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Gang enhancements add additional years to a prison sentence when an individual is convicted of a felony 
offense committed for the benefit of, at the direction of, or in association with a criminal street gang. 
Originally established by the Street Terrorism Enforcement and Prevention (STEP) Act in 1988, the 
enhancements can add from two to ten years to a sentence or convert a sentence to a life sentence, 
depending on the underlying offense. A policy change effective in 2022 (Assembly Bill 333) narrowed the legal 
definition of a “criminal street gang” and allowed defendants to request a separate trial on the enhancement. 
This policy brief describes the trends of gang enhancement use in California before and after the 
implementation of AB 333, including demographic breakdowns of people who receive these enhancements.

Key Findings
•	 Gang enhancements represent a small and declining 

share of total prison admissions. Their share fell from 
about 3% in 2013 to 0.6% in 2025, an 80% decline.

•	 Prison admissions with gang enhancements 
declined by 89% since peaking in 2013. The number 
of annual admissions dropped from over 1,000 in 
2013 to fewer than 200 in 2025. This is due to an 
overall decline in prison admissions and because fewer 
admissions now include a gang enhancement. 

•	 Longer enhancements grew as a share of all gang 
enhancements for much of the last decade.  
The share of five- and ten-year enhancements (as 
compared to shorter enhancements) increased from less 
than half from 2014–2020 to nearly two-thirds in 2024, 
though this trend appeared to reverse in 2025.

•	 Stark demographic disparities persist, with 
Hispanic individuals and young people aged 18–25 
significantly overrepresented. Hispanic individuals 
make up 71% of admissions receiving gang enhancements 
despite representing only 44% of the general admission 
population from 2014–2025. And while White people 
made up 24% of overall admissions during this time, they 
were only 4% of admissions with a gang enhancement.

•	 Young Hispanic and Black men receive the 
overwhelming majority of gang enhancements.  
Half of all individuals who received a gang enhancement 
from 2014–2025 were Hispanic youth aged 18 to 25, 
while this group made up only 16% of overall admissions 
during that time.
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Policy Context

The Street Terrorism Enforcement and Prevention (STEP) 
Act, enacted in 1988, created Penal Code Section 186.22. 
Specifically, the STEP Act defined “criminal street gang,” 
created a separate crime related to active participation in 
a street gang, and created a gang enhancement to impose 
additional penalties on individuals convicted of crimes 
associated with gang activity. Proposition 21, a voter initiative 
in 2000, broadened the application of the gang enhancement 
and increased the time it added to sentences.

Following a recommendation from the Committee on 
Revision of the Penal Code, in 2021 Assembly Bill 333 (AB 

333) introduced changes to the STEP Act, narrowing the 
definition of a street gang and allowed defendants to request 
a separate trial on the  gang enhancement.1 This legislation 
took effect on January 1, 2022. 

How gang enhancements are applied in practice. 
The gang enhancement defines a “criminal street gang” as 
three or more people who have a common name, sign or 
symbol, and engage in “a pattern of criminal gang activity.” 
Prosecutors have complete discretion over whether to add 
a gang enhancement to a person’s charges based on the 
evidence in the case.

Once a law enforcement officer deems an individual to be part of a gang based on statutory criteria, they are added 
to the California gang database (CalGang). Individuals must be notified of their addition to the database, and they 
may submit a written request to contest their inclusion, either by someone over the age of 18 or by a person’s 
guardian or attorney. Individuals are automatically purged from the database after three years (added as a juvenile) 
or five years (added as an adult).2 If an individual appears in a gang database, this does not automatically result in 
gang enhancements being applied to their sentence. The prosecutor may rely upon the person’s appearance in the 
database, along with other evidence, to make this determination.

To apply a gang enhancement to an individual’s sentence, the 
prosecution must prove:

1.	 The crime was committed for the benefit of, at the 
direction of, or in association with a criminal street gang.

2.	 The defendant had the specific intent to promote, 
further, or assist in criminal conduct by gang members.

If the criteria for the gang enhancement are met, the court 
can impose additional prison time on top of the sentence for 
the underlying crime. The severity of the enhancement varies 

based on the nature of the crime and can range from an 
additional two years to life in prison, though enhancements 
over 10 years are rare. The enhancement is 2, 3, or 4 years 
for most felonies, but is 5 years for “serious” felonies and 10 
years for “violent” felonies. A life sentence can be imposed 
for other specified felonies, including carjacking, home 
invasion robbery, and shooting at an inhabited house.

Figure 1 illustrates the general process by which gang 
enhancements are applied to a person’s sentence.

FIGURE 1. Gang enhancements are used at the discretion of prosecutors

We analyze patterns in the use of gang enhancements 
for people admitted to the California Department of 
Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) for the years 2005–
2025, before and after the implementation of AB 333. All 
data and figures in this brief are presented by conviction year.  

As of the end of May 2026, there were 4,124 people 
incarcerated with a gang enhancement on their sentence. Of 
those, 3,436 people were sentenced and admitted to prison 
before the implementation of AB 333 in January 2022.

Prosecution Negotiation Trial Incarceration

Law enforcement indicates 
gang involvement

Prosecutors add a gang 
enhancement charge 
to an underlying 
o	ense (e.g. assault).

Defendant takes plea deal or 
goes to trial. Accepting a plea 
deal may result in removing 
gang enhancements.

If the case goes to trial: guilt 
for the gang enhancement is 
determined after trial for 
the underlying o	enses.

If convicted of the underlying 
o	ense and the gang charge, 
more time is added to the 
individual’s sentence.
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Trends in Enhancement Use and Sentence Length
The number of admissions to CDCR with a gang 
enhancement has declined by 89% since its peak in 
2013. There was a steady decline in total admissions with 
gang enhancements from 1,241 in 2013 to 139 in 2025 
(Figure 2). The pronounced decrease between 2019 and 
2020 was likely due to the drop in total CDCR admissions 

during the pandemic. Following the pandemic, the number 
of individuals entering CDCR with gang enhancement 
convictions continued to decline, but at a slower rate. 
After AB 333 took effect in 2022, the number of gang 
enhancements continued to slowly decline.

FIGURE 2. Number of CDCR admissions with gang enhancements, 2005–2025 

Source: CPL analysis of CDCR data.

Admissions with a gang enhancement comprise a 
small and declining share of all CDCR admissions. 
The share of CDCR admissions with a gang enhancement 

declined continuously between its peak in 2014 (3.0%) and 
2025 (0.6%), an 80% decline (Figure 3). The steepest drop 
occurred from 2019–2021, during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

FIGURE 3: Percent of individuals admitted to prison in California with gang enhancements by year, 2005–2025

Source: CPL analysis of CDCR data.
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The application of gang enhancements declined across all 
sentence lengths. The number of total enhancements and the 
number of individuals receiving those enhancements decreased 
with similar magnitudes within each sentence length category 
(Table 1). For instance, the number of individuals receiving two-
year gang enhancements decreased by 90% (from 282 in 2013, 
the highest year, to 29 in 2025), while the number receiving 
10-year gang enhancements decreased by 86% (from 337 in 2013 
to 46 in 2025). Since 2005, only 61 individuals have received 
an indeterminate life sentence from a gang enhancement; 85% 
of these enhancements were applied to murder or attempted 
murder cases, and all of the offenses associated with these 
enhancements were for serious or violent felonies.

Gang enhancements can elevate a felony to a “serious” felony, 
which can impact future sentence length under California’s Three 
Strikes law. While most sentences receiving a gang enhancement 
are already serious or violent because of the underlying conviction, 
any sentence with a gang enhancement is also classified as serious, 
so in some cases the application of a gang enhancement causes 
a sentence that would otherwise not be serious to become 
serious. From 2005–2025, 23% (22% for the more recent period 
of 2020–2025) of people admitted with a gang enhancement did 
not have a base sentence with a serious or violent felony, and 
their sentences did not have any other offense enhancements 
attached to them other than the gang enhancement. Examples of 
these types of offenses include vandalism, transporting or selling 
controlled substances, and vehicle theft.

TABLE 1: Number of individuals admitted to prison in California with gang enhancements, 2005–2025

LENGTH OF ENHANCEMENT

YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEARS 3 YEARS 4 YEARS 5 YEARS 10 YEARS TOTAL

2005 19 204 155 54 132 195 759

2006 27 274 210 72 141 237 961

2007 36 302 209 61 206 267 1,081

2008 43 302 210 67 259 338 1,219

2009 28 316 218 74 279 340 1,255

2010 46 272 190 95 264 387 1,254

2011 33 239 171 90 264 418 1,215

2012 42 258 162 85 264 360 1,171

2013 38 282 180 102 301 338 1,241

2014 32 254 177 116 265 337 1,181

2015 33 244 156 111 270 281 1,095

2016 32 217 121 96 237 239 942

2017 26 211 128 82 202 208 857

2018 22 167 85 84 176 192 726

2019 25 161 82 60 134 186 648

2020 10 90 40 28 65 73 306

2021 11 77 33 23 82 88 314

2022 13 61 27 21 57 91 270

2023 15 32 21 15 42 80 205

2024 9 30 26 9 46 80 200

2025 5 29 20 11 28 46 139

Currently 
incarcerated

162 210 412 195 533 2,579 4,091

Note: Individuals who receive gang enhancements with multiple, different lengths are counted once under the highest sentence category. Because few people received 
enhancements with lengths of over 10 years (indeterminate life sentences), that category is omitted from this table and subsequent tables and figures. On average, fewer 
than 10% of individuals admitted with gang enhancements receive more than one gang enhancement. One-year enhancements are not established by statute; they may be 
errors but we present them here because they appear in the CDCR data and appear to affect official sentence lengths. Source: CPL analysis of CDCR data.
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The use of longer gang enhancements declined more 
gradually than shorter gang enhancements over the last 
five years. The use of 2, 3, and 4-year gang enhancements 
fell more rapidly during the post-pandemic era, though 5- 
and 10-year enhancements caught up after sharp decreases 

in 2025. The share of 10- and 5-year gang enhancements 
was 42% in 2020 and grew to nearly two-thirds in the 2024 
conviction cohort (Figure 4), before decreasing again to 48% 
of gang enhancements in 2025.

FIGURE 4: Composition of gang enhancements used each year in California by enhancement length, 2005–2025

 
 
Note. The plot on the left illustrates counts while the plot on the right illustrates percentages. The 61 admissions with gang enhancements with sentences of 
over 10 years are omitted from figures unless otherwise stated. Source: CPL analysis of CDCR data.
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The average time added to an individual’s sentence by 
gang enhancements has remained stable over the past 
20 years. The average time added was 4.8 years in 2005 and 
5.7 years in 2025, with minor fluctuations over time (Figure 5). 
Sentences for individuals receiving gang enhancements are 
generally about 10 years longer than the average CDCR 
sentence length.  

While this difference spiked to 13 years in 2024 before falling 
again in 2025, it is difficult to interpret recent-year trends in 
average sentence length because the number of admissions 
with gang enhancements is increasingly small. With 200 or 
fewer people receiving the enhancement in 2024 and in 2025, 
as few as ten people with differing case characteristics can 
dramatically affect sentence length averages.

FIGURE 5. Average total sentence length for admissions with at least one gang enhancement, 2005–2025

Note: Sentences for life without parole (LWOP) and death sentences are excluded from averages. Source: CPL analysis of CDCR data.

Admissions with gang enhancements result more 
frequently from jury trials than typical sentences do, 
but the majority still stem from plea deals.  
From 2014–2019, 88% of gang enhancement cases resulted 
from pleas (as opposed to 12% from trials), compared 
to 94% of all prison sentences. Over the last five years, 
however, jury trials resulting in prison sentences with gang 

enhancements have become less common. From 2020–2025, 
the plea rate for gang enhancement cases in CDCR custody 
rose to 93% compared to 95% for all prison sentences. 
Among CDCR admissions with gang enhancements, there are 
now fewer than 30 jury trial sentences each year (Figure 6). 
The plea rate does not vary substantially by race.

FIGURE 6. Number of prison admissions with gang enhancements by plea status, 2014–2025

Note: A small number of values marked ‘unknown’ and ‘court’ are omitted (N = 36). Source: CPL analysis of CDCR data.
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Most common offenses and enhancement use by county

Gang enhancements are most commonly applied to 
various types of assault and other violent crimes; drug 
crimes are common as well. Gang enhancements have 
been applied to convictions for over 500 different criminal 
offenses; Figure 7 presents the top 25 convictions (associated 
with 83% of all gang enhancements) from 2014–19 and 
from 2020–25. The underlying offenses to which gang 
enhancements are added range in severity from vandalism to 

attempted murder. The most common offenses are assault 
with force likely to produce great bodily injury, possession 
or ownership of a firearm by a felon or addict, and voluntary 
manslaughter. Compared to serious and violent offenses, the 
use of gang enhancements has decreased more for some 
non-violent offenses such as burglary (first degree) and 
possession of a controlled substance for sale. 

FIGURE 7. Top 25 offenses that receive gang enhancements, 2014–2025

Note: These offenses were associated with 83% of gang enhancements for 2014–2025. Each column shows the number of gang enhancements associated with 
the offense for the given time period. Source: CPL analysis of CDCR data.

Origin Statute of Gun Enhancement

PC29800(A)(1) Possess/Own Firearm by Felon or Addict

PC245(A)(4) Assault with Force Likely to Produce GBI

PC212.5(C) Robbery 2nd

PC245(A)(2) Assault with a Firearm

PC245(A)(1) Assault with a Deadly Weapon

PC192(A) Voluntary Manslaughter

PC187 2ND(664) Attempted Murder 2nd

PC459 Burglary 1st

PC245(B) Assault with Semiautomatic Firearm

HS11378 Possession Controlled Substance for Sale

PC32 Accessory to Felony

HS11379(A) Transport/Import Controlled Substance

PC422 Criminal Threat to Cause GBI/Death

PC594(B)(1) Vandalism

VC10851(A) Vehicle Theft

HS11351 Possess Controlled Substance for Sale

PCPC212.5(C)/ATT Attempted Robbery 2nd

246 Discharge Firearm Inhabited Dwelling/Vehicle/Aircraft 

HS11370.1(A) Possession of CS While Armed w/Loaded Firearm 

HS11352(A) Transport/Sell Controlled Substance

PC459 2ND Burglary 2nd

VC2800.2(A) Evade or Attempt to Evade Peace O�cer while Driving Recklessly 

PC215 Carjacking

PC212.5(A) Robbery 1st

PC207(A) Kidnap

577 155

555 173

510 94

475 112

437 105

421 214

406 147

264 33

252 106

170 28

141 36

124 23

114 12

86 17

73 11

66 28

64 16

60 11

58 18

58 17

53 12

50 11

44 10

38 13

34 10

Total, 2014–2019 Total, 2020–2025
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Gang enhancement use declined across all counties 
over the past decade, but application rates varied 
(Figure 8). From 2020–2025, Merced and Tulare counties 
applied gang enhancements to prison sentences at five to six 

times the average rate of all counties (as measured by the 
number of individuals entering CDCR custody with any gang 
enhancement). The average time added to a prison sentence 
by gang enhancements also varies by county.

FIGURE 8. Gang enhancement application as percent of all prison admissions and average time added to sentence by gang 
enhancements, by California counties for 2014–2019 and 2020–2025

Note: This table only shows counties that sent a total of twenty or more individuals to CDCR custody with gang enhancements since the start of 2020.  
Source: CPL analysis of CDCR data.

2014–2019 Rate 2014–2019 
Average Time 

Added 

2020–2025 Rate 2020–2025 
Average Time 

Added 
County

Merced

Tulare

Santa Barbara

Monterey

Ventura

Santa Clara

Contra Costa

Kings

Orange

San Joaquin

San Bernardino

Los Angeles

Sacramento

Kern

Riverside

Fresno

San Diego

Stanislaus

6

12

5

7

9

11

6

5

6

5

6

7

4

6

8

6

7

7

5

9

5

7

6

9

14

4

7

4

5

9

6

5

6

7

9

6

8.4%

8.1%

6.4%

4.8%

4.4%

4.1%

4.1%

3.5%

3.4%

2.7%

2.7%

2.6%

2.1%

2.0%

1.6%

1.4%

1.3%

1.3%

3.9%

3.0%

1.8%

2.1%

1.6%

1.5%

1.2%

2.3%

0.9%

0.5%

1.0%

0.6%

0.7%

1.5%

0.7%

1.3%

0.5%

1.3%

8



Demographic patterns of enhancement use

Hispanic individuals are overrepresented among those 
receiving gang enhancements (Figure 9). While Hispanic 
individuals make up 44% of the CDCR admissions population 

from 2014–2025, they make up 71% of individuals receiving 
gang enhancements during this period. This relative disparity 
persisted through the 2025 conviction cohort.

FIGURE 9. Racial composition of all CDCR admissions compared to admissions with gang enhancements, 2014–2025 

Note: Due to very small counts in the group of individuals with gang enhancements on their sentences, Asian Pacific Islander (API) and American Indian and 
Alaska Native (AIAN) individuals are included in “Other.” Racial categories are reported by CDCR and do not necessarily represent the self-identification of the 
people within the data. Source: CPL analysis of CDCR data.
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Racial disparities in the application of gang enhancements 
vary slightly across counties (Figure 10), but all counties 
have racial disparities. In Sacramento County, for instance, 
Black individuals are overrepresented amongst people 
receiving gang enhancements (64% of gang enhancement 
admissions vs. 44% of general admissions), while Hispanic 
individuals are underrepresented (20% vs 22%). By contrast, 
Black individuals are underrepresented in Santa Clara (7% of 
gang enhancement admissions vs. 13% of general admissions), 

while Hispanic individuals are overrepresented (85% vs. 61%). 
In many counties, such as Los Angeles, San Bernardino, 
Contra Costa, and others, both Hispanic and Black individuals 
are overrepresented amongst people receiving gang 
enhancements. In all counties, White individuals are 
underrepresented amongst people receiving gang 
enhancements compared to the share of White individuals in 
the general admission population.

FIGURE 10. Racial and ethnic composition of all CDCR admissions compared to admissions with gang enhancements,  
2020–2025 by county

Note: Showing only the top 20 counties by number of admissions with gang enhancements for 2020–2025. Black and/or Hispanic people were overrepresented 
relative to their share of the county’s conviction population in all counties that sentenced people to prison with gang enhancements from 2020–2025. Racial 
categories are reported by CDCR and do not necessarily represent the self-identification of the people within the data. Source: CPL analysis of CDCR data.
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Young people aged 18–25 at the time of their offense 
comprise 70.5% of admissions with gang enhancements 
(Figure 11). This same age group represents only 30% of 
CDCR admissions in the general population. In other words, 

the proportion of gang enhancements applied to young 
people is more than double their proportion in the prison 
population.

FIGURE 11. Age at time of offense for those receiving gang enhancements vs. general CDCR admission population, 2014–2025

Source: CPL analysis of CDCR data.
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This age overrepresentation is not present for White 
individuals and is especially pronounced among young 
Hispanic individuals. Nearly half (50.7%) of all individuals 
who received a gang enhancement from 2014–2025 were 
Hispanic youth aged 18 to 25 (Figure 12). Of the small 
number of White individuals who receive gang enhancements, 

48% are 25 years old or younger, compared to 70% of Black 
and Hispanic individuals who receive gang enhancements. 
Over 96% of individuals receiving gang enhancements are 
men (compared to 92% of the general CDCR admission 
population during this time), so young Hispanic and Black men 
receive the overwhelming majority of gang enhancements.

FIGURE 12. Age and racial/ethnic composition of all CDCR admissions compared to admissions with gang enhancements, 
2014–2025 

Note: Percentages are of all admissions; bars represent the total share of admissions accounted for by the respective age-race group. Source: CPL analysis of 
CDCR data.
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Conclusion
The number of prison admissions that include gang 
enhancements has declined dramatically since peaking in 
2013, with the total number of annual admissions dropping 
by 89% and their share of all prison admissions falling from 
3% to 0.6% by 2025. Since the implementation of AB 333 in 
2022 — which narrowed the legal definition of a “criminal 
street gang” — the use of these enhancements has continued 
to decline. Despite the overall reduction in use, stark 

demographic disparities remain: Hispanic individuals and 
transition-aged youth — specifically young Hispanic men — 
continue to be significantly overrepresented among those 
receiving gang enhancements compared to their share of the 
general prison population. Variation across counties in the 
rate of gang enhancement use persists as well, with Merced 
and Tulare adding gang enhancements to prison sentences at 
the highest rate from 2020–2025. 
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Endnotes
1		  Unless otherwise specified, years shown in charts and tables refer to the year of conviction as opposed to the admission year in CDCR.
2		  Department of Justice Regulations for the Fair and Accurate Governance of the CalGang Database, 11 Cal. Code Regs. §  750 (2020) https://oag.ca.gov/

sites/all/files/agweb/pdfs/bciis/ch7-5-proposed-text.pdf: CalGang® Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs). State of California Department of Justice - Office of 
the Attorney General. https://oag.ca.gov/calgang/faqs.
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