CAMPAIGN TO END LIFE IMPRISONMENT

THE FACTS OF LIFE SENTENCES
1 IN 7 PEOPLE IN PRISON IS SERVING A LIFE SENTENCE
The unprecedented growth of life sentences in the United States runs counter
to declining crime rates and growing challenges to mass incarceration. The
overwhelming majority of individuals who commit crime—even serious crime—will
“age out” of criminal behavior, and their continued incarceration diminishes returns
on public safety. This is both wasteful and inhumane. To provide a better approach
to advancing public safety, sentencing policies in the United States should be
capped at a maximum of 20 years in prison, except in circumstances in which the
individual still represents a clear threat to public safety.

THE SPREAD AND SCALE OF
LIFE IMPRISONMENT
At the onset of mass incarceration,
the United States incarcerated
200,000 individuals in state and
federal prisons. Today, there are
more people serving life sentences
than the entire prison population of
the early 1970s.
Indeed, the number of people
serving life sentences – including
life without the possibility of parole
(53,290), life with the possibility
of parole (108,667), and “virtual”
life sentences of 50 years or more
(44,311) – is at an all-time high.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF PEOPLE SERVING
LIFE SENTENCES

ONE IN FIVE

Though most life sentences are reserved for
those who have committed serious and often
violent crimes, over 17,000 individuals serving
life have been convicted of a nonviolent offense,
including 5,000 convicted of a drug offense. Fiftynine percent of lifers are serving sentences for
homicide, 17% for rape or sexual assault, and 15%
for aggravated assault, robbery, or kidnapping.

African Americans in prison
is serving a life sentence.

While people of color are over-represented in
prisons and jails; this disparity is even more evident
among those sentenced to life imprisonment,
where one of every five African American prisoners
is serving a life sentence.

Life sentences by offense type
Other

Property offense
Drug offense

Over 6,000 women are serving life or virtual life
sentences. The number of women serving life
sentences has risen at a faster rate than for men
in recent years. Between 2008 and 2016, women
lifers increased by 20%, compared to a 15%
increase for men.

Robbery,
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Juveniles serve life sentences at alarming rates as
well. In fact, the U.S. is unique in the world in its
use of life imprisonment without parole for crimes
committed by teenagers.

Rape,
Sexual
Assault

In addition to the more than 2,000 people serving
life without the possibility of parole, there are more
than 7,000 juveniles serving life with parole and
another 2,000 serving “virtual life” prison terms of
50 years or more.
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RAPID EXPANSION OF LIFE SENTENCES
The number of lifers has grown faster than the
prison population.
The life-sentenced population has continued to
rise even as prison populations have recently
seen modest declines and while crime rates are at
historic lows.
Though violent crime rates increased during the
1980s, they have fallen by 49% since 1991. Many
other countries that experienced a similar crime
drop did not rely on harsher punishments during
this period. In fact, although the United States
represents just 4% of the world’s population, it
holds 40% of the world’s life-sentenced population.

FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO LIFER
POPULATION GROWTH
The National Academies of Science has reported
that changes in policy, not crime rates, account for
the dramatic rise in imprisonment since 1980. So
too is this the case for life sentences.
Two key factors that have driven the historic rise in
life sentences:
•

A driving force in the expansion of life sentences
has been the proliferation of mandatory
sentencing and habitual offender laws. Rather
than targeting individuals who pose the greatest
risk to public safety, in many cases these laws
have widened the net to impose life sentences
on individuals who do not require decades-long
incapacitation for public safety purposes.

Increase in life with parole and life without parole
sentences, 2003-2016
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Delays in paroles and restricting commutations
for qualified prisoners
Many jurisdictions have made parole more
elusive by delaying parole hearings, politicizing
parole board actions to reduce parole grant
rates, and limiting procedural rights at parole
hearings. Executive clemency by a governor
or president as a tool to recalibrate sentence
lengths was historically relied on regularly. As
this release mechanism has become entangled
with politics it has largely been abandoned.
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Life-sentenced prisoners as percent of all prisoners, 2016
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