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INTRODUCTION

This publication is the third in a series of reports
presenting information obtained from a census of prisoners
carried out on 30th June 1974. On the evening of 30th
June 1974 there were 3,112 prisoners in custody and census

data were gathered for 3,089 prisoners or 99.3% of the total.

Researching the criminal histories of large groups of
prisoners is not easy. The most complete official records
are available from police files, but locating, transcribing

and analyzing thousands of records is most time consuming.

The approach taken in this prison census was to attempt to
estimate past known criminal activities through information
provided by the prisoner. Record data available on corrective
services' files were only used to eliminate contradictions
within the replies of individual respondents, but no independent

checks against record information were made.

Problems inherent in this approach comprise all the forms
of response error, resulting from misunderstanding the question,
faulty memory, deliberate falsification of data and refusal to
respond. However these problems must be recognized in all

censuses.

What value is there in collecting data about prisoners' past
criminal histories? Firstly, juvenile and adult crime forms part
of the social background of the offender, just as age, birthplace
and marital status comprise background factors which describe the
social situation of the prisoner, and as such should be recorded
as a vital component of social description. Secondly, past
criminal activity appears to be one of the variables that influence
a person's experience of any particular imprisonment and his

behaviour during imprisonment and on release.

Some often-asked questions that social description can

answer are:

Is it true that our prisons are filled with recidivists?
How many adult prisoners have juvenile records?

Are male prisoners more likely to have juvenile records than

female prisoners?



For example Simon reviewed a large number of prediction
studies concerning probationers and prisoners, suggesting

that:

"If a prediction study is done by a simple empirical search
of case records for predictive items, variables describing
criminal record often turn out to be among the best. They are
hard, objective and (depending on the accuracy of the records)
reliably measured. They are also among the most stable over
time ... Certainly many studies have relied heavily on
various indicators of criminal history as officially recorded
(number of convictions, age when first convicted, types of
previous sentence, nature of previous or current offences, etc.)

in building prediction instruments."

15 Simon Fi.Ha Prediction Methods in Criminology, Home Office

Research Unit Report 7, London, Her Majesty's Stationery
Office, 1971.




SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

A. JUVENILE RECORD

Males

Females

Unsentenced
Prisoners

Half of the male prisoners stated that they had
been convicted as juveniles.

One third had been committed to a juvenile
institution or given a bond.

Over one fifth had been committed more than once

to a juvenile institution.

45% of the females stated that they had been
convicted as juveniles. One third had been
committed to a juvenile institution but less than
one fifth had received bonds or probation or fines.
Almost one quarter had been committed more than

once to a Jjuvenile institution.

Just over half the sentenced and unsentenced
prisoners stated that they had received juvenile
convictions.

One third of sentenced and unsentenced prisoners
claimed to have been committed to a juvenile
institution but only 11% received fines (21% for
sentenced prisoners).

Of those who had been committed to a juvenile

institution, 60% of both groups had been committed

more than once.

B. ADULT RECORD

Males

lFemales

Three quarters stated that they had received adult
convictions in the past; 58% had been imprisoned in

the past, and over one third had received fines and
bonds.

Almost one quarter had experienced three or more

past imprisonments.

Almost 60% stated that they had received adult
convictions in the past.

Over 40% had received imprisonments, fines or bonds
in the past.

11% claimed to have experienced three or more past

imprisonments.



Unsentenced
prisoners

Almost two-thirds of unsentenced prisoners and three
quarters of sentenced prisoners stated that they had
been convicted as adults.

Fewer unsentenced prisoners than sentenced had
experienced bonds, fines or imprisonments in the
past;

At least 56% of unsentenced prisoners and 61% of
sentenced prisoners had served a prison sentence in
the past: 12% and 25% respectively had served more

than two prison sentences.



A JUVENILE RECORD

Table 1. Past juvenile convictions

No. of past juvenile convictions ND.Males % No'Females% £gfal 7

Nil 1358 44.8 28 50.9| 1386 b, 9

One 408| 13.4 10 18.2 418 13.5

Two 287| 9.5 2 3.6 289 9.4

Three or more 81| 27.7 13 99,7 854 27.6

Not stated 140 4.6 2 3.6 | 142 4.6
TOTAL 3034(100.0 55 100.0 3089 100.0

A little under half the respondents (45%) claimed to have
received no convictions as juveniles. A slightly higher proportion
of female offenders (51%) claimed to have no record of juvenile

convictions.

Of those who specified the number of juvenile convictions
received, over half claimed to have been given three or more juvenile
convictions. However these findings must be used with caution
because they derive from unverified statements of prisoners

concerning their past criminal activities.
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Table 2. Status by juvenile convictions
NOT UNDER SENTENCE
No. of
juvenile o o o
convictions 8 g g E-p E
g =t ~ B & @ TR
@ o — g 00 w-H d o | = tn -
+ ® L @ i =} o & 0 ] o = -
<] o N PO = o LB M| Pl = e =
] ) o} @ o R 0. A t:E o
n 0 < d-H gl B Q 0 E|l » | & B =
3 ) 3] 3] Q4 E o
<+ 0| a|lamH|l 2
Nil 1220 | 45.8] 21 431 85| 3 13 1 |166 | 39.4 1386 | 44.9
One 353 |“1342] 11 21} 29| 3 1 = 65| 15.4 418 | 13.5
Two 249 9.3 9 8| 21| 2 = - 4o 9.5| 289 9.3
Three or 761 | 28.5| 14 33|45 1 - | - | 93| 22.1 854 | 27.7
more
Not stated 851 352 4 5] 25 |10 - |13 | 57| 13.6] 142 | 4.6
TOTAL 2668 |100.0| 59 | 110 |205 |19 14 |14 | 421 [100.0| 3089 [100.0

If respondents who failed to answer the question on juvenile

convictions are excluded from the analysis,

convictions as juveniles.

then 47% of sentenced

prisoners and 46% of unsentenced prisoners claimed to have had no

Whereas the proportions of juvenile

offenders appear similar for both groups, unsentenced prisoners

stated that they had received fewer juvenile convictions: 29%

claimed to have received less than three convictions compared

with 24% for sentenced prisoners.



Table 3. Juvenile corrective measures

i Males Females Total
Corrective measures
experienced No. % No. % No. %

Bond 952 | 31.4 | 10 | 18.2 962 31.4
Fine 588 19.4 5 9.1 593 19.2
Probation 720 23.7 9 16.4 729 23.6
Institution 1045 34.4 18 32.7 1063 34.4
TOTAL PERSONS 3034 | 100.0 55 |100.0 3089 100.0

For male respondents, one third claimed to have experienced
institutional commitments and bonds as juveniles. Less than one
quarter had experienced probation and 19% claimed to have been

given a fine.

Almost one third of the female respondents claimed to have
been committed to a juvenile institution, but less than one
fifth stated that they had received a bond or probation and only

9% acknowledged receiving a fine.

Note:

The numbers and percentages included in this table do not
relate to distinct persons, as it is possible for persons to
have had more than one juvenile corrective measure. For example,
the number of male prisoﬁers who have experienced bonds, fines,
probation, institution does not necessarily equal the number of
males in custody on 30th June, 1974 (that is, N = 3034).
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Table 5. Juvenile Institutional Experience

No. of times in Males Females Total
juvenile institution No. % No. % No. %
Nil or not stated 1966 | 64.8 37 673 2003| 64.8
One 432 | 14.3 5 9.1 437 14.2
Two 2h41 7.9 i e 245 7459
Three ' 203| 6.7 5 9.1 208| 6.7
More than three times 192 6.3 4 75 196 6.4
TOTAL 3034 |100.0 55 100.0 3089 1100.0

Whereas in answer to the previous question, 1063 respondents
stated that they had been committed to a juvenile institution, in
answer to this question 1086 respondents claimed to have
experienced committal to a juvenile institution one or more times.
It is possible that discrepant responses from 23 individuals could
result from confusion between institutional committals resulting
from a court order and admissions to juvenile homes for temporary

care due to illness, death or other disturbance in the family.

Of those respondents who claimed to have experienced juvenile

institutions, 40% had been admitted once, 23% twice, 19% three

times and 18% more than three times.

A slightly lower proportion of female respondents (33%)
claimed to have experienced juvenile institutions than male
prisoners (35%), but half of these women stated that they had been

admitted three or more times.




Table 6.

Status by juvenile institutional experience

” 4 NOT UNDER SENTENCE
Q L]
Times in Q Q o
juvenile 5 4 g E b:-u:a 3 g%g g - g -l
institution = S LA LR ATl I3RS G136 B &
) o ~ o O o o A b MlopP o
45} wm (] - @ (0] + o B = | = = ~ =
(585 5 |3 (50|
< <P 0 = Q apH| =
Nil 1724 | 64.6| 37 67 134 | 14 13 | 14279 | 66.3}2003| 64.8
One 378 | 14.2| 10 16 29 4 = -{ 59| 14.0| 437 14.2
Two 212 8.0f 4 10 17 1 1 -] 33 7-9| 245 7.9
Three 191 7<% L 6 7 - - - 17 4.0| 208 6.7
More than thred 163 | 6.1| 4 11 18 | - - | -| 33| 7.8| 196] 6.4
TOTAL 2668 [100.0|59 110 205 | 19 14 | 14421 [100.0 [3089|100.0
|

A little over one third of both sentenced and unsentenced

prisoners claimed to have experienced juvenile commitments.

those who had spent time in an institution,

both groups had been admitted once,

three or more times.

just over 40% in

22% twice and almost 38%

of



B. ADULT RECORD

Table 7.

14

Past adult convictions

Males Females Total

No. of convictions

No. % No. % No. %
Nil 634 20.9 21 38.2 655 | 21.2
One 472 15.6 6 10.9 478 15.5
Two 347 | 11.4 5 9.1 352 | 11.4
Three or more 1434 | 47.3 21 38.2 | 1455 | 47.1
Not stated 147 4.8 2 3.6 149 4.8
TOTAL 3034 |100.0 55 |100.0 | 3089 |100.0

Whereas half the respondents claimed to have received juvenile

convictions, three quarters stated that they had received adult

convictions in the past.

A higher proportion of female respondents (38%) claimed to
have been given no past adult convictions than male respondents (21%).
then,

one fifth of male prisoners and two fifths of female prisoners are

On the basis of conviction data,

first offenders.

it appears that approximately
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Table 9. Past adult corrective measures
Males Females Total

Measures Experienced

No. % No. % No. %
Bond 1084 35.7 23 41.8 1107 35.8
Fine 1411 | 46.5 24 43.6 | 1435 | 46.5
Probation Lo 14.6 9 16.4 451 14.6
Prison 1768 | 58.3 24 43.6 1792 58.0
Periodic Detention 32 1.1 - - 32 1.0
Work Release 63 2.1 - - 63 2.0
Parole 507 16.7 5 9.1 512 16.6
License 107 3.5 3 5.5 110 3.6
TOTAL PERSONS 3034 | 100.0 55 100.0 3089 | 100.0

Corrective measures experienced in the past by a significant
proportion of respondents comprise imprisonment (58%), fines (47%)
and bonds (36%). Probation had been experienced by only 15% of
respondents, according to their own statement. A very small
proportion of prisoners (less than 4%) had experienced periodic
detention, work release or release to license. Of the 1792
respondents who claimed to have been imprisoned in the past, a
little under one third (29%) claimed to have been released to

parole supervision.

Compared with male prisoners, proportionately fewer women had
experienced imprisonment, parole or fines in the past but more had
received bonds or probation or been released to license. None of
the women had experienced periodic detention or work release which

have been restricted to male prisoners.

Note:

The numbers and percentages, included in this table do not
relate to distinct persons, as it is possible for persons to have
had more than one past adult corrective measure; see note on

page 8 .
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Table 10. Status by adult corrective measures
NOT UNDER SENTENCE
o ]
; o o |+ A
ﬁorrectlve g < 5 it & saa §
easux_‘es [i}] [13] E o] g 5 " ‘3 'S' ﬁ =] -t-u! .Eﬂ S
experienced "E 3’9‘4; ﬂ POl g o | &m e § w0 é g
3 (1] @ O |- (1] - O & (o J=] =]
7] w =T R = E Q RO E + =2 = 2] =
A& NO [} [ 04 E o
<< u @|lalamnA| =
Bond 969 | 36.3 |21 35 751 3 4 - |138 | 32.8 |1107 | 35.8
Fine 1274 | 47.8 |26 39| 86| 4 6 - [161| 38.2 1435 | 46.5
Probation 396 | 14.8 10| 13| 30| - 2 = 155 13.4 | 451 | 1416
Institution |[1586 | 59.5 |31 60 (105 4 5 1 |206 | 48.9 [1792 | 58.0
Periodic
Soteni i 30 1.4 | = 1 3| - 1 - 5 I 35 1.1
Work Release 58 2.9 | 4 1 3| 1 - - 6 1.4 64 2.4
Parole 44ho | 16.5| 9 28 | 33| 2 - - 72| 171 | 512 | 16.%6
License 99 3770 3 2 71 = = - 11 2.6 416 3.6
TOTAL PERSONS[2668 [100.0 (59| 110 [205|19 14 14 1421 [100.0 {3089 |100.0

Compared with sentenced prisoners, proportionately fewer

unsentenced prisoners had experienced bonds, fines,

imprisonment in the past.

respectively).

Differences are most marked for
imprisonments (60% and 49% respectively) and fines (48% and 38%

groups are reasonably similar.

Note:

For other measures,

probation or

the experiences of the two

The numbers and percentages included in this table do not

relate to distinct persons, as it is possible for persons to have

had more than one past adult corrective measure.

the number of sentenced prisoners who have experienced bonds,

For example,

fines, probation etc. does not necessarily equal the number of

distinct persons in custody under sentence on 30th June, 197k

(that is, N =

2668).
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Table 11.

Number of past adult imprisonments

Times 4 prison Males Females Total

in past No. % | No. % | No. %
Nil 1125 37.1 30 54.6 1155 37.4
Once 588| 19.4 9 16.4 597 19.3
Twice 442 | 14.6: 6 10.9 448 1k.5
Three times 198| 6.5 2 3.6 200 6.5
Four times 173 5.7 1 1.8 174 5.6
Five times 104 3.4 - - 104 3.4
Six or more times ol 8.0 3 5.4 247 8.0
Not stated 160 5.3 ly 7w3 164 5.3
TOTAL 3034]100.0 55 100.0 3089 | 100.0

Note: Slight differences between this table and the "prison"
entry in Table 9 probably result from confusion between

periods in prison as a sentenced and unsentenced prisoner:

in Table 9 only prison sentences were required, but

periods in custody as an unsentenced prisoner may have

been included.

Of the 1770 prisoners (57% of total respondents) who

stated that they had been in prison one or more times in the past,
one third claimed to have experienced imprisonment once only and

one quarter, twice only, with the remaining 41% having spent three

or more periods in prison.

Female prisoners differ from this pattern, in that only 38%

of respondents claimed to have experienced one or more past

imprisonments.

stated that they had been in prison once or twice before and only

Of these recidivists, almost three quarters (72%)

28% claimed to have spent three or more periods in prison.
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DISCUSSION

1. Major findings and administrative implications

The questions which were raised in the introductory section
will be used as a means of focussing on the principal findings arising

from this study and their implications for correctional administration.

a) Is it true that our prisons are filled with recidivists?

If recidivism is defined in terms of incidence of past adult
convictions, then three-quarters of the prisoners serving sentences
on 30th June 1974 could be described as recidivists. Alternatively
if past imprisonments are used as an index of recidivism, then
two-thirds of the sentenced prisoners could be described as
recidivists. Whichever definition is used, it is clear that the
majority of sentenced prisoners are recidivists and the stereotype
of the typical prisoner as a repeated offender would hold in most

cases.

However it is often assumed that the unsentenced prisoner is
typically a "first timer" in the prison system and generally free
of a past criminal record. This stereotype was not supported by
the census findings. It appears that two-thirds of the unsentenced
prisoners had received past adult convictions and over half had
experienced prior imprisonments. Thus in terms of incidence of
past adult convictions, the label of "recidivist" may be applied
as a generalization to both sentenced and unsentenced prisoners

in custody on 30th June 1974.

b) How many adult prisoners have juvenile records?

Almost half the prisoners in the study admitted having juvenile
records, and one third stated that they had been committed to a
juvenile institution. Thus for almost half of the prison
population, the incidence of criminal offending began before the
age of eighteen, and for one third of the prison population the
disruption of enforced institutional living began with commitments

to juvenile institutions.

c) Are male prisoners more likely to have juvenile records than
female prisoners?

A slightly higher percentage of male prisoners in the study had
received juvenile convictions than female prisoners but similar

proportions from both groups had experienced Juvenile institutional

commitment. The differences between the two groups in terms of
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Juvenile convictions are very slight and are not statistically

significant.*

Consequently it may be concluded that female prisoners are just
as likely as male prisoners to have commenced their criminal

activities as juveniles.

d) Correctional implications

With half the prison population admitting juvenile records and
three quarters admitting past adult records, the significance of
dealing with a prison population largely comprising recidivists
must be assessed. It is possible that recidivist prisoners would
be easier to manage than first offenders because they are familiar
with the requirements of institutional living, but they may also
act as a negative influence on those first offenders who might

otherwise have avoided prisonization.

Possible solutions to this problem are firstly, a policy of
separation of first offenders from recidivists in the general
prison population and secondly, the development of programmes
catering exclusively for first offenders. The Periodic Detention
and Work Release IT schemes are existing programmes that cater
specifically for first offenders. However, while the distinction
between the first offender and recidivist prisoner is valuable, a
more rigorous typology may be required in order to cater for
important differences within each of the two groups. The types of
data required to formulate such a typology will be discussed in the

methodological section below.

2. Methodological implications

This study has been limited by a number of methodological
factors: the reliance on prisoner statements, the need (for the
sake of simplicity) to confine questions on past record to matters
of past convictions and corrective measures rather than expanding
into offences and related areas and the use of a prison population
in custody on one day. These methodological constraints have
limited the accuracy, breadth and generalizability of the study
findings which allow only an estimate of the past records of N.S.W.
prisoners and tentative conclusions or implications based on those

estimates.




There is an obvious need in future studies on recidivism to
include samples of prisoners received into or discharged from
prison. These samples should be examined in depth, using
comprehensive police records as the main data source, but
wherever possible including social background data from personal
interviews. In this way more detailed typologies of representative
samples of prisoners could be built up and applied in the
evaluation of specific correctional programmes. It is anticipated

that such studies will be commenced in the near future.
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