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INTRODUCTION 

Parole is a major and iptegral part of New York's criminal justice 

system. It has statutory responsibility for deciding when an inmate will be 

relea:sed to parole supervision, and for providing supervision in the 

carmmity. The 1lltimate .3im of this supervision is public protection. By 

maintaining regular contact with the prison releasee and assisting him or her 

in making a positive readjustnent to ccmrunity life, the parole officer works 

towards preventing the releasee from returning to crime~' 

Studies on the effects of parole supervision in the State have generally 

focused on the statistical rates of parolees who rerrain in the conmmity as 

law abiding individuals, and those who revert to crime. Little attention, 

however has been given to parole supervision from an econanic perspective. 

Questions of the cost-benefit or operational efficiency of parole supervision 

as a public service have been virtuall~ ignored. In these times of scarce 

public resources, policy makers are being forced rrore and roore to make 

decisions about how to best utilize available resources. ')Irifonnation 

regarding hCM resources are being utilized by a public agency and the relative 

econanicpayoff ·'could be very useful to these decision-makers. 

1 



Parole, as the "last link" in the processing of offenders wi thin the 

State's criminal justice system represents a key facet in atterrpting to 

control cri.rre - or more precisely, control of the reoccurrence of cr:iminal 

behavior on the part of ex-offenders. Because of the crucial role played by 

Parole, it often becorres a topical area of discussion in proposed refonns of 

the overall cr:iminal justice system. In view of these considerations, it may 

prove particularly useful to provide policy makers ''''ith infonnation on Parole 

frc:m an econc:mic perspective, i. e., the degree to which there is pay-off frc:m 

dollar investments in Parole. 

The report to follow provides an analysis of the cost-benefit of parole 

supervision within New York State. 1 The analysis is based on the mnnber of 

individuals released frc:m a State correctional facility in 1981, and the 

actual funds expended by the Division of Parole in supervising these releasees 

in the ccmmmity. The intent of the analysis is to provide policy makers and 

administrators with at least sorce infonnation pertaining to the econc:mic value 

or viability ofi.;..tmmmity parole supervision as a means of controlling crirre. 
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Cost-Benefit Analysis 

Cost-benefit analysis is a major technique errployed by economists and 

others to assess the econanic benefit derived frcro a dollar investment in an 

operation, program or product. The technique essentially entails detennining 

the monetary cost or investment outlay for an endeavor, the monetary value of 

outeone or benefit, and then carparing these cost and benefit values. If the 

benefit exceeds the cost, the endeavor is considered to be cost-beneficial, 

i.e., per dollar cost versus per dollar benefit derived. The primary result 

of tH~ analysis is in the fo:rm of a benefit/cost ratio. For example, if.a 
r) 

ratio equals 10: 1, this means that for every $1 spent, $10 are gained in 

benefit. 

The ter...hnique of cost benefit analysis is usually enployed in situations 

in which a program or programs are being proposed, or program operations are 

being projected over time in planning for the future. The results of cost 

benefit analysis in these situations are used to assist decision makers in 

deciding whethe>.r to invest in a program or operation. In the present 

analysis, the cost..:.:benefit technique is used in a slightly different manner. 

That is, the obtained B/C results are int.ended as measures of the econc:mic 

value or payoff of parole supervision, as it exists in the present. The 

results to follow are offered as evaluation feedback on the current operations 
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of Parole's corrmunity supervision. While the results may be used as a 

reasonable basis for determining the likely economic value of supervision in 

the short-run, they are not appropriate for long-run projections. Long-tenn 

estimates of the cost-benefit status would require factoring into the analysis 

a series of asstlIlptions about the future operations of the criminal justice 

system as a whole, e. g., changes in sentencing laws that would affect the size 

of parole officer caseloads, administrative costs and externalities of the 

socioeconomic environment. Such an analysis would have exceeded the focus and 

data-gathering capabilities of the present study. Despite these limitations, 

the results to follCM should be of assistance to decision-makers. 
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METHODOLOGY 

The specific aim of the study was to answer the question of whether 

parole supervision within the state is a cost-beneficial public service. 

Cost was defined, using the actual aIOOUIlt of expenditures of the Division 

of Parole during the 1981-82 fiscal period, ending March 31, 1982. These 

expenditures include direct costs for parole supervision and indirect 

administrative costs. These latter costs include nonies expended for 

pre-parole release activities in the prisons, Parole Board processing of 

releasees and all other administrative support items, e.g., record-keeping, 

MIS operations, managenent personnel and oversight of agency operation. The 

estimate for costs expended on the follCM-up group of 1981 prison releasees 

was derived by calculating the per capita cost for supervising a parolee 

during 1981-82 and applying this cost to the number of 1981 releasees to reach 

the total aIrDunt of noney spent, i.e., the specific cost figure used in the 

B/C analysis. 2 

Benefits may be defined in various ways, e. g., nonetary value to public 

or potential victims of cr:i.rre who would be willing to pay for parole 

protection, or decrease in costs associated with reduced cr:i.rre. In keeping 

with the study's particular concern about taxpayer payoffs fran parole 

supervision, benefit was defined in tenns of the anount of rconey saved. by the 

5 
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state due to averted reiroprisonrrent of parolees. Money saved by the State for 

prison bed-space costs that may otherwise be occupied by parolee violators 

(recidivists) represents a savings to the taxpayer, Le, the need and 

requisite revenues for additional prison bed-space are reduced. 

The benefit estimate used in the analysis represents the arrount of rroney 

that was not spent for re:i.nprisonrnent of parol~ violators returned to prison 

and who had been initially released during 1981. 3 The per 
dUring 1981-82 

capita daily cost rate for prison irnnates was applied to the non-recidivists 

to derive the costs saved. 

-- _._---_._-_.... .-. - _ .... ,"'-
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RESULTS 

Snapshot of Parole Supervision: 1981-82 

The standards for supervision during this period called for an average of 

4 - 6 parolee-parole officer contacts per month for new prison releasees to 

parole. These contacts consist of a cambination~of parole office visits by 

the parolee and parole officer visits to the parolee's hare. The basis for 

these contacts stem fran case surveillance requirerrents and provision of 

parolee services to assist in the community reintegration process. 

Including the 1981 releasees, the average number of parolees under 

supervision within the State during 1981-82 was 17,467. The average sized 

caseload per parole officer was 60 parolees. The total number of parole 

officers assigned to community case supervision was 322. 

The 1981 releasee group was corrprised of a total of 7,054 individuals. 

OVer two thirds (68.8%) of these individuals were released to parole 

supervision in the New York City area. The reroaining 31.2% were released to 

the Hertpstead and upstate areas. 

Alnost half of the releasees were Blacks, 30.4% Whites, 19.2% Hispanics, 

and 0.4% Asian. Males accounted for 96.4% of the group. The group's rcedian 

age upon prison release was 28.6 years. 

The rrost prevalent offenses for which these individuals were under 

current sentence included: robbery (34.2%), burglaJ:y (17.9%), sale of drugs 

(9.3%), murder/manslaughter (7.7%) and assault (5.5%). Across all conviction 
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types, the rredian maxi.rrnmt sentence imposed by the courts for the releasees wa~ 

4.4 years. In tenns of the releasee's p:::'ior involverrent in criminal 

activities, 50.5% had little or no prior criminal history, 35.1% had sore, and 

14.4% had serious prior records. 

The median arrount of time spent in a Department of Correctional Services 

facility prior to release to parole was 25.4 rronths. Half of the releasees 

were, therefore, subject to parole supervision for approximately two years or 

less" and the other half for rrore than two years. 

By March of 1982, 91.4% or 6,446 of the 1981 releasees to parole remained 

in the camnmity as law-abiding citizens. This result may sw:prise sc::>m: 

readers who may be misled by rredia coverage of "sensational cases" of parolee 

recidivists. Nevertheless, the outcorre result is consistent with prior annual 

findings on t..'Ile general parolee population. 4 

The arrount of time in the camnmity for the individuals under study 

ranged from four to fifteen rronths by March 1982. The remaining 8.6% or 608 

releasees had violated the conditions of parole in a substantial respect and 
" 

were returned to prison. 

Having regular employrrent is custcmarily seen as an indicator of parolee 

stability in the camu.mity. AlIrost three quarters (74.8%) of the parolees not 

returned to prison were employed. Of those who were returned to prison, only 

27.6% were employed at the time of violation. Unemploynent for this latter 

group exceeded that for those who remained in favorable parole status by a 

margin of three to one. 

Parole Costs 

The Division of Parole spent a total of $27,017,917 during the 1981-82 

period. 5 Using the average population of 17,467 for the year, the average 

annual per capita cost was $1,547 or $4.24 per day. 

The cost estimate used in the cost-benefit analysis was calculated by 

multiplying the number of sanple releasees (7,054) by the average anr.ual per 

capita cost for supervising a parolee in the ccmnunity. 

had to spend at least one year under parole supervision. 

, \'" 

All of tl:le releasees 

The result was 

$10,912,538. The reason for utilizing this calculated cost figure, rather 

than the $27,017,917 in total expenditures is that the $27,017,917 wa$ used 

for all parolees under supervision during 1981-82, Le., including those 

released to parole prior to 1981. 
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Parole Benefit 

.' t in a 
During 1981-82, the average annual per capita cost for l.n1Prl.somren 

DCCS facility was $14,603 or $40 a day. 6 . Applying the annual figure to the 

number of parolees who were not returned to prison during 1981-82, yielded a 

gross saving of $94,130,938. This dollar figure was adjusted to reflect net 

benefits. 

First, the 94 million dollar saving assurres that all non-returnees would 

have been recc:mni.tted to prison for at least one year. To correct for this 

assumption, the non-returnees were proportioned in ter111S of who would likely 

serve at least a year and those who would se:rve less tine. This likelihood 

f eta 
was based on return t.:iItes for the actual violator returnees." That is, 

a r 
50% were returned for a year or rrore, and the other 50% for an average of six 

21..-.nlying the annual imprisonnent cost. rate of $14,603 to half of the 
nonths. 9:'l:" 

non-returnees (3,223) resulted in a saving of $47,065,469 in savings. The 

saving associated with the other half of non-returnees (3,223) was calculated 

. th turn t.:iIte The result was 
by detennining the cost for an average SlX-non re • 

$23,205,600. Adding the $47,065,469 and the $23,205,600 resulted in an 

adjusted gross saving of $70,271,069. 

A further adjust::ment of the 70 million dollar figure was made. It was. 

necessary to subtract fran this figure the costs associated with re:i.mprison­

nent of ~>act"Ual 608 parolee violators. These negative ~fits cane to 

SUbtr
"'cting this figurC~ frcrn the $70,271,069 positive benefit 

$6,628,112. ... , 7 
resulted in a finally adjusted benefit figure of $63,642,957. 

-.. _--_.-..--" -~ ... -.- - ._ .... _ ....... 
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Cost Benefit 

Based on the supe:rvision outcate of prison releasees to parole in 1981, 

for every dollar spent for supervision alnost six and one half dollars were 

saved due to averted reinprisonm.:mts. The fact that the benefits fran parole 

superv:i,sion far exceeded the cost of operations, indicated that carmunity 

parole supe:rvision is a cost-beneficial public se:rvioe. 

Benefit 

$63,642,957 

Cost-Benefit Analysis of Parole Supe:rvision 

Cost 

$10,912,538 

Net Benefit 
(B - C) 

$52,730,419 

B/C Ratio 

$5.83 : $1.00 

The awroximate 53 million dollar annual saving generated by parole 

supervision is actually an under-estilnate of its net econanic benefit. If one 

takes into account the anount of IOOney that Parole, also, saves the State for 

capital construction and maintenance of new prison bedspace, the overall net 

saving of- 53 million dollars derived above would be substantially increased. 

It is estimated' that the mini.nnlrn construction cost for a new pris.on cell 

ranges beb\le!en $50,000 and $60,000. Given the increasing nurrber of new 

camri.t:ments to the State r s prisons, available prison bedspace is becaning IOOre 
, 

and nore lim:ited. The ability of Parole to deter reimprisorment of parolees 

clearly helps to limi.t prison over-crCMding and td relieve the State of the 

need to finance new prison construction. 

11 (, 
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CONCLUSION 

The pw:pose of this studY was to provide soma assessrrent of the cost­

benefit value of parole si.lpel:vision in New York State. The results obtained 

indlcate that parole supe:rvision of prison releasees in the ccmnunity is a 

cost-beneficial public se:rvice. The artDtmt of actual or potential noney saved 

by the State for reinprisonrrents far exceeds the artDunt of noriey it costs to 

operate Parole. 

There were several policy implications that emerged fran or were sug-

gested by ~e analysis: 

~ 
o The ,first issue relates to somathing that was not directly analyzed 

in the study. . Whether or not the current structural and activity 

procedures of parole si.lpel:vision are cost-efficient needs to be 

addressed. For insta..'1ce, in making a deciSion to change the current 

caseload size per parole officer, careful consideration should be 

given to t..~e iikely inpacts of this change. A ~ignificant: increase 

in caseload size might diminish parole officer ability to handle 

probiem or potential problem cases. This could lead to i..T1creased 

violations and prison returns, which in turn would offset whatever 

econanies nay have been anticipated by increasing the uriits of work 

per §'~~le officer. 

12 
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The potential for counterproductivity by increasing caseload size 

can be clearly seen in the situation involving probation. Recent 

studies done on Probation within New York City have pointed out that 

one of the primary factors underlying the inadequacies of probation 

supervision has been the rather large and rising caseload size of 

probationers and the resultant inability of probation officers to 

properly manage their caseloads. 

o The estimated 6.6 million dollars it cost the State annually for re­

:imprisorment of reJ.easees could be reduced by increased alternativeso 

to reincarceration. In order for the alternatives to be cost-

effective, they would of course have to be cheaper than :imprisorment 

in a State facility. There are roughly 2,000 parolees a year who do 

not carmit new crirres, but are returned to prison for failure to 

car ply with the conditions of parole supervision (e.g., use of 

illegal drugs or absconding fram supervision). A decision to return 

these individuals to prison is not only based on the violation, but 

is also made as a rreans of preventing the individual fran possibly 

engaging in serious criminal behavior. The number of these 

particular parole violators has been rising over the last several 

years. 

The alternative options available to the parole officer are limited 

in these cases. Re-incarceration of sane of these individuals is 

13 
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probably of little benefit, particularly if their violative behavior 

is !TOre reflective of conmunity or personal adjustnent problems, 

rather than criminal propensity per see A structured or 

semi-structured cornnunity-based facility program, could in many of 

these cases, serve as a cheaper alternative to reinprisorurent. 

The study noted a rather high unernployrrent rate for parolees who are 

returned to prison: three tirres higher than for those not returned. 

This three-to-one difference underscores the relative inportance of 

parolees having a job as a legitimate means of sustaining thanselves 

in the ccmnunity. 

The level of marketable job skills or job experience possessed by 

those who return to prison, tends to be low, and their ability to 

canpete in the job market, limited. These considerations point to a 

need to inprove the employability of these individuals. Job train­

ing programs in viable areas of ernployrrent within the State could 

greatly inprove the ability of parolees to obtain and maintain 

regular errployment. This could serve as an inportant deterrent to 

reinvolvement in illegal activities. The econanic payoff would he 

potentially substantial. Not only would the State stand to gain by 

rec1uce¢l costs for reinprisorment, but new revenues would be 

generated fran the additional incorres of errployed parolees. 

14 
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o The parolee population will continue. to gra-l, as the prison inmate 

population grCMS. Since 1980, the State's prison population has 

increased significantly. In 1980, there were 27,000 inmates. If 

this rising trend continues, as generally predicted, it will have 

an eventual negative llnpact on parole supervision unless adequate 

resources are provided for supervision operations. 

Finally, the study reported here represents an initial assessrrent of the 

cost-benefit status of parole supervision. Subsequent research needs to look 

at the cost benefit of parole supervision over tirre, i.e., fran year to year. 

Information on possible fluctuations in the econanic payoff of the service may 

prove useful in long-range planning and policy making. 

15 
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Notes 

In addition to ccmmmity supervision, the other majo;- CC!IpOnent of Parole 
is the Parole Board. Havever, use of cost-benefit analysis of the 
BoaJ;d's function would be inappropriate, since it would have to be 
assurred. that the nore inmates granted release by the Board, the better. 
A decision to release an inmate fran prison is based on careful 
consideration of the individual's case, rather than on the bedspace needs 
of prisons. To do otherwise would be to diminish in the eyes of the 
offender the seriousness of his/her criminal behavior as well as to 
undennine respect for the law. (McDonald, D. The Price of Punishrrent: 
Public Spending for Corrections In New York. Colorado: Westview Press, 
1980). 

Costs as well as benefit figures were not discounted for changes in 
interest or currency value rates, since the cost and benefit data cover 
the same period in tirre. As such, the cost and benefit :rreasures were 
already cc:mrensurate in dollar value. For this same reaSOll, no adjust­
nents for inflation changes were made. While the rate of inflation may 
have changed during the year under study, the impact would take sane tine 
to trickle down to actual prices paid for parole services. 

No atterrpt was made to adjust the differential tirre periods parolees 
spent under supervision as of the March 1982 cut-off date. SUch an 
adjust:m:mt is ordinarily made in parolee follCM-up studies. Not making 
this adjust:m:mt was not seen as an artifact that would confound the cost­
benefit results. The overriding objective of the present study was to 
obtain an estimate of the relative econanic payoff of parole super­
vision. Furtherrrore, as the statistics on page 8 indicate, the first few 
rronths on parole are the rrost crucial, i. e, the tendency towards failure 
on parole is nost pronounced during the first three rronths follCMing 
release fran prison. All of the releasees in the semple had been in the 
ccmmmity for at least four rronths follCMing prison release. In this 
sense, there were no differential t:i.ne-on-the-street effects present 
during the crucial point of supervision. 

See, for exarrq;>le, 1979-80 Annual Report of the New York State Division of 
Parole. 

Costs for parole supervision were obtained fran the Finance Office of the 
Division of Parole. The costs represent actual expenditure9' rather than 
budgeted expenses. 

16 
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6. Prisorr bedspace costs were obtained from the Finance Office of the 
Depart:Irent of Correctional Se:rvices. Costs were based on actual 
expenses. The reader should bear in mind that the annual per capita cost 
of $14,603 is an average. Actual costs differ depending on the security 
level of a prison facility. For instance, per capita cost in a maxirmlIn 
security facility is approximately $11,000, medium. security, $15,000 and 
~, $16,000. 

7. In theory, the derived benefit figure could have been adjusted further on 
the basis of SCIre externalities. For instance, the tax revenues derived 
fran parolee ercployrrent obtained with assistance fran parole officer 
staff could have been added to the benefit figure. 
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