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Incarceration never returned to pre-COVID levels after the pandemic-related drops
in 2020 and 2021. Homicides began to rise shortly after incarceration fell
precipitously. Any account of incarceration's role has to start with that decline, not
with the partial rebound.

The decrease in homicide is too big to be caused by incapacitation. About 93,000
more people were confined on an average day between the 2021 through and
2023-2024. To explain a 6,000-homicide decline through incapacitation, each
incarcerated person would have to have been prevented from committing one
homicide per 15 person-years of confinement, far above any observed rate. Against
observed offending rates, incapacitation can account for 0.1% to 3.1% of the decline.

If incarceration mattered, it worked through the certainty of sanction, not
incapacitation and not sentence length. Deterrence reaches everyone at risk, so its
potential effect is much larger than what a cell delivers by holding one person.

The size of that effect cannot be estimated. The National Academy of Sciences
concluded in 2014 that the field “cannot arrive at a precise estimate, or even a
modest range of estimates” of incarceration’s effect on crime. The measurement
problem here is even worse than the problem faced in 2014. There is no comparable
national arrest count for 2021, and the probability that an arrest produces detention
has not been measured nationally since 2009.

The effect of the candidate causes cannot be separated. Sanction certainty is driven
by the interaction between police, courts, schools, and community actors, and they
were all affected on the same national timeline in the spring of 2020. Better
research cannot fix this.
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Confinement can reach homicide through incapacitation and deterrence. Incapacitation
estimates are essentially arithmetic: homicides averted equal people confined, times
their rate of offending, times time served. Deterrence works on perceptions, namely the
certainty that punishment follows, the speed with which it arrives, and its severity. A cell
holds one person at a time, and the crime of whoever is removed may be committed by
someone still free. The same cell can in principle deter many, with no replacement effect.
But the deterrence created by incarceration is driven by perception and works with and
through other entities, like police and the courts, to create real deterrence.

The authoritative synthesis remains the National Academy of Sciences 2014 review, The
Growth of Incarceration in the United States: Exploring Causes and Consequences. It
reached two conclusions that frame everything below. It concluded that growth in
incarceration probably reduced crime, but the effect “remains highly uncertain” because
the committee could not “arrive at a precise estimate, or even a modest range of
estimates.”” They were more confident about mechanism, concluding that certainty
deters and severity largely does not. Nothing since has overturned either finding.

The studies the committee found irreconcilable came from a system that was more or
less functioning as designed. That system stalled out in an unprecedented way in 2020,
and therefore, the estimates in the literature are even less useful for the present
discussion than for the discussion covered by the academy’s 2014 report.

Incarceration fell between 2019 and 2024 and has not recovered. Every relevant series
remains below its 2019 level (Figure 1). The prison population fell to a 2021 trough of
1,205,087 and came back only to 1,254,224 by year-end 2023. Jail average daily
population stood at 662,100 at midyear 2024.



Figure 1. Prison and jail population and admissions, indexed to 2019 = 100

Incarceration stock and flow, 2019-2024

Every series remains below its 2019 level throughout the homicide decline
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Source: BJS, Prisoners in 2023 and Jails Report Series 2024 Preliminary Data Release.” Prison admissions
are not available for 2020 and 2021.

The 11% drop in the jail population decomposes cleanly. Arrests fell about 26%. Pushing
the other way, both the share of arrests that produce a booking and the average length
of stay rose. The arrests that did not come back were disproportionately low-level, so
the people held in jail after 2021 were charged with more serious offenses on average
than those held in 2019.

Between the 2021 trough and 2023-2024, roughly 93,000 more people were confined
on an average day, 49,137 in prison and 43,500 in jail. These are stock measures, so the
rebound supplies about 93,000 additional person-years of confinement a year.
Homicides over the same period fell by about 6,000 a year, from roughly 22,900 in 2021
to 16,935 in 2024. For the rebound to explain that decline through incapacitation, each
of those 93,000 people would have to have been on pace to commit a homicide every
15 years. No group offends at anything close to that rate. People released pretrial rather
than held, the closest match to those the system took back in when it restarted, are
rebooked for serious violence at about one thirtieth of that rate. Across three relevant



reference rates, incapacitation can account for 0.1% to 3.1% of the decline.” Whatever
incarceration contributed to the decline, it did not come from holding more people.

Timing and geography point the same way. Jail populations finished rebounding in 2022,
during the homicide peak, then sat flat through the steepest part of the decline.
California cut its prison population every year from 2023 through 2025 while its
homicide rate returned to its pre-pandemic level of 4.3 per 100,000.

Aggregate incarceration is a poor proxy for the homicide-relevant part of the system.
Admissions for homicide are the better series, and two states publish them. Texas
admitted 53% more people for homicide in fiscal 2025 than in fiscal 2019, and New York
30% more than in 2019.° About two thirds of the Texas increase is the result of more
homicides from the peak years working through the courts, and the remaining third is a
real rise in admissions per homicide. The conversion component is the interesting one,
because a rising probability of admission creates a change in certainty. Fiscal 2025
admissions also reflect the 2020-2021 court backlog clearing, which raises certainty
with no change in charging or sentencing practice.

Data from two states proves little, but it does at least establish that the return of the
criminal justice machinery could have increased the certainty of punishment and
reduced homicide rates. More generally, deterrence has more room to matter because it
operates on everyone at risk, not only on the 93,000 confined.

As an illustration of scale and not as an estimate, applying certainty elasticities of -0.10
to —0.30 to the collapse and partial restoration of expected immediate sanction gives
figures on the order of 240 to 715 homicides a year.” Those are not findings because
there is no consensus on the elasticities. They nonetheless illustrate that deterrence
could plausibly account for a sizeable part of the homicide reduction.

Three measurement gaps block any move from that illustration to an estimate. The
probability that an arrest produces detention has not been measured nationally since the
2009 State Court Processing Statistics. There is no comparable national arrest estimate
for 2021, the year the quantity moved, because the transition to incident-based
reporting left participation too low to support one. And jail data are collected July to
June while arrest data run on the calendar year, a misalignment that manufactures
misleading artifacts: A naive ratio says bookings per arrest rose 10.8% in 2020, which is
decidedly false.

So, if confinement contributed to the rise and fall in homicide, it did so through the
change in the certainty and speed of sanction, not incapacitation. The effect could be
sizeable, but the existing data does not facilitate a valid estimate. The specific impact of
confinement also cannot be separated from everything else that altered formal and



informal social control in the neighborhoods carrying the highest rates of violence,
because all of it moved on the same national timeline inside the same 12 weeks.

The binding constraint is measurement, not method. No design recovers variation the
period did not generate, so the attribution question for 2020 will not be settled by a
better estimator. The U.S. need not find itself in this situation in the future. The
relaunched National Pretrial Reporting Program, whose fieldwork closed in late 2024,
would give the first national measurement of the arrest-to-detention margin since 2009.
As incident-based reporting coverage recovers, the 2021 arrest hole becomes partly
reconstructible. Aligning the jail and arrest series on a common reporting year is nearly
free.

The infrastructure to observe the next shock now at least partially exists. Daily
individual-level jail rosters from more than 1,300 counties begin in September 2019, five
months before the collapse, enough to see it, not enough to build a seasonal baseline.
Linked administrative records covering arrest through sanction in 30 states, tied to
Census and tax data, make narrower causal questions tractable even if the aggregate
one is not.

Meanwhile the answerable question goes unasked. All of the growth in state prison
populations from 2003 to 2013 came from people over the age of 30."” Admission rates
have been declining ever since. Today’s young people have less justice involvement than
any cohort at their age since the 1970s, and the Black-White disparity in prison
admissions has fallen from 7.2:1 to 3.2:1." Where does incarceration settle when the
cohorts caught up in the late twentieth century crime wave finally age out? That
qguestion has data behind it, and the answer tells us whether the scale of incarceration
can be set by anything other than the latest crime spike.*” Understanding the
mechanisms driving the ongoing declines in incarceration levels provide policy relevant
information that ranking causes for the homicide decline does not.
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The United States has experienced a sharp decline in homicide since the middle of
2022. This dramatic and largely unexpected shift has sparked a high-stakes debate
about what is driving it. To examine the plausibility of dozens of potential factors, CCJ
convened a two-day summit in September 2026 with about 50 researchers from
criminology, economics, public health, psychology, sociology, and related disciplines.
This brief was prepared to inform discussions during the convening.
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