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Does Parole Work?—
Revisited

Reframing the Discussion of the 
Impact of Postprison Supervision 
on Offender Outcome

Melinda D. Schlager
University of Texas at Arlington
Kelly Robbins
New Jersey State Parole Board

Recent research evaluating differences in the method of release and outcome
suggests that offenders who leave prison at the expiration of sentence reoffend
at rates similar to offenders who are released from prison via discretionary or
mandatory release. This research assesses offenders released from prison at the
completion of sentence compared with those released from prison to discre-
tionary parole in New Jersey. In addition, this study evaluates whether demo-
graphic differences exist between parolees and max outs as well as time to event.
Findings suggest that discretionary parole releases in New Jersey are rearrested,
reconvicted, and reincarcerated less often than offenders who max out.

Keywords: parole; recidivism; reentry

Problem Statement

The steady but significant increase in the number of people incarcerated
in U.S. prisons and jails over the past three decades has resulted in an
inevitable surge in the number of ex-prisoners returning to communities
either on completion of the sentence or under community supervision
(Petersilia, 2003). Unfortunately, until recently, little was written about the
phenomenon known as offender reentry. Practitioners and scholars are just
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beginning to understand and recognize the nature and complex array of
issues that affect the offender, their families, and the communities to which
they return. Nowhere is testimony to the importance of offender reentry more
apparent than in the burgeoning scholarship on the subject (see Petersilia,
2003; Travis, 2005; Travis & Visher, 2005; and the August 2001 issue of
Crime & Delinquency for comprehensive and excellent overviews of the
issues subsumed under the umbrella term offender reentry).

This new interest in the period in time when an offender leaves jail or
prison and returns to the community has resulted in a reevaluation of current
release practice; it has forced scholars and practitioners to think about
offender release in new contexts, stirring old debates on several traditional
corrections issues. In particular, the intense focus on offender reentry has
fueled the age-old discussion of the viability of parole as an effective method
of community supervision (Lynch & Sabol, 2001; Petersilia, 2003).

Although alarmingly high rates of recidivism among released prisoners
have been well documented over the past 10 years, limited research has been
carried out to evaluate offender outcomes by release decision type (Petersilia,
1999; Tonry, 2000; U.S. Department of Justice, 2001). That is, little schol-
arship exists that attempts to determine whether the way in which an offender
is released (i.e., whether an offender is released from prison uncondition-
ally on completion of sentence or whether an offender is released condi-
tionally on parole or under the guise of mandatory release) affects outcome.
Certainly, any dialogue on effective offender reentry practice must also
include an informed discussion about the ways in which offenders are released
from prison and what potential effect a given method of release may have
on recidivism.

Literature Review

A review of the literature reveals relatively few studies that have directly
assessed release from prison according to release type and recidivism. A
recent Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) study completed in 2001 evaluated
trends in state parole and directly compared offenders who were released
from prison by discretionary means with those released from prison
under mandatory release guidelines or at the expiration of sentence (U.S.
Department of Justice, 2001). Results from this study concluded that
offenders released from prison on discretionary parole were more likely to
successfully complete parole supervision compared with those released
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from prison to parole via mandatory release (US Department of Justice,
2001). Between 1990 and 1999, offenders released from prison by the
discretion of a parole board successfully completed parole 50% to 56% of
the time, whereas offenders released to parole via mandatory release suc-
cessfully completed parole 24% to 33% of the time (US Department of
Justice, 2001).

The 2001 BJS study also found that rates of recidivism were affected by
the time served in prison. Parole success rates were highest among offenders
who served less than 12 months in prison and who were released to parole
for the first time. Seventy-five percent of first-time parolees who served less
than 12 months in prison completed parole successfully (US Department of
Justice, 2001).

The most recently published study comparing offenders who were
released from prison on completion of their sentence with offenders released
from prison to parole (either through discretionary or mandatory release)
was conducted by the Urban Institute (UI) in 2005. This research utilized
data collected by Langan and Levin for the U.S. Department of Justice study
on recidivism of prisoners released in 1994. The UI report attempted to
answer several questions regarding the impact of supervision on outcome
when stratified by release type.

Specifically, the UI report sought to evaluate whether there were inher-
ent differences between offenders released from prison on expiration of
sentence and offenders released via discretionary or mandatory parole with
respect to demographics, incarceration characteristics, and criminal histo-
ries. Moreover, researchers were interested in evaluating whether offenders
released from prison unconditionally recidivated at different rates compared
with those released from prison to parole. Ultimately, the UI study sought
to determine when and for whom supervision matters most (Solomon,
Kachnowski, & Bhati, 2005).

Results from this research found that postincarceration supervision (be
it through discretionary or mandatory release) did not result in a significant
reduction in recidivism compared with ex-prisoners who left prison on
completion of their sentence (Solomon et al., 2005). Specifically, Solomon
and colleagues determined that more than 60% of max outs were rearrested
after 2 years of release from prison compared with 54% of offenders who
were released from prison to discretionary parole and 61% of offenders
who were released from prison via mandatory release.

Furthermore, when personal characteristics and criminal histories were
controlled, the predicted probability of rearrest for unconditional releases
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and for offenders released to parole under mandatory release was 61%
compared with 57% for discretionary parolees (Solomon et al., 2005).
Moreover, offenders who were released from prison unconditionally and
those released from prison via mandatory release were found to be slightly
higher-risk offenders than offenders released from prison to discretionary
parole (2005).

Based on these findings, the UI authors concluded that parole, on an
aggregate level, does not work. They also noted the following:

It is critical to understand not only why supervision does not work as well as
it should across the board, but also why supervision does work for some
groups and how similar gains could be realized for larger subsets of the parole
caseload. (Solomon et al., 2005, p. 17)

Justification of Research

There are several limitations to the existing research on recidivism,
especially when considering outcome by release type. First, conclusions
from existing research are based on data reported in the aggregate. Travis
and Visher (2005) argued that one cannot divorce disparate state-level pol-
icy and practice from outcome, thereby suggesting that cross-state com-
parisons of rates of recidivism are difficult and not particularly useful.
Moreover, conclusions about parole practice drawn from aggregate data do
not adequately account for significant interstate variation in parole popu-
lations and supervision guidelines (U.S. Department of Justice, 2001) or
political will.

Piehl and LoBuglio (2005) also noted that there is significant interstate
variability with regard to many characteristics of released offenders that do
not necessarily present in the aggregate. Furthermore, technical violations
and the parole revocations process—processes that affect parole supervision
and practice—vary greatly from state to state and are more representative of
how individual states choose to respond to crime than of underlying criminal
behavior (Blumstein & Beck, 2005; Travis & Visher, 2005). Consequently,
assessments of recidivism at the state level, especially as they pertain to
differences in outcome by release type, are particularly desirable as states
attempt to determine the viability of discretionary release and to develop
release policies and practice that meet local needs.

Another limitation to the existing recidivism research is that the data
employed in these studies are at least a decade old, making it difficult to
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draw conclusions about the efficacy of current (or relatively current) release
practice. Modifications to criminal justice practice over the past 10 years,
including changes in sentencing guidelines, ideological shifts in the purpose
of parole, the increasing reliance on technical violations, and new tech-
nologies such as electronic monitoring, have individually and in aggregate
significantly affected and substantially changed the landscape of release
practice from what it was in the 1990s (Lynch & Sabol, 2001; Petersilia,
2003).

In all fairness, significant time must pass for a recidivating event to occur,
requiring that researchers sometimes wait for years before an evaluation of
recidivism can take place. However, those analyses must then be extremely
sensitive to changes in practice, legislation, ideology, and their collective
effect on outcome. Reporting older data in the aggregate likely reduces the
sensitivity of statistical tests to account for subtle, but very important indi-
vidual state differences—differences that may very well affect states’ correc-
tions and parole policies, procedures, and practice.

Recent research also makes clear the need for additional assessments of
recidivism that take into consideration differences in methods of release.
Rosenfeld, Wallman, and Fornango (2005) in their work on the contributions
of ex-prisoners to crime rates noted that although understanding the issues
surrounding the ratio of prison admissions to releases is important, so too is
understanding the conditions under which an offender is released. Moreover,
the documented increase in the number of offenders released via mandatory
parole and at the expiration of sentence compared with those released to
discretionary parole makes examining the impact of this shift in release
practice necessary (U.S. Department of Justice, 2001).

Although the conclusions of the UI report illustrate the success (or lack
thereof) of parole at the national level, the report’s most important conclu-
sions indicate how little scholars actually know about parole practice at the
state level. Therefore, it seems prudent to conduct a more detailed state-level
analysis of offender release practice and outcome. To that end, this research
addresses some of the limitations of previous research by providing an
analysis of offender release in New Jersey. Specifically, this study seeks to
discern whether there are demographic differences between offenders on
parole compared with offenders released from prison without supervision.
Furthermore, this research assesses whether offenders released to parole
present with lower rates of recidivism compared with those released from
prison to the community at the expiration of sentence and evaluates the effect
of time at risk on the outcome.

238 The Prison Journal
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Method

The sample utilized for this analysis was a random sample of 500 offend-
ers taken from a sampling frame of 14,780 offenders—the total number of
offenders who were released from prison in New Jersey in the calendar year
2001. Ultimately, 11 offenders were not included in the final analysis due to
missing case files or state police interstate information index (III) informa-
tion. The remaining 489 offenders included in this analysis were released
from New Jersey Department of Corrections facilities between January 1,
2001, and December 31, 2001, and were followed through March 12, 2005.
A cursory review of offenders by release type for the sample of 489 offend-
ers revealed that only 9 offenders from this sample were released from
prison to parole via mandatory release. This discovery made evaluating the
efficacy of mandatory parole release impossible. Therefore, this research
focused on assessing differences in outcomes between 480 offenders released
from prison via discretionary release and offenders who were released from
prison at the expiration of sentence (max outs).

Data for analysis were obtained from several sources, including judg-
ments of conviction, offender parole files, and official state data management
systems, including the New Jersey State Parole Board automated parole
information system and the New Jersey Department of Corrections automated
offender management system. Outcomes data were derived from state police
criminal case history reports that capture rearrest, reconviction, and rein-
carceration data within the state and from III reports that capture these out-
comes nationwide.

The following criterion variables were utilized to assess outcome. Rearrest
was defined as an arrest by municipal, state, or federal law enforcement
personnel after the offender was released in 2001. Reconviction was defined
as a municipal (a conviction for a term less than 365 days) or a state (a con-
viction for a term more than 365 days) conviction resulting from a first
arrest after release in 2001. Convictions resulting from a second or a later
arrest after release in 2001 were not followed. Reincarceration was defined
as a county or state incarceration that resulted from the first arrest and con-
viction after release in 2001.

Technical violations and parole revocations were not considered in this
analysis due to inherent problems in the measurement and reliability of these
variables as indicators of criminal behavior as opposed to parole policy or
officer management style. Intervals developed for the observation of out-
comes for this analysis include 3 months, 6 months, 6–12 months, 1 year
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inclusive, 1–2 years, 2 years inclusive, 2–3 years, 3 years inclusive, 3–4 years,
and 4 years inclusive.

Results

Given that one of the primary purposes of this study was to assess whether
differences in outcome were observed between offenders who were paroled
in New Jersey compared with those who maxed out, by-group differences
were assessed for a variety of descriptive characteristics. Although several
of the analyses revealed no statistically significant differences between max
outs and parolees, some statistically significant results were noted and merit
discussion.

With respect to demographic information, no statistically significant
differences in gender and ethnicity were found between max outs and
parolees. Moreover, no statistically significant differences between max outs
and parolees were detected for several other descriptive variables, includ-
ing sentence length, number of instant offenses, number of arrests previous
to the current offense for which the offender was incarcerated, number of
felony convictions previous to the current offense for which the offender
was incarcerated, total number of felony convictions ever, whether an
offender had been previously paroled, the number of parole violations ever,
whether the offender had previously maxed out on an adult sentence,
whether the offender had a juvenile record, whether the offender had ever
committed violent crime, the number of violent crimes ever committed, and
if the offender was rearrested, reconvicted, or reincarcerated, whether it was
for a violent crime.

However, statistically significant differences between max outs and
parolees were found with respect to several characteristics. For ease of under-
standing, these differences have been stratified in Table 1 based on whether
they were observed prearrest or post-2001 release. Data show that there were
statistically significant differences between max outs and parolees with
respect to age, with max outs presenting with a mean age of 38 compared
with parolees who had a mean age of 36 (t = 2.5, p = .01).

Furthermore, max outs also presented with statistically more significant
number of arrests (ever) compared with parolees, with max outs having a
mean of 10.1 arrests compared with parolees who had a mean of 8.6 total
arrests (t = 2.3, p = .02). Differences were also found between max outs and
parolees with regard to the number of times an offender was incarcerated
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prior to the instant offense for which they were most recently incarcerated.
Prior to the instant offense for which they were most recently incarcerated,
max outs were incarcerated a mean of 1.7 times compared with parolees
who were incarcerated a mean of 1.1 times (t = 4.2, p = .001). Max outs and
parolees also differed with respect to the number of times an offender was
paroled prior to the instant offense for which they were incarcerated. Max
outs were previously paroled a mean of 1.4 times compared with parolees
who were paroled a mean of 0.8 times, t = 5.0 (475), p = .001.

The variable that captured the instant offense for which the offender
was most recently incarcerated included 63 criminal offenses that were col-
lapsed into seven offense types, including drug-related offenses, theft/burglary
offenses, fraud/forgery offenses, violent crime/assault offenses, escape
offenses, weapons offenses, and nonviolent offenses. Dummy variables were
created for this variable to assess differences in offense type by release
type. Results indicate that offenders in the parolee subgroup were incarcer-
ated for drug offenses more than offenders in the max-out subgroup, χ2 = 7.1
(1), p = .008. Conversely, offenders in the max-out sample subgroup were
incarcerated for more violent crime/assault offenses than offenders in the
parolee sample subgroup, χ2 = 4.1 (1), p = .04. For offenders who were rear-
rested after their release to the community in 2001, max outs were found to
have a statistically significantly higher number of postrelease arrests (mean
of 2.3 times) compared with parolees who were rearrested a mean of 1.7
times (t = 2.7, p = .001).

Table 1
Overall and Subgroup Descriptive Statistics (N == 480)

Max Test 
Overall Outs Parolees Statistic p 
(480) (173) (307) t (df) Value

Prearrest characteristics
Age 36.5 37.9 35.8 2.5 (478) .01
Number of times incarcerated 1.3 1.7 1.1 4.2 (478) .001

prior to instant offense
Total number of arrests ever 9.2 10.1 8.6 2.3 (478) .02
Number of times offender was 1.4 0.8 5.0 (475) .001

paroled prior to instant offense
Instant offense type by category 3.1 2.6 2.5 (478) .01

Post-2001 release characteristics
Number of postrelease arrests 1.9 2.3 1.7 2.8 (478) .005
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In addition to assessing similarities and differences in sample subgroups,
this research evaluated differences in base rates of max outs compared with
parolees. Base rates represent the presence or absence of the particular event
in question. In this instance, outcome measures for this analysis included
rearrest, reconviction, and reincarceration.

Overall, offenders who maxed out were rearrested and reconvicted at
statistically significant rates greater than parolees. Seventy percent of max
outs were rearrested, and 44% of max outs were reconvicted compared with
60% of parolees who were rearrested and 34% who were reconvicted up to
4 years after release, t = 2.2 (376), p = .03; t = 2.1 (343), p = .04.

Further analysis of base rates when evaluated by time interval revealed
that max outs were rearrested statistically significantly more often than
parolees (a) within 3 months, 0.24 for max outs compared with 0.14 for
parolees, t = 2.3 (215), p = .02; (b) within 6 months, 0.43 for max outs com-
pared with 0.27 for parolees, t = 2.7 (235), p = .006; (c) within 1 year, 0.68
for max outs compared with 0.48 for parolees, t = 3.6 (267), p = .003; and
(d) within 2 years of release from prison, 0.88 for max outs compared with
0.78 for parolees, t = 2.3 (290), p = .02 (Table 2). Interestingly, parolees were
rearrested statistically significantly more often than max outs between Year
1 and Year 2 of release, 0.30 for parolees compared with 0.19 for max outs,
t = 2.2 (280), p = .03, and between Year 2 and Year 3 of release, 0.13 for
parolees compared with 0.03 for max outs, t = 3.3 (292), p = .001. There
were no statistically significant differences in rearrest between max outs and
parolees within 3 years of release from prison or during year 4.

With respect to reconviction and reincarceration, the results show that
the reconviction for the max outs were statistically more significant than
parolees within 3 months after release, 0.09 for max outs compared to 0.02
for parolees; t = 2.0 (99), p = .05. No other differences between max outs
and parolees and reconviction were observed. For offenders who were rein-
carcerated, max outs were reincarcerated significantly more often than
parolees within 2 years of release, 0.71 for max outs compared to 0.52 for
parolees, t = 2.2 (110), p = .03, and within 3 years of release from prison,
0.94 for max outs compared to 0.73 for parolees; t = 3.4 (115), p = .001.
Parolees, on the other hand, were reincarcerated statistically significantly
more than max outs within 4 years of release from prison, 0.25 for parolees
compared to 0.06 for max outs; t = 3.0 (117), p = .003 (Table 2).

Survival analyses were also conducted to assess time to event (rearrest,
reconviction, and reincarceration) by release type (whether an offender maxed
out or was on parole supervision). Survival analyses are uniquely positioned
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Table 2
Base Rates by Outcome and Time Interval

Max Outs (173) Parolees (307) Test Statistic t(df) p Value

3 months
Rearrest 0.24 0.14 2.3 (215) .02
Reconviction 0.09 0.02 2.0 (99) .05
Reincarceration 0.04 0.01

3–6 months
Rearrest 0.18 0.14
Reconviction 0.05 0.04
Reincarceration 0.04 0.01

6 months inclusive
Rearrest 0.43 0.27 2.7 (235) .006
Reconviction 0.14 0.06
Reincarceration 0.08 0.03

6 months–1 year
Rearrest 0.26 0.21
Reconviction 0.21 0.17
Reincarceration 0.14 0.14

1 year inclusive
Rearrest 0.68 0.48 3.6 (267) .00003
Reconviction 0.36 0.23
Reincarceration 0.22 0.16

1–2 Years
Rearrest 0.19 0.30 2.2 (280) .03
Reconviction 0.38 0.47
Reincarceration 0.50 0.36

2 years inclusive
Rearrest 0.88 0.78 2.3 (290) .02
Reconviction 0.74 0.70
Reincarceration 0.71 0.52 2.2 (110) .03

2–3 Years
Rearrest 0.03 0.13 3.3 (292) .001
Reconviction 0.20 0.16
Reincarceration 0.22 0.21

3 years inclusive
Rearrest 0.91 0.91
Reconviction 0.93 0.86
Reincarceration 0.94 0.73 3.4 (115) .001

3–4 Years
Rearrest 0.08 0.09
Reconviction 0.05 0.12
Reincarceration 1.0 0.97

4 years inclusive
Rearrest 0.99 1.0
Reconviction 0.99 0.98
Reincarceration 0.06 0.25 3.0 (117) .003
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to assess criminal event outcomes precisely because they are sensitive to the
speed at which an offender recidivates and are therefore a useful test of how
well or to what extent certain variables are able to affect an outcome at any
period in time. First, a Kaplan–Meier product-limit analysis was generated in
an effort to estimate time to event in the presence of censored cases, those
cases for which an outcome (rearrest, reconviction, or reincarceration) was
not recorded. A Cox regression analysis was employed to take into account
covariates that might affect outcome by release type.

Results from the Kaplan–Meier analysis assessing survival and rearrest
included 480 offenders of which 36.5% of cases were censored (175 events)
[AQ: Please check the correction in the percentage.]. As Figure 1 indicates,
mean survival time was 349 days for offenders who were released from
prison at the expiration of sentence and 465 days for offenders released to
parole. A log-rank test to assess the equality of survival distribution by release
type for rearrest was statistically significant, 4.95 (1), p = .03. Parolees
remained free from rearrest statistically significantly longer than offenders
who maxed out.
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Kaplan–Meier Survival Function of Rearrest by Release Type
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A Cox regression analysis was employed to assess the effect of type of
release on rearrest controlling for several covariates (Table 3). Results from
this analysis were statistically significant with a –2 log likelihood of
2,123.8, χ2 72.8 (5), p = .001. Results indicate that release type accounted
for significant differences in rates of rearrest when controlling for age and
the total number of arrests ever. No differences were observed for the vari-
ables that assessed the number of incarcerations prior to the instant offense,
the number of prior times an offender was paroled, and the instant offense
for which an offender was incarcerated.

Results from the Kaplan–Meier analysis assessing survival and reconvic-
tion included 480 offenders of which 62.2% of cases were censored (181
events). Mean survival time was 536 days for offenders who maxed out and
643 days for offenders released to parole. A log-rank test statistic to assess the
equality of survival distribution by release type for reconviction was not sta-
tistically significant. Results from the Cox regression analysis were signifi-
cant with a –2 log likelihood of 3,674.5, χ2 18.0 (5), p = .003. Results indicate
that release type accounted for significant differences in rates of reconviction
when controlling for age and the total number of arrests ever. No differences
were observed for variables that assessed the number of prior incarcerations
prior to the instant offense, the number of prior times an offender was paroled,
and the instant offense for which an offender was incarcerated.

Results from the Kaplan–Meier analysis assessing survival and reincar-
ceration included 480 offenders of which 74.6% of cases were censored
(358 events). As Figure 2 indicates, mean survival time was 577 days for
offenders who maxed out and 763 days for offenders released to parole.

A log-rank test statistic to assess the equality of survival distribution by
release type for reincarceration was statistically significant, 11.04 (1), p =
.001. Parolees remained free from reincarceration statistically significantly

Table 3
Cox Regression Analysis of Selected Covariates 

on Rearrest by Release Type (N == 480)

b SE of b Wald Statistic Odds Ratio p Value

Age .04 .007 34.1 1.0 .001
Total number of arrests ever .09 .02 27.8 .91 .001
Number of prior incarcerations .07 .06 1.4 1.1
Number of prior times paroled .01 .01 0.85 1.0
Instant office by crime type .02 .04 0.19 1.0
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longer than offenders released from prison at the expiration of sentence.
Cox regression results were not significant.

Discussion

Descriptive analyses indicated that there were several characteristic dif-
ferences between the max out and parolee sample subgroups, including age,
total number of arrests ever, the number of times an offender was incarcer-
ated prior to the instant offense, the number of times an offender was paroled
prior to the instant offense, and the instant offense for which the offender
was most recently incarcerated. Although several of these differences (age,
the total number of arrests ever, the number of prior incarcerations) mirror
correlates found to be consistent indicators of recidivism (Petersilia, 2003),
the others require more detailed explanation.

This research indicates that, compared with parolees, offenders in the
max-out sample subgroup were more likely to have been on parole at some
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point previous to the instant offense. Yet these data also show no difference
between max outs and parolees with regard to the number of parole viola-
tions experienced by each group. This finding suggests that although parole
board members may have been willing to take a chance by granting parole
to the max-out sample subgroup at some point in the past, the board members
were not willing to chance it again, either because of the nature of the instant
offense or because of past participation on parole.

The other prearrest characteristic of interest is the instant offense for
which the offender was incarcerated. When the instant offense for which the
offender was incarcerated was collapsed into one of seven crime type cate-
gories, differences were seen between parolees and max outs with respect
to drug offenses and violent crime/assault offenses. Interestingly, the instant
offense of record was more likely to be a drug offense for offenders who
were eventually paroled in contrast to the instant offense of record for
offenders who ultimately maxed out, which was more likely to be a violent
crime. Although these results may suggest inherent differences in the two
sample subgroups at the outset, subsequent Cox regression analyses indi-
cated that these differences in the instant offense type did not significantly
impact survival, the ability of the offender to remain free from rearrest,
reconviction, or reincarceration.

Logically, some scholars argue that inherent selection bias between those
offenders who are selected for discretionary release compared with those
who max out may exist. It is not unreasonable to postulate that offenders
released to parole are chosen precisely because they are believed to have a
better chance for success on parole compared with those released at the
expiration of sentence or via mandatory release (Rosenfeld et al., 2005). Yet
these data suggest that inherent differences in individual-level characteris-
tics between max outs and parolees released in New Jersey either do not
exist or, if they do exist, do not seem to impact outcome.

Moreover, even if individual-level differences in subgroup characteris-
tics sway parole board members to vote one way or the other, these char-
acteristics may not be representative of the overall risk that an offender
actually poses to the community. Gendreau, Little, and Goggin (1996) have
established that although static factors of risk are important to consider
when ascertaining how much risk an offender poses to the community, so
too are dynamic risk factors such as attitudes, peer relationships, and hous-
ing. As this research was unable to account for these potential confounding
factors, future research on release practice in New Jersey should consider
assessing risk by release type and outcome using an objective risk instrument.
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In this way, the impact of static and dynamic factors on outcome when strati-
fied by release type may be more fully elucidated.

Despite unanswered questions about the role that characteristic differ-
ences in sample subgroups play in impacting outcome, in keeping with pre-
vious research, this analysis found that offenders who were released from
prison to parole demonstrated more successful outcomes than other release
types (Rosenfeld et al., 2005; U.S. Department of Justice, 2001). Moreover,
data from this study indicate that offenders released from prison at the expi-
ration of sentence were more likely to be rearrested and reincarcerated ear-
lier and more often compared with offenders released to parole. Specifically,
max outs were likely to be rearrested very soon after release: 24% of max
outs were rearrested in the first 3 months after release from prison and 43%
of max outs were rearrested within 6 months of release. These data support
the conclusions from the 2001 BJS Study that determined that on a national
level, if offenders fail, they are more likely to fail in the first 12 months after
release (U.S. Department of Justice, 2001).

These data not only argue that offenders who are released to discretionary
parole are able to remain free from rearrest, reconviction, and reincarcera-
tion longer than offenders released from prison at the expiration of sentence
but also show that if parolees were rearrested this event was more likely to
occur between Year 1 and Year 2 or between Year 2 and Year 3 of release
from prison. This finding has particular relevance for practitioners in New
Jersey and other states that may have experienced this phenomenon.

Knowing this, parole policy and practice in New Jersey should enhance
strategies that focus on identifying and servicing the needs of parolees
during this critical period. Further reductions in recidivism might be possi-
ble if a supervision strategy that takes this phenomenon into account were
developed.

Unfortunately, efforts to determine which specific factors influenced the
ability of parolees to remain free from rearrest, reconviction, and reincar-
ceration longer than max outs fell short. Analyses assessing sentence length
and the impact of the type of parole supervision on outcome indicated that
there were no statistically significant differences between the two sample
subgroups with regard to these variables. Furthermore, data on whether the
offender was a first-time offender were not captured, making evaluation of
this potential confounding factor impossible.

Yet, one explanation for the observed differences in outcomes between
parolees and max outs may be tied to the very function of supervision. It may
be that the mere existence of supervision is enough to increase the ability
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of parolees to remain free from rearrest, reconviction, and reincarceration
longer than max outs. In this scenario, exposure to supervision through
access to a parole officer, the inherent responsibilities and conditions that
come with parole, and the services that offenders are often required to
obtain may serve as protective factors, extending the time to failure (rear-
rest, reconviction, or reincarceration) for offenders on parole compared
with those who leave prison at the completion of sentence. Furthermore,
although it is true that the quality of supervision and service may vary sig-
nificantly by officer and service provider, one could argue that offenders on
parole must have greater access to services compared with offenders who
max out, simply because they are made aware of the existence of these
services. Lack of access to or knowledge of available services may poten-
tially impact outcome.

However, prior research has shown that exposure to supervision often
results not in success but in failure, precisely because supervision exposes
an individual to a heightened level of scrutiny not ordinarily experienced by
those not under supervision or those subject to less stringent supervision.
The 1993 study by Petersilia and Turner, a nine-state randomized study of
intensive supervision probation/parole programs (ISP) compared with stan-
dard supervision, found that ISP resulted in more technical violations and
that overall there was little difference in rearrest rates between offenders
assigned to standard supervision compared with those in the ISP group
(Petersilia & Turner, 1993).

The possibility exists that practitioners and scholars may be confusing
the potentially positive effects of supervision (an umbrella term that encom-
passes elements of casework and case management and law enforcement)
with the decidedly negative effects of too much surveillance. This contention
is supported by results from a study by Sherman and colleagues (1997) that
found that supervision that includes elements of treatment or rehabilitation
reduced recidivism more than supervision alone. Future research might
consider reframing evaluations of supervision to include the possibility that
supervision may serve as a protective factor, might evaluate the role of the
parole officer as service provider, might assess the impact of exposure to
service on outcome, and analyze whether differences in parole officer atti-
tudes and practice impact offender outcome.

Although the results of this study have perhaps raised more questions
than provided answers, this research does confirm the contention of Travis
and Visher (2005) that national evaluations sometimes obscure state-level
policy and practice. Hopefully, this research has demonstrated the need for
future state-level analyses in New Jersey and elsewhere that result in critical
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appraisals of policy and practice and substantive change where necessary. In
fact, this critical evaluation has already begun in earnest in New Jersey with
the formation of the New Jersey State Parole Board Evidence-Based Practices
Initiative that has been endorsed and supported in part by the National Institute
of Corrections. This initiative’s primary aim is to evaluate current parole
policy and practice in an effort to improve outcome.

Ultimately, statistical significance that shows that parolees in New Jersey
are able to remain free from rearrest, reconviction, and reincarceration
longer than max outs must be reconciled with the practical reality that 88%
of max outs and 78% of parolees were rearrested within 2 years of release
from a New Jersey prison. These outcomes are staggering and should be
unacceptable under any circumstances. Discretionary parole release may
work in New Jersey, but there is great potential for it to work better.
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