentenced to 
Most serious Incarceration Straight 
convlcJjon off~l}s_e _______ "_TotaL __ Jota_1 __ Prl~()n __ Jaii _ .. -..ErCl.b.!I.tlCl.ll_. __ • __ '_'. 

Alloflonses 
State and Federal 100% 71% 46% 25% 29% 

Stato 100 71 46 25 29 
Federal 100 74 54 20 26 

Vlolont offensesn 
State and Federal 100% 81% 60% 21% 19% 

State 100 80 59 21 20 
Federal 100 91 83 8 9 

Propertyoffensesb 

State and Federal 100% 66% 44% 22% 34% 
State 100 66 44 22 34 
Federal 100 49 24 2 51 

Drug offenses" 
State and Federal 100% 73% 45% 28% 27% 

State 100 72 43 29 28 
Federal 100 90 81 9 10 

Weapons offensGs 
State and Federat 100% 64% 40% 24% 36% 

State 100 62 36 24 38 
Federal 100 79 55 24 21 

Other offenses" 
State and Federal 100% 66% 36% 30% 34% 

State 100 66 37 29 34 
Federal 100 66 31 35 34 

Note: For persons receiving a combination of "Includes murder, rapa, robbery, aggravated 
sentences, the sentenoe designation came from the assault, and other violent, 
most severe penalty Imposed - prison being the "Inoludes burglary, laroeny, motor vehicle theft, 
most severe, lollowed by Jail, then probation, Both 10rgalY, fraud, and embezzi~ment. 
State and rEideral sentences Included 1% or 2% not "Includes drug trafflcklntl and drug possession. 
designated as prison, Jail, or probation. The table "Composed 01 nonviolent offenses such as 
olasslfies them under probation. receiving stolen property and Immigration offenses. 

4 
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Overall, prison was the sentence Imposed 
on more than half of the felons convicted 

•
f these offenses: murder (91 %), rape 
67%), robbery (74%), burglary (54%), 

and drug trafficking (51 %) (tables 4-6). 
Straight probation, the least severe 
penalty, was ths sontence Imposed 

on more than half of all felons conVicted 
of one type of offense: fraud and 
embezzlement (54%). 

• 

Table 4. Type of State and Federal felony sentences, 
by violent offenses, 1990 

Percent ollelons sentenced to 
Most serious Incarceration Straight 
violen.t off!ns!_ ... ._._ ICltElL .. J.Cl.!L_J'.@.qIl.-J..a_" __ Jlrob!!l!2!L.~ ___ 

Murdei'/manslaughter" 
State and Federal 100% 95% 91% 4% 5% 

state 100 95 91 4 5 
Federal 100 94 86 8 6 

Rape 
State and Federal 100% 86% 67% 19% 14% 

State 100 86 67 19 14 
Federal 100 83 67 16 17 

Robbery 
State and Federal 100% 90% 74% 16% 10% 

State 100 90 73 17 10 
Federal 100 99 97 2 1 

Aggravatt)d assault 
State and Federal 100% 72% 45% 27% 28% 

State 100 72 45 27 28 
Federal 100 77 56 21 23 

Other vlolontb 
State and Federal 100% 67% 42% 25% 33% 

State 100 67 42 25 33 
Federal 100 79 51 28 21 

Note: For persons receiving a combination of sentences, the sentence 
designation came from the most severe penalty Imposed - prison bolng 
tho most severe, followed by Jail, then probation. Both State and Fedaral 
sentences Included 1 % or 2% not designated as prison, Jail, or probation. 
The table olasslfles them under probation. 
"Includes non no gil gent manslaughter. 
blncludes offenses such as negligent manslaughter, sexual 
as~ault, and kidnaping. 

Table 6, TypE! of Stete and Fedoral felony sentences, 
by drug offenses, 1990 

Percent of felons sentenced to 
Most serious Incarceration Straight 
druJl.,o!r.tlns~ •. . .• I91tll. .. .!..<>tal _ Prison jail ~l!.~ 

Possession 
State and Federal 100% 641% 35% 29% 36% 

State 100 64 35 29 36 
Federal 100 53 21 32 47 

Tralt/cklng 
State and Federal 100% 77% Fi1% 26% 23% 

State 100 77 49 28 23 
Federal 100 91 82 9 9 

Note: For persons receiving a combination 01 sentences, the sentence 
designation came Irom the most severe penalty Imposed - prison 
being the most severe, followed by Jail, then probation, Both State and 
Federal sentences Included 1 % or 2% not designated as prIson, Jail, or 
probution. The table claSSifies thllm under probation • 

Table 5. Type of State and Federal felony sentences, 
by property offenses, 1990 

Percent of felons sentenoed to 
Most serious Incarceration Straight 
E[~Y offe~ __ .. _.-I91~L . ...1().~aL __ 'p!!§'OD.u. Ja" .. probatl0i1 

Burglary 
State and Federal 100% 75% 54% 21% 25% 

State 100 75 54 21 25 
Federal 100 64 60 24 16 

LarcellY' 
State and FadElra! 100% 64% 39% 25% 36% 

State 100 65 40 25 05 
Federal 100 56 27 29 44 

Motor vehicle theft 
State and Federal 100% 75% 46% 29% 25% 

State 100 75 46 29 25 
Federal 100 73 41 32 27 

Otherthaft 
State and Fadera! 100% 62% 38% 24% 38% 

State 100 62 38 24 38 
Federal 100 63 26 P6 47 

Fraudlforgeryb 
State and Federa! 100% 52% 32% 20% 48% 

Stale 100 53 33 20 47 
Federal 100 47 22 25 53 

Fraudb 

State and Federal 100% 46% 25% 21% 54% 
State 100 46 26 20 54 
Federa! 100 47 23 24 53 

Forgery 
State and Federal 100% 59% 40% 19% 41% 

State 100 59 40 19 41 
Federal 100 48 21 27 52 

Note! For persons reoelvlng a combination of sentences, the sentence 
designation came from the most severe penalty Imposed - prison being 
the most severe, followed by Jail, then probation. Both State and Federal 
sentences Inoluded 1 % or 2% not designated as prison, Jail, or probation. 
The table classifies them under probation. 
:lnCludes motor vehicle thelt • 
Inoludes embezzlement, 
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Table 7. Length of felony sentences Imposed by State 
and Federal courts, by offense, 1990 

Most Mean maximum sentence length 
serious In months for felons sentenced to 
conviction Incarceration Stral9flt 
offense J~t~I, ,PrIso,n ,Jail probation, 

All offenses 
State and Federal 52 mo 75 mo 

State 52 75 
Federal 60 79 

Vlolont offenses' 
State and Federttl 91 mo 119 mo 

State 91 119 
Federal 91 100 

Proportyoftensesb 

State and F aderal 46 mo 64 mo 
State 47 65 
Federal 23 41 

Drug offensos· 
State and Federal 47 mo 66 mo 

State 44 66 
Federal 83 92 

W.!apons offenses 
State and Federal 36 mo 52 mo 

State 34 50 
P'ederal 46 65 

Other offensesd 

State and Federal 29 mo 44 mo 
State 29 44 
Federal 23 42 

Note: For persons receiving a combination of 
sentences, the sentence designation oame from 
the most severe penalty Imposed - prison being 
the most severe, followed by Jail, then probation. 
Meand exclude sentences tel death or to life 
In prison. 

7 mo 41 mo 
8 42 
7 40 

9 mo 45 mo 
10 46 
8 41 

7 mo 42 mo 
8 44 
7 40 

8 mo 43 mo 
9 42 
8 45 

7 mo 36 mo 
7 34 
8 38 

8 mo 38 mo 
9 39 
6 38 

·Includes murder, rape, robbery, aggravated 
assault, and other violent. 
blncludes burglary, larceny, motor vehicle theft, 
forgery, fraud, and embezzlement. 
·Includes drug trafficking and drug possession. 
dComposed of nonviolent offenses cuch as 
receiving stolen property and ImmlglElt\on offenses. 

-----,----------------------,----------------------------------~ 
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Average sentence lengths 

Felons sent to State and Federal prisons • 
had an average aentence length of 75 
months (table 7). Those sent to Jail had an 
average sentence of 7 months. Straight 
probation sentences had an average 
length of 41 months. 

• 

• 



Unlike jail sentence lengths, which gen
erally varied little from the 7-month overall 

.. 

• 
national average, prison ,sentence lengths 
varied widely from offense to offense 
(tables 8-10). The average prison sen-

tence for murder was about 20 years; 
for rape, about 13 years; for robbery, 
nearly 10 years; for motor vehicle theft, 
5 years; and for drug possession, 4 years. 

Offenses with average prison sentences 
over 6 years were each of the violent 
offense categories plus burglary (about 61h 
years) and drug trafficking (6V4 years). 

• 

• 
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Tabla 8. Length of felony sentences Imposed by State 
and Federal courts, by violent offenses, 1990 

Mean maximum sentence length 
In months for felons sentenced to 

Mostsenous Inoarceratlon Straight 
vlolentoffer1~.e . ,TotaL~, =-f'rlson~ ,.,~ElL __ JllObatl(m ... _. ____ .. 

Murder/manslaughter" 
State and Federal 232 mo 241 mo 22 mo 60 mo 

State 233 243 37 67 
Federal 135 146 6 57 

Rape 
State and Federal 128 mo 160 mo 10 mo 58 mo 

State 128 160 11 61 
Federal 81 98 8 53 

Robbory 
State and Federal 97 mo 115 mo 10 mo 50 mo 

State 97 115 12 50 
Federal 101 102 8 49 

Ailgravatod assault 
State and Federal 52 mo 78 mo 8 mo 39 mo 

8tate 52 78 9 43 
Federal 40 52 7 33 

Othervlolent~ 
State and Federal 57 mo 86 mo 8 mo 42 mo 

State 57 85 7 45 
rederal 69 102 8 40 

Note: For persons reoelvlng a combination of sentenoes, the sentence 
deslgnatron came from the most severe penalty Imposed - prison being 
th'l most severo, followed by Jail, then probation. Means exolude 
sentences to death or to life In prison. 
·Includes nonnegllgent manslaughter. 
blncludes offenses such as nellligent manslaughter, sexual assault, 
and kidnaping. 

Table 10, Length of felony sentences Imposed by State 
and Federal courts, by drug offenses, 1990 

Most serious 
drull o!fenae " 

?ossosslon 
State and Federal 

State 
Federal 

Trafficking 
State and Federal 

State 
Federal 

Mean maximum sentence length 
In months for felons sentenced to 

~arceratfon Straight" 
, I~t!lL ____ Erls.Q..n_. __ ~~J.., ,,', p'ro~atJ.on. __ " 

30 Iho 491110 , mo 36 mo 
30 49 6 39 
37 82 7 34 

65 mo 75 mo 9 mo 44 mo 
62 74 10 44 
83 92 8 45 

Note: For persons recoiving a combination of sentences, 
the sentenco designation came Irom the most severe 
penalty Imposed - prison being the most severe, fOllowed b)/ Jail, 
then probation, Means exclude sentences to death or to fife Iii prison • 

Table 9, Length of felony sentences Imposed by State 
and Federal courts, by property offenses, 1990 

Mean maximum ~entence length 

Most serious 
In months for f!llons sElJ1tenced to 

Straight Incarceration 
EL~Pllr1i'£ff!!!.1~e~ __ ._c ___ .. I~!~I ..J'rl~on~ ~al'-._, JlrClb.aticln. 

Burglary 
State and Federal 61 mo 80 mo 8 mo 49 mo 

State 61 80 9 48 
Federal 35 46 7 49 

l.arceny· 
State and Federal 33 mo 49 mo 7 mo 40 mo 

State 33 49 7 41 
Federal 22 38 7 39 

Motorvehlcle theft 
State and Federal 39 mo 60 mo 7 mo 45 mo 

State 39 60 6 51 
Federal 28 44 8 40 

Otherthaft 
State and Federal 32 mo 46 mo 6 mo 39 mo 

State 32 46 8 40 
Federal 21 36 7 39 

Fraudlforgert 
State and Federal 38 mo 55 mo 6 mo 41 mo 

State 40 58 6 43 
Federal 

Fraudb 
23 41 7 40 

State and Federal 31 mo 60 mo 6 mo 41 mo 
Slate 33 52 6 41 
Federal 24 42 7 40 

Forgery 
State and Federal 44 mo 60 mo 7 mo 41 mo 

State 44 61 7 46 
Federal 18 32 7 38 

Note: For persona reoelvlng a oomblnation of sentences, the sentenoe 
designation came from the most severe penalty Imposed - prison being 
the most severe, followed by Jail, then probation. Means exolude 
sentences to death or to life In prison. 
"Includes motor vehicle theft. 
b'nc'udes embezzlement. 

7 
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Table 11. Estimated time to be sl)rved In State and Federal prison, by offenoe, 1990 

Mostserlous felony 
~oilvlotitln oUa!1se .. 

All ollenses 

Violent oHonsos 

Murdor/manslaughtard 

Rape 
Robbery 
Agnravated assault 
OthervlolentO 

I 
Property offenses 

Burglary 
Larceny' 

Motor vehicle theft 
Othartheft 

Fraud/lorgeryg 
Frauc\G 
Forgery 

Drug offenses 

Possession 
Tratncklng 

Weapons offenses 

Other offensesl 

Mean prison Percent of 
sentence In months· santanceto ba serveda,b 

Tot!lI~§latEL. _F_e~~rflf . Torar-~-Siate-~~FEldl3!ElL _ 

75 mo 75 mo 79 mo 40% 

119 mo 119 mo 100 mo 45% 

241 243 146 42 
160 160 96 46 
115 116 102 45 
78 78 52 45 
85 85 102 44 

64 mo 65 ma 41 mo 36% 

60 80 48 34 
49 49 36 37 
46 60 44 38 
80 46 36 37 
55 68 41 38 
50 52 42 44 
60 81 32 35 

86 mo 68 mo 92 mo 36% 

76 49 92 36 
49 74 62 35 

52 mo 50 mo 65 mo 52% 

44 mo 44 mo 42 mo 41% 

38% 

44% 

42 
46 
43 
45 
43 

35% 

34 
38 
35 
36 
34 
34h 
34h 

33% 

29 
35 

47% 

39% 

85% 

85% 

85 
85 
85 
65 
85 

65% 

85 
85 
85 
85 
85 
85 
65 

66% 

65 
65 

8$% 

85% 

.. 
Estimated time In months 
to be served In prlso~~ 

Iotat.State Federal 

30 mo 29 mo 

63 mo 52 mo 

102 102 
74 74 
51 49 
35 36 
37 37 

22 mo 23 mo 

27 27 
16 16 
18 21 
22 17 
21 20 
22 16 
21 21 

26 mo 22 mo 

27 14 
17 26 

27 mo 24 mo 

18 mo 17 ma 

67 rno 

65 mo 

124 
63 
S;' 
44 
87 

35 mo 

39 
32 
37 
31 
35 
36 
27 

'/8 mo 

70 
78 

55 mo 

36 mo 

• ,m 

~---------------------------------------------------------------------------.--------------~ 
°lncludeQ offenses such as negligent manslaughter, 
f.exual assault, and kidnaping. 
Includes motor vehicle theft. 

• 

·Sentence length and percent of time served did not 
Include In their calculation Iifa or deaHl sentences. 
bStste estimates are derived from National Correc
tions Reporting Program data on first releases 
(sentences greater than a year) from State prisons 
In 1990. In caloulatlng State estimates, allowance 
was made for Jail time credited by the Juc\ge for time 
served 9rlor to sentenolng but no allowance could be 
made for post-sentencing time served In lall awaiting 

transfer to Slate prison. The 65% Federal esUrnute 
reflects the statutory minimum percentage of a 
sentence that must be served prior to release lor 
felons who commlttod their orime on or after 
November 1, 1987. 
"Calculated by multiplying sentence length by 
~ercent of time to serve. 

91ncludes embezzlement. 
hThe 34% for the combined category "forgery/ • 
fraud/embozzlement" was the basis lor this estimate. 
'Composed of nonViolent offensos suoh as receiving 

Sentence length versus estimated 
time to serve 

The amount of prIson time a convicted 
offender receives at sentencing Is almost 
always longer than the actual amount of 
time the offender will serve before release 
from prison. Two prImary reasons explain 
this difference between sentence Imposed 
and actual time to serve: 

• Most States, but not the Federal system, 
have a parole board that decides when a 
prisoner (s released. In those States, the 
sentence Imposed equals the amount 
of time the offender serves before release 
only If the offender Is never paroled. 
Because the vast majority of offenders 
eventually are paroled, relatively few 
offenders serve their entire sentence 
before release. 

• In most States and In the Federal 
system, Inmates can earn early release 

DOBS not Include negligent manslaughter. 

through time credits for good behavior or 
special achievements and through 
automatic good-time credits. 

To predict how muoh time felons sen
tenced in 1990 would serve before release, 
separate estimation procedures were used 
for State and Federal sentences, The 
estimate for State felons was derived from 
nationwide statistics on felons released 
from State prisons In 1990. Those data 
Indicated that fdons had serl/ed 38% of 
their sentence before release. Although 
the offense composition of releases differs 
somewhat from that of entries, 38% of the 
sentence Is a reasonable estimate for 
predicting how much time State felons 
sentenced In 1990 would be expected to 
serve before release. 

The Federal estimate relies on a dIfferent 
percentage. Federal law requires felons 
to serve a minimum of 85% of their 
sentence bafore relaase. 
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stclen property and Immigration offenses. 

Under this "truthn ln-sentenclng" statute -
- parole Is abolished 
- the only possible early-release 
mechanism Is good prison behavior 
- the maximum good-time oredlt allowable 
Is 16% of the sentence or 64 days per 
year, 
Though the prOVision applies only to 
offenses committed after November 1, 
1987, about two-thirds of Federal felons 
sentenced In 1990 were subject to It. 

If the average sentence lengths In 1990 
are multiplied by 38% or 85%, as appro
priate, on average State felons would be 
released after serving 29 months and 
Federal felons, after 67 months (table 11). 
Combining the two, before release State 
and Federal felons were expected to serve 
an estimated 30 months, or 40% of their 
75·month sentence. 

Although the average Federal sentence • 
(79 months) was only 4 months longer 
than the average State sentence Imposed 
(75 months), estimated time to serve for 
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Federal prisoners (67 months) was 3 years 
and 2 months longer than estimated time 
to serve for State prisoners (29 months). 

• One reason for the longer time in prison 
for • ederal prisoners was lack of early 
release by a parole board. Another 
possible reason was the overall greater 
seriousness of Federal offenses. 
However, In terms of seriousness certain 
Federal crimes, such as rape, burglary, 
and motor vehicle theft, probably do not 
differ greatly from State crimes. 

When crimes of comparable seriousness 
Were matched, estimated time to serve 
was stili longer for Federal prisoners than 
for State prisoners, but the dlff';lrence was 
not !:is large as when offense comparability 
was Ignored. Compared to the estrmated 
S years and 2 months longer time to serve 
for Federal offenses generally, for rape 
specifically, Federal prison trme was 9 
months longer than projected State prison 
time: for burglary, 1 year longer; and for 
motor vehicle theft, 1 year and 4 months 
longer. 

Methodology 

Sentence length statistics presented In this 

• 
report pertain to total sentence. For per
sons convicted of a single offense, total 
sentence Is the sentence for that one 
offense. For persons convicted of a single 
offense and sentenced to a time range, 
such as 5-10 years, total sentence refers 
to the maximum. For persons convicted 
of multiple offenses to be served concur
rently (at the same time), total sentence Is 
the same as the longest sentence. For 
persons convicted of multiple offenses to 
be served consecutively (one after the 
other), total sentence Is the sum of sen
tence lengths. 

State sentencing data were obtained from 
a sample of felony convlct/ons In the State 
courts of 300 counties. The sample con
sisted of persons sentenced for a felony 
In 1990. Additional details are in Felony 
Sentences In State Oourts, 1990 (BJS, 
NCJ·140186, 1993) and In National 
JudicIal Reporting Program, 1990 (BJS, 
NCJ·145323, 1993). 

Federal sentenCing data were based on 
defandants sentenced In Federal district 
courts In 1990. The data source was the 

• 
case terminations fila of the AdmInistrative 
Office of the U.S. Oourts. Additional 
details of methodology and definitions of 
offense oategorlos are In CompendIum of 
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Federal Justloe Statist/cs, 19~0 (SJS, 
NCJ-143499, 1993), The Federal offense 
categories have been designed to be as 
compatible as possible with the definitions 
that follow. 

Crime definitions for data collected 
from State courts 

Murder and nonnegllgent manslaughter: 
Murder Is (1) Intentionally causing the 
death of another person without extreme 
provocation or legal Justification or (2) 
causing the death of another while commit
ting or attempting to commit another crime. 

Nonnegllgent (or voluntary) manslaughter 
Is Intentionally and without legal Jus'.If1cation 
causing the death of another when acting 
under extreme provocation. The combined 
category of murder and non negligent 
manslaughter excludes Involuntary or 
negligent manslaughter, conspiracies 
to commit murder, solicitation of murder, 
and attempted murder. 

Rape: forcible Intercourse (vaginal, anal, 
or oral) with a female or male. Includes 
forcible sodomy or penetration with a 
foreign object (sometlm~1 called "deviate 
sexual assault"): excludes statutory rape 
or any other non forcible sexual acts with a 
minor or with someone unable to give legal 
or factual consent. Includes attempts. 

Robbery: the unlawful taking of property 
that Is In the Immediate posseSSion of 
another, by force or the threat of force. 
Includes forcible purse snatching, but 
excludes nonforclble purse snatching, 
which Is classified as larceny/theft. 
Includes attempts. 

Aggravated assault: (1) Intentionally and 
without legal Justlflcatron causing serious 
bodily Injury, with or without a deadly 
weapon or (2) using a deadly or dangerous 
weapon to threaten, attempt, or cause 
bodily Injury, regardless of the degree of 
Injury, If any. Includes attempted murder, 
aggravated battery, fEllonlous assault, and 
assault with a deadly weap,,:m. 

Oth','r Violent: violent offenses excluding 
murder and nonnegllgent manslaughter, 
rape, robbery, and aggravated assault. 
Includes offenses such as sexual assault, 
kidnaping, extortron, and negligent 
manslaughter. Includes attempts. 

Burglary: the unlawful entry of a fixed 
structure used for regular reSIdence, 
Industry, or business, with or without tho 

9 

use of force, to commit a felony or theft. 
Includes attempts. 

Larceny and motor vehicle theft: Larceny 
Is the unlawful taking of property other than 
a motor vehicle from the possession of 
another, by stealth, without force or deceit. 
Includes pocketplcklng, non forcible purse 
snatching, shoplifting, and thefts from 
motor vehicles. Excludes receiving and/or 
reselling stolen property (fencing), and 
thefts through fraud or deceit. Includes 
attempts. 

Motor vehicle tlleft Is the unlawful taking 
of a self-propelled road vehicle owned by 
another. Includeo the theft of automobiles, 
trucks, and motorcycles, but not the theft 
of boats, aircraft, or farm eqUipment 
(classified as larceny/theft). Also Includes 
receiving, possessing, stripping, trans
porting, and reselling stolen vehicles, and 
unauthorized use of a vehicle (joyriding). 
Includes attempts. 

Fraud, forgery, and embezzlement: using 
deceit or Intentional misrepresentation 
to unlawfully derplve a persons of his or 
her property or legal rights. Includes 
offenses such as check fraud, confldenr;e 
game, counterfeiting, and credit card fraud. 
Includes attempts. 

Drug trafficking: Includes manufacturing, 
distributing, sell/ng, smuggling, and 
possession with Intent to sell. Includes 
attempts. 

Drug possession: Includes possession 
of an Illegal drug, but excludes possession 
with Intent to sell. Includes attempts. 

Weapons offenses: the unlawful salo, 
dlstrlbut/on, manl1facture, alteration, 
transportation, p()ssesslon, or US!) of a 
deadly or dangerous weapon or accessory. 

Other felonies: all felony offenses not 
listed above. Includes receiving stolen 
property. driving while Intoxlcated or other 
traffic offenses, bribery, obstructing Justice, 
escaping from custody, family offenses 
(suoh as child neglect, contribUting to the 
delinquency of a minor, nonpayment of 
child support), and nonviolent sexual 
offenses (suoh as statutory rape, Incest. 
pornography offenses, pimping, 
prostitUtion). Includes attempts. 
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