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Introduction
Criminal justice reform has been a hot topic in politics. 

With rates of mass incarceration rising, many politicians are looking to see how policies can be adjusted to better protect the 
country. 

For my research project, I plan to study how political alignment affects an individual’s opinion of the First Step Act. 

I am interested in studying this topic because the First Step Act was recently signed into law in 2018 by President Trump. At the time, 
it was praised for being a bipartisan policy and received lots of support from both sides of Congress. 



Research 
Question

How does an individual’s political 
affiliation affect their opinion on the 
FIRST STEP Act?



Literature Review
The FIRST STEP Act was written into law in 2018. The vote history shows that this was mainly a bipartisan effort (Cohen 

2019).

The main focus of the FIRST STEP Act is taking “preliminary action to reintegrate persons who have completed their 

sentences” (American Bar Association House of Delegates). This is done mainly through rehabilitation programs (Cohen 2019). 

Participation in these programs is encouraged and rewarded with earned good time credits. For every thirty days spent 

participating in the program, the inmate can earn ten days of “good time credit”. DeMint, et al. present the advantages and 

drawbacks of these incentives (2018).



Literature Review (Cont’d)
These reforms to federal law may appear controversial to Republican politicians that still believe in the “tough-on-crime” 

approach that President Nixon began advocating for in his successful 1968 campaign (Cohen, 2018). 

Gallup Poll results show that, at the time, the tough on crime approach was popular among the general public, although not 

among Democrats, who had little choice but to go along with it (1992).

The Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 was a result of this approach, and included clauses such as 

mandatory life sentences for repeat drug offenders. Sentencing components were revisited in the FIRST STEP Act. 



Literature Review (Cont’d)
The Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 was signed during this Republican-led, tough-on-crime period, but also during a time that 

was particularly tough on drug crimes. 

The act increased penalties for various drug crimes, as well as including the controversial “100-to-1” disparity between 

powder cocaine and crack cocaine. (Cohen, 2019). 

President Obama passed the Fair Sentencing Act of 2010, which changed this ratio from 100-to-1 to 18-to-1 for all future 

sentencings (Cohen, 2019).

The FIRST STEP Act of 2018 applies the Fair Sentencing Act of 2010 retroactively, meaning any federal inmate who was 

sentenced before 2010 could appeal their sentencing decision (Cohen, 2019). 



Literature Review (Cont’d)
The FIRST STEP Act of 2018 also expanded guidelines for sentence modifications. Inmates can file for a sentence reduction by 

judge now. 

Judges can reduce sentences if “extraordinary and compelling reasons warrant such a reduction” and that the person is “not 

a danger to the safety of any other person or to the community” (Russell, 2019). 

Another modification is the expansion of compassionate releases. Jefferson-Bullock discusses the ethics of compassionate 

release (2019).



Theory
The First Step Act was passed in Senate by a vote of 87-12. Of the 12 dissenting votes, all representatives were Republican. It 

then passed in the House by a vote of 358-36. Of the 36 dissenting votes, all representatives were Republican. 

One reason Republicans may not have supported this act is because it applies President Obama’s Fair Sentencing Act 
retroactively. “Tough-on-crime” Republicans felt that dangerous inmates might be moved to community confinement earlier than 
expected with the new changes (Cohen, 2019).

Representatives for both the Senate and House of Representatives are elected every two years by citizens with registered addresses 
in the district they represent. These elected officials are tasked with representing the will of people in their district, including those 
who believe in the “tough-on-crime” approach. Therefore, we can expect them to vote in accordance with the people that make up 
their political party. 



Hypothesis

A person that aligns 
themselves with the 
Republican Party would be 
less approving of the First 
Step Act, and a person that 
aligns themselves with the 
Democratic Party would be 
more approving.



Methods
Data Collection:

Due to limited resources and restriction and Covid 19, I distributed my questionnaires virtually. 

Measurements:
DV: “On a scale of 1 (do not approve at all) - 10 (approve very much), how do you feel about the First Step Act”?  

IV: “On a scale of 1 (Fully Republican) - 10 (Fully Democrat), how would you rank your political affiliation?”

Because not everyone is well informed in politics, the questionnaire gave a brief overview of the First Step Act. 

In order to eliminate potential confounding effect of a third variable, participants were asked questions regarding gender, age, race, 
and religion for statistical control.  

Statistical Model: Both my IV and DV are treated as continuous variables. Two OLS regression equations were estimated to test the 
hypothesis. The hypothesis will be supported if the coefficient for Party affiliation is positive and significant.



Data Analysis Results



Data Analysis Results

r=0.291 indicates there is a moderate, positive correlation between political affiliation and approval of the FIRST STEP Act. 
R2 = 0.085 indicates that 8.5% of the total variance in approval of the FIRST STEP Act can be attributed to political affiliation. 



Data Analysis Results



Conclusion
Data analysis shows that there is a moderate and positive correlation between Political 
Party and Approval of the FIRST STEP Act.  

The coefficient for Political Party is positive and statistically significant.  This result 
supports that hypothesis that a person that aligns themselves with the Republican 
Party would be less approving of the First Step Act, and a person that aligns themselves 
with the Democratic Party would be more approving

The control variables I selected also did not present a strong correlation. 

Future studies should look at the effect of education, gender, race, and religion on 
approval of the act.
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