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Presentation Notes
Cost benefit is the best way to bridge the difference between prevention versus prison. Also a critique of prevention that needs to be fixed to make it beneficial. 

Policy makers – do we do prisons or prevention? 

How to calculate cost trade-offs…issue that come up in practice, barriers, and key points for practitioners to keep in mind.

Look at unexpected implications of cost-benefit research for what we do in public practice. The cost-benefit issue will change how we target our funds

Policy maker’s dilemma – Protect community or save a child?  If we focus on cost-benefit trade-off, policy makers can reach across the aisle to say it works and saves money. 
Effective use of tax payer dollars.  Prisons don’t really prevent re-offending,  when it comes to saving a child, we often pick interventions based on gut rather than evidence, frequently mismatched to the demand of the tasks need to work with youth, seldom are interventions based on evidence and are often likely to fail rather than work. This is where prevention has failed, policy makers don’t see ROI.

Prisons don’t work because they are revolving door, not constructive while youth are in detention. 
Very small percentage of juvenile offenders are a danger to the community. Chronic offenders don’t specialize – NIJ looked at adult offenders released from prison, followed for three years, found that those incarcerated for a violent offense was just as likely to re-incarcerated for a property crime and vice versa. Chronic offenders increase in severity and types of crime. Only about 5% of juvenile offenders.  Disproportionately costly 

Question and Answers

Q:  How do you know if crime is all over the map, who is chronic? 
A: Look at age of onset if picked up first under 18. Part of the screening process to identify the kids most at risk.

Question/Comment: MPLS PD just started low level offenders, curfew and truancy as an indicator for future offense.  New initiative with police.  Curfew and truancy are red flags, along with skipping school, other things are going on. Doesn’t focus on severity of crime because it isn’t predictive – nothing to do with chronic offending. 

A: Highlight: Chronic offenders are costly – cost-benefit’s statistics are in line in national statistics.  Kids make mistakes, but there is a really small group who are chronic, hardcore offenders they cost the community a lot of money over their lifetime. (COHEN, 1998)  - He estimates the lifetime costs – over a million dollar for each early-onset delinquent. 

Violent Sexual Offenders: Costs are even greater. Lifetime costs over 2 million each. 

Policy makers don’t know how to respond to kids who start delinquent behavior at a young age.  Really high risk just by virtue at starting young, but system is poorly suited to early on-set delinquents – hence lowering the age of adjudication. Under 10 = child protection, and starting at age 10 it is a delinquency issue.  Programs started in Hennepin. & Ramsey to do programming for delinquents under 10 (ACE program in Ramsey).  Case management, school intervention, positive skill building.  
Q: Young kids having a problem with the law? When will we allow kids to be kids?  We are talking serious offenses that aren’t just kids being kids, but when the serious offenses happen, we don’t know what to do. In Michigan, by age 6 prosecute child as adult. Intervention programs are a challenge. The younger you are it doesn’t make sense to put kids in detention or prison. Children don’t have brain development to see prison as a consequence.  The teenage brain continues to mature as well. 
A: Prevention/Intervention is the best hope. Breaks the cycle – an investment with a new payoff when the young offenders grow up and have families and raise children positively. 

Crux of problem: We don’t have good prevention programming. 11 model programs have been determined by the Center for Study and Prevention of Violence – using rigorous criteria. 

The 11 are being replicated widely, but there are limitations. Those that aren’t working are typically counted funded programs that are tried, and dropped as they are found not to work. Model program = strict experimental evidence, the intervention works and results hold, replicate finding in other settings. Promising program = still collecting evidence, but early evidence suggests that it will work. 

Model for MN: Need a public policy institute like Washington State. They do the research to find out if the programs work, focused on solid research design. The legislature mandates studies and then funds them. Washington took four model programs to scale and then tested them. Goal: to develop a diversified portfolio of interventions because no one design fits all. Match interventions to risk profiles to align costs with benefits. 

Basic terms discussed. Benefit = future costs avoided; benefit/cost ratio = ROI.   Analogy = insulate our house to save energy costs. That is what we do with a cost benefit analysis. 

Benefit = per child on average = key! Need to talk about the average because you are taking into account both those who succeed and fail and aren’t being unrealistic in your outcomes. 

Q: Cost-benefit is always the tough sell – how do you prove what isn’t going to happen in the future? The right way to do it is longitudinal studies with randomized design follow the kids for a number of years and track outcomes. This is expensive but this is how you get model programs. 

A: See meta-analysis on model programs (AOS, 1998, 2004). 

Q: Why putting dollar amount on kids head?  It does feel callous, but we do it because they do care about youth but the only way to get money to do work is to argue that it is a better investment than building a new prison. You can tell why prisons and boot camps don’t give you the payoff you want to see. 

Q: Why prevention/intervention and not just a youth program? In a smaller community where we had villages, we used the community but we need organized solutions to help people so that those who want to do this work have the funding to do it. 


A: You need to look at the costs and benefits you count. People want to fudge on costs – don’t want to include the volunteer programming, etc…Need to count actual, real costs of services in all aspects. For benefits, it is tricky. Most savings is usually not taxpayer costs.  Like higher insurance costs, pain and suffering, business insurance costs, etc. These things matter but the taxpayer isn’t spending money on those things – they pay for the prison system and court system. They calculate the direct system benefits and then the indirect things. 
Q: Strib SOP articles – cost is coming from state, in that instance you can see taxpayer dollars.  If we start doing early intervention with extreme kids you can argue that you are saving this huge dollar cost. 

Q: Has the system (justice) come up with its costs? Economists do this, differently for jurisdictions, states, etc. There is a lot we don’t know. 

A: Who pays and who reaps: Early intervention is local government but county doesn’t really reap benefits state and feds do. 

Not easy to calculate cost-benefit. YOU MUST match target population right to the intervention.  Restorative justice is very good for lower risk target population. For chronic, serious, violent kids you need to study what works and have that diversified portfolio.  Monitor fidelity of program, expect to be half as effective as the model, evaluate! 

Q: Where does this come into play in the system? There are judges, etc. who use the results and where is it effective? People are starting to use evidence based practices.

A: Key points: programs must be based in theory, consistent with research, define target population carefully, partner with university researcher, EVALUTE, expect program development to take years.  Risk assessment define the target population, restrict enrollment and to estimate future expenses. 

The U of M trying to work with community partners. 

Example at low versus high risk beyond a single indicator (Tommy vs. Jim) Jim is the kid you spend $20,000 a year on. 
Q: Wouldn’t Tommy be a diversion, Jim would be something else – that’s matching services to risk. 

A: Model interventions can do harm. If the model is done right, but if you change things, harm can be done. Fidelity of model programs is key to actually having benefit. If you don’t, it can actually hurt. 

Boot camps don’t work.

Effective programs can be a poor investment if the costs are more than the future benefits. This makes the intervention better. 

Implications – focus on evidence based progress, do risk assessment, and know about generality of programs. 

BOTTOM LINE: RESEARCH will be we will no longer be serving most kids or the easiest kids. We will be focusing on the hardest kids to serve. 

