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Perpetuating the indiscriminate aging of prisoners with extreme sentences ignores
the lessons of the Age—Crime Curve which is based on well studied and established
findings documenting that the incidence of criminal behaviors peaks during
offenders' late teens and early twenties, then fairly rapidly tails off as people
age.1 This progressive and steep decline in the propensity to commit criminal
offenses is equally true for all types of crime, including murder, and is readily
visualized in Figure 1 which parallels the overall Age-Crime curve. The data in
figure 1 is truncated at age 21 because of the recent January 2024 decision by
the MA Supreme Judicial Court (SJC) which excluded and reclassified those aged
under 21 from serving Life Without Parole (LWOP) sentences for first degree
murder. A 2020 iteration of this figure for Massachusetts prisoners serving LWOP,
which included all prisoners aged 18 and older, revealed that the overall peak
murder age was 20 with only slight drop-offs at ages 19 and 21.2 Additional well-
documented data support the argument that offenders convicted of violent crimes,
and especially murder, are the least 1likely to reoffend and document that
prisoners released after serving sentences for homicide convictions (murder and
manslaughter) reoffend at overall rates under 1%.3 Rates for committing any

repeat homicides are very low, generally falling between zero and 0.2%.

A similar trend is shown in Figure 2 and Table which document Massachusetts
recidivism reincarcertion rates over the three years after release for nine
cohorts released between 1998 and 2014.5 The rates of recidivism decline with
increasing age at time of release, with the steepest decline occurring after age
40. These data are congruent with results obtained in other states and the
federal system.6 Of note, there appear to be no data available to elucidate an
apparent 10-15 year delay in the occurrence of the steepest declines in the
curves for recidivism rates as compared with the steepest decline in the murder
age curve as shown in Figure 1. It is concerning to speculate that the adverse
consequences of lengthy and often unproductive sentences served by prisoners may
result in a slowihg of moral development and social maturation among prisoners as

compared to their free-world counterparts.

While some have argued that recidivism is the result of insufficient punishment,

studies in the U.S. and abroad repeatedly have documented that longer sentences



fail to prevent future offenses and do not correlate with detel:rence.7 Data
clearly show that improved rehabilitation and certainty, not length, of
punishment correlate with the deterrence of future crime.8 Moreover, evidence
affirms that liberalizing parole for elderly prisoners will not decrease public
safety but will greatly reduce both the direct and collateral costs of
incarceration.9 These funds can then be used to restore and stréngthen
communities and families, thereby actually reducing the incidence of crime

overall and improving public safety.lo

Encouraging data have emerged from the SJC's 2014 decision which requires
meaningful opportﬁnities for parole for juveniles whose murders are committed
prior to their 18th. birthday: of 33 such juvenile murderers released on parole,
often after decades of imprisonment, none have reoffended in the decade since

theirfeleasesQ11

These and other data show that those convicted of violent crimes, even murder,
may be safely released without measurable risks to public safety.12 Notably, the
data demonstrating safe release indeed are most robust and convincing for the
release of murderers who, due to lengthy sentences, have naturally aged out of
propensity to commit crimes. The time is long overdue to permit the paroling of

all prisoners who have served substantial sentences while aging in prison.
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The author and the Lifer's Group Inc. wish to celebrate and thank Lois Ahreﬁs, Executive Director and
Founder of The Real Cost of Prisons Project, for her dogged efforts and commitment to improve balance
and equity in criminal justice through creative and constant advocacy.

TABLE ‘
3-YEAR REINCARCERATION RECIDIVISM RATE BY AGE AT RELEASE, 1998—-2014a

Age Range at Time of Release

Year 18-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60+ YR AVG
1998 42.5% 39.1% 39.1% 37.1% 24.1% 18.3% 17.6% 14.2% 8.6% 40.1%
2002 44.7% 41.4% 37.7% 35.7% 31.7% 20.3% 15.0% 15.3% 6.7% 39.9%
2004 40.8% 40.7% 43.6% 41.7% 31.8% 28.6% 16.3% 5.5% 2.8% 42.9%
2007 40.1% 36.8% 38.7% 38.7% 36.8% 30.8% 16.3% 8.3% 7.3% 42.5%
2008 34.9% 38.8% 33.7% 31.9% 33.8% 27.7% 18.9% 5.5% 8.7% 39.4%
2011 37.29 34.9% 28.7% 32.8% 28.7% 26.7% 24.6% 18.9% 2.5% 35.4%
2012 34.0% 31.8% 31.2% 26.0% 27.2% 22.2% 15.1% 18.2% 2.8% 32.1%
2013 40.1% 31.8% 29.8% 23.1% 25.8% 20.7% 16.6% 3.8% 6.6% 31.9%
2014 40.8% - 33.7% 25.7% 28.6% 24.4% 25.2% 16.4% 9.0% 7.7% 31.7%
Age Avg 39.7% 36.6% 34.3% 33.6% 20.8% 24.9% 17.4% 10.5% 5.7% 37.4%

a . . s . . . .
3-year reincarcertion recidivism rate, excluding technical violations
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Recidivism Rate by Age at Release (1998-2014)
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Figure 2: 3-Year Reincarceration Recidivism Rates by Age at Release

(excluding technical violations) for nine release cohorts. The panel at
_right shows 5-year averages for all nine cohorts.



ENDNOTES

Sources: Data from MA-DOC public records response of 10/17/24 and intermittently
published MA-DOC detailed Recidivism Reports. Calculations by author.
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Our Mission
To partner with families and other stakeholders to create solutlons
for sentencing reform, promote meaningful parole opportunities

for all lifers, and assist lifers and long-termers to
live positive lives both inside and outside of prison

Assist

Improve rehabilitation, self-respect, and the quality of
life for all men and women in Massachusetts prisons

Advocate
Coordinate with any organization striving for similar
goals in order to provide an effective use of
penal and rehabilitative resources

Inform

Operate under sound ethical and democratic principles and
share our knowledge with our members and those on the
outside on criminal justice and prison reform issues, such as
reducing recidivism, improving public safety, and building
peaceful and productive relationships with family members,
fellow prisoners, supporters, and the community
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