
Major Findings:

• Over a recent four-year period, 
5 percent of offenders were
responsible for 19 percent of the
criminal convictions in Minnesota,
including 37 percent of the felonies.

• Compared with other offenders,
these “chronic” offenders had an
average of eight times more
convictions for property offenses
and six times more convictions for
violent crimes.

• Chronic offenders appear to be a
statewide problem, although chronic 
offenders in the Twin Cities area
commit more serious crimes.

• Most chronic offenders commit
more than one type of crime and
commit their crimes in more than
one county.

• Minnesota’s sentencing guidelines
and statutes generally work as
intended, but they tend to permit
some chronic offenders, particularly 
property offenders, to avoid lengthy 
incarceration.

• While some increased use of
incarceration may be an appropriate 
response to the chronic offender
problem, cost-benefit studies have
not clearly established that would
be the most cost-effective approach.

• But it is also unclear how effective
less costly strategies would be. 
Options such as graduated sanctions 
or work crew participation for
chronic offenders not going to
prison would have to be
implemented and evaluated to
determine their effectiveness.

• The lack of a statewide integrated
database limits the effectiveness of
the criminal justice system in
dealing with chronic offenders.
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Chronic
offenders cause
significant
problems, but
designing cost
effective
strategies for
dealing with
them will not be
easy.



Report Summary

Some policy makers have questioned
whether Minnesota’s criminal justice
system adequately deals with chronic
offenders.  In this report, we provide
estimates of the number and types of
chronic offenders in Minnesota.  To the
extent possible, we examine the types of
sentences received by those with
significant criminal records and compare
their sentences with those received by
other offenders.  We also review what
existing research suggests about the
economic benefits and costs of
incarcerating more offenders and discuss
less costly alternatives than imprisonment.

Considering the share of convictions for
which chronic offenders are responsible,
there may be cost effective ways to reduce
crime.  But, existing research does not
clearly indicate what approach policy
makers should take.  Studies are
inconclusive about whether significantly
greater imprisonment of offenders would
reduce the costs of crime to victims and
communities more than it would cost
taxpayers.  Whether more modest changes
in sentencing or correctional programs, or
efforts targeted at certain types of chronic
offenders, would have an impact on their
behavior is also uncertain.

Despite the uncertainty, policy makers
may wish to consider funding some pilot
programs that attempt to address problems
with chronic offenders.  A comprehensive
integrated data system and an increased
emphasis on performance measurement
and evaluation should also be priorities for
the criminal justice system.

A Small Share of Offenders
Commit a Significant Share of the
Serious Crimes

A relatively small share of offenders are
responsible for a disproportionately large
share of the criminal convictions in
Minnesota.  In a recent four-year period
(1996-99), 5 percent of the offenders were
convicted of at least three felonies or had

five or more total convictions, including
misdemeanors and gross misdemeanors.
These 11,600 “chronic” offenders
accounted for 19 percent of all
convictions, and 37 percent of all felony
convictions.

Compared with other offenders, a much
larger share of the crimes committed by
chronic offenders are property crimes such
as theft, burglary, or financial card fraud.
But most chronic offenders do not
specialize in only one broad type of crime
like property crimes.  More than
three-fourths of the chronic offenders
were convicted of more than one type of
crime.

Chronic Offenders Appear to Be a
Statewide Problem

Data on convictions suggest that chronic
criminal behavior is a concern throughout
the state.  Contrary to expectations, fewer
than half of chronic offenders’ convictions
occurred in the Twin Cities metropolitan
area.  A majority of the felony convictions
were in the Twin Cities area, but close to
two-thirds of chronic offenders’
misdemeanor convictions occurred outside
the Twin Cities area.  Chronic offenders
also cross county lines, complicating the
criminal justice system’s response to their
behavior.  About 62 percent of chronic
offenders had convictions in more than
one county.

It is not certain that conviction data
provide an accurate picture of the
incidence of chronic offenders around the
state. Hennepin County and, to a lesser
degree, Ramsey County have a smaller
share of the state’s convictions than their
share of reported crime or arrests.  Thus,
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Chronic
offenders are
responsible
for more than
one-third of
all felony
convictions.

Were 5 percent of all offenders

Had 19 percent of all convictions

Had 37 percent of
all felony convictions
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their share of problems with chronic
offenders may be understated by data on
convictions. Hennepin County also has a
more significant share of the chronic
offenders if we use jail bookings rather
than convictions as a measure of criminal
activity.

Minnesota’s Sentencing Policies
Generally Work as Intended But
Have Some Weaknesses

Generally, sentencing policies have
worked to ensure that the sanctions
received by a convicted felon increase
with the severity of the crime committed
and the offender’s criminal history.  But,
because sentencing policies emphasize
imprisonment of violent offenders,
property offenders are less likely to be
incarcerated than other offenders.  Felony
property offenders must be convicted of
more offenses than most other types of
offenders before the sentencing guidelines
recommend imprisonment.  It is probably
not coincidental that 44 percent of the
offenses committed by chronic offenders
are property crimes, compared with
25 percent of the offenses committed by
non-chronic offenders.

The use of concurrent sentencing also
creates some problems in holding chronic
offenders responsible for each of their
offenses.  Offenders committing frequent
crimes may serve time in jail or prison for
only the most serious crime committed,
even when some of those crimes are
committed in separate behavioral
incidents in different counties.  Limits
placed on the timing of prior convictions
that can be used to justify longer sentences
under the “career offender statute” also
tend to benefit frequent offenders.
Property offenders are probably more
likely to benefit from these state laws
because they tend to be more frequent
offenders.

Studies on the Economic Benefits
and Costs of Incarcerating More
Offenders Are Inconclusive

Some studies have presented evidence
suggesting that the high
taxpayer-supported costs of imprisoning
offenders may be outweighed by the
economic benefits of lower crime rates to
crime victims and communities.
However, not all studies and researchers
agree with these conclusions.  In addition,
there is a high degree of uncertainty
involved in measuring the benefits of
reduced crime rates.  Because many
crimes are not reported and convictions do
not occur for most reported crimes—
particularly property crimes—there is also
uncertainty involved in estimating the
number of offenses that would have been
committed by offenders if they had not
been imprisoned.  Although Minnesota
has the lowest imprisonment rate in the
nation, it is unclear whether a significant
increase in that rate would save more for
crime victims and communities than it
would cost Minnesota’s taxpayers.  A
more targeted approach directed at chronic
offenders, particularly those with any
violent behavior in their history, may have
greater merit.

Less Costly Options Have Yet to
Be Tested

Other options might include a more
formalized system of graduated sanctions
for chronic offenders not going to prison,
an assessment of the needs and problems
of certain chronic offenders, and
additional funding for police and
prosecution to focus on known frequent
offenders. Hennepin County is preparing
a pilot program that would attempt to deal
more quickly with chronic offenders,
place certain chronic offenders on work
crews, create incentives for chronic
offenders to comply with court orders, and
assess and appropriately address the needs
of some offenders who may have mental
health, chemical dependency, or other
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offenders.



problems.  The program could also result
in greater use of jail or prison for those
chronic offenders who do not comply with
program requirements or who commit a
new offense.

It remains to be seen how effective these
types of programs will be in changing the
behavior of chronic offenders or at least
incapacitating them if they do not change
their behavior.  Given the share of serious
crimes committed by chronic offenders,
however, the Legislature may wish to
encourage other counties or local criminal
justice agencies to implement pilot
programs.

Efforts to deal with chronic offenders
would be enhanced by the development
and implementation of a comprehensive
integrated criminal justice database.
Because many chronic offenders cross
county lines and existing state databases
do not provide information on some
offenses, the implementation of a
comprehensive statewide database would
help district court judges and local
criminal justice agencies to deal more
effectively with chronic offenders.
Development of a statewide database has
begun but will require substantial funding
before it can be completed and
implemented.

The Minnesota criminal justice system
would also benefit from an increased
internal emphasis on evaluation of
programs and performance.  It is difficult
to formulate strategies for dealing with
chronic offenders because little is
known about the effectiveness of
graduated sanctions or other options.  If
the goal is to develop and implement
effective strategies to address chronic
criminal behavior, criminal justice
agencies will need to evaluate whether
their efforts are working.
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The full evaluation report,
Chronic Offenders (#pe01-05),
including the agency response,
is available at  651/296-4708 or:

www.auditor.leg.state.mn.us/
ped/2001/pe0105.htm

Summary of Agency Response:

In a letter dated February 13, 2001, Commissioner of Corrections Sheryl
Ramstad Hvass said, “The report is an impressive compilation of data in an

area where information gathering is difficult and complex.”  She added that,
“This wealth of information will be invaluable to the Minnesota Legislature and
criminal justice professionals as topics relating to chronic offenders are
deliberated.”

Commissioner Ramstad Hvass, who is also chair of the Sentencing Guidelines
Commission, said that she would refer the report to two subcommittees of the
commission—one on non-imprisonment sanctions and the other on drug policy.
Some of the data in the report are directly relevant to the issues these
subcommittees are currently studying.

Finally, Commissioner Ramstad Hvass emphasized that, “Dealing with chronic
offenders in cost-effective ways that protect the public is a priority for all of us in
the criminal justice system.”

The Legislature
may wish to
encourage local
pilot programs
that target
chronic
offenders.


