Understanding "Three Strikes and You're Out" Laws

What are Three Strikes Laws?

Three Strikes laws are legislation enacted by many states that target repeat offenders. After three separate felony convictions, or "strikes," convicts are "kicked out" of society - that is, they're sent to jail for life.

The reasoning behind these laws is that those who repeatedly commit felonies likely pose a serious threat to society and should be imprisoned for the greater good.

Many Three Strikes laws count only violent or serious crimes for the first two strikes, but have a much lower threshold for the third. Any felony, such as shoplifting or forgery, may be counted as strike three and produce a sentence of 25 years to life. 

History of Three Strikes Laws

Three strikes laws, officially known in many states as habitual offender laws, get their name from the baseball rules of "three strikes and you're out." Though the practice of increasing penalties for repeat offenders is fairly common and well-established, the modern three strikes law first appeared in the early 1990s in Washington State. Shortly after, California adopted a strict three strikes law, which critics have said was an emotional reaction to a murder committed by a twice-convicted felon. 

Since three strikes laws' popularity during the 1990s, many states have amended or repealed the provisions of their three strikes laws, partly because some studies have found them ineffective at reducing overall crime rates and responsible for crowding prisons.

Other Forms

Some states have "habitual offender" provisions that only affect those convicted of sex crimes or DUI. And, in some places three-peat offenders are eligible for very long sentences, but not definitely doomed to life behind bars.

