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How Much Do the 
Crimes Committed by 
Released Inmates Cost?

Michael Ostermann1 and Joel M. Caplan1

Abstract
The goal of this study is to explore the monetary costs of crimes committed 
by former inmates as they attempt to transition back into their communities. 
We use data gathered from New Jersey prison releases from 2005 to 2007 
(n = 31,831) for our explorations. In addition to describing local-, county-, 
and state-level costs of crimes, we construct a series of regression models to 
predict costs using several predictors of recidivism. Results indicate that age, 
minority status, area-level deprivation, and whether the inmate was released 
to parole supervision were statistically significant predictors of costs in 
expected directions. However, strongly established predictors of recidivism 
such as criminal history and policy-relevant predictors such as time served 
are not significant predictors of postrelease costs of crimes. Our discussion 
presents a simple cost-benefit analysis according to two distinct policy 
approaches: (a) targeting evidence-based correctional principles toward 
high-risk former inmates and (b) incapacitating high-risk former inmates.

Keywords
costs of crime, reentry, reintegration, recidivism, rearrest, corrections

It is well documented that the United States has experienced an unprece-
dented growth in its prison populations and, as a consequence, hundreds of 
thousands of former inmates are released to their communities every year 
(Petersilia, 2003; Travis, 2005; West, Sabol, & Greenman, 2010). Coinciding 
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with the increased use of incarceration throughout the nation is an increased 
attention to the relative costs associated with managing correctional popula-
tions as well as potential cost savings associated with engaging released pris-
oners in alternatives to incarceration and other rehabilitative programs (Aos, 
Miller, & Drake, 2006; Drake, Aos, & Miller, 2009). Nationwide, with the 
exception of Medicaid, state appropriations to corrections budgets have out-
paced all other appropriations in recent years (Travis, 2005; Justice Policy 
Institute, 2002). This has resulted in a 423% increase in per capita expendi-
tures for corrections systems between 1982 and 2003, with corrections 
accounting for 33% of the nation’s overall US$185 billion in justice expendi-
tures (Hughes, 2006). Within justice expenditures, the nation’s appropriation 
to corrections systems is second only to that of policing systems (Hughes, 
2006). Correctional systems cause huge financial burdens upon the states in 
which they operate (Travis, 2005). For example, in New Jersey, the annual 
corrections budget currently exceeds US$1 billion a year (State of New 
Jersey, 2010); the cost of incarcerating an offender is approaching US$50,000 
a year (Kleykamp, Rosenfeld, & Scotti, 2008); and the average time served is 
approaching 3 years. The study presented here uses New Jersey data to 
explore the costs associated with the reoffending patterns of recently released 
inmates; that is, after the State made large financial investments in their 
incarceration for the purpose of punishment but also to prevent new crimes 
by way of incapacitation and specific deterrence.

The monetary dilemma with incapacitation-based approaches to crime 
control is that the public is insulated from incurring costs associated with 
crime commission only when lawbreakers are imprisoned, and only if ex-pris-
oners abstain from crime upon their eventual release. Research has demon-
strated that, on average, incarceration prevents between 6.2 and 14.1 offenses 
per year for a juvenile and between 4.9 and 8.4 offenses per year for an adult 
(Sweeten & Apel, 2007). A substantial literature has been dedicated to the 
exploration of potential avenues that can be pursued to improve outcomes of 
former inmates, as they attempt to reintegrate back into communities. These 
endeavors are typically accomplished through assessing risks and needs, being 
responsive to individual learning styles, and matching appropriate offenders to 
appropriate evidence-based interventions (Lowenkamp & Latessa, 2004, 
2005). Some studies have analyzed how particular correctional programs 
translate into cost savings by lowering recidivism through connecting inmates 
and former inmates to rehabilitative services (e.g., Roman, Brooks, Lagerson, 
Chalfin, & Tereshchenko, 2007; Zhang, Roberts, & Callanan, 2006). Other 
research studies indicate that prison release cohorts significantly contribute to 
a state’s crime rates (Rosenfeld, Wallman, & Fornango, 2005). The monetary 
costs associated with the general recidivism patterns of prison release cohorts 
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are understudied, but such an analysis can provide great insight about the rela-
tive return of investments to correctional systems. To date, the discussions 
surrounding these investments have largely focused on the occurrences of 
criminal recidivism rather than the relative costs associated with these occur-
rences. Reflecting these gaps in the current literature, this study seeks to 
answer two research questions:

Research Question 1: How much do the crimes committed by recently 
released inmates cost?
Research Question 2: What prerelease characteristics of former inmates 
are significantly predictive of the costs associated with their postrelease 
crimes?

This study builds upon the work of Cohen, Piquero, and Jennings (2010a, 
2010b) and their studies of offending trajectories of members of the Second 
Philadelphia Birth Cohort. These researchers attached costs to arrests that 
were experienced by individuals during the course of their criminal careers. 
Through this research, Cohen et al. (2010a, 2010b) demonstrated the potential 
cost savings of preventing chronic juvenile offenders from engaging in a life 
of crime and delinquency. The current study explores the costs of crimes com-
mitted by released prisoners by attaching the cost formulas used by Cohen 
et al. (2010a, 2010b) to arrests that were experienced by offenders within 3 
years of release from New Jersey prisons from 2005 to 2007 (n = 31,831).

Regression modeling is used to predict postrelease costs of crimes through 
the use of established indicators of criminal recidivism such as age, prior 
criminal record, risk level, offense type, release type, minority status, area-
level deprivation, and time served. Within our analyses, time served is used 
as an indicator of the relative investment the state made in incapacitating an 
individual offender. Our discussion presents a cost-benefit analysis that dem-
onstrates the potential fiscal impact of obtaining a reasonable reduction of 
recidivism for high-risk offenders in the community compared with the alter-
native of keeping high-risk offenders in an incarcerated setting.

The following sections review research that has previously addressed the 
costs of crimes and prisoner reentry. After discussing the data and method-
ologies used for this study, we conclude with a summary of the findings and 
a discussion of potential policy implications.

Costs of Crimes

Research estimating a national-level cost of crimes committed in the United 
States has uniformly found that criminal behavior is extremely expensive to 
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a variety of stakeholders. Anderson (1999) estimated aggregate annual costs 
to be approximately US$1.7 trillion. This figure is comparable with annual 
life insurance purchases, the outstanding mortgage debt to commercial banks 
and savings institutions, and health expenditures (Anderson, 1999). Studies 
that have attached costs to individual crimes have used two different cost 
paradigms: ex post or Bottom-Up (BU) costs and ex ante, top-down, or 
Willingness to Pay (WTP) costs. The BU approach takes into account victim-
related costs such as decreased productivity and pain and suffering, system-
level costs such as those incurred by criminal processing through courts and 
prisons, and the loss of productivity of offenders due to incarceration (Cohen, 
1998; Cohen et al., 2010a). This approach has been criticized, however, due 
to its exclusion of elements such as fear of crime and the costs associated 
with actions taken by the public to attempt to avoid being victimized (Cohen, 
1998; Cohen et al., 2010a; Nagin, 2001).

The top-down WTP approach developed by Cohen, Rust, Steen, and Tidd 
(2004) estimated the costs associated with different crimes by conducting a 
nationally representative survey of 1,300 U.S. residents. Their approach was 
guided using contingent valuation methodologies to address prior criticisms 
of the BU approach. Contingent valuation uses stated preferences of respon-
dents contingent on the details of the constructed market for the environmen-
tal good put forth in the survey (Carson & Hanemann, 2005). In their survey, 
Cohen et al. (2004) asked respondents whether they would be willing to vote 
for a proposal that would require each household in their community to pay 
an amount of money between US$25 and US$225 to prevent 1 in 10 of cer-
tain crime types (e.g., burglary, serious assault, robbery, rape, and murder). 
The cost estimates that ultimately resulted from this research were found to 
be between 1.5 and 10 times higher than prior BU estimates.

Both the BU and WTP approaches should be viewed as ways to organize 
how we think about the relative impacts of crime upon our society rather than 
hard costs. Both approaches use different methods to present hierarchical con-
structs about the scalability of crimes and how they relate to one another. To 
that end, the values placed on certain crimes do not necessarily translate into 
direct cost savings. For example, the BU and WTP estimates for murder 
(US$5.0 million and US$11.8 million, respectively) do not communicate that 
if one of these crimes were prevented, that society would be richer by US$5.0 
or US$11.8 million. It simply estimates that a murder costs approximately 
US$5.0 million according to estimations of the costs associated with pain and 
suffering, lost quality of life, criminal processing, and lost productivity (Cohen 
et al., 2010a) and that the public would be willing to pay an estimated US$11.8 
million to prevent these types of crimes from occurring. If a murder were pre-
vented, we would not have extra money to put toward civic development, 
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social programs, the building of infrastructure, military expenditures, debt, 
campaigns, or other various things policy makers spend money on.

Much of the research applying the costs of crimes to offending patterns 
has been geared toward the analysis of costs associated with criminal careers 
(Cohen & Piquero, 2009; Cohen et  al., 2010a; DeLisi & Gatling, 2003; 
Piquero, Jennings, & Farrington, 2011; Welsh, Loeber, Stevens, Stouthamer-
Loeber, Cohen, & Farrington, 2008). The criminal careers literature has 
spurred many theoretical developments about the variation, prevalence, fre-
quency, onset, and specialization of populations of offenders across various 
demographic, social, and societal characteristics (Blumstein, Cohen, & 
Farrington, 1988; Cohen et  al., 2010a; Piquero, 2008). A product of this 
research has been the specification of developmental and typological theories 
that postulate the existence of distinct groups of criminals that have unique 
age-crime profiles as well as malleability for change (Cohen et al., 2010a; 
Loeber, Wei, Stouthamer-Loeber, Huizinga, & Thornberry, 1999; Moffitt, 
1993). This branch of research has been primarily concerned with explaining 
etiological and offending differences across longitudinal progressions of 
criminal activity and has convincingly identified unique groups of offenders 
across the life course (e.g., low-level chronic offenders, late-onset offenders, 
high-rate life-course persistent offenders, etc.). However, the identification 
and exploration of noncriminal life-course outcomes such as offender costs 
of crimes on victims and broader society have not been primary outcomes 
that have been explored within the general criminal careers literature (Cohen 
et al., 2010a).

When costs of crimes are applied to criminal career analyses, the primary 
aims have been to explain the relative monetary benefits that could poten-
tially be obtained by identifying chronic offenders early in their criminal 
careers, and setting them on a noncriminal life path. Studies that have used 
the BU approach have found that high-risk chronic offending youth cost 
between approximately US$1.3 and US$1.5 million during the course of 
their criminal careers (Cohen, 1998). Using Cohen’s (1998) BU estimates, 
DeLisi and Gatling (2003) found that a cohort of 500 adult habitual offenders 
amassed approximately US$416 million in victim costs, US$137 million in 
criminal justice costs, and US$15 million in lost earnings with the average 
habitual offender costing approximately US$1.14 million. Cohen, Piquero, 
and Jennings’s (2010a, 2010b) analyses of the offending patterns of the 
Second Philadelphia Birth Cohort used trajectory analysis to identify chronic 
offenders and attached costs to crimes through the more comprehensive WTP 
approach. The findings from this research indicate that while the frequency of 
offending accounted for the lion’s share of costs of crimes during an offend-
er’s juvenile years, offense severity significantly increased costs during adult 
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offending years (Cohen et al., 2010a). In addition, upon disaggregating the 
data according to gender and ethnicity, Cohen et al. (2010b) found that both 
male and female high-rate offenders impose substantial costs on society with 
high-rate males costing greater than US$1.5 million and high-rate females 
costing greater than US$750,000. African American chronic offenders were 
found to cost the most of any of the racial/ethnic groups with a cost greater 
than US$1.6 million for the average chronic offender. By comparison, 
Hispanic and White chronic offenders were found to cost approximately 
US$200,000 and US$100,000, respectively. These researchers found that 
saving high-rate chronic offenders early in their criminal career could poten-
tially translate into total savings of more than US$200 million.

Released Inmates

The most recent statistics available from the Bureau of Justice Statistics 
(BJS) indicate that more than 700,000 prison inmates were released across 
the nation in 2009 (West, Sabol, & Greenman, 2010). The majority of offend-
ers who are released from U.S. prisons will experience some form of future 
contact with the criminal justice system. Nationally representative research 
conducted by BJS have indicated that, within 3 years of release, more than 
60% of former inmates are rearrested for a new crime, more than 45% are 
reconvicted, and more than 40% are returned to custody for either a new 
crime or a technical violation of parole (Beck & Shipley, 1989; Langan & 
Levin, 2002). Recidivism research conducted by the Pew Center on the States 
(2011), which explored returns to prison for release cohorts in 1999 and 
2004, found that approximately 45.4% of those released in 1999 and 43.3% 
of those released in 2004 were reincarcerated within 3 years of release, either 
for a new crime or for a technical violation of parole. A recent study con-
ducted with New Jersey prison data indicated that 60.3% of released inmates 
are rearrested and 49.1% are reconvicted within 3 years (Ostermann, 2011).

Former prisoners typically return to their communities with little prere-
lease preparation (Atkinson & Rostad, 2003; Braga, Piehl, & Hureau, 2009; 
Lynch & Sabol, 2001) and have limited work histories and educational back-
grounds which hinders their abilities to pursue gainful employment (Benda, 
Harm, & Toombs, 2005; Benda, Tooms, & Peacock, 2003; Laub & Sampson, 
2003; Sampson & Laub, 1993; Tripodi, Kim, & Bender, 2010; Uggen, 2000). 
The communities to which this population returns are generally exemplified 
as urban areas that have concentrated levels of social and economic depriva-
tion, including high instances of unemployment, homelessness, drug activity, 
and crime (Braga et al., 2009). Furthermore, many returning offenders expe-
rience significant challenges with meeting even their most basic needs of 
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finding shelter, clothing, and food after their release from prison (Austin, 
2001; Brown, 2004; Helfgott, 1997; Petersilia, 2001). This population has 
significant issues with substance abuse and has substantial physical and men-
tal health needs (Petersilia, 2001). While most offenders are released to some 
form of community supervision (Sabol, West, & Cooper, 2009), agencies that 
are charged with aiding in the transition of former prisoners have a limited 
number of potential responses to the myriad issues that this population 
demonstrates.

A well-established literature has found that the likelihood of criminal 
recidivism can be lowered for the aforementioned population through a pro-
cess of actuarially identifying criminal risks, addressing criminogenic needs, 
and being responsive to the individual-level learning styles of ex-prisoners 
(Dowden & Andrews, 1999; Lowenkamp & Latessa, 2004, 2005; Lowenkamp, 
Latessa, & Holsinger, 2006; Lowenkamp, Pealer, Smith, & Latessa, 2006). 
However, while this process is well known throughout the correctional land-
scape, supervision agencies have experienced significant difficulties integrat-
ing these models within their day-to-day activities. These difficulties have 
been associated with poorly trained staff, insufficient programming opportu-
nities, sentencing policies that negatively impact offender motivations to par-
ticipate in programming, and the funding of security over rehabilitation 
services for alternatives to incarceration (Paparozzi & Guy, 2009). The chal-
lenges with altering correctional practices to more closely comport with find-
ings from established evidence persist despite a strong knowledge base that 
has demonstrated that programs incorporating evidenced-based practices can 
be highly cost-effective.

A series of studies commissioned by the Washington State Legislature and 
conducted by the Washington State Institute for Public Policy offer in-depth 
analyses of returns on taxpayer investments into evidence-based programs 
and policies (Aos et al., 2006; Drake et al., 2009). These reports were com-
missioned in reaction to long-term forecasts indicating that Washington State 
would need two new prisons by 2020 to accommodate the growing number 
of offender’s entering the state corrections system. These prisons would cost 
approximately US$250 million to build and US$45 million per year to oper-
ate (Aos et al., 2006). The Institute analyzed several broad policy options as 
alternatives to building more prisons, including intervention programs, pre-
vention programs, and new sentencing options.

Findings indicated that several adult and juvenile evidence-based programs 
were successful at reducing criminal recidivism and saving taxpayer dollars. 
Particular programs include drug treatment in prisons and community correc-
tions, education in prisons, adult and juvenile drug courts, and restorative jus-
tice programs in juvenile courts. However, while the work performed in 
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Washington State indicates that certain programs whose practices reflect a 
strong evidence-base can be successful at saving money, no research to-date 
has addressed the costs associated with the offending patterns of former pris-
oners as they attempt to reintegrate back into their communities. Having 
knowledge of how much these crimes cost will better contextualize the fiscal 
impact that released prisoners have on the larger criminal justice system out-
side of the strict focus on prison-based costs. This study addresses these 
impacts in accordance with the locations these individuals return.

Data and Method

Data

The New Jersey State Parole Board (SPB) gathered data for this study. The 
SPB provided a database that highlighted individuals who were released from 
New Jersey state prisons from January 1, 2005 to December 31, 2007 (N = 
35,321) with attendant demographic, instant offense, and release date infor-
mation attached to each individual offender. Through the use of a unique state-
level identifier, each individual was processed through a criminal records 
information system that is maintained by the New Jersey State Police and 
administered by the New Jersey Department of Criminal Justice. Approximately 
90% of all of the cases contained within the SPB’s 2005, 2006, and 2007 
release cohort databases were matched within the criminal records informa-
tion system (n = 31,831). This study uses the costs of crimes that were high-
lighted in Table 1 of Cohen et al. (2010a) article “Studying the Costs of Crime 
Across Offender Trajectories” (p. 286) and attaches these costs to arrest infor-
mation contained within the New Jersey criminal record check. Arrests that 
occurred prior to a case’s prison release date were considered criminal history 
and arrests that occurred after release were considered recidivism.

Costs

Arrests that were attached to each released inmate’s record were in the form 
of individual charges. Each charge is date stamped and includes the attendant 
statutory description as well as the county and municipality in which the 
arrest occurred. The current study uses several different strategies for attach-
ing costs to crimes committed by individuals within release cohorts: both BU 
and WTP estimates were attached to arrest charges as well as arrest events. 
The BU strategy attaches costs to each individual charge contained within an 
arrest event, while the WTP strategy uses only the most serious (i.e., the most 
expensive) charge contained within the arrest event as the overall cost. The 
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Table 1.  Total BU and WTP Costs of Crimes Committed by Released Inmates: 
State, County, and Most Populated Municipalities.

2005 2006 2007 Total

  BU WTP BU WTP BU WTP BU WTP

State of NJ $892,229 $2,044,040 $921,384 $2,118,739 $681,469 $1,570,819 $2,495,082 $5,733,598
Counties
  Atlantic $55,800 $126,000 $24,800 $51,400 $16,300 $34,800 $96,900 $212,200
  Bergen $12,500 $30,700 $28,600 $68,100 $8,557 $20,700 $49,657 $119,500
  Burlington $22,900 $51,700 $11,200 $25,500 $5,307 $10,700 $39,407 $87,900
  Camden $148,000 $338,000 $174,000 $401,000 $136,000 $313,000 $458,000 $1,052,000
  Cape May $3,951 $8,220 $5,911 $11,900 $3,409 $7,677 $13,271 $27,797
  Cumberland $22,000 $53,000 $50,000 $115,000 $63,800 $148,000 $135,800 $316,000
  Essex $222,000 $514,000 $158,000 $373,000 $128,000 $301,000 $508,000 $1,188,000
  Gloucester $15,700 $33,600 $9,333 $21,300 $5,267 $12,400 $30,300 $67,300
  Hudson $106,000 $242,000 $63,000 $143,000 $97,200 $227,000 $266,200 $612,000
  Hunterdon $577 $1,310 $390 $730 $1,265 $2,714 $2,232 $4,754
  Mercer $56,300 $129,000 $49,200 $112,000 $18,500 $39,600 $124,000 $280,600
  Middlesex $12,700 $28,300 $40,100 $91,800 $70,500 $167,000 $123,300 $287,100
  Monmouth $39,700 $87,900 $53,100 $119,000 $13,000 $28,000 $105,800 $234,900
  Morris $2,826 $6,280 $4,742 $12,000 $3,602 $7,695 $11,170 $25,975
  Ocean $6,214 $13,200 $11,100 $24,000 $4,509 $10,700 $21,823 $47,900
  Passaic $78,800 $179,000 $141,000 $325,000 $73,800 $166,000 $293,600 $670,000
  Salem $7,715 $17,300 $3,239 $6,409 $7,330 $16,300 $18,284 $40,009
  Somerset $6,970 $16,400 $7,003 $16,200 $11,000 $25,700 $24,973 $58,300
  Sussex $2,571 $8,230 $3,766 $11,100 $3,159 $7,629 $9,496 $26,959
  Union $63,400 $146,000 $71,100 $163,000 $10,500 $23,200 $145,000 $332,200
  Warren $5,605 $13,900 $11,800 $27,300 $464 $1,004 $17,869 $42,204
Most populated municipalities
  Newark $139,000 $319,000 $116,000 $270,000 $91,900 $217,000 $346,900 $806,000
  Jersey City $83,000 $188,000 $55,000 $124,000 $82,700 $193,000 $220,700 $505,000
  Paterson $51,900 $117,000 $129,000 $299,000 $59,000 $133,000 $239,900 $549,000
  Elizabeth $32,000 $74,000 $63,100 $146,000 $5,336 $11,700 $100,436 $231,700
  Edison $527 $1,251 $1,096 $2,356 $5,314 $12,800 $6,937 $16,407
  Woodbridge $361 $1,074 $15,900 $37,300 $1,010 $3,022 $17,271 $41,396
  Lakewood $0 $0 $5 $36 $1 $3 $6 $39
  Hamilton $2,323 $4,805 $2,729 $5,809 $5,949 $13,800 $11,001 $24,414
  Trenton $47,900 $111,000 $43,000 $97,500 $12,000 $24,400 $102,900 $232,900
  Clifton $6,141 $14,300 $1,534 $3,615 $1,075 $2,130 $8,750 $20,045
  Camden $117,000 $268,000 $154,000 $358,000 $107,000 $247,000 $378,000 $873,000
  Brick $1,746 $3,855 $1,759 $3,597 $932 $2,036 $4,437 $9,488
  Cherry Hill $0 $0 $9 $43 $116 $191 $125 $234
  Passaic $18,800 $42,900 $3,059 $5,779 $7,186 $16,300 $29,045 $64,979

Note. Costs are presented in thousands of U.S. dollars. Cost estimates are by arrest events. Charge-level 
costs are available from the author upon request. Crimes are only considered if they occurred within 3 
years of release from prison. BU = Bottom-Up; WTP = Willingness to Pay.
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BU estimates the costs associated with all of the granular-level circumstances 
that occur within an arrest event while the WTP strategy is consistent with 
previous costs of crimes research (A. R. Piquero, personal communication, 
June 7, 2011). A total of 713,233 arrest charges were attached to the 31,831 
released prisoners within this study. Of the charges, 613,111 occurred prior to 
release and 100,122 charges occurred within 3 years after release. The charges 
were contained within 304,593 unique arrest events. Of the events, 262,211 
occurred prior to release and 42,382 occurred after release.

We present costs of crimes for the entire state of New Jersey, for each of 
the state’s 21 counties, and for the most populated municipalities. In addition, 
average costs of all postrelease arrest charges and events as well as the aver-
age costs of charges and events associated with an individual’s first rearrest 
were calculated according to individual-level prerelease characteristics.

Analytic Strategy

Established predictors of criminal recidivism were regressed on total 
postrelease arrest charge and arrest event costs in addition to charge and event 
costs for the first rearrest that was experienced by a released inmate. The goal 
of constructing the regression models is to present the individual-level charac-
teristics of released inmates that are associated with statistically significant 
predicted increases or decreases in postrelease crime costs. Specific character-
istics that are entered into the regression models have been found to consis-
tently predict recidivism in previous research including (a) the offender’s age 
in years at the time of their release from prison (see Benedict, Huff-Corzine, 
& Corzine, 1998; Hepburn & Albonetti, 1994; Spohn & Holleran, 2002), (b) 
minority status (minority = 1; see Hepburn & Albonetti, 1994; Spohn & 
Holleran, 2002), (c) gender (male = 1; see Gainey, Payne, & O’Toole, 2000; 
Spohn & Holleran, 2002), (d) marital status (single = 1), (e) the type of instant 
offense for which they were serving time prior to their release (public order 
crimes = reference category; see Langan & Levin, 2002), (f) the number of 
instant offenses for which they were serving time (one instant offense = refer-
ence category; see Langan & Levin, 2002; Ostermann, 2011), (g) the number 
of arrest events they experienced prior to their release (see Hepburn & 
Albonetti, 1994; Kruttschnitt, Uggen, & Shelton, 2000; Spohn & Holleran, 
2002), (h) their level of risk on a prerelease Level of Service Inventory–
Revised (LSI-R) assessment (low = 0-16, moderate = 17-23, medium = 24-30, 
high >30; see Schlager & Simourd, 2007), (i) the time served in prison for 
their instant offense in days (see Deschenes, Owen, & Crow, 2007), (j) whether 
they were released to parole supervision (see Ostermann, 2011), and (k) a 
county-level deprivation index (see Solomon, Kachnowski, & Bhati, 2005). 
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The deprivation index was calculated for each county through combining 
area-specific information gathered from the U.S. Census. The index includes 
county-level measures of the proportion of the population that is Black, the 
unemployment rate, the proportion of female-headed households, and the pro-
portion whose income is below the poverty level. The measures were com-
bined using factor analysis (Cronbach’s α = .763).

Full models with all of the covariates are presented along with two smaller 
models (a) highlighting predicted postrelease costs according to time served 
while controlling for age and (b) a bivariate model that regressed the county-
level deprivation index on rearrest costs. The first of the smaller sets of mod-
els explore whether investing in incapacitating prisoners translates into 
increases and/or decreases in the postrelease cost of crimes while controlling 
for the offender’s age. The second of the smaller sets of models communicate 
whether area deprivation predicts costs of crimes associated with released 
prisoners. Discussions about relative costs associated with time served are 
achieved by subtracting each offender’s release date from their date of sen-
tencing and then multiplying this number of days by the average per diem 
cost of incarcerating an individual in New Jersey (i.e., US$128.44; Kleykamp 
et al., 2008).

We conducted correlation and variance inflation factor (VIF) analyses to 
assess potential issues with (multi)collinearity among the covariates within 
our regression models. Upon entering all of the covariates into a correlation 
matrix, the largest r-value was quite small at .318 (between the covariates of 
age and prior arrests). The mean VIF of all the covariates that were entered 
into the full models was 2.41, while the mean VIF among age and time served 
was 1.04. The collinearity diagnostics led us to conclude that multi(collinearity) 
among the covariates within our regression models was not a concern.

Results

Overall, 56.32% of the former prisoners in our study were rearrested within 
3 years of their release. Of those released in 2005, 57.43% were rearrested; of 
those released in 2006, 57.78% were rearrested, and, of those released in 
2007, 53.35% were rearrested. In Table 1, costs are highlighted for the entire 
state of New Jersey, for each of the state’s 21 counties, as well as for the 
state’s most populated municipalities. This table highlights costs associated 
with arrest events rather than arrest charges, so the data presented can be 
viewed as conservative estimates of crime costs within areas because multi-
ple charges can be represented within an arrest event. As shown in the table, 
release cohorts commit crimes that incur significant monetary costs. The 
state-level BU costs associated with postrelease criminal activity totaled 
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more than half of a billion dollars for all of the release cohorts over the course 
of 3-years of follow-up time. For the 2005 and 2006 release cohorts, this 
figure approached US$1 billion. The BU crimes committed by those released 
from New Jersey state prisons between 2005 and 2007 totaled about US$2.5 
billion. The public’s WTP to have these crimes prevented was almost US$6 
billion.

Figure 1 presents the spatial distribution of WTP costs of crimes experi-
enced by New Jersey counties. Counties experienced marked differences in 
terms of the costs of crimes that were committed by released inmates within 
their borders. Thirteen of NJ’s 21 counties experienced reoffending costs that 
were below the overall county mean cost (approximately US$273 million). 
Four counties (Cumberland, Mercer, Middlesex, and Union) experienced 
costs of crimes between the mean and one standard deviation from the mean. 
Camden, Essex, and Passaic counties experienced the highest costs of crimes, 
with costs greater than two standard deviations above the mean county-level 
crime cost. The three release cohorts committed crimes totaling about  
US$1 billion in both Essex and Camden counties and more than US$500 mil-
lion in Passaic County within 3 years of their release from prison. The costs 
of crimes committed in these 3 counties represented more than half of the 
total costs of crimes committed by released inmates across the entire state.

Crime costs were concentrated within the urban centers of these high-cost 
counties. Crimes committed in the City of Paterson accounted for about 82% 
of the total cost of crimes within the County of Passaic. The costs of crimes 
committed in the City of Camden represented approximately 83% of the total 
cost of crimes committed within the County of Camden. Of all of the munici-
palities in New Jersey, the City of Camden experienced the highest overall 
costs of crimes across the three release cohorts. The total WTP costs associ-
ated with crimes committed in the City of Newark, within Essex County, 
represented approximately 68% of the total costs of crimes committed within 
the county. The costs of crimes that were experienced by these three cities as 
a result of the reoffending patterns of former inmates represented approxi-
mately 39% of the total costs of crimes associated with the reoffending pat-
terns of this population across the entire state.

Table 2 presents the mean BU and WTP costs of crimes committed by 
released inmates according to prerelease offender characteristics. When mea-
suring costs as the most expensive charge within an arrest event, the average 
offender released from New Jersey prisons goes on to cost the state approxi-
mately US$80,000 according to the public’s WTP to have these crimes pre-
vented. When all postrelease arrest charges are considered, this figure is 
about US$95,000. The cost of the first rearrest event of an average former 
inmate is about US$18,000; when considering every individual charge within 
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the first arrest, this figure is approximately US$44,000. Those released to 
parole, on average, commit crimes costing approximately US$68,000, while 
those who are released without supervision commit crimes costing approxi-
mately US$102,000. On average, Blacks, males, and younger offenders com-
mit crimes costing more money over the course of 3 years when compared 
with other races, females, and older offenders. Those who were released on 

Figure 1.  County-level willingness to pay costs of crimes of inmates released from 
New Jersey prisons from 2005 to 2007.
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an instant offense that was a violent crime, those who were considered 
medium risk, and those who had more than two prior arrests were associated 
with higher costs of crime commission after release when compared with 
other instant offense types, risk levels, and fewer prior arrests.

Results from the regression analyses are presented in Table 3. All of the 
models provided for statistically significant good fits to the data. In the first 
of the two smaller sets of models, time served was a significant predictor of 
postrelease recidivism costs after controlling for the offender’s age within 
several of the two-covariate regression models. While additional years of age 
at release were associated with relatively large predicted decreases in the 
costs of crimes committed by recently released offenders, additional days of 
time served were generally predictive of small increases in costs. These sig-
nificant effects ranged from an increase of US$16.17 for each additional day 
of time served when predicting WTP costs associated with arrest charges to 
an increase of US$3.54 for every additional day of time served when predict-
ing BU costs associated with charges within the first arrest event. The bivari-
ate regression models that used the county deprivation index to predict costs 
produced statistically significant effects when predicting all cost types, save 
for those associated with the first arrest event. These costs ranged from an 
increase of US$33,793.33 for every additional unit increase on the depriva-
tion index scale when predicting WTP costs associated with all postrelease 
arrest charges to an increase of US$5,117.54 for every additional unit increase 
on the deprivation index scale when predicting the BU costs associated with 
the charges imbedded within the primary postrelease arrest.

In the sets of full models that included all of the predictor variables, age 
was a significant covariate that exemplified a negative relationship to pre-
dicted costs across all models. For every additional year of age at the time of 
release, the costs of postrelease arrest events were predicted to decrease by 
approximately US$6,000 and the cost associated with the first arrest event 
was predicted to decrease by approximately US$1,000 according to WTP 
cost estimates. The costs of all arrest charges were predicted to decrease by 
approximately US$7,000 and the costs of charges attached to the primary 
rearrest after release were predicted to decrease by approximately US$3,000 
for every additional year of age at the time of release. Males and minorities 
were generally associated with significant increases in postrelease costs of 
crimes when compared with females and nonminorities.

Those who were classified within the medium risk category were pre-
dicted to have significantly higher crime costs within 3 years of their release 
when compared with those classified as low risk (approximately US$44,000 
for arrest events and US$23,000 for arrest charges using WTP estimates). 
The county deprivation index was a significant predictor variable for costs of 
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total arrest events and charges, but not with the primary arrest event or charge. 
For every additional unit on the deprivation index, the costs of postrelease 
arrest events were predicted to increase by about US$11,000 and the cost of 
postrelease arrest charges were predicted to increase by about US$15,000. 
The largest effect size within the full model was exemplified by the release 
status variable. Those who were released to parole supervision as opposed to 
being released without any supervision were predicted to cost approximately 
US$42,000 less when considering all postrelease arrest events and about 
US$60,000 less when considering all arrest charges contained within these 
arrest events. However, release status was not a significant predictor of costs 
associated with the primary rearrest after release, either when considering 
arrest events or arrest charges. The type of offense for which the offender was 
serving time prior to their release, the number of prior arrests they had on 
their rap sheet, and the time they served for their instant offense were not 
significant predictors of postrelease crime costs in any of the models using all 
of the covariates.

Discussion

The goal of this study was to explore the costs of crimes associated with 
recidivism patterns of recently released inmates. Regression models were 
used to present the relative impact that prerelease characteristics of offenders 
had on postrelease costs of crimes. Results demonstrate that crimes commit-
ted by former inmates cost an enormous amount of money, and the burden of 
these costs is largely bared by a few urban areas and, by extension, the coun-
ties in which these cities are located. While several prerelease characteristics 
are associated with predicted increases in the costs associated with recidi-
vism of former inmates, many are not.

Perhaps most notable among the characteristics not associated with 
postrelease crime costs is the time that an individual served in prison for the 
instant offense. Upon regressing time served and age upon postrelease crime 
costs, the time served exhibited statistically significant, but small, effect 
sizes. These effects reflected findings within prior research that has examined 
the deterrent effects of imprisonment by indicating a positive relationship 
between time served and crime costs (Gendreau, Goggin, & Cullen, 1999). 
Being released on parole supervision exhibited the largest effect size and was 
in a negative direction. This result must be cautiously consumed, however, 
because data reflecting technical parole violations were not available for 
study. Because parolees can be sent back to prison for noncriminal technical 
infractions and this research attached costs only to postrelease arrests, some 
of the parolees included in this study may not have been at risk for 
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experiencing new arrests—due to being in custody for technical violations. 
Hence, these individuals would not be able to accumulate costs associated 
with new arrests.

Analyses of crime costs associated with specific areas within the state 
demonstrate that certain urban areas bare the enormity of New Jersey’s costs 
of crimes that are committed by returning ex-inmates. While these costs were 
highly related to the level of empirically derived social deprivation associ-
ated with an area, it was not necessarily reflective of a city’s or county’s total 
population size. For the most part, former prisoners both come from and 
return to a handful of communities within the state. For example, out of New 
Jersey’s 21 counties, 15.0% of released prisoners return to Essex County, 
14.2% return to Camden County, and 10.2% return to Hudson County. Only 
0.5% return to Hunterdon County and, despite Bergen being the state’s most 
populated county, only 4% of released inmates return there. Slightly more 
than 5% (5.4%) return to Middlesex, the state’s second most populated 
county. These rates of release largely translate into increased costs of crimes 
and are concentrated in urban, and often resource-deprived areas. Notably, 
area-level deprivation does not necessarily communicate only increases in 
costs of crimes, but further, simultaneous decreases in an area’s ability to 
manage the area and the crimes that occur there. For example, the City of 
Camden experienced approximately US$837 billion of crimes across the 
three release cohorts within this study. This figure represents more than twice 
the amount of the cost of crimes within the counties of Bergen and Middlesex 
combined, despite the City of Camden having approximately 4.5% of the 
population of these counties. Within the past few years, Camden laid off 
many municipal service and public safety employees (Goldstein, 2011). 
Since November 2012, Camden began terminating the remaining police offi-
cers, disbanding the municipal police department, and giving control to a new 
county force. Law enforcement in Camden is in a state of flux, which makes 
managing the costs of crimes much more difficult in this resource-poor city. 
Zernike (2012) pointed out that the “police acknowledge that they have all 
but ceded these streets to crime.”

Many studies have explained the direct fiscal impacts of America’s fasci-
nation with incarceration (Lynch & Sabol, 2004) as well as the collateral 
consequences attached to spells of imprisonment at individual (Brisman, 
2004), family (Hagan & Dinovitzer, 1999; Krueger, Moffitt, Caspi, Bleske, & 
Silva, 1998), and area-specific levels (Clear, Rose, & Ryder, 2001; Clear, 
Rose, Waring, & Scully, 2003). This branch of research has generally found 
that long prison stays are largely ineffective in deterring future criminal 
behaviors (Gendreau et  al., 1999) and that lengthy prison stays negatively 
impact family cohesion (Krueger et al., 1998), job prospects (Holzer, 2007; 
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Sabol & Lynch, 2003), and future wages (Freeman, 1992), among other 
aspects of prisoners’ lives that are associated with individual growth and 
societal reintegration. Neighborhood-level studies have demonstrated that 
the behaviors that correctional systems seek to deter, namely criminal offend-
ing, may be contributing to its proliferation by cycling young men into and 
out of areas for long periods of time, which in turn causes destabilization of 
informal social controls and family fragmentation (Clear et al., 2001; Clear 
et al., 2003).

Results from this study demonstrate the fiscal impact of the crimes com-
mitted by recently released former inmates. Upon attaching costs to arrest 
events, we found that the average former inmate commits crimes within 3 
years of their release that the public would be willing to pay about US$80,000 
to prevent. This cost occurs after an average investment of US$137,000 dur-
ing their prison stay. Taken together, our findings echo the application of 
results from previous works that have emphasized the importance of early 
life-course interventions aimed at reducing costs associated with crime, 
delinquency, and other social ills (Cohen et al., 2010a, 2010b, 2010c; Piquero, 
Jennings, & Farrington, 2010; Piquero, Farrington, Welsh, Tremblay, & 
Jennings, 2009). These previous works have demonstrated the importance of 
well-conceived and constructed early family/parent training programs to 
reduce childhood behavior problems (Piquero et  al., 2009); well-designed 
home visitation, parent training, and day care or school-based childhood 
intervention programs to reduce adverse health conditions, teen pregnancy, 
and crime and delinquency (Cohen, Piquero, & Jennings, 2010c); and increas-
ing self-control through improving socialization and child rearing practices 
within the first decade of life (Piquero et al., 2009) to reduce long-term soci-
etal ills and the monetary costs associated with these ills. While we are not 
able to directly measure whether those within our study were exposed to 
these sorts of programs early within their life course, our findings offer 
insight into the local pockets in which high costs of crimes are especially 
pronounced. If early intervention programs were to be expanded in an effort 
to reduce the likelihood that individuals would begin a high-rate criminal 
career in the first place, as suggested by these previous works, the findings 
from the current study suggest the areas in which to potentially concentrate 
these resources.

Research within the “what works” literature offers more immediate 
application to the context of postrelease recidivism of former inmates, and 
potential ways in which to reduce recidivism in a cost-effective manner. 
This branch of research has demonstrated that substantial reductions in 
recidivism can be realized through gearing high-quality and intense pro-
gramming toward higher risk individuals, that services should be reflective 
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of criminogenic needs, and that service providers should take into account 
individual-level learning styles and dynamically change their case manage-
ment strategies to reflect these learning styles. If appropriately consumed 
by corrections agencies, these lessons can be used to lower costs of crimes 
that are committed by ex-prisoners.

Other options for lowering recidivism rates and increasing the prospects 
of the formerly incarcerated certainly exist. For example, Kirk’s (2012) 
explorations into the offending patterns of former prisoners who were forced 
to move from their home parish after being displaced because of Hurricane 
Katrina present interesting policy avenues that point toward potential bene-
fits of obliging former inmates to move to other locations far from their home 
communities. Kirk’s (2012) findings demonstrated that, when compared with 
a similar group of former inmates who returned to their home parishes, mov-
ers experienced a 14% lower reincarceration rate over the course of 3 years. 
In addition, Clear’s (2011) proposed policy structure to incentivize the pri-
vate sector to invest in disadvantaged communities presents strategies that 
could potentially result in increased employment and skill-building opportu-
nities for the formerly incarcerated. However, these policy avenues are likely 
more difficult to implement and are less politically palatable within the cur-
rent corrections landscape when compared with pursuing the lessons from 
the more established “what works” literature.

The average former inmate who was classified as low risk within this 
study went on to commit crimes that cost approximately half as much as 
those who were classified in higher risk categories. Across the three release 
cohorts, high-risk former inmates were rearrested at a rate of 70%, with the 
crimes they committed costing approximately US$251 million according to 
the WTP measure and US$110 million according to the BU measure over the 
course of 3 years. These costs were accumulated after the state made an aver-
age investment exceeding US$153,000 per high-risk offender (or 
US$503,370,000 in the aggregate) according to the average time they served 
in prison (3.27 years). Because these former inmates represented 13% (n = 
3,290) of the total sample, significant savings could likely be realized if inter-
ventions could be targeted toward this group to lower their likelihood of reof-
fending. Research has demonstrated that transitioning members of this group 
into high impact correctional programming can lower their recidivism levels 
by as much as 19% (Dowden & Andrews, 1999). Using this previous finding, 
we conducted a simple cost-benefit analysis to approximate the potential fis-
cal impact of reducing the recidivism levels of members of this group.

First, we isolated the high-risk population that was rearrested during the 
course of our follow-up time (n = 2,303) and randomly selected 81% (n = 
1,865) of this group to represent a hypothetical 19% reduction in recidivism. 
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We then performed analyses of the costs of arrest events experienced by this 
subset according to WTP and BU measures. The crimes for which this group 
was rearrested represented WTP costs totaling US$201 million and BU costs 
totaling US$88.6 million. These figures represent potential savings of 
approximately US$50 million according to the WTP measure or US$21.4 
million according to the BU measure if these recidivism events could be pre-
vented while having the former inmate remain in the community. Savings 
could likely be realized by a combination of using existing community pro-
gramming resources more strategically and/or creating new resources closer 
to the areas where clients reside.

This strategy endeavors to reduce recidivism of high-risk individuals by 
transitioning members of this group into effective community correctional 
programs. In contrast, incarcerating these high-risk individuals for the 
entirety of the follow-up time under a hypothetical strategy to gain incapaci-
tation effects, we could effectively guarantee that the costs of crimes associ-
ated with their recidivism patterns would not occur. However, at a cost of 
approximately US$50,000 per year to incarcerate an individual in the state of 
New Jersey, this strategy would not be fiscally palatable. For example, it 
would cost approximately US$494 million to incapacitate the 3,290 high-risk 
individuals within our study for the three-year follow-up time. This is almost 
twice as large as the costs of crimes committed by this group according to the 
WTP measure.

Discretionary parole systems, such as the one in New Jersey, are designed 
to target prisoners who are likely to succeed in the community for early 
release. This largely translates into the most high-risk offenders, and conse-
quently those who would likely most benefit from the services offered 
through parole, being denied parole and released without any supervision and 
little to no prerelease preparation and programming (Petersilia, 2003). Of the 
31,831 former inmates within this study, 31.2% were released without any 
form of supervision at the end of their sentence. Approximately 20% of this 
group was considered high-risk on a prerelease LSI-R as opposed to about 
11% of parolees. Reflecting the results of this research, it is important that the 
time on parole is used to maximize the likelihood that recidivism will be 
reduced to both increase public safety and decrease costs (both those associ-
ated with new arrests as well as returns to incarceration). Of the 21,906 parol-
ees within this study, 20,424 had information that reflected the time they 
spent on supervision. Approximately 40% were supervised for less than a 
year, and of those, more than half (n = 4,125) were supervised for less than 6 
months. Approximately 65% of this group was eventually rearrested. This 
matched the rearrest rate of those who were released without any form of 
supervision.
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By making concerted efforts to reduce criminal recidivism, substantial 
cost savings can be realized. In doing so, it is important for policy makers to 
concentrate their efforts upon high-risk individuals because they present as 
both the group with the highest incidence of recidivism as well as the highest 
level of malleability for positive change. While research has demonstrated 
that quality correctional programs can reduce the recidivism levels of high-
risk offenders by as much as 19% (Dowden & Andrews, 1999), gearing simi-
lar programs toward low-risk individuals has been found to have iatrogenic 
effects by increasing recidivism by as much as 36% (Lowenkamp & Latessa, 
2002). The potential cost savings of gearing quality services informed by the 
evidence-based practices literature toward higher risk offenders will likely 
have large impacts at local levels with areas that exhibit the most social depri-
vation potentially realizing the greatest benefits. While the challenges ahead 
are substantial, communicating outcomes according to dollars and cents may 
greater incentivize policy makers to take serious action to address these 
issues.
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