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Illinois prison population trends

By Karen S. Levy McCanna

The prison population in
Illinois has dramatically
increased in this decade.

There were 27,516 inmates in state
prisons in December 1990, and
40,788 by the end of 1997 (Figure 1),
according to the Illinois Department
of Corrections (IDOC).

There were 26,333 male inmates in
state prisons in 1990. By 1997 that
number increased 69 percent, to
38,358.

The number of female inmates
jumped by more than 170 percent
during those seven years, reaching a
population in 1997 of 2,430 (Figure
2). Female inmates accounted for
nearly 6 percent of the total prison
population in 1997.

Inmate population
Slightly more than 60 percent of the
inmates in Illinois prisons in 1997
were between the ages of 21 and 35
(Figure 3). In terms of racial compo-
sition, the majority of inmates in
1997 were African American
(26,384) (Figure 4). The next largest
group was white (9,837), followed by
Hispanic (4,086), Asian (66),
American Indian (50) and other (2).

Violent offenders made up 27.6
percent of the 1997 admissions and
28.1 percent of the exits from Illinois
prison facilities. The number of
violent offenders in IDOC has not
significantly changed in recent years.
The number increased from 20,356 in
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Figure 1
Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC)

 inmate population

Figure 2
IDOC female inmate population
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1995 to 20,639 in 1996, and increased
again to 21,056 in 1997.

The 1997 prison inmate population
convicted of a crime against a person
decreased to 17,620 (43.2 percent)
from 53.3 percent in 1996 (Figure 5).
The number of drug offenders in-
creased from 5,271 (19 percent) to
9,848 (24 percent) in 1997 (Figure 6).
Drug offenders accounted for 39.7
percent of admissions to IDOC in
1997. Also during that year, 818 sex
offenders were admitted to IDOC. Sex
offenders accounted for 8.8 percent of
the IDOC population in 1997.

Length of stay
The average sentence imposed on
violent offenders in 1997 was 8.8
years, based on prison exits. The
average amount of time actually
served was three years and the average
prison stay was 2.4 years. Time served
is time spent in prison as well as jail,
mental health custody, juvenile
facilities, or custody in another state
or federal jurisdiction. Prison stay is
time spent in an IDOC facility. Exit
numbers for 1997 indicate sex
offenders had the longest average
sentences and time served, followed
by inmates convicted of crimes against
another person (Figure 7), including
murder convictions.

Drug offenders at IDOC in 1997
had an average sentence of 3.4 years
and an average prison stay of one year
for 1997. Due to the influx of drug
offenders and their relatively short
sentences, they made up the largest
group of exits (38.3 percent) from the
prison population.

Sentences for property offenses
averaged about four years. But the
actual length of stay in an IDOC
facility for a property offender
averaged 1.4 years. The total number
of Illinois prisoners serving sentences
for property offenses in calendar year
1997 was 9,177, or 22.5 percent of
the total population.

Sentencing
Determinate sentencing contributed to
the growth of the Illinois prison
population by increasing the amount of
time that violent and drug offenders are
required to serve. Determinant sentenc-
ing laws require offenders to fulfill a
minimum or maximum amount of time
sentenced before they can be consid-
ered for release.

Another factor affecting the
prison population is truth-in-sentenc-
ing. The Truth-in-Sentencing statute
(730 ILCS 5/3-6-3) places limitations

on the amount of good conduct credit
that may be given to inmates con-
victed of certain violent crimes,
increasing the amount of time served.
Inmates convicted of first-degree
murder may not receive good conduct
credit and inmates convicted of other
specific offenses may receive no
more than 4.5 days of good conduct
credit for each month of time served.
At the end of 1997, 1,324 inmates
were serving sentences under the
guidelines of truth-in-sentencing.
(Note: The Appellate Court of
Illinois, Second District, declared the

Figure 3
Age of IDOC inmates
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Figure 4
Racial composition of IDOC inmates, 1997
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Truth-in-Sentencing Law unconstitu-
tional in March 1998, based on the
legislature’s violation of the Illinois
Constitution’s single subject clause.
The Illinois Supreme Court affirmed
this decision in 1999. The decision
required inmates sentenced under the
law from August 1995 through June
1998 to be reevaluated for release
dates. However, in response to the
apellate decision, the legislature
reenacted the Truth-in-Sentencing
Law in June 1998, applying truth-in-
sentencing to offenders who commit
offenses after the reenactment date.
The reenacted law is not affected by
the Supreme Court decision declaring
the original 1995 law unconstitu-
tional.)

Earned time program
The earned time program also affects
the growth of the prison population.
Inmates may be granted meritorious
good time credit of one day for each
day served. The IDOC director also
may award inmates an additional 180
days of supplemental meritorious good
time credit, with a limit of not more
than 90 days for inmates convicted of
certain serious offenses. In addition to
meritorious good time credits, inmates
participating in educational/vocational,
substance abuse treatment, or correc-
tional industry programs may be
eligible for a sentence reduction of
one-half day for every day of program
participation.The program began in
1994 and became fully operational in
1995. There were 15,120 inmates
eligible for the earned time program in
1994. Of those, 3,129 actually received
earned time credit.

Recidivism rates (measured as a
return to prison within three years of
release) for inmates who participated
in the earned time program and
received credit are similar to those
eligible inmates who did not partici-
pate in the program. Earned time
programming reduces the time spent
in prison by participating inmates.
The program saved IDOC more than
$11 million from its inception in
FY94 through FY97.

Figure 6
Drug offense admissions to IDOC

0

2,000

4,000

6,000

8,000

10,000

19971996199519941993199219911990

Source: Illinois Department of Corrections

References:
Illinois Department of Corrections. (April

1997). Five-Year Plan for Female Inmates;
Fiscal Year 1997 Update. Springfield, IL.

Illinois Department of Corrections.
(December 1997). 1996 Statistical Presentation.
Springfield, IL.

Illinois Department of Corrections. (June
1998). Statistical Presentation 1997. Spring-
field, IL.

Figure 5
IDOC admissions and population by offense type

0

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

Percent of overall population on Dec. 31, 1997

Percent of admissions during 1997

OtherDrugSexPropertyPerson

Source: Illinois Department of Corrections

Pe
rc

en
t 

o
f 

to
ta

l

Type of offense

Illinois Department of Corrections.
(1998). Fiscal year 1997 Annual Report.
Springfield, IL.

Illinois Department of Corrections.
(unpublished) Earned Time Program; 1997
Annual Report to the Governor and the

General Assembly. Springfield, IL.

— Karen S. Levy McCanna is a
research analyst with the Authority’s
Research and Analysis Unit.



Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority4

ILLINOIS Criminal Justice Information Authority

www.icjia.state.il.us

120 S. Riverside Plaza, Suite 1016
Chicago, Illinois 60606

312-793-8550, TDD: 312-793-4170, Fax: 312-793-8422

BULK RATE

U.S. POSTAGE

PAID
CHICAGO, IL

PERMIT NUMBER 4273

Trends and Issues Update
is a periodic publication of the
Illinois Criminal Justice
Information Authority. For more
information on this or other
reports produced by the Author-
ity, please contact our Criminal
Justice Information Clearing-
house at 312-793-8550, or by e-
mail: irc@icjia.state.il.us.

Web site: www.icjia.state.il.us.
Printed by authority of the State of
Illinois. Printing order #99-066.
Number of copies: 3,000.

George H. Ryan, Governor

Peter B. Bensinger, Chairman

Candice M. Kane, Executive Director

Figure 7
Length of stay by offense type, 1997
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Prison stay includes the time an inmate is admitted to IDOC until the date of release.
Total time served includes prison stay plus credit for time spent in jail, a juvenile facility,
or another state or federal jurisdiction, on probation, and other periodic imprisonment.
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