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Recidivism Outcomes for Early Release:  
Assessing the Effects of Resentencing People Convicted of 
Violent Crimes  

State legislatures across the country and the federal government have passed laws 
permitting people to petition for early release after serving a substantial number of years for 
violent crimes.1 As more people return home under these laws and other discretionary 
release mechanisms, there is now new data from these jurisdictions that suggest these 
policies are safe mechanisms with low recidivism rates.   

Low Public Safety Risk for Early Release 
The findings from this research, detailed in the next section, show strong public safety outcomes: 
people released through discretionary release mechanisms have significantly lower recidivism rates 
than the broader population of people who leave prison after completing their sentence. This can be 
attributed to two factors:  

1. Criminal activity decreases with age: As people get older, they are statistically less likely to 
commit crimes.2 People are more susceptible to crime in late adolescence and early adulthood, but 
they are also more likely to abandon criminal behavior after this period.3. This means that holding 
people who committed crimes as young adults for long sentences on safety grounds is likely 
unnecessary.  

2. Early release mechanisms rewarding change and growth: Release mechanisms like second-look 
resentencing consider how a person has changed since they were first sentenced. That examination 
can include participation in education, cognitive therapy, substance abuse treatment and social 
support programming while incarcerated. Research shows that quality programming can reduce 
recidivism upon release.4  

Recidivism Rates Among People Released Through Juvenile Resentencing   
Initial resentencing laws for people facing long sentences targeted youth under the age of 18 
sentenced to life without parole (LWOP). States began passing these laws in 2012 after the United 
States Supreme Court, in Miller v. Alabama, held that LWOP sentences for juveniles without an 
opportunity for resentencing were unconstitutional.5  
 
As of 2024, more than 1,000 people have been released nationwide under juvenile LWOP 
resentencing laws and more continue to be resentenced every year.6 While there is no recidivism 
compilation on all 1,000 people, there are published studies and compilations on individual states, 
which demonstrate success: 
 

Pennsylvania: A study of 287 people released after resentencing petitions found that close to 
five years after release, only 15 people had been charged with a misdemeanor or a felony, 
resulting in a rearrest rate of just 5 percent.7 

Washington: A study of 71 people who had been released for three or more years under a variety 
of juvenile resentencing mechanisms found that only one of the 71 had been convicted of a 
new felony offense, resulting in a reconviction rate of 1.4 percent.8 
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Maryland: The 2021 Juvenile Restoration Act mandated resentencing for people who committed 
a crime when under age 18 after serving at least 20 years. One year after release, none of the 
24 people were charged with a new crime or supervision violation.9   

 

Recidivism Rates Among Other Resentencing Mechanisms  
In addition to resentencing laws targeting people who committed crimes as juveniles, 16 states and 
the District of Columbia have created resentencing mechanisms for people who commit crimes at a 
variety of ages.10 While most of these policies remain unstudied, the three locations that have been 
studied focus on people convicted of violent crimes, among others, showing generally safe returns to 
the community.   
 

Maryland: A 2012 Maryland Supreme Court case found that tainted jury instructions invalidated 
the convictions of many people convicted of violent offenses before 1981.11 Given the age of the 
cases, most people were resentenced to time served (in other words, released) rather than 
retried. A total of 188 people were released under this resentencing, 80 percent of whom had 
been convicted of murder.12 The average age at release was 64. Five years from release, only 
one of the 188 people had been rearrested.13  

California: Over the last 13 years, California has implemented multiple resentencing policies, 
through both legislation and popular referenda. A 2025 report by the independent California 
Policy Lab offered the first analysis of recidivism rates among people resentenced under these 
varied policies.14 Focusing on people who were originally convicted of serious and violent crimes, 
two policies stand out: people resentenced after a retroactive change to felony murder laws and 
people resentenced after an individualized recommendation from corrections department 
officials. Of those resentenced under these policies, 97 percent had been convicted of a serious 
or violent felony.15 At resentencing, these people had a medium of 12 to 14 years in prison and 
the majority were more than 40 years old.16 After one year from release (three-year rates not yet 
available):  

• The felony murder group had a reconviction rate of only 3.3 percent—all for misdemeanor 
or non-serious/non-violent crimes.17  

• The corrections-recommended group had a reconviction rate of 4 percent—all for non-
serious/non-violent offenses.18  

The District of Columbia: In 2020, the District expanded its existing juvenile resentencing law to 
allow those sentenced for a crime they committed under the age of 26 to petition for 
resentencing after 15 years based on maturity, fitness to reenter society, and public safety. As of 
March 2025, these laws have led to 368 releases, with a 3 percent reconviction rate for any 
new crime.19  

Taken together, this evidence provides strong safety support for passing “second look” and other 
resentencing opportunities that include people convicted of violent offenses.   
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