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With correctional health tethered to public  

health, jails are faced with a unique challenge 

to contain the spread of COVID-19. The purpose 

of this research is to examine the impact of 

COVID-19 on the jail population throughout the 

United States. Specifically, this study examines 

the differences in jail bookings, offense types, jail 

releases, and release reasons during the pandemic 

compared to the same time during the prior year. 

Results show bookings are down compared to last 

year, but are steadily increasing. In addition, there 

are differences in releases, during the pandemic, 

by gender, race, and ethnicity. Jails play a critical 

role in preventing the spread of the virus and with  

millions of people cycling through jail each year,  

it is imperative to provide rigorous research.  

This study was conducted by Appriss, in  

collaboration with Vera Institute of Justice,  

and represents the foundation for an in-depth 

assessment of jail booking and releases during  

the COVID-19 pandemic.

Abstract 

More than 11.5 million people in the United States  

have been infected with the coronavirus and  

more than 250,000 have died. As communities 

take continuing steps to prevent the spread of the  

novel coronavirus, jail populations have declined—

both in the wake of limited social activity as well 

as due to efforts by some judges, prosecutors, 

public defenders, and sheriffs to depopulate 

jails. Between mid-March to mid-April 2020, the 

nationwide jail population declined 25 percent, 

according to an August Vera Institute of Justice 

report. The following analyses illustrate  

patterns of jail bookings and releases during  

the COVID-19 pandemic.

Introduction 
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https://www.vera.org/downloads/publications/the-scale-of-covid-19-jail-population-decline.pdf


Appriss’s real-time incarceration data provides  

a more recent, and granular, perspective of 

today’s jail trends. Through this data we find  

that the decline in the jail population in early 2020 

was almost exclusively driven by booking fewer 

people into jail and not by changes in release  

policy. In fact, release rates among people booked 

into jail prior to March 15, 2020 (i.e., before the 

U.S. policy response to COVID-19), are nearly  

identical to the same period last year. The figure 

below shows jail booking trends as well as the 

percent difference in bookings between 2019 and 

2020. The largest drop in bookings occurred early, 

in April 2020, in large part due to court closures  

and law enforcement personnel instructed not  

to arrest people for minor offenses. Bookings  

are still down year over year but are gradually 

increasing. The following results and graphs are 

based on the permissible nationwide information 

available to Appriss. 

U.S. Jail Bookings and Year-Over-Year Change, 2019 vs. 2020

Booking Trends

Since March 2020, jail bookings have declined 

across all offense categories, but most steeply 

among court, driving, and drug offenses.  

Comparatively, these offense categories  

accounted for 55.5 percent of jail bookings in  

2019. Post-COVID bookings have also declined 

slightly more among women, who are generally 

booked into jail for minor offenses and account  

for nearly 25 percent of all jail bookings. Since 

March, the number of women booked into jail has 

declined 56.4 percent, compared to 49.6 percent  

for men. Among people who are familiar with  

corrections, it is no surprise that a high  

proportion of jail bookings are for low-level  

offenses. The COVID-19 pandemic highlights  

the urgent need to further limit the use of jails  

as holding facilities for individuals booked for  

minor offenses. 
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https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/05/07/americas-growing-gender-jail-gap/
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/pie2020.html
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/pie2020.html
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/pie2020.html
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To assess differences in offense types during the pandemic, we compared offenses for the same 

time period of 2020 (TY) and 2019 (LY). We evaluated the differences in offenses for bookings  

between March 15 and June 15. Because the category called “Court” offenses—those offenses 

related to court appearances or court conduct—saw the largest decrease in admissions this year 

compared to last year, we closely examined its subcategories. Because many courts at every level 

have postponed or canceled proceedings due to COVID-19, fewer people are being booked for  

“failure to appear,” “contempt of court,” and “hold” (i.e., represented by “Court” in the below  

figure). Some states, including Ohio and South Carolina, also temporarily suspended the issuance 

of warrants for court-related charges and other low-level, non-violent offenses in order to  

minimize spread of the virus in courtrooms and jails. Results also show felony violent offenses  

saw the lowest drop in bookings.  

Jail Bookings by Offense, Mar 15-Jun 15, 2019 vs. Mar 15-Jun 15, 2020

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/coronavirus-upends-justice-system-states-close-courts-halt-trials-n1160961
https://www.supremecourt.ohio.gov/coronavirus/resources/localCourtGuidance03.20.20.pdf
https://www.sccourts.org/whatsnew/displaywhatsnew.cfm?indexID=2478
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Since most people who are booked into jail leave 

within a few weeks, total U.S. jail releases have 

followed a similar pattern to jail admissions during 

the past several months (i.e., releases have  

declined because there is no release when there 

is no jail admission). To better understand how 

COVID-19 has impacted releases and reasons  

for release, we examined individuals who were 

booked prior to the pandemic and released  

during the pandemic.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To provide a clearer picture of how policies  

precipitated by COVID-19 have influenced release 

policy, we examined releases for people who were 

booked between January 15 and March 15 (before 

widespread implementation of COVID-19 policy  

response in the United States) and released  

between March 15 and May 15. We used the same 

time periods last year as a comparison. This  

analysis helps shed light on the effect COVID-19  

has on who and why people are being released 

during the pandemic. 

We find that the number of releases among people 

during the early phase of the COVID-19 pandemic 

increased only 1% compared to the same time last 

year. However, there are troubling differences across 

subgroups. In particular, releases of Black men 

declined 4 percent during the pandemic, while the 

releases among all other race and gender subgroups 

increased an average of 2 percent.

The number of women booked  
into jail has declined 56.4 percent, 
compared to 49.6 percent for men.

Release Trends

Releases by Gender, Race, and Ethnicity March 15-May 15, 2019 vs. March 15-May 15, 2020

https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/ji18.pdf
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We drilled deeper into the data to assess the reason for release during the pandemic. For this  

analysis, we removed release reasons with few counts (e.g., work releases, charges dropped,  

and escape) as well as releases missing a release reason. We see that the increase in releases  

is driven by a 25 percent increase in the number of people released on bond—potentially due to 

emergency bond schedules in some localities—and a 40 percent increase in court releases, possibly 

owing to court initiatives to downsize jail populations. Releases on recognizance also increased, 

which suggest that many courts more rigorously examined whether there was any basis for  

detaining people pretrial who posed no public safety risk. On the other hand, the number of  

people transferred to state prison declined 20 percent, likely owing to the policies of many  

state prison systems to not accept new admissions during the earliest phase of the pandemic.

Jail Releases by Reason, Mar 15-May 15, 2019 vs. Mar 15-May 15, 2020
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Public health is tethered to correctional health. 

With COVID-19 affecting every aspect of  

American life, it is more important than ever to 

provide rigorous research on this crisis and what 

it has meant for the millions of people who cycle 

in and out of jail each year. People in jails live in 

close quarters, and then return home within an 

average of three weeks—but most often after 

only a few days. Consequently, jails across the 

country, in both urban and rural locations,  

have become vectors of viral spread.

The steep decline in jail bookings helped drive a 

national decrease in the U.S. jail population that 

likely prevented deaths. But even as COVID-19 

continues to spread behind bars, including in  

increasingly smaller communities with fragile 

public health infrastructure, jail bookings are  

once again on the rise. Although the data show 

that jail stays may have been avoided for many  

people who would otherwise have been booked  

into jail for minor offenses, overall release rates 

have barely increased, and have actually decreased 

for Black men. The country is eight months into this 

pandemic and far from a return to “normal.” It is 

clear that the thousands of local justice systems 

across the country will further imperil communities 

without sustained and continued changes to arrest, 

pretrial detention, and case processing and that  

a specific consideration of the drivers of racial  

disparities in incarceration and release is needed. 

This study was conducted by Appriss, in  

collaboration with the Vera Institute of Justice,  

and represents the foundation for an in-depth  

assessment of jail bookings and releases during  

the COVID-19 pandemic. Our hope is that access  

to timely, important data such as this will help in 

critical decision-making that keep our inmates  

and public safe. 

Conclusion
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https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/20/nyregion/rikers-coronavirus-nyc.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/16/us/rural-jails-coronavirus-mountain-west.html
http://www.vera.org

