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California has experienced significant changes in its criminal justice landscape 
since the 2011 implementation of public safety realignment—which shifted the 
management of lower-level offenders from the state prison and parole system to 
county jail and probation systems. The prison population has dropped dramatically, 
and though jail populations rose, overall incarceration levels have declined.  

One goal of realignment was to reduce California’s persistently high recidivism 
rates. Using data from 12 counties representative of the state, this report 
examines rearrest and reconviction rates after release from custody for two 
groups of offenders affected by realignment: those on post-release community 
supervision (PRCS) and those sentenced under section 1170(h) of the California 
Penal Code. Overall, we find realignment had modest effects on recidivism, 
with considerable variation across offender groups and counties. Specifically:  

 Individuals on PRCS have somewhat higher recidivism than similar 
individuals released before realignment. PRCS offenders are released 
from state prison after serving time for certain lower-level felonies and 
receive supervision by county probation agencies. In the two years 
following realignment, we find that 71.9 percent of these individuals 
were rearrested (2.6 percentage points higher than before realignment), 
and 56.4 percent were reconvicted (2.4 points higher).  

 Realignment did not have a consistent effect on recidivism for 
individuals sentenced under 1170(h). These offenders are sentenced 
for a specific set of lower-level felonies and, under realignment, serve 
time in county jail rather than state prison. In the two years following 
realignment, we find that 74.5 percent of these individuals were 
rearrested (2.3 percentage points higher than their pre-realignment 
counterparts) and 54.9 percent were reconvicted (2.0 points lower).  

 Offenders who received straight sentences have the same or lower 
rates of recidivism. Realignment created two types of 1170(h) 
offenders: those who receive both jail time and probation supervision 
(known as a “split” sentence) and those who receive jail time with no 
supervision (known as a “straight” sentence). The group serving 
“straight” sentences had the best outcomes: the same two-year rearrest 
rates and lower two-year reconviction rates (by 3.0 percentage points). 
Those who received “split” sentences had higher rates of rearrest (by 
7.8 points) but lower rates of reconviction (by 3.4 points) compared with 
similar individuals before realignment. 

 The effects of realignment on recidivism vary substantially across 
counties. For example, overall we find reconviction rates were higher 
for those on PRCS after realignment, but in fact nine counties saw lower 
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rates of reconviction—indicating that the overall finding is driven by a small number of counties. 
County variation in recidivism outcomes is likely linked to demographic, economic, and geographic 
differences, as well as the range of county capacity and experiences providing evidence-based 
interventions before realignment. However, some of this variation may be due to different intervention 
strategies, creating the potential for counties to learn from each other over time.  

Notably, offenders who received a jail term and no supervision stand out as having better outcomes on all 
measures of recidivism, when compared with similar individuals released before realignment. This finding 
suggests we need to carefully consider the complex relationship between supervision and recidivism. 
While it could simply be easier to detect reoffending when an individual is under supervision, the 
requirements of supervision could also create more opportunities for non-criminal violations. With a 
longer follow-up window and more recent data, the relationship between supervision and recidivism, as 
well as the overall effects of realignment, may change as counties build capacity and experience with 
evidence-based practices. Policymakers, practitioners, and researchers must continue to work together to 
develop the data and expertise necessary to understand the impacts of California’s corrections reforms and 
to identify effective strategies to reduce recidivism.  

 

http://www.ppic.org/
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Introduction 

In 2011, California passed public safety realignment, one of the most far-reaching criminal justice reforms in 
recent US history.1 Realignment has been referred to as “revolutionary and sudden” (Weisberg 2011), “the most 
significant correctional reform in decades” (Misczynski 2012), and “the biggest penal experiment in modern 
history” (Santos 2013). This law was motivated by a US Supreme Court decision, which found that California’s 
prison system could not adequately meet inmates’ health care needs due to extreme overcrowding. The court 
mandated that the state either dramatically increase prison capacity or reduce the inmate population by tens of 
thousands. At the time, California faced a severe budget crisis, with limited ability to build new prisons or 
contract out beds and services to other entities.  

Under these constraints, the state elected to shift (or “realign”) the management of lower-level felony offenders 
from the state prison and parole system to county jail and probation systems. Realignment created two new 
populations of offenders:  

 Individuals on post-release community supervision (PRCS). The PRCS population refers to individuals 
released from prison after serving terms for non-serious and non-violent felony offenses. Under 
realignment, individuals on PRCS are supervised by county probation departments rather than the state 
parole system. Prior to realignment, people released from prison after serving time for these offenses would 
have been revoked to prison custody for supervision violations—which contributed to prison overcrowding. 
Now, the PRCS population serves any revocations in county jails.  

 Individuals sentenced under 1170(h). The 1170(h) population refers to non-serious, non-violent, non-
sexual felony offenders who serve their sentences in county jail. Prior to realignment, individuals convicted 
for specific offenses defined in §1170(h) of the California Penal Code would have been sent to state prison 
if their custody sentences exceeded one year. Like the PRCS population, 1170(h) offenders are revoked to 
local jail custody, not prison custody, for supervision violations. Realignment further created two types of 
1170(h) offenders: those who receive a “straight” jail sentence for the full term and no probation following 
release, and those who have their sentence “split” between a jail term and probation.  

Realignment effectively reduced the state’s prison population by more than 27,000 in the first year of 
implementation (Lofstrom and Martin 2015). As expected, jail populations increased and, in many counties, jails 
reached or exceeded capacity (Martin and Lofstrom 2014). However, the total statewide jail population increased 
by fewer than 9,000 inmates, or about one-third of the decline in the prison population. As a result, realignment 
led to a reduction in both the prison population and overall incarceration levels.   

The reform prompted considerable debate over the relationship between incarceration and public safety. 
Proponents of realignment anticipated the reduction in incarceration and argued that pre-realignment incarceration 
levels had been too high. Some supporters claimed that increased corrections spending on incarceration was not a 
cost-effective way to improve public safety, and others maintained that the pre-realignment system created 
perverse incentives for counties to shift the burden of preserving public safety to the state, resulting in overly 
punitive sanctions against lower-level offenders. However, opponents of realignment had serious concerns that an 
increase in “street time” for former offenders would lead to rising crime rates. Critics were also concerned that the 
perceived reduction in penalties would lead to increased reoffending. To date, research examining the effects of 
realignment on crime has found no increase in violent crime under realignment and small increases in property 

                                                      
1 Public safety realignment was initiated through the passage of Assembly Bill 109 in 2011. Subsequent legislation has further defined the details of realignment 
implementation.  

http://www.ppic.org/main/home.asp
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crime, driven specifically by an increase in motor vehicle theft (Lofstrom and Raphael 2013; Lofstrom and 
Raphael 2015). 

For proponents of realignment, another goal was to reduce the state’s persistently high rates of recidivism, which 
are among the highest in the nation. Supporters put forth the notion that “locals can do it better,” referring to a 
belief that local justice systems are better positioned than the state prison and parole system to provide rehabilitative 
interventions shown by research to be effective in reducing recidivism. While local justice systems supported this 
idea in principle, they also voiced concerns about their abilities to ramp up capacity in time and with the level of 
funding that was provided—particularly with respect to the use of evidence-based interventions.  

Findings on the effects of realignment on recidivism are still emerging from the state and research community—
in part because evaluating the impact of a policy change on recidivism rates requires a substantial follow-up 
period after individuals are released from custody. In October 2017, the California Department of Corrections 
and Rehabilitation (CDCR) published reports on the recidivism outcomes of individuals released from prison, 
including the PRCS population, after realignment (CDCR 2017a, 2017b). As intended, returns to prison custody 
have declined dramatically. CDCR describes an increase in reconviction for offenders released from prison during 
the first fiscal year after realignment and a decrease for offenders released in the second year, relative to the 
reconviction rates of individuals released in the two years prior to realignment.2 These are descriptive findings, 
and as CDCR notes, the population of individuals released from prison is changing in composition over time. As 
realignment rolls out, this group is increasingly composed of serious and violent offenders released following 
sentences imposed for new convictions (rather than for revocations).3  

Previous research generally finds that recidivism rates have not yet improved for individuals released from prison 
under realignment (Lofstrom, Raphael, and Grattet 2014; Lofstrom, Bird, and Martin 2016). Those released on 
PRCS have been found to have higher rates of recidivism relative to their pre-realignment counterparts (Bird and 
Grattet 2015; Lofstrom, Bird, and Martin 2016). However, recidivism rates vary in important ways across 
counties, and some evidence suggests this variation may be linked to county capacity and the propensity to use 
rehabilitative programs and services with the PRCS population (Bird and Grattet 2015; Bird and Grattet 2016). 

Thus far, research on the effects of realignment on recidivism has been limited in two important ways. First, prior 
studies have not been able to examine recidivism among the 1170(h) population.4 In contrast to the PRCS 
population, which spiked in the first year of realignment and leveled out, over time, individuals sentenced under 
1170(h) will make up a larger portion of the realigned population. Second, existing research has not captured 
returns to jail custody—a key measure of recidivism—for those on parole, those on PRCS, or those sentenced 
under 1170(h).  

This report addresses those gaps. We examine recidivism outcomes for the PRCS and 1170(h) populations for a 
representative group of 12 California counties. Our analysis focuses on the impact of realignment on one- and 
two-year recidivism rates for individuals released from prison or jail between October 2011 and September 
2013—relative to those released from prison custody before realignment, from October 2009 to September 2011. 
We also present differences in one-year recidivism rates before and after realignment for each of the 12 counties. 

 

                                                      
2 For consistency with the state definition of recidivism (“conviction of a new felony or misdemeanor committed within three years of release from custody”), CDCR 
uses reconviction as the primary measure of recidivism. Section 3027 of the California Penal Code required the Board of State and Community Corrections to develop 
a statewide definition of recidivism.  
3 CDCR has shared data with researchers to allow for recidivism analyses that attempt to adjust for the changing composition of the population released from prison, as 
well as to focus on outcomes for the PRCS population. 
4 There is no statewide data source capturing the 1170(h) population and their recidivism outcomes. Nor is there a statewide data source capturing returns to jail 
custody for the parole, PRCS, and 1170(h) populations. 

http://www.ppic.org/main/home.asp
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The BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study  

Our analysis relies primarily on data from the BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study (MCS), a collaborative effort 
between the California Board of State and Community Corrections (BSCC) and PPIC.5 The MCS was established 
in the wake of public safety realignment with the goal of bringing together the data needed to rigorously evaluate 
the statewide effects of this policy reform and to identify the most effective recidivism-reduction interventions at 
the local level. To achieve these goals, we identified a group of counties representative of the state as a whole and 
partnered with these counties to examine how individuals move through local jail and probation systems after 
realignment. Figure 1 shows the 12 counties participating in the study: Alameda, Contra Costa, Fresno, 
Humboldt, Kern, Los Angeles, Orange, Sacramento, San Bernardino, San Francisco, Shasta, and Stanislaus.  

FIGURE 1 
The 12 counties participating in the MCS represent California’s geographic diversity 
 

SOURCE: BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study. 

NOTE: These were the only 12 counties approached by the MCS team. No counties were approached and declined to participate.  

Taken together, these counties comprise 60 percent of California’s population and represent the state’s geographic 
diversity, as well as its overall demographic and economic characteristics. Table 1 summarizes the characteristics 
of the MCS counties relative to the statewide population. While quite similar, the MCS counties tend to be more 

                                                      
5 PPIC research publications reflect the views of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the BSCC, CDCR, the Department of Justice, or the 
participating counties. 

http://www.ppic.org/main/home.asp
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urban (as measured by population density) and have higher shares of African Americans, Asian Americans, and 
Latinos. In addition, the poverty and unemployment rates are slightly higher among the MCS counties.  

TABLE 1 
MCS counties are similar to the state overall in demographic and economic characteristics 

 California MCS counties 

Demographic characteristics    

Male 49.7% 49.4% 

African American 6.5% 8.0% 

Asian American 14.8% 16.2% 

Latino 38.6% 40.6% 

Native American  1.7% 1.5% 

White 73.3% 70.8% 

Two or more 3.7% 3.6% 

Under 20 26.4% 26.2% 

Age 20–39 28.9% 29.5% 

Age 40–59 26.5% 26.8% 

Age 60+ 18.2% 17.5% 

Population density (population per square mile) 244.6 454.7 

Economic characteristics   

Unemployment rate 9.1% 9.2% 

Poverty rate 16.5% 17.6% 

Total population 38,335,203 22,847,093 

SOURCES: Demographic and population density characteristics are from the US Census. Poverty rates are from the Small Area Income and 
Poverty Estimates (SAIPE) program within the Census Bureau. Unemployment rates are from the Bureau of Labor Statistics.  

NOTES: Characteristics for the MCS county group are population-weighted for the year 2013.  

In addition to the data provided by the counties, the California Department of Justice (DOJ) and the CDCR 
provided essential data to fill out the state-local picture. Altogether, the newly available data used in this analysis 
includes demographic characteristics, offender background and criminal history, and recidivism outcomes. The 
participation of the MCS counties allows us to expand on previous research by assessing outcomes for individuals 
sentenced to serve time in county correctional agencies, who, because they pass through local systems, are not 
tracked at the state level. We are also able to examine returns to jail custody within the MCS counties. Finally, 
sentencing information from these counties allows us to explore the relationship between split sentencing—a new 
tool under realignment—and recidivism for the first time.   

  

http://www.ppic.org/main/home.asp


 

PPIC.ORG  Realignment and Recidivism in California  9 

Measuring Recidivism 
There are many ways of measuring recidivism.6 The state has adopted reconviction—often considered a more 
accurate measure of reoffending behavior, relative to rearrest—as its primary recidivism measure. Reconvictions 
also represent a substantial resource burden and thus may be of particular interest to correctional systems. 
However, when comparing the reconviction rates of individuals released before and after realignment, it is 
important to consider how realignment changed the likelihood that criminal justice systems would pursue formal 
convictions. Before realignment, individuals who violated the conditions of their parole or who were suspected of 
a new offense could be revoked to prison custody. Under realignment, most offenders can only be sent to prison 
following conviction on a new, prison-eligible offense—meaning that correctional systems may be shifting away 
from revocations and toward more formal rearrests and reconvictions. Therefore, if we were to see increases in 
reconviction rates after realignment, we should not necessarily assume these differences were driven by an 
increase in reoffending behavior.  

However, realignment may have also created new incentives for individual offenders. Research on recidivism 
generally aims to identify how changes in policy or practice affect underlying criminal behavior, but it is often 
difficult to determine whether changes in recidivism measures reflect changes in criminal behavior or, 
alternatively, changes in criminal justice processes. In this report, we account for potential changes in criminal 
justice processes by constructing a measure of reconviction that includes both formal reconvictions and 
revocations. We use a similar measure for rearrests that includes both formal rearrests and any revocations not 
preceded by a formal arrest. Using these two measures, we estimate the effects of realignment on recidivism for 
individuals on PRCS and individuals sentenced under 1170(h).7  

Realigned Offenders Released from Prison (PRCS) 

As defined in realignment law, post-release community supervision refers to a group of offenders who are released 
from state prison after having been committed for a non-serious, non-violent felony offense.8 The law disqualifies 
individuals from PRCS who are determined through a CDCR assessment process to be “high-risk sex offenders” or 
“mentally disordered offenders” (Couzens and Bigelow 2016). Importantly, PRCS does not affect the length of time 
a person serves in custody, but it does change where one is supervised upon release. People on PRCS are supervised 
in the community by county probation departments. Prior to realignment, they were supervised by the state parole 
system.9 In the case of a supervision violation, individuals on PRCS are revoked to jail instead of prison custody. In 
addition to the change in which agency supervises them, realignment altered other conditions of their supervision as 
well, including their eligibility for early discharge and new limits on revocations.10  

                                                      
6 Indeed, it is important to note that the best measures of recidivism depend on the purpose of the analysis. For example, if the primary goal is to understand the effect of a policy 
change on the cost of operating correctional institutions, then the most appropriate metric to examine may be returns to custody. If the goal is to understand how a policy change 
has affected the demands placed on police departments, then the best recidivism measure may be rearrest rates. No single measure of recidivism fits all purposes. 
7 In the Technical Appendix, we also present traditional rearrest and reconviction measures without adjustments for revocations. Note that the 1170(h) population, 
given their local sentence length, is limited to those likely to have gone to prison prior to realignment, as explained in more detail in the Technical Appendix. 
8 PRCS offenders may have prior serious or violent offenses in their criminal history. 
9 State parole and county probation have many similarities in terms of the types of supervision practices, legal authority, and surveillance tools available. However, 
there are some important differences as well. A large portion of parole officers spent at least some portion of their careers working in prison as correctional guards. 
Probation officers are less likely to have such experiences. Parole officers carry firearms, while probation officers typically do not. Probation is subject to variation by 
county, given that it is a county government agency, dependent on resources provided by the County Boards of Supervisors. Parole is more centralized and uniformly 
administered across the state.  
10 If individuals on PRCS have no violations that result in a custodial sanction, they are eligible for early discharge from supervision after six months. Prior to 
realignment, eligibility for discharge from parole commenced at 12 months. In addition, realignment imposed limits on the amount of time an individual under 

http://www.ppic.org/main/home.asp
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/1217mbr_appendix.pdf
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/1217mbr_appendix.pdf
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Characteristics  
During the first two years under realignment, more than 35,000 individuals were released on PRCS to MCS 
counties.11 To estimate the effects of realignment on recidivism, we compare the outcomes of those on PRCS after 
realignment to those of similar individuals who were released from prison in the two years before realignment 
(between October 2009 and September 2011). 

A key concern when comparing outcomes of those on PRCS to those of the pre-realignment population is that there 
are considerable differences between these two groups. Demographically, the pre-realignment population—which 
includes all individuals released from state prison in the two years preceding realignment—is younger, less likely to 
be white, more likely to be Latino, and less likely to face mental health challenges than those on PRCS (Table 2).  

Overall, more than one-quarter of the pre-realignment population is incarcerated for a crime against a person, 
compared with less than one-sixth of the PRCS population. The pre-realignment population is also more likely to 
be incarcerated on a conviction for a new offense (rather than a revocation). Those released from prison before 
realignment also have lower numbers of past arrests and convictions when compared with individuals on PRCS. 
These differences in characteristics suggest the pre-realignment population includes more serious offenders, but 
these offenders may have a lower likelihood of recidivism than the PRCS population. 

We use a matching method to refine the pre-realignment population to a control group that is more similar to the 
PRCS population. This approach allows us to better isolate the effects of realignment when examining differences 
in recidivism.12 The demographic characteristics and criminal histories of the pre-realignment control group and 
the PRCS population are quite similar. However, those on PRCS are still less likely to have been incarcerated for 
a new conviction and, instead, are more likely to be released after serving a revocation. Our analysis below on 
recidivism outcomes uses a regression model to adjust for these remaining differences between the pre-
realignment control group and those on PRCS.  

TABLE 2  
The PRCS population differs considerably from the pre-realignment population of those released from prison 

 Pre-realignment 
population  

Pre-realignment control 
group PRCS population 

Demographic characteristics    

Age 36.2 37.1 37.5 

Male 88.9% 89.3% 89.9% 

African American 28.4% 28.8% 29.0% 

Asian American 1.0% 0.9% 0.9% 

Latino 43.5% 40.0% 39.8% 

Native American 0.6% 0.7% 0.7% 

White 23.3% 26.5% 26.5% 

Other race 3.3% 3.2% 3.1% 

    

                                                      
supervision could be revoked to custody for violations, to a maximum of six months. It also changed the location where those revocations are to be served, from state 
prison to county jail. 
11 Here we refer to individuals. The total number of PRCS releases would be higher than the total number of individuals released over the period. This report focuses 
on recidivism outcomes for this subset of the statewide PRCS population because the MCS dataset provides information on revocations to jail custody, which is not 
available for the full, statewide PRCS population. 
12 We use a propensity score matching method to select individuals from the larger pre-realignment population that are similar to the PRCS population. This method is 
described in more detail in the Technical Appendix.   

http://www.ppic.org/main/home.asp
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/1217mbr_appendix.pdf
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 Pre-realignment 
population  

Pre-realignment control 
group PRCS population 

Offender background and criminal history    

Age at first conviction 23.3 22.6 22.4 

History of mental illness  15.9% 18.5% 19.0% 

Length of stay in prison (in days) 636.9 488.4 504.4 

New conviction  67.8% 59.6% 56.2% 

Parole violator with new conviction 19.1% 30.3% 34.5% 

Parole violator 11.9% 9.3% 9.3% 

Number of past arrests 15.1 18.1 18.8 

Number of past felony arrests 9.4 11.2 11.6 

Number of past convictions 5.9 7.1 7.4 

Number of past felony convictions 3.2 3.9 4.2 

Number of prior serious convictions 0.2 0.3 0.4 

Number of prior violent convictions 0.1 0.1 0.1 

High-risk for a person offense 11.1% 10.7% 11.5% 

High-risk for a property offense 9.2% 11.9% 11.6% 

High-risk for a drug offense 5.0% 7.4% 7.7% 

Moderate risk for reoffending 21.2% 23.1% 23.0% 

Low risk for reoffending 16.5% 15.8% 15.1% 

Second-striker 13.4% 17.1% 18.6% 

Offense type    

Murder 0.9% 0.0% 0.0% 

Manslaughter 0.9% 0.0% 0.1% 

Robbery 7.1% 0.0% 0.0% 

Other person offense 14.1% 14.1% 13.7% 

Rape 0.4% 0.0% 0.0% 

Molestation 2.3% 0.2% 0.2% 

Other sex offense 2.2% 2.0% 1.9% 

Burglary 11.3% 10.7% 10.2% 

Grand theft 3.6% 4.3% 4.0% 

Petty theft 4.2% 5.0% 5.1% 

Vehicle theft 4.4% 6.0% 6.2% 

Other property offense 7.4% 9.0% 8.9% 

Controlled substance sales, possession, manufacturing 26.4% 32.2% 32.7% 

Marijuana substance sales, possession, manufacturing 2.2% 2.1% 2.0% 

DUI 3.1% 2.8% 2.7% 

Weapon possession 5.9% 9.2% 10.3% 

Other offense 3.6% 2.4% 2.3% 

Number of observations 84,577 26,261 35,218 

SOURCES: BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study data.  

NOTES: We limit the analysis to first releases in the pre- and post-realignment periods. Therefore, these counts will not correspond perfectly 
with the total number of prison releases, as some individuals are incarcerated for multiple prison spells in a given time period.   

http://www.ppic.org/main/home.asp
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Recidivism Outcomes   
Our findings suggest that realignment increased recidivism by a small amount for people on PRCS. This increase 
could be driven by a rise in offending behavior related to a perceived reduction in sanctions under realignment. It is 
also possible that the PRCS population was monitored more closely while under probation supervision than their 
pre-realignment counterparts under parole supervision. If this were the case, the higher rates of recidivism may be 
due to a greater likelihood of detecting misconduct under realignment or because the conditions of supervision 
created more opportunities for violations that led to revocations. Conditions of supervision might include drug 
testing, frequent reporting, required programs, or required meetings with probation officers, among others.   

We focus on two key measures of recidivism: rearrest and reconviction outcomes after release. As described 
earlier, we use a measure of rearrest that includes any revocations that are not preceded by a formal arrest, and a 
measure of reconviction that also includes revocations.13 After adjusting for differences between these groups, we 
estimate that those on PRCS have a one-year rearrest rate of 61.7 percent, or a notable 5.2 percentage points 
higher than their pre-realignment counterparts (Figure 2). When we examine two-year rearrest rates, however, the 
difference shrinks considerably. The two-year rearrest rate for individuals on PRCS is 71.9 percent, only 2.6 
percentage points higher than that of similar individuals prior to realignment.  

Those on PRCS also have slightly higher reconviction rates when compared with similar individuals released 
before realignment: 40.1 percent (1.8 points higher than before realignment) of individuals on PRCS are 
reconvicted within one year of release and 56.4 percent (2.4 points higher) are reconvicted within two years. 

Although we have used regression models to adjust for differences in the characteristics available in the data, it is 
possible that people on PRCS differ from the pre-realignment control group in ways that we cannot account for 
and that would lead to higher rates of recidivism. It is also possible that the outcomes of realigned offenders may 
improve over time as counties become more experienced in managing the PRCS population and better able to 
provide evidence-based, recidivism-reduction interventions. Indeed, the findings presented may reflect some 
improvement over time, as the difference in the two-year rearrest rate is much lower than the difference in the 
one-year rearrest rate.  

FIGURE 2 
Individuals on PRCS have slightly higher recidivism rates than similar individuals before realignment 

  
SOURCE: BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study data.  

NOTE: Chart shows regression-adjusted rates, which should be interpreted as causal findings. All differences in recidivism rates between 
the pre-realignment control group and the PRCS population are statistically significant. Please see the Technical Appendix for more details.   

                                                      
13 The first- and second-year release cohorts are included in the one-year rearrest rate, but only the first-year release cohort is included in the two-year rearrest rate due 
to limitations in the date range over which we have data.   
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County Variation 
In California, there is considerable variation in recidivism outcomes across counties both before and after 
realignment. Across the state, counties have vastly different demographic compositions, economic resources, and 
geographic environments. For these reasons, counties should not be directly compared to each other or judged to 
be performing better or worse under realignment on the basis of this analysis. However, it will be important for 
counties to assess their own outcomes over time as they make efforts to improve. It is important to note that, 
while the recidivism rates presented below account for changes in the composition of county populations over 
time, they do not adjust for differences in population or other characteristics across counties. Therefore, these 
estimates should be compared within a given county over time, but not across counties.   

As shown in Figure 3, in some counties, such as Contra Costa, Humboldt, and Kern, those on PRCS have one-
year rearrest rates that are lower than the rates of their pre-realignment counterparts.14 In addition, in San 
Francisco County, we find similar rearrest rates for the PRCS population and the pre-realignment population. 
Overall, however, those on PRCS in most of the MCS counties have higher rearrest rates compared with similar 
individuals released to parole before realignment.  

FIGURE 3 
In three out of twelve counties, those on PRCS have lower rearrest rates than similar individuals before realignment 

  
SOURCE: BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study data.  

NOTE: These are regression-adjusted recidivism rates. This analysis draws on small sample sizes in some counties and, therefore, we 
caution against causal interpretations. In addition, regression adjustments are made for changes in the composition of county populations 
over time, within county. Adjustments are not made for differences in population composition across counties and, therefore, these 
estimates should be compared within county over time, but not across counties.   

Figure 4 presents one-year reconviction rates for the 12 MCS counties. In nine of the twelve counties, individuals 
on PRCS have lower reconviction rates than similar individuals before realignment. This demonstrates that the 
overall finding of higher reconviction rates for the PRCS population (see Figure 2 above) is driven by higher rates 
in a few counties. It is important to note that about one-third of individuals on PRCS statewide and nearly one-

                                                      
14 Our county-level analysis uses one-year rearrest and reconviction rates because two-year rates are based only on the first-year release cohort and the size of the 
1170(h) populations (i.e., the treatment groups) are quite small for some counties. Though the PRCS populations (i.e., the treatment groups) are larger, we use the same 
approach for both groups of offenders for consistency.   
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half of individuals on PRCS in the MCS counties were released to Los Angeles County. Because Los Angeles is 
such a large county, it is a driving factor in the overall recidivism outcomes of the MCS group.15 

FIGURE 4 
In nine out of twelve counties, those on PRCS have lower reconviction rates than similar individuals before realignment 

  
SOURCE: BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study data.  

NOTE: These are regression-adjusted recidivism rates. This analysis draws on small sample sizes in some counties and, therefore, we 
caution against causal interpretations. In addition, regression adjustments are made for observable changes in the composition of county 
populations over time, within county. Adjustments are not made for differences in population composition across counties and, therefore, 
these estimates should be compared within county over time, but not across counties.    

Realigned Offenders Sentenced under 1170(h) 

Realignment law also defined a group of felony offenders under California Penal Code §1170(h) who now are 
ineligible for state prison and must serve their sentences in county correctional systems. In general, the 1170(h) 
population is made up of non-serious, non-violent, and non-sexual offenders who are sentenced to county jail 
under realignment.16 Those offenders who have a serious or violent offense in their past conviction history in 
California or another state are ineligible to be sentenced under 1170(h). Registered sex offenders are also excluded.17 

Judges may sentence qualifying individuals to a straight sentence or a split sentence.18 Those who receive a 
straight sentence serve the entirety of their term in jail and, upon release, have no further supervision associated 
with the sentence. In contrast, those who receive a split sentence serve a portion of their term in jail and a portion 
under supervision by county probation. During this period of supervision, these individuals may be revoked to jail 

                                                      
15 Although overall reconviction rates for the PRCS population among MCS counties are higher than for similar individuals before realignment, when Los Angeles 
County is removed from the analysis we find the one-year reconviction rate for the PRCS population is 5.7 percentage points lower and the two-year reconviction rate 
is 2.2 percentage points lower than for those released before realignment. Los Angeles County is not alone among the MCS counties in having higher reconviction 
rates for those on PRCS, but it does have a disproportionate effect on the overall results because of its size. Please see the Technical Appendix for more details.  
16 This includes over 1,200 separate sections of the California Penal Code. 
17 In addition, offenses included in over 70 separate sections of the California Penal Code were deemed ineligible by the legislature, even though these offenses are not 
serious, violent, or sexual in nature. 
18 For individuals sentenced after January 1, 2015, split sentencing became the presumptive sentence under California Penal Code §1170(h).  

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Stanislaus

Shasta

San Francisco

San Bernardino

Sacramento

Orange

Los Angeles

Kern

Humboldt

Fresno

Contra Costa

Alameda

One-year reconviction rates (%)

Pre-realignment

PRCS

http://www.ppic.org/main/home.asp
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/1217mbr_appendix.pdf


 

PPIC.ORG  Realignment and Recidivism in California  15 

to serve out the remainder of their sentence. Realignment law did not change the length of sentences, so a split 
sentence is the same amount of time as a straight sentence for the same conviction offense.19  

Characteristics  
The 1170(h) population includes nearly 13,500 individuals sentenced under 1170(h) and released from MCS 
county jails during the first two years of realignment.20 In contrast to the number of individuals on PRCS, which 
reached a peak in the first year of realignment and then leveled out, the number of people sentenced under 
1170(h) more than doubled in the second year of realignment. This is to be expected, as 1170(h) convictions 
began only after the implementation of realignment, and those sentenced under 1170(h) must first complete their 
jail terms before they enter a release cohort. In addition, as realignment implementation rolls out over time, fewer 
individuals sent to prison will be eligible for PRCS, as non-serious, non-violent, non-sexual offenders are 
increasingly serving sentences in county correctional systems. 

Table 3 summarizes the characteristics of those released after serving 1170(h) sentences. As was the case with the 
PRCS population, the full pre-realignment population is demographically different from the 1170(h) population. 
In this case, the pre-realignment population is older, more likely to be male, and more likely to be African 
American than those sentenced under 1170(h). In terms of criminal history, the pre-realignment population has a 
higher number of prior serious convictions and a greater share are incarcerated for a crime against a person. But 
those sentenced under 1170(h) have higher rates of past arrests and convictions. These differences suggest that 
while offenders in the pre-realignment population may have more serious criminal histories, they may also be less 
frequent offenders than the 1170(h) population. As a result, we might expect the pre-realignment population to 
have a lower overall likelihood of recidivism.  

We again create a matched pre-realignment control group of similar individuals to serve as a better comparison for 
those sentenced under 1170(h). The characteristics of this comparison group are much more similar to those of the 
1170(h) population. However, the pre-realignment control group is still slightly more likely to be African American 
and has slightly lower rates of past arrest and conviction. Therefore, below we use regression analysis, which adjusts 
for these remaining differences, to estimate the effects of realignment on recidivism for the 1170(h) population.  

TABLE 3  
Individuals sentenced under 1170(h) differ in notable ways from those who were released from prison before realignment 

 Pre-realignment 
population 

Pre-realignment  
control group 1170(h) population 

Demographics    

Age 36.2 34.8 34.6 

Male 88.9% 84.2% 84.1% 

African American 28.4% 23.5% 22.4% 

Asian American 1.0% 1.4% 1.8% 

Native American  0.6% 0.3% 0.2% 

Latino 43.5% 43.6% 43.8% 

White 23.3% 29.0% 29.7% 

                                                      
19 Moreover, in most cases a judge may elect to sentence an individual convicted for an 1170(h) offense to felony probation in lieu of a straight or split sentence. This 
option existed prior to realignment and remains an option today for both 1170(h)-eligible and prison-eligible offenses. 
20 The Technical Appendix provides details on the construction of the MCS 1170(h) population. As explained therein, this population will not match total counts of 
1170(h) convictions.  
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 Pre-realignment 
population 

Pre-realignment  
control group 1170(h) population 

Other race 3.3% 2.3% 2.1% 

Offender background and history    

Age at first conviction 23.3 23.2 22.9 

Length of stay in jail or prison (in days) 636.9 243.2 233.2 

Number of past arrests 15.1 18.3 19.1 

Number of past felony arrests 9.4 11.0 11.3 

Number of past convictions 5.9 7.0 7.3 

Number of past felony convictions 3.2 3.8 4.0 

Number of prior serious convictions 0.2 0.1 0.1 

Number of prior violent convictions 0.1 0.1 0.1 

Offense type    

Crime against persons 27.8% 2.8% 2.6% 

Burglary 11.3% 16.5% 16.0% 

Grand theft 3.6% 5.0% 4.7% 

Petty theft 4.2% 4.6% 4.3% 

Vehicle theft 4.4% 7.9% 8.7% 

Other property offense 7.4% 15.3% 16.3% 

Controlled substance sales, possession, manufacturing 26.4% 35.4% 36.2% 

Marijuana substance sales, possession, manufacturing 2.2% 2.8% 2.7% 

DUI 3.1% 3.6% 3.3% 

Weapon possession 5.9% 3.6% 3.0% 

Other offense 3.6% 2.6% 2.3% 

Number of observations 84,577 10,869 13,435 

SOURCES: BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study data.  

NOTES: We limit the analysis to first releases in the pre- and post-realignment periods. Therefore, these counts will not correspond perfectly 
with the number of prison releases in any period or the counts of 1170(h) convictions, as some individuals are incarcerated for multiple prison or 
jail spells. In addition, for the analysis of the effects of realignment on recidivism, we further limit the 1170(h) population to those likely to have 
been sent to prison if they had been convicted prior to realignment. This limitation is described in more detail in the Technical Appendix. 

Recidivism Outcomes 
Overall, we find that realignment did not have a consistent effect on recidivism among the 1170(h) population. 
After adjusting for differences in the characteristics of the pre-realignment control group and the 1170(h) 
population, we find no differences in one-year rearrest rates (Figure 5). Those sentenced under 1170(h) have a 
two-year rearrest rate of 74.5 percent, slightly higher (by 2.3 percentage points) than that of similar individuals 
before realignment.21 However, when we examine reconviction rates, the 1170(h) population has a one-year 
reconviction rate of 39.1 percent, slightly lower (by 3.8 points) than that of the pre-realignment control group. We 
also estimate that those sentenced under 1170(h) have a two-year reconviction rate of 54.9 percent, 2.0 percentage 
points lower than that of their pre-realignment counterparts.  

                                                      
21 One-year recidivism rates are based on the first- and second-year release cohorts under realignment. Two-year rates are based only on the first-year release cohort 
due to limitations in the follow-up time period for which we have data.    
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These findings suggest the 1170(h) population had better outcomes under realignment—at least as measured by 
reconviction rates—than the PRCS population. However, the 1170(h) population includes both those with 
straight jail sentences and split sentences (a jail term followed by probation). When we conduct a separate 
analysis for these two groups, we find that those who received split sentences have higher one-year rearrest rates 
(by 7.2 percentage points) but lower one-year reconviction rates (by 5.4 percentage points) when compared to 
similar individuals released before realignment. The two-year rearrest rates for those who received split sentences 
are higher than those of the pre-realignment group (by 7.8 percentage points) and the two-year reconviction rates 
are lower than those of the pre-realignment control group (by 3.4 percentage points). In contrast, we find that 
those who received straight sentences have lower one-year rearrest rates (by 1.4 percentage points) and lower one-
year reconviction rates (by 4.1 percentage points) when compared to their pre-realignment counterparts. The two-
year rearrest rates for those given straight sentences are about the same as for their pre-realignment counterparts. 
However, the two-year reconviction rates are 3.0 percentage points lower than those of the pre-realignment 
comparison group. Therefore, lower rearrest rates among the full 1170(h) population are driven by lower rates 
for those receiving straight sentences. (Additional details are in Table A4 in the Technical Appendix.)  

FIGURE 5 
The effects of realignment on recidivism vary among those sentenced under 1170(h) 

  
SOURCE: BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study data.  

NOTE: Chart shows regression-adjusted rates, which should be interpreted as causal findings. The small difference in the one-year rearrest 
rate is not statistically significant. All other differences in recidivism rates between the pre-realignment control group and the PRCS 
population are statistically significant. Please see the Technical Appendix for more details.   

County Variation 
As is the case for individuals on PRCS, recidivism rates vary considerably across counties for those released after 
serving 1170(h) sentences. Here we see that more than half of the MCS counties have lower one-year rearrest 
rates among those released for 1170(h) sentences, when compared to a similar group of offenders released prior to 
realignment (Figure 6). However, as shown above (see Figure 5), we find no evidence of an overall difference in 
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one-year rearrest rates for the 1170(h) population after realignment—suggesting higher rearrest rates in a minority 
of counties outweigh lower rearrest rates in the majority of counties.22  

FIGURE 6 
Over half of counties have lower rearrest rates among 1170(h) offenders than similar individuals before realignment 

  
SOURCE: BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study data.  

NOTE: These are regression-adjusted recidivism rates. This analysis draws on very small sample sizes in some counties and, therefore, we 
caution against causal interpretations. In addition, regression adjustments are made for changes in the composition of county populations 
over time, within county. Adjustments are not made for differences in population composition across counties and, therefore, these 
estimates should be compared within county over time, but not across counties.    

In the case of reconviction, more than half of the MCS counties have lower one-year reconviction rates, consistent 
with the overall findings (Figure 7). The variation across counties in the recidivism rates before and after 
realignment suggest there is a great deal to learn from the various county experiences under realignment. At the 
same time, the variation across counties in the pre-realignment period suggests that counties had different starting 
points and have considerably different populations to manage. 

  

                                                      
22 For example, when we remove Los Angeles from the analysis, we find that the one-year rearrest rate among 1170(h) offenders is 1.4 percentage points lower and the 
two-year rearrest rate is 0.7 percentage points lower, compared with those released before realignment. Please see the Technical Appendix for more details.  
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FIGURE 7 
Over half of counties have lower reconviction rates among 1170(h) offenders than similar individuals before realignment 

 
SOURCE: BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study data.  

NOTE: These are regression-adjusted recidivism rates. This analysis draws on very small sample sizes in some counties and, therefore, we 
caution against causal interpretations. In addition, regression adjustments are made for changes in the composition of county populations 
over time, within county. Adjustments are not made for differences in population composition across counties and, therefore, these 
estimates should be compared within county over time, but not across counties.    

Conclusions and Policy Implications  

Public safety realignment marked a new era for corrections and rehabilitation—and raised questions about the 
reform’s effects on crime and recidivism. Our analysis examines recidivism among the two realigned groups of 
offenders using data from the BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study, an integrated state-local collaboration with the 
Board of State and Community Corrections and 12 counties representative of the state.  

We find that individuals released under post-release community supervision during the first two years of realignment 
have slightly higher rates of rearrest and reconviction than their pre-realignment counterparts. Recidivism among 
individuals sentenced under 1170(h) is more mixed. The 1170(h) population has a higher two-year rearrest rate 
than their pre-realignment counterparts, but lower one- and two-year reconviction rates. Notably, among 1170(h) 
offenders, we find higher rearrest rates for those who received probation supervision following their jail term (known 
as a split sentence), but lower reconviction rates. Those who served a jail term with no probation after release 
(known as a straight sentence) have the same or lower recidivism rates when compared with their pre-realignment 
counterparts—the only group for which there is evidence of consistently better outcomes after realignment.  

Realignment has created a unique opportunity for counties to learn from each other and for the state to leverage 
the diversity of practices to identify the most effective recidivism-reduction strategies. We find substantial 
variation in both overall recidivism rates across counties and changes in those rates within counties over the 
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realignment period. While some of this variation is likely linked to differences in the demographic, economic, 
and geographic characteristics of these counties, it may also be explained by differences in county capacity and 
experience with evidence-based interventions before realignment. However, if some of this variation is due to 
different intervention strategies, counties could potentially improve their outcomes by learning from each other 
over time.   

Taken together, these findings suggest three key takeaways. First, the effects of realignment appear to vary across 
offender groups and counties. Second, as more data becomes available we may observe the effects of realignment 
changing over time. The majority of the realigned population will shift from PRCS offenders to 1170(h) offenders, 
and in the coming years, counties will continue to build capacity and experience with evidence-based and data-
driven practices. And third, we need to carefully consider the relationship between supervision and higher 
recidivism rates. Our findings indicate higher rates of recidivism for the groups supervised following release: 
those on PRCS and those who received split sentences under 1170(h). While it may simply be easier to detect 
reoffending when an individual is under supervision, it is also possible that supervision conditions create more 
opportunities for non-criminal violations. Additional research is needed to further investigate the likely complex 
relationship between supervision and recidivism.  

The next steps in the Multi-County Study will be to gather and analyze the data necessary to help counties 
identify the program, service, and sanction interventions that offer promise in reducing recidivism. A greater 
understanding of these effects will be essential to help policymakers and practitioners identify strategies that will 
reduce recidivism and maintain public safety.  
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