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PART I: INTRODUCTION 

THE COSTS WE BEAR FOR 
OVERRELIANCE ON YOUTH 
CONFINEMENT 
 
 
 
“How should a community hold juvenile offenders accountable for their offending 

behavior while ensuring the public safety? As a growing body of evidence 

underscores the detrimental effects that system involvement and confinement 

can have on healthy adolescent development, many jurisdictions are examining 

and developing ways to divert nonserious offenders from entering the system 

and to improve conditions of confinement for youth in the system.” 

 

—Robert Listenbee, Administrator, Office of 

Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 

U.S. Department of Justice (2014).1     

 
 
For nearly a decade and a half, the vast majority 
of states have made substantial progress in 
reducing reliance on incarceration to address 
behavior by the nation’s youth. Levels and rates 
of commitment of adjudicated youth have 
dropped: Between 2001 and 2011, there has been 
a 45 percent decline in the rate of youth 
committed and in residential placement.2 
 
Temporary confinement of youth does play a 
role in the overall public safety system. 
Government uses incarceration both for adults 
and youth in incapacitation, deterrence, and 
retribution. That said, as highlighted by the 
National Research Council of the National 
Academies in their comprehensive review of 
juvenile justice policy, a “developmental model 

of juvenile justice rejects many of the punitive 
law reforms of the late 20th century as often 
excessively harsh and therefore unfair to young 
offenders and as likely to increase rather than 
decrease the threat to public safety…. Indeed, 
the evidence suggests incarceration likely 
increased the risk of recidivism for many 
youth.”3 	
 
There are indicators that temporary 
confinement4 continues to be overused. For 
example, 62 percent of the committed youth 
population in 2011 was adjudicated for a 
nonviolent offense.5 At the same time, 
incarceration continues to have a concentrated 
impact on youth of color. 
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The issue isn’t whether some young people will 
be confined. Some will. The question raised by 
the National Research Council of the National 
Academies is whether current overuse of 
incarceration is inefficient and causes harm, and 
whether there are other more effective ways to 
hold young people accountable, treat them 
fairly, prevent reoffending, and help them 
transition to adulthood.  
 
Policies that needlessly confine youth have an 
immediate cost for taxpayers and our 
communities: across the states, taxpayers foot 
the bill for youth confinement to the tune of 
hundreds of dollars per day and hundreds of 
thousands of dollars per year. In a survey of 
state expenditures on confinement in 46 states, 
the Justice Policy Institute (JPI) found that the 
average costs of the most expensive confinement 
option for a young person was $407.58 per day, 
$36,682 per three months, $73,364 per six 
months, and $148,767 per year.  
 
The direct costs paid for confinement per day, or 
per year, are just the tip of the iceberg of what 
young people, their families, their communities, 
and all of us pay for these policy choices. Youth 
confinement imposes heavy burdens on family 
members, leaves confined youth vulnerable to 
assaults, exposes our communities to higher 

rates of recidivism, and impedes young people’s 
transition to adulthood.  
 
In addition to documenting the state‐by‐state 
costs to incarcerate youth, this report shows that 
the impact of confining youth is not limited just 
to the economic or fiscal costs of confinement. 
With this information, policymakers can make 
more responsible choices. Using new 
methodologies advanced by academics and 
researchers in the field, this report provides an 
estimate of the long‐term costs of unnecessarily 
or inappropriately confining young people 
outside their homes. 
 
The estimate includes the cost to people harmed 
by crime and to taxpayers because of the impact 

of confinement on 
continuing recidivism 
when it might have 
otherwise ceased, the cost 
of lost educational 
opportunities and its 
implications, and the cost 
of sexual assault of youth 
while confined.  
 
In total, the long‐term costs 
of young people’s 
confinement may add up to 
an additional $8 billion to 
$21 billion each year, 
beyond the hundreds of 
thousands of dollars states 
and localities spend to 

Each year, the U.S. incurs an estimated $8-$21 billion in long-term 

costs for the confinement of young people. 

  

 

Low end 

of range 

High end 

of range 

 Billions of 2011 Dollars 

Cost of recidivism $0 $7.03 

Lost future earnings of confined youth $4.07 $7.60 

Lost future government tax revenue $2.07 $3.87 

Additional Medicare and Medicaid spending $0.86 $1.50 

Cost of sexual assault on confined youth $0.90 $1.37 

Total, all costs $7.90 $21.47 

We cannot afford the financial or the 

societal costs of unnecessary 

juvenile incarceration. By shifting 

our focus—and our investments—to 

the front end of the system, we will 

save not only money, but also lives. 
 
—Governor Rick Scott, Florida (R) 
 
Governor’s OpEds, January 2012, 
www.flgov.com/2012/01/03/reform-underway-at-
florida%E2%80%99s-juvenile-justice-agency/ 
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confine young people.6 The range in the 
estimates reflects the deep need for more 
scholarship in this area to help improve 
policymakers’ ability to know more precisely the 
negative impact of confinement on young 
people’s lives and on our communities. 
 
Absent policy changes and other trends that have 
driven down confinement, these estimated long‐term 
costs could have been even higher. In the past 
decade (2001 to 2011), there has been a 45 
percent decrease in the number of committed 
youth confined nationwide. Had the decline in 
youth confinement in the past decade never 
occurred, rather than long‐term costs in the 
range of $8 billion to $21 billion, the estimated 
costs for victims and taxpayers as a result of the 
confinement of young people might have been 
in the range of $14 billion to $39 billion.   
 
These escalating costs have a more concentrated 
impact among communities of color: nationally, 
African Americans and Hispanics/Latinos make 
up approximately one‐third of the population, 
but they represent two‐thirds or more of the 
young people confined.7 Where exposure to 
confinement limits a young person’s potential, 
these costs have a much bigger impact among 
communities of color. 
 
This accounting of the high real‐world and 
estimated costs is intended to foster critical 
conversations for policymakers, taxpayers, and 
others who care about the impact of the choice 
to incarcerate youth. As policymakers look at 
the use of confinement in their jurisdiction, they 

should ask if there are ways to reduce the 
length‐of‐stay of young people in the system 
and whether there are appropriate alternatives 
to incarceration to hold youth accountable and 
protect public safety.  
 
Key recommendations JPI offers to 
policymakers include: 
 
1) Reduce spending on confinement and shift 

funding to community‐based options for 
youth. There are circumstances when a 
young person may need to be placed out‐
of‐the‐home and confined. That said, 
incarceration should be the last resort, not the 
first resort for every juvenile justice system in 
the country. Policymakers should shift 
public dollars from the most restrictive, 
most expensive options to community‐
based options for treatment and 
supervision that keep young people at 
home or close to home.  
 

2) Invest appropriately in juvenile justice, 
particularly in the right parts of the 
youth‐serving system. Given the huge 
costs associated when the system 
incarcerates a youth, policymakers need to 
invest more in alternatives to 
incarceration, diversion, and primary 
prevention, and they should be investing 
earlier on in interventions that keep youth 
out of the justice system altogether. The 

No convincing evidence exists that 
confinement of juvenile offenders 
beyond the time needed to deliver 
intensive services reduces the 
likelihood of re-offending. 
 
—Reforming Juvenile Justice: A 
Developmental Approach. The National 
Research Council of the National Academies. 
 
Richard J. Bonnie and others, eds. Reforming Juvenile Justice: A 
Developmental Approach (Washington, DC: The National 
Academies Press, 2013), 1-14, quoted in National Research 
Council, Implementing Juvenile Justice Reform: The Federal Role 
(Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 2014), 17. 

We could send [a juvenile justice 
youth] to Harvard for [what we pay 
for incarceration], and we don't get 
very good outcomes. 
 
— Gladys Carrion, Director, New York State 
Office of Children and Family Services ,  
 
Delen Goldberg, “Auburn Residential Center has 22 beds, 25 
staff members, $1.8 million budget, 2 residents (and the story is 
similar at juvenile detention centers across the state), Syracuse 
Post-Standard, March 9, 2008. 
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adolescent development research suggests that 
young people engage in delinquency because it 
is normative, and we need to provide the 
right services to the right young people at 
the right time.  
 

3) Address all the barriers that exist to 
reducing reliance on confinement in states 
and localities. There are barriers to 
reducing the confinement of young 
people. In every state, policymakers 
should identify barriers to reducing 
needless reliance on confinement, 
consistent with the evidence, best 
practices, and what can be learned from 
other jurisdictions. 
 

4) Improve system capacity to measure 
recidivism and track positive outcomes. 
Drawing upon a series of emerging new 
practices, policymakers need to explore 
ways to develop a standard definition of 
recidivism that would allow for 
consistency from jurisdiction to 
jurisdiction. 
 

5) Develop consistent standards for 
measuring per diem and confinement costs 
from place to place. Policymakers need to 
explore ways to develop a standard 
definition of per diem and annual costs 
that would allow for consistency from 
place to place. 
 

6) Expand executive and legislative capacity 
to develop cost‐benefit analysis. 
Policymakers should consider expanding 
the mandate of their legislative and 
executive research arms to include cost‐
benefit analysis in their review of juvenile 
justice policy. The expansion should seek 
to include the impact of choosing policies 
that increase the likelihood that young 
people will succeed in schooling and work 
opportunities. 
 

7) Expand research opportunities to study 
the long‐term costs of confinement and 

juvenile justice system contact. There 
have only been a few attempts to build a 
comprehensive picture of the long‐term 
costs of needlessly and inappropriately 
relying on youth incarceration and out‐of‐
home placement. More work needs to be 
done to advance the field and to provide 
resources for the kind of research that 
could transform the field.  

 

PROGRESS IN 

REDUCING 

CONFINEMENT, 

WITHOUT 

COMPROMISING 

PUBLIC SAFETY 
The United States has the world’s largest 
confined population of adults and youth and the 
highest incarceration rate in the world. Any 
success this country has had in reducing the use 
of incarceration and confinement is a notable 
trend. 
 
Many states have made substantial progress in 
reducing reliance on youth incarceration in the 
past 15 years. Between 2001 and 2011, the rate of 
youth committed and in residential placement 
declined 46 percent. This decline in youth 
confinement occurred during a time when 
juvenile crime rates also fell.  
 
This “juvenile deincarceration” trend has 
coincided with a decrease in crime and with 
policy changes in juvenile justice.  
 
Some states have revamped their approach to 
juvenile justice by accounting for the unique 
characteristics of adolescents that both help to 
explain delinquency and influence life 
outcomes. Many policymakers now agree that 
confining youth does more harm than good and 
should be avoided except when absolutely 
necessary. Research also now shows that 
confining youth interrupts normal adolescent 
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development and can contribute to recidivism 
when a young person might have naturally aged 
out of delinquency. The National Research 
Council of the National Academies, for example, 
made a strong case that incarcerating youth 
impedes youthful psychological and brain 
development, and the Council called on 
policymakers to adopt a developmental 
approach that relies on alternatives to 
incarceration.8  
 
Options that keep youth at home and engaged 
in school and family life are documented to 
produce better outcomes both for youth and 
public safety.9 Researchers have identified 
numerous intervention and prevention 
strategies that reduce delinquent behavior, 
foster positive youth development skills, and 
keep costs down. Coming after an era when 
policymakers advanced a notion that “nothing 
works” to reduce young people’s delinquency, 
the emergence of evidence‐based programs—

interventions with young people that have been 

shown to work in multiple places and by 
scientific research methods—helped persuade 
elected officials that they could invest more in a 
variety of responses to delinquency.  
 
Evidence‐based programs have also been shown 
to have a higher rate of return on investments 
compared to incarceration. The Washington 
State Institute for Public Policy, a pioneer in the 
use of cost‐benefit analyses to weigh the return 
of youth confinement compared to alternative 
treatments in community‐based settings, 
recently conducted a meta‐analysis of dozens of 
state‐based studies.10 Net benefits to investing in 
alternative treatments were defined as cost 
savings to taxpayers and people harmed by 
increased levels of recidivism.11 Today, only 
about 5 percent of eligible youth participate in 
evidence‐based programs nationwide.12 
 
Evidence‐based practices alone aren’t enough to 
reform the juvenile justice system. Along with 
evidence‐based programs, a variety of 

 
 
Arrests source: Puzzanchera, C. and Kang, W. (2014).  “Easy Access to FBI Arrest Statistics 1994-2011.” Online. 
Available: www.ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/ezaucr/. Residential placement source: Sickmund, M., Sladky, T.J., Kang, W., and 
Puzzanchera, C. (2013). "Easy Access to the Census of Juveniles in Residential Placement." Online. Available: 
http://www.ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/ezacjrp/  Note: Index crimes include arrests of youth under 18. Youth in residential placement 
include youth under 21.  	
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community‐based approaches to address 
delinquency exist that are based on research and 
evidence‐based principles. Drawing upon a 
series of recent briefs by the John Jay College of 
Criminal Justice Research and Evaluation Center 
on the public safety and permanency outcomes 
of thousands of youth served by community‐
based programs, a report by Youth Advocate 
Programs found that more than eight out of 10 
youth in an alternative‐to‐incarceration program 
remained arrest free, and nine out of 10 were at 
home after completing their community‐based 
program, at a fraction of what it would cost to 
confine these youth. 13  
 
The findings about non‐incarceration responses 
to juvenile delinquency, combined with fiscal 
pressures and mounting evidence of the 
developmental needs of youth, have encouraged 
policy reform that seeks to keep youth closer to 
their home communities. States as diverse as 
Alabama, California, Georgia, Illinois, Ohio, 
New York, and Texas have all used fiscal 
incentives—the provision of state funds to local 
government—to support less costly, more 
effective options to keep young people out of a 
state confined setting. 
Every one of these states 
has seen significant 
reductions in the 
number of youth 
confined without a 
negative impact on 
public safety.14  
 
In a country that leads 
the world in the use of 
incarceration, the gains 
made in reducing youth 
confinement are 
significant; they mean 
that we have the start of 
a road map—a concrete 
example of how we 
might reduce the 
country’s reliance on 
incarceration for young 
people and adults.  

 
But we have a long, long way to go before we 
reduce our reliance on out‐of‐home placement 
for youth. As of 2011, there were still 61,423 
young people that on a single day were either 
detained pretrial, placed out of their home, or 
confined in a residential placement.  
 
The reductions of youth confined overall also 
mask how African American youth are confined 
at a rate nearly five times that of white youth, 
Hispanic/Latino young people are confined at 
nearly twice the rate of white young people, and 
American Indian young people are confined at 
more than three times the rate of white youth. 
Research from the Burns Institute and the 
National Council on Crime and Delinquency 
recently showed that at the local level, while there 
are fewer youth of color and white youth being 
confined overall, the disparities between rates of 
confinement are growing.15  
 

 
 

Note: This graph shows the gap between white youth and youth of color. White youth are 
confined at a ratio of one to one and do not appear on this graph. 
Source: The W. Haywood Burns Institute, “Unbalanced Juvenile Justice, Disparity Gap Incarceration Rate, 
Youth of Color vs. White,” accessed September 5, 2014 
http://data.burnsinstitute.org/#comparison=3&placement=3&races=1,2,3,4,5,6&offenses=5,2,8,1,9,11,10&ye
ar=2011&view=graph 
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While the juvenile justice field is certainly 
making progress in reducing confinement, for 
many young people—particularly young people 
of color—policy choices need to do more to 
promote the most effective ways to hold youth 
accountable and help young people successfully 
transition to adulthood.  
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PART II:  

THE TIP OF THE ICEBERG: 
WHAT TAXPAYERS PAY TO 
INCARCERATE YOUTH 
 
 
“Longer stays in juvenile institutions do not reduce recidivism, and some youth 
who had the lowest offending levels reported committing more crimes after being 
incarcerated.” 
 

—Edward P. Mulvey, Ph.D., Highlights From 

Pathways to Desistance: A Longitudinal Study of 

Serious Adolescent Offenders. U.S. Department 

of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Office of 

Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 

(2014).  
 
Right now, taxpayers will spend hundreds of 
dollars a day—in some places, hundreds of 
thousands of dollars a year—to confine a young 
person. Because every state (and local) juvenile 
justice system is different, it is a challenge to 
come up with a consistent way to describe these 
direct costs from state to state. These costs also 
change over time. 
 
To advance the understanding of the direct costs 
of confinement, JPI collected information from 
46 states and jurisdictions in the summer and 
fall of 2014 on what they said they pay on a per‐
day or per‐year basis to confine a young person 
in their most expensive confinement option. 
These 46 states or jurisdictions represent 93 
percent of the population of the United States in 
201316 and 86 percent of committed youth in out‐
of‐home placements in 2011.17  
 

The information contained in the following table 
represents fiscal information provided directly 
from state juvenile corrections departments, 
agency annual reports, or legislative documents. 
When a state or juvenile correctional system 
provided more than one cost of confinement, the 
most expensive one is listed, reflecting the 
reality that it can cost hundreds of dollars a day, 
and hundreds of thousands of dollars a year, 
when systems fail to reduce the chances that a 
young person will end up confined. Costs of 
other types of placements, which range from 
large, secure facilities to smaller group homes 
are included in the endnotes, when available, 
along with details about each cost figure in the 
endnotes. To account for varying lengths of stay 
across different jurisdictions and recent research 
that indicates that longer stays in secure 
confinement do not reduce recidivism,18 JPI 
calculated the estimated cost of placing a young 
person out of his or her home for three months, 
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six months, and a full year.19 These time 
ranges —per day, 90 days (three months), 180 
days (six months), and a year (365 days)—
vary to reflect the growing consensus from 
research and operations of juvenile justice 
systems that acknowledges that in the rare 
instances where secure care is appropriate, 
confinement should be for the shortest period 
of time possible to reduce harm to the youth 
and save money. 
 

It’s outrageous how much this country 
spends to lock up a single child for a non-
violent offense…. On average the state of 
Connecticut spends $134,000 per year to 
incarcerate just one child.  When we lock 
up a child, not only are we wasting millions 
of taxpayer dollars, we’re setting him or 
her up for failure in the long run. The 
system as it exists now is unfair to 
everyone involved and needs to be 
changed. 	
	
—Senator Christopher Murphy (D), Connecticut.	
 
Christopher Murphy, United States senator for Connecticut, “To Help Reduce 
Youth Incarceration, Murphy, Booker Introduce Bill to Encourage State Policies 
That Lead to Better Youth Outcomes,” June 2014. 
www.murphy.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/to-help-reduce-youth-
incarceration-murphy-booker-introduce-bill-to-encourage-state-policies-that-
lead-to-better-youth-outcomes 



	
Costs of confinement: Forty-six states and jurisdictions reporting 

State Per day Per 3 months Per 6 months Per year 

Louisiana
20

 $127.84 $11,506 $23,011 $46,662 

Florida
21

 $151.80 $13,662 $27,324 $55,407 

Alabama
22

 $159.00 $14,310 $28,620 $58,035 

South Dakota
23

 $207.43 $18,669 $37,337 $75,712 

Indiana
24

 $212.13 $19,092 $38,183 $77,427 

Idaho
25

 $213.57 $19,221 $38,443 $77,953 

Utah
26

 $214.12 $19,271 $38,542 $78,154 

Missouri
27

 $244.30 $21,987 $43,974 $89,170 

Georgia
28

 $249.66 $22,469 $44,939 $91,126 

Kansas
29

 $250.50 $22,545 $45,090 $91,433 

Wyoming
30

 $261.00 $23,490 $46,980 $95,265 

Washington
31

 $262.48 $23,623 $47,246 $95,805 

Oregon
32

 $263.00 $23,670 $47,340 $95,995 

Kentucky
33

 $276.00 $24,840 $49,680 $100,740 

Minnesota
34

 $287.23 $25,851 $51,701 $104,839 

Colorado
35

 $287.63 $25,887 $51,773 $104,985 

Arizona
36

 $290.68 $26,161 $52,322 $106,098 

Wisconsin
37

 $291.00 $26,190 $52,380 $106,215 

Tennessee
38

 $301.29 $27,116 $54,232 $109,971 

Illinois
39

 $304.11 $27,370 $54,740 $111,000 

Arkansas
40

 $317.08 $28,537 $57,074 $115,734 

North Dakota
41

 $342.58 $30,832 $61,664 $125,042 

Nebraska
42

 $347.55 $31,280 $62,559 $126,856 

Texas
43

 $366.88 $33,019 $66,038 $133,911 

West Virginia
44

 $387.58 $34,882 $69,764 $141,467 

Mississippi
45

 $420.00 $37,800 $75,600 $153,300 

South Carolina
46

 $426.00 $38,340 $76,680 $155,490 

North Carolina
47

 $437.67 $39,390 $78,781 $159,750 

Massachusetts
48

 $473.49 $42,614 $85,228 $172,824 

Michigan
49

 $475.22 $42,770 $85,540 $173,455 

Montana
50

 $481.67 $43,350 $86,701 $175,810 

New Mexico
51

 $487.87 $43,908 $87,817 $178,073 

Rhode Island
52

 $510.63 $45,957 $91,913 $186,380 

Nevada
53

 $535.36 $48,182 $96,365 $195,406 

New Jersey
54

 $537.35 $48,362 $96,723 $196,133 

Hawaii
55

 $546.08 $49,147 $98,294 $199,319 

Ohio
56

 $554.80 $49,932 $99,864 $202,502 

California
57

 $570.79 $51,371 $102,742 $208,338 

New Hampshire
58

 $588.00 $52,920 $105,840 $214,620 

Connecticut
59

 $607.41 $54,667 $109,334 $221,705 

Vermont
60

 $615.00 $55,350 $110,700 $224,475 

Maine
61

 $616.33 $55,470 $110,939 $224,960 

Virginia
62

 $712.38 $64,114 $128,228 $260,019 

District of Columbia
63

 $761.00 $68,490 $136,980 $277,765 

Maryland
64

 $809.00 $72,810 $145,620 $295,285 

New York
65

 $966.20 $86,958 $173,916 $352,663 

Average $407.58 $36,682 $73,364 $148,767 
Note: States reported per-day or annual costs. Three-month and six-month calculations are estimated by multiplying per-day costs 
by 90 and 180 days or dividing the annual costs by these units. The costs reflect the highest cost confinement option provided to the 
researchers by states in the summer and fall of 2014, and each endnote in the full report lists other cost options that were provided 
to researchers as part of the request. This chart will be updated to reflect new information and posted at www.justicepolicy.org. 
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For these 46 states or jurisdictions that reported 
to JPI, the average costs of the most expensive 
confinement option for a young person out of 
his or her home are $407.58 per day, $36,682 per 
three months, $73,364 per six months, and 
$148,767 per year. Forty‐six states reported costs 
that were included to create the average. Thirty 
three of 46 states and jurisdictions reported 
spending $100,000 or more on the most 
expensive confinement option for a young 
person.  
 
The reasons states incur different per diem and 
annual costs are varied, and they reflect various 
opportunities, challenges, and choices in how 
juvenile justice systems are designed. The 
reasons for these varied costs include:  
 
 Treatment and rehabilitation services: 

States and jurisdictions that provide 
diverse and intensive services may spend 
more per youth than states that do not. 
For example, Washington, D.C., is a place 
that has been recognized for delivering a 
variety of schooling, treatment, 
employment training, and life‐building 
skills in its small‐unit facilities.66 
 

 Privatization or lack of unions: States that 
choose to send youth to private facilities 
or prohibit unionization tend to have 
lower operating costs, especially related to 
staffing. 

 
 Economies of scale or capacity 

utilization: States that utilize a few, full 
facilities tend to spend less per bed than 
states that are operating many sparsely 
populated facilities. 

 
Depending on the state and the kind of facility 
or placement, a number of different funding 
streams may pay for these placements. Per‐day 
or per‐year expenditures can include a mixture 
of county dollars, state dollars, and federal 
dollars—something that is different from state to 
state. 
 
Regardless of how the costs of confinement are 
shared, taxpayers pay these direct costs.  
 

COST IN CONTEXT: IS 

THE PRICE TOO HIGH?  
Whether or not taxpayers believe they are 
spending too much on the confinement of young 
people is a matter of perspective. Competing 
values inform policy choices meant to achieve 
juvenile justice and public safety goals, and the 
best outcomes for youth given their behavior 
and limited options.  
 
In some states, the cost of confinement has risen 
because of a reduction in the number of young 
people confined or placed out of the home: 
There are simply fewer youth in the buildings 
that remain and, as a result, costs per day rose. 
As New York State saw escalating costs, there 
were public calls to change policy so that 
facilities that had a handful of young people in 
them (but staff and building infrastructure 
around them) were closed.  
 
In states under consent decrees—where a legal 
agreement or settlement is used to resolve a 
lawsuit related to the conditions of 
confinement—juvenile corrections leaders have 
worked with advocates to develop educational, 
treatment, and employment services for the 

The more [time] we gave them, it 
didn’t make any difference, there was 
no effect, [on recidivism]. 
 
—Thomas Loughran, of the University of 
Maryland’s Department of Criminology and 
Criminal Justice, contributing researcher to the 
Pathways to Distance study 
 
Maggie Lee, “Study: Youth Offenses, Sentences, Predict Little about 
Recidivism (September 21, 2012). Juvenile Justice Information 
Exchange, http://jjie.org/study-youth-offenses-sentences-predict-little-
about-recidivism/  
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youth who end up in the deepest end of these 
systems, and they have worked to make 
facilities safer than they were. For example, 
California made efforts to improve the services 
young people received in the deepest end of the 
system. 
 
The emerging consensus is that when youth 
confinement or out‐of‐home placement occurs, it 
should involve:67 
 
 A treatment‐rich environment; 

 
 The shortest length of stay commensurate 

with the court order, the opinion of 
professionals, and, increasingly, the 
family’s perspective; 
 

 An aftercare and reentry plan that begins 
from the day the young person enters the 
system to ensure successful transition 
back to the community;  
 

 Making sure the youth is placed as close 
to the home community as possible; and 
 

 The ability for the young person’s family, 
friends, and community to access them 
and see them as often as possible. 

 
A juvenile justice system that has these 
characteristics also requires significant 
investment and is consistent with an approach 
that uses out‐of‐home placement sparingly and 
as the last resort and for the least amount of time 
possible.  
 
From system to system, policymakers and 
taxpayers should determine what barriers must 
be eliminated to place more youth at home.  
 
Key questions policymakers need to ask to help 
“right‐size” the system include: 
 
1) What are the barriers to reducing length 

of stay? For example, are there mandatory 
sentence structures that cause a young 

person to be confined beyond the point 
where any meaningful change can occur 
in their life and that does more harm than 
good? Oregon and Ohio have mandatory 
minimum sentences that juvenile justice 
experts have criticized for increasing the 
length of stay for certain offense 
categories. If a young person faces a 
mandatory minimum sentence, rather 
than a length of stay tailored to the 
youth’s needs, taxpayers are spending 
hundreds of dollars a day (and potentially 
hundreds of thousands of dollars a year) 
and getting no real benefit in terms of 
helping youth transition to adulthood and 
promoting public safety. When length of 
stay can be adjusted, investments can be 
made in ramped‐up aftercare services to 
help young people transition and in 
alternatives to incarceration that can hold 
youth accountable. 
 

2) Is incarceration being used as the first 
choice rather than the absolute last 
choice? For example, do alternatives to 
incarceration and out‐of‐home placement 
exist that can be expanded to keep a 
young person at home? The funding 
streams established in Alabama, 
California, Ohio, New York State and 
Texas that built a continuum outside of 
state‐run facilities are a starting point, but 
they only a beginning. How might these 
funds be expanded, and leveraged to 

The state's detention centers are a 
revolving door. It's clear that our 
current system is putting too many 
juveniles on a path to becoming 
career criminals. It's expensive, it's 
not working, and it's time to change. 
 
—Skaneateles Police Chief Lloyd Perkins, 
president of the New York State Chiefs 
Association 
 
William Kates, “Group Says NY Juvenile Justice System Broken, Costs 

Too Much,” Newsday, November 1, 2007. 



STICKER SHOCK   14 	
strengthen services for youth at‐home? 
Community‐based programming that can 
create wraparound services for youth, 
individualize services based on the unique 
needs of each youth, engage the family, 
and connect the youth to neighborhood 
resources can cost as little as $75 per day.68 
 

3) Are the right investments being made in 
the right parts of the youth‐serving 
system to avoid bigger costs down the 
road? Put another way, is the system 
making the right investments in diversion 
and earlier interventions that could help 
hold young people accountable long 
before confinement is considered? 
Researchers have demonstrated that 
diverting young people from the system 
early on and providing them with the 
services and supports that any youth 
needs to thrive is a more cost‐effective 
investment than confinement. 
Jurisdictions must establish services that 
engage youth in positive activities and 
provide supports for families to ensure 
that youth will succeed in the community. 
This includes investing in services for all 
youth to ensure that they never become 
involved with the justice system at all and 
only engaging the justice system as the 
response of last resort.  

 
While there may be times when confinement is 
necessary, overly relying on confinement or 
failing to make the appropriate investments in 
other parts of the youth‐serving system that 
could help keep a young person at home results 
in an expensive price tag over the long term. 
 
States are taking steps to answer these questions 
within their own juvenile justice and public 
safety systems:  
 
 Hawaii: Strengthen community 

supervision and reduce secure 
confinement. Facing high costs and poor 
outcomes from its youth commitment 
policies, Hawaii enacted House Bill 2490 

in 2014, based on the comprehensive 
recommendations of the Hawaii Juvenile 
Justice Working Group. The law will 
reduce secure confinement, strengthen 
community supervision, and focus 
resources on practices proven to reduce 
recidivism. The reforms are projected to 
cut the number of youth held in the state’s 
secure facility by more than half over the 
next five years, allowing for reinvestment 
in proven interventions.  
 

 Georgia: Reducing out‐of‐home 
placements and investing in evidence‐
based programs. Following a criminal 
justice overhaul in 2012, Georgia enacted 
House Bill 242 in 2013, which included 
wide‐ranging reforms to its juvenile 
justice system based on recommendations 
from the Special Council on Criminal 
Justice Reform for Georgians. The 
councilʹs provisions of the bill will save an 
estimated $85 million over five years and 
reduce recidivism by focusing out‐of‐
home facilities on serious offenders and 
investing in evidence‐based programs. 
The bill also streamlines and revises the 
state code relating to juvenile justice and 
child welfare, including creating new 
processes for cases involving children in 
need of services. 
 

 Kentucky: Restricting the commitment of 
lower‐level offenders and cutting the 
duration of out‐of‐home placements. 
Kentucky passed comprehensive juvenile 
justice legislation in 2014 based on 
recommendations from a bipartisan, 
interbranch task force. The law 
strengthens evidence‐based programs 
while restricting the commitment of 
lower‐level offenders and duration of out‐
of‐home placement. The reforms are 
expected to reduce the Department of 
Juvenile Justice’s out‐of‐home population 
by more than one‐third and save 
Kentucky taxpayers as much as $24 
million over five years—money that can 
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be reinvested in needed community 
programs. 69 

 
These states asked tough questions about how 
the juvenile justice system was working, studied 
their approach, and found that better ways 
existed to hold youth accountable, help young 
people transition, and improve efficiency in the 
public safety system. 
 
Every state, jurisdiction, and stakeholder that 
plays a role in youth confinement needs to be 
asking the same questions that were asked in 
Hawaii, Georgia, and Kentucky, and that are 
increasingly being asked around the country. 
Given the research that shows that confinement 
and placing young people deeper into the 
system can have a negative impact on a young 
person’s connection to school and work, 
compromises their safety, and increases the 
likelihood that they will commit another offense, 
what changes need to be made to the system?  
 
As will be shown in the following sections, 
beyond the effect that confinement has on a 
young person’s life, this new research shows 
that confinement can increase the significant 
costs all of us end up paying.
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PART III:  

ESTIMATING THE TOTAL 
LONG-TERM COSTS OF 
YOUTH CONFINEMENT 
 
 
 
“These findings suggest that if these offenders can be identified early and 
correctly and provided with prevention and treatment resources early in the life 
course, their criminal activity may be curtailed. While researchers have studied 
these offenders in great detail, little attention has been paid to the costs they 
exert on society. ….We estimate the present value of saving a 14-year-old high 
risk juvenile from a life of crime to range from $2.6 to $5.3 million.” 
 

—Mark A. Cohen, Professor of Management and 

Law, Vanderbilt University, and Alex R. Piquero, 

Ashbel Smith Professor of Criminology, University 

of Dallas (2009).70 
 
In recent years, a number of efforts have been 
made to quantify the costs associated with 
choosing certain youth development and youth 
corrections policies over others. These 
approaches tend to show that you can get the 
same outcome, if not a better outcome, by 
choosing policies that save money and do less 
harm. These estimates build on the notion that 
the impact of poor policy choices ratchets up 
long‐term costs, including those associated with 
lack of economic opportunity, tax revenue, 
increased reliance on public assistance, and 
recidivism. For example, researchers Marc A. 
Cohen and Alex R. Piquero estimate that when 
you include recidivism and other costs relating 
to crime, it can cost taxpayers millions of dollars 
for each high‐risk youth who commits another 
offense.71 

While strong causal inferences can be drawn 
about the relationship between youth 
incarceration and negative life outcomes, this 
remains a topic of discussion, and further 
empirical research will help inform the 
conversation.  
 
A recent study by researchers from Columbia 
University and the City University of New York 
looking at the lost economic potential of 
“opportunity youth”—all the young people 
defined as aged 16‐24 who are disconnected 
from education and work—estimated that the 
lost economic potential can be as much as $4.7 
trillion dollars for all 6.7 million disconnected 
youth. In the Economic Value of Opportunity 
Youth,72 an estimate of the long‐term impact of 
the opportunity youth population 



17    JUSTICE POLICY INSTITUTE 	

		

commissioned by the White House Counsel for 
Community Solutions, the researchers found:  
 
 Less employment and less tax revenue: 

Opportunity youth tend to work 
sporadically at low‐paying jobs, annually 
earning $4,100 and paying $750 in taxes. 
By contrast, their peers earn $13,900 and 
pay $2,430 in taxes yearly; 
 

 Increased public assistance: Annually, an 
opportunity youth receives at least $360 
more in housing assistance, food stamps, 
and Women, Infants and Children 
Program (WIC) support than a peer. He or 
she also disproportionately accesses 
federal programs such as job assistance 
and funding for homeless shelters. Such 
young people are more likely to be 
without health insurance and to face 
chronic health challenges. Medicaid 
covers an estimated 28 percent of these 
youth; the cost of their coverage is 
approximately $16 billion. 
 

 Increased crime costs: Although they 
make up only 17.3 percent of 16‐ to 24‐
year‐olds, opportunity youth account for 
63 percent of all crimes committed by this 
age group. Researchers estimate that such 
crime costs taxpayers $188 billion 
annually. 

 
We know that the negative consequences that 
come from unnecessarily or inappropriately 
confining youth go far beyond immediate, short‐
term financial costs to include:  
 
 The young person: Inappropriate or 

unnecessary confinement can have 
lifelong consequences for a young 
person’s mental health, ability to complete 
school, get a job and earn income, and 
lead a productive life. Confinement can 
also make a young person’s mental health 
challenges worse, and increases the 
chances that a young person may be 
harmed by staff or others while confined. 
 

 The young person’s family: Families of 
confined youth bear a unique burden 
when their children are away from home. 
They experience the emotional pain of the 
separation from their children. The cost of 
long‐distance travel and lodging are 
financial burdens on families and prevents 
families from being fully involved in their 
child’s life—all of which can be a barrier 
to a young person’s successful transition 
back to the community.73  
 

 The young person’s community: Most 
young people will age out of delinquency, 
either with the help of an intervention 
from the system early on or because the 
youth will simply mature and age out on 
his or her own (absent the negative 
consequences of formal system 
involvement). 74 Needlessly confining 
youth may increase the chances that a 
young person engages in delinquent 
behavior and perhaps more serious 
behavior. Higher recidivism means that 

The economic consequences of 
opportunity youth are 
enormous….The full lifetime burden 
amounts to $4.7 trillion across the 
cohort of opportunity youth in 2011. 
These numbers show how much is 
being squandered by failing to 
adequately invest in future 
generations. 
 
— Clive Belfield, Professor of Economics, 
Queens College, City University of New York; 
Henry M. Levin, William H Kilpatrick Professor of 
Economics & Education , Teachers College, 
Columbia University; Rachel Rosen, Teachers 
College, Columbia University—research 
commissioned by the White House Council for 
Community Solutions 
 
Clive R. Belfield, Henry M. Levin, and Rachel Rosen, The Economic 
Value of Opportunity Youth (Washington, DC: Corporation for National 
and Community Service and the White House Council for Community 
Solutions, 2012). http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED528650.pdf. 
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more people are likely to experience 
crime, which results in tangible, out‐of‐
pocket expenses, such as medical bills, lost 
earnings due to lost work time during 
convalescence, and property losses. 
 

 The taxpayer: Taxpayers spend hundreds 
of dollars a day, and in some places 
hundreds of thousands of dollars a year, 
on the confinement of young people. In 
addition, taxpayers incur substantial 
expenses associated with processing 
young people through the juvenile justice 
system, lost tax revenues, and additional 

public assistance spending associated with 
lost earning capacity of young people who 
do not successfully transition to 
adulthood. 

 
In an effort to contribute to the growing body of 
work showing the exorbitant financial costs of 
confining young people, and following the lead 
of researchers such as Marc A. Cohen and Alex 
R. Piquero, what follows is an estimate of the 
larger costs of confinement, applying several 
frameworks to demonstrate the scale of the 
larger costs. 
 

“YOUTH INCARCERATION” AND THE ESTIMATE: INCARCERATION, COMMITMENT, AND 
“THE FLOW” 
 
Incarcerated youth (61,423 in 2011): Youth who were reported to be in pretrial detention or committed 
to a confined space in 2011. This figure is a one-day snapshot of the number of youth detained or 
committed to a confined space in 2011. 
 
Committed and confined youth (41,934 in 2011): Youth who are placed in a facility as part of a court-
ordered disposition. This figure is a one-day snapshot of the number of youth committed to a confined 
space in 2011. The research shows that pretrial detention can have a negative impact on a young 
person’s transition to adulthood. But because the studies that look to control for the negative impact of 
confinement used in the report looked at confined, committed youth, we used the one-day snapshot of 
confined youth (41,934) to generate an estimate of the number of youth that flow through a residential 
setting, and we elected not to include pretrial detention in this analysis. 
 
“The flow” (146,979 in 2011):

 
Residential facilities house many more youth over the course of a year 

than are counted in a single, one-day snapshot. We estimated that 3.5 times the 41,934 committed and 
confined youth counted in the 2011 Census of Juveniles in Residential Placement were admitted to and 
released from facilities. That flow is an estimate of the number of committed young people who were 
confined at some time during 2011. The estimate was generated from data in the 2011 Census and 
Juvenile Court Statistics.  
 

All the cost estimates in this document are generated from “the flow” (or a specific subset of flow 

estimates).  For more information, see the Appendix.	
 

Notes: Research done in Florida on pretrial, detained youth—for example – showed that when controlling for other key variables such as age, race, 
gender and offense severity found that detained youth faced a greater probability of having a petition filed at intake, a greater probability for having a 
petition filed by the States Attorney, and a greater probability of receiving formal judicial interventions. Other Florida research by the Office of State 
Court Administrators found that when controlling for other factors—including the severity of offense—youth who are detained are three times more 
likely to end up being committed to a juvenile facility than youth who are not detained Frazier, C.E. and Cochran, J.C. (1986), “Detention of Juveniles: 
Its Effects on Subsequent Juvenile Court Processing Decisions,” Youth and Society Vol. 17 No. 3 286-305. Office of State Courts Administrator, Florida 
Juvenile Delinquency Court Assessment. (2003) Tallahassee, FL: Office of Court Improvements. This study shows that the odds of a previously 
detained youth receiving commitment are 3.22 times greater than that of a youth who has never been detained.	
The estimates of the number of youth who experienced confinement during the year 2011 were derived from the Census of Juveniles in Residential 
Placement and the annual publication, Juvenile Court Statistics. While the Census provides a one-day snapshot of the number of youth in confinement, 
our estimates capture the flow of youth through the nation’s residential facilities, which is much larger than the one-day Census outcome because the 
juvenile population “flows” through residential placement over a year-long period. This estimate is similar to other methods used. Dr. Barry Krisberg, 
then President of the National Council on Crime and Delinquency used the then most recent data available from surveys administered by the National 
Council on Juvenile Justice (NCJJ) estimate that 350,000 youth were detained in 1999. See Barry Holman and Jason Ziedenberg, The Dangers of 
Detention: The Impact of Incarcerating Youth in Detention and Other Secure Facilities (Washington, DC: Justice Policy Institute, 2006). 
www.justicepolicy.org/images/upload/06-11_rep_dangersofdetention_jj.pdf	



19    JUSTICE POLICY INSTITUTE 	

		

 Increased recidivism: What is the cost of 
increased recidivism on the community 
when a youth who would otherwise desist 
from delinquency is confined and 
recidivates?  
 

 Fewer earnings: If confinement means a 
young person has less success in school, 
and as a result of that, has reduced 
lifetime wages, what are the estimated lost 
earnings? 
 

 Fewer tax revenues: What is the lost tax 
revenue associated with foregone future 
earnings by confined youth? 
 

 Increased reliance on public assistance: 
What is the cost to taxpayers when a 
young person, negatively impacted by 
confinement, comes to rely on public 
assistance programs such as Medicaid and 
Medicare disability insurance?  
 

 Increased victimization: What is cost of 
victimization of a young person in a 
facility?  
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PART IV:  

REOFFENDING AND 
RECIDIVISM 
 
 
 
“It’s not uncommon for rearrest rates for youth returning from confinement to be 
as high as 75 percent within three years of release, and arrest rates for higher-
risk youth placed on probation in the community are often not much better. While 
there have been promising advances in the field, few juvenile justice systems can 
point to significant and sustained progress in reducing these recidivism rates. 
Recidivism rates for youth involved in the juvenile justice system have been 
persistently high for many reasons, but not because nothing works. In fact, a 
wide-ranging body of research exists on how to reduce recidivism and improve 
other youth outcomes. However, juvenile justice systems have historically 
struggled to fully understand this research, apply it in a cohesive way, implement 
it with fidelity, and hold agencies and service providers accountable for results.” 
 

—Elizabeth Seigle, Nastassia Walsh, and Josh 
Weber, Council of State Governments (2014).75 

 
Some of the challenges of determining the net 
impact of confining youth outside the home, and 
how that might affect their behavior and their 
ability to transition to adulthood, are 
highlighted in recent research by the Council of 
State Governments (CSG)—research that was 
funded by the John D. and Catherine T. 
MacArthur Foundation, the U.S. Department of 
Justice’s (DOJ) Bureau of Justice Assistance, and 
supported by the DOJ’s Office of Juvenile Justice 
and Delinquency Prevention.  
 
The researchers for the Council of State 
Governments found that 20 percent of state 
juvenile correctional agencies do not track recidivism 
for youth at all, and most states do not consider 
the multiple ways a youth may have subsequent 
contact with the justice system, which range 
from rearrest, readjudication, or reincarceration 

within the juvenile justice system to offenses 
that involve them with the adult corrections 
system.  
 
CSG’s findings underscore the principal 
challenge of applying the research on recidivism 
to cost‐benefit analysis: There is no uniform, 
national standard for tracking recidivism in juvenile 
justice, nor is there a standardized data program for 
the country to study to generate the kind of cost‐
benefit analysis that would help drive national policy 
in an effective way.  
 
Along with big gaps in measuring recidivism 
across different components of the juvenile 
justice system, little scholarship exists that seeks 
to control for all challenges justice‐involved 
young people faced prior to their confinement. 
This lack of scholarship may be caused by 1) 
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data limitations, 2) lack of resources to support 
this kind of research, and 3) perhaps, lack of will. 
If it could be shown that taxpayers were 
spending hundreds of thousands of dollars a 
year on a system that is not generating 
meaningful change in young people’s behavior, 
and is instead creating longer term costs, one 
might expect that elected officials and 
policymakers would change policy or the public 
might respond at the ballot box.  
 
Generating research about the impact of 
confinement on young people is also difficult 
because it is hard to separate the effects of the 
juvenile justice system from those related to the 
larger challenges that justice‐involved young 
people may face: concentrated poverty, 
challenged schools, gaps in the public health 
system, and intergenerational violence, which 
are all factors at play in the communities from 
which most confined youth come.  
 

STUDIES USED TO 

ESTIMATE THE IMPACT 

OF YOUTH 

CONFINEMENT ON 

RECIDIVISM 
This report uses academic studies that compare 
subsamples of previously incarcerated youth 
and justice‐involved youth who have not been 
incarcerated to produce an estimate of the 
number of youth who might commit another 

offense in the future. These studies share a 
number of important characteristics:  
 
 The information they draw upon is either 

nationwide or in a local jurisdiction that is 
not unique, thereby producing results that 
would not be considered outliers relative 
to the rest of the nation; 
 

 They use innovative statistical techniques 
designed to address the methodological 
challenge of isolating the impact of 
confinement on recidivism from other 
factors that could affect young people’s 
behavior; and 
 

 They vary with respect to methodology, 
geographical coverage, the time period 
covered after youth incarceration, 
definitions of recidivism, and their 
findings.  

 
The findings from these reports on recidivism 
are used to determine a range of estimates of the 
likelihood that a youth will commit another 
offense because he or she was incarcerated:  
 
 Sweeten and Apel (2007), Journal of 

Qualitative Criminology: 76 Sweeten and 
Apel applied two methodological 
approaches to the National Longitudinal 
Survey of Youth, a nationally 
representative sample of 8,984 
individuals. The researchers used their 
models to estimate the effect of youth 
incarceration for 16‐ and 17‐year‐olds on 
future crimes and future arrests for each 
of the five years following incarceration. 
The two statistical approaches found a 
strong statistical relationship between 
incarceration and recidivism when 
comparing samples of arrested‐but‐not‐
incarcerated youth with incarcerated 
youth. Youth who were incarcerated as 
juveniles had a roughly 20–percentage‐points‐
higher likelihood of recidivating. On the other 
hand, the analyses found that no 
statistically significant relationship existed 

“I think most people would agree that 
it’s unacceptable that we have a 65 
percent recidivism rate for those 
youths released from YDCs when a 
YDC bed costs $91,000 a year.” 
 
— Georgia Court of Appeals Judge Mike Boggs, 
co-chairman of the state’s Special Council on 
Criminal Justice Reform 
 
Bill Rankin and Carrie Teegardin, “State turns attention to juvenile 
justice reforms,” Atlanta Journal-Constitution, December 13, 2012. 
www.ajc.com/news/news/state-turns-attention-to-juvenile-justice-
reforms/nTTxx/. 
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between youth incarceration and re‐
offending when comparing samples of 
incarcerated and convicted‐but‐not‐
incarcerated youth.  
 

 Lin (2007), funded by the Bureau of Justice 
Assistance: In his study, Lin analyzed a 
sample of 736 youth who had been 
adjudicated by the New York City Family 
Courts between June 2000 and June 2003. 
Incarcerated youth were tracked for a 
maximum of 18 months to determine re‐
offending.77 Lin found at that time that the 
placement decision had little to do with 
criminogenic risk— something that had 
significant implications for the risk at 
which a young person would be placed. 
Lin found that “placement,78 at least in the 
short term, does not appear to affect the risk of 
recidivism. Because of that, the outcomes 
are placed at the low end of the range of 
results generated by Sweeten and Apel. 
 

 Aizer and Doyle (2013), National Bureau 
of Economic Research: In their study, 
Aizer and Doyle analyzed a sample of 
nearly 37,000 Chicago youth processed by 
the Juvenile Court of Cook County to 
determine the extent to which youth 
incarceration affects future recidivism and 
educational outcomes. Unlike the other 
studies reviewed here, their study defines 
recidivism as incarceration (rather than 
arrest or criminal activity) as an adult by 
age 25.79 Aizer and Doyle concluded that the 
findings of their modeling showed that 

“incarceration as a juvenile increases the 
probability of recidivism as an adult by 22‐26 
percentage points.”  

 
A peer‐reviewed study by Loughran et al, also 
found no significant statistical relationship 
between youth incarceration and recidivism. 
The study was not used for the cost estimate in 
this report because it covers only youth 
incarcerated for serious offenses, rather than the 
entire youth offender population.80 
 
The findings of the studies reviewed for this 
report are summarized in the next Table (“Select 
recidivism studies used in the estimate”).  
 
As the table indicates, increased recidivism rates 
vary from 0 percent, which indicates that youth 
incarceration has no impact on re‐offending, to 
between 22 percent and 26 percent, which 
indicates a strong positive relationship between 
youth incarceration and recidivism.  
 
Based on these findings and for the cost 
estimation in the subsequent section, we define 
the range of impacts of youth incarceration on 
re‐offending as follows: 1) at the low end of the 
range, youth incarceration has zero impact on 
the extent of re‐offending by previously 
confined youth (and therefore generates zero 
costs); and 2) at the high end of the range, youth 
incarceration increases the likelihood of re‐
offending by 26 percent (and increases costs to 
taxpayers and people harmed by crime). The 
rate of recidivism determined by Aizer and 

Doyle informs the 
cost calculation of 
recidivism.  
 
Sweeten/Apel and 
Lin’s scholarship 
does not mean 
that there are zero 
recidivism effects 
from confinement. 
Rather, using the 
methodology they 

Select recidivism studies used in the estimate 

Authors 
Time Period after Release 

from Incarceration for 
Tracking Recidivism 

Range of Percentage 
Change in Recidivism Due 

to Youth Incarceration 

Sweeten/Apel 
5 years for 16- to 17-year-

olds 
0%  

Lin 18 months 0% 

Aizer/Doyle Until age 25 +22% to +26% 



23    JUSTICE POLICY INSTITUTE 	

		

selected to precisely isolate the impact of 
confinement from other factors, they did not 
find a clear relationship between recidivism and 
confinement that could be separated from other 
factors in the study.  
 
Many judges, district attorneys, public 
defenders, state and county elected officials, 
parents of young people, and community 
leaders have attempted to reform juvenile justice 
systems and reduce the use of confinement 
based on what they see every day: young people 
returning from facilities to the community come 
out worse. More scholarship in this area would 
strengthen an already strong case that the kind 
of juvenile justice system that is needed is one in 
which confinement is the last choice, not the first 
choice.  
 

ESTIMATING THE 

COSTS OF YOUTH 

CONFINEMENT ON 

RECIDIVISM 
To the extent that confinement is associated with 
committing new offenses after exit from 
residential facilities, confinement imposes costs 
1) on those individuals directly harmed when a 
young person engages in behavior as a result of 
their previous confinement and 2) to taxpayers 
who pay to process a young person through the 
justice system again.  
 

Costs to those harmed 
The costs to those harmed can be placed in two 
categories:  
 
 Tangible costs: Tangible victim costs 

include medical expenses and mental 
health costs, cash losses, property loss or 
damages, and lost earnings due to injury. 
 

 Intangible costs: Intangible victim costs 
include the costs associated with the pain 
and suffering resulting from the offense.81 

Scholarly attempts have tried to quantify the 
costs of crime over the years that include both 
the costs to society as well as the costs to those 
harmed.  
 
The two methodologies within the academic 
literature in recent years for estimating the 
tangible and intangible costs to victims from 
specific crimes are the following:  
 
 The “jury award” approach: The “ex‐

post” approach uses actual jury awards 
for actual crimes that have been 
adjudicated in court, for previously 
committed specific behaviors, as the basis 
for estimates of the intangible cost of those 
crimes to victims.82 
 

 The “willingness to pay” approach: The 
(WTP) “ex‐ante” approach generates 
estimates of what the public is willing to 
pay for a decrease in the risk of being a 
crime victim in the future.83  

 
For most offenses, the intangible cost estimates 
produced by the WTP approach exceed those of 
the jury‐award approach. In this report, we 
capture those differences by generating a range 
of costs for each offense to ultimately produce a 
range of total costs associated with re‐offending.  
 
The next table (Estimates of the cost of certain 
adjudications to the harmed party can range 
from $4,340 to $314,650 in 2011 dollars) 
provides estimates, in 2011 dollars, of the costs 
to those harmed by various offenses. The WTP 
(willingness to pay) approach generates 
substantially higher cost estimates, presumably 
because it captures the fears associated with the 
crimes and the preventive measures potential 
victims would be willing to take to avoid being 
victimized. 
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Estimates of the cost of certain adjudications to the harmed party can range from $4,340 to 

$314,650 in 2011 dollars 

 Tangible + Intangible Cost per Harmed Party, per Behavior 

Offense Ex-Post (Jury Award) Approach Ex-Ante (Willingness to Pay) Approach 

Aggravated assault $23,116 $92,225 

Arson $11,960 $124,775 

Burglary $1,422 $37,975 

Larceny/theft $501 $4,340 

Motor vehicle theft $6,385 $18,445 

Rape/sexual assault $212,799 $314,650 

Robbery $8,642 $42,315 

Simple assault N/A $20,615 

Sources: Ex post approach - McCollister, K. E., French, M. T., & Fang, H. (2010). The Cost of Crime to Society: New Crime Specific Estimates for 
Policy and Program Evaluation. Drug Alcohol Dependence 108(1-2): 98-109; Ex-ante approach - Cohen, Mark and Alex Piquero. “New Evidence on 
the Monetary Value of Saving a High Risk Youth,” Journal of Quantitative Criminology. Volume 2: 2009. 

A general equation for estimating the 
nationwide costs to the harmed party when a 
young person’s delinquent behavior continues 
when it would have otherwise ceased was made 
by multiplying:  
 
 Number of youth experiencing 

residential confinement during the year 
(that is,ʺthe flow” of young people 
experiencing confinement through a 
commitment throughout the year); 
 

 Estimated number of youth committing a 
new offense: Drawn from the research on 
the increase in the likelihood of re‐
offending due to prior youth confinement; 
 

 Estimated number of offenses committed 
by each re‐offending youth: Cohen and 
Piquero account for the potential that a 
single young person is likely to engage in 
more behaviors than just those reported 
and processed by law enforcement (for 
example, one youth might have engaged 

in several delinquent acts even though 
only one came to the attention of law 
enforcement)84; and  
 

 Estimated cost of each offense to a single 
victim in 2011 dollars,85 as derived from 
the willingness to pay and jury award 
methodologies.  

 
The information includes an estimate of the 
number of re‐offenses, the costs per offense, and 
the total costs for all re‐offenses for each of the 
two methodologies used.86 All monetary 
estimates have been converted to 2011 dollars, 
which is the last year for which nationwide 
confinement data are available, using the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics’ Consumer Price Index. 
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Costs to the taxpayer  
In addition to imposing costs on individual 
people who are harmed, recidivism by 
individuals who were confined as youth 
generates costs to taxpayers, who must foot the 
bill for arrests, prosecution, court proceedings, 
and confinement of youth (including their 
confinement as adults).  
 
Five types of costs are included in this analysis, 
following previous studies, such as those 
conducted by the Washington State Institute for 
Public Policy (WSIPP) and the University of 
Wisconsin’s La Follette School of Public Affairs. 
These include the costs associated with the use 
of police; prosecutors and the courts; detention 
centers; state residential facilities; and state 
supervisory programs for young people placed 
on probation. In addition, the costs are also 
likely to vary depending on the outcome of the 
re‐arrest. 
 
Following the lead of other researchers, 
marginal cost estimates from a recent WSIPP 
analysis of the costs of crime in Washington 
State are converted into nationwide estimates 
for the year 2011.87  
 
The key features of estimating the crime costs to 
taxpayers include: 
 

 Number of youth experiencing 
residential confinement during the year 
(that is, “the flow” of young people 
experiencing confinement through a 
commitment throughout the year); 
 

 Estimated number of youth committing a 
new offense: Drawn from the research on 
the increase in the likelihood of re‐
offending due to prior youth confinement; 
 

 Estimated number of youth rearrested 
and the final outcome of the case: The 
estimated number of youth that will 
experience different outcomes within the 
system, such as re‐release, supervision, or 
re‐confinement; and  
 

 Estimated taxpayer costs: The total 
taxpayer costs associated with each of 
these dispositions as a direct result of the 
initial exposure to confinement. 

 
Pulling all these estimates together generates a 
total cost of confining youth in terms of their 
potential recidivism, the costs of that recidivism 
to a single harmed party, and the collective costs 
for taxpayers. All costs are expressed in terms of 
2011 dollars, and all costs are presented as a 
range from the low estimate to the high 
estimate. 
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Victim and taxpayer costs from recidivism due to youth incarceration can reach $7.034 billion in 

2011 dollars. 

 
Low End of 

Range  
High End of 

Range  

Change in re-offending due to youth incarceration 0% +26% 

Jury Award Methodology 

Costs to harmed party $0 $3.155 billion 

Taxpayer Juvenile Justice System Costs $0 $0.374 billion 

Total, costs of incarceration-related recidivism $0 $3.529 billion 

Willingness to Pay Methodology 

Costs to harmed party $0 $6.660 billion 

Taxpayer Juvenile Justice System Costs $0 $0.374 billion 

Total, costs of incarceration-related recidivism $0 $7.034 billion 	
Based on the data included here, at the lowest 
end of the range of the three recidivism studies 
used that fit the very narrow criteria of 
controlling for the impact of confinement, there 
may be no cost whatsoever, because the studies 
on recidivism did not show a relationship 
between confinement and recidivism that could 
be isolated from other factors (e.g., challenges in 
the community young people were from, higher 
rates of poverty, more challenged schools).  
 
The estimated costs associated with recidivism 
include the following: 
 
 Taxpayer costs on the high end reached 

$374 million dollars; 
 

 Costs to victims of re‐offenses on the high 
end reached $6 billion dollars. Combined 
costs to taxpayers and victims on the high 
end reached $7 billion; 
 

 The use of the willingness to pay 
technique produced an estimate of victim 
costs that was twice the estimate 
generated by the jury award method ($6 
billion compared to $3 billion)  

Given that the findings of the research by the 
Corporation for National and Community 
Service showed that trillions of dollars are lost to 
the economy by the 6.7 million opportunity 
youth, these estimates seem reasonable. At a 
minimum, these estimates speak to the real‐life 
experience of the communities most affected by 
high rates of youth confinement and that have 
festering crime problems, and where 
inappropriately and unnecessarily confining 
youth has costs and consequences that extend 
broadly. 
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WHAT DO VICTIMS OF CRIME REALLY WANT?  EFFECTIVE RESPONSES TO 

CRIME AND HARM IN CONTEXT 
 
These estimated costs need to be put in perspective around the policy choices that communities will 
make about how to handle crime and delinquency, and they raise important questions for those 
seeking to help harmed parties move past the trauma of crime.  
 
In 46 states and jurisdictions that represent more than 8 out of the 10 young people confined in the 
United States, the average costs of the most expensive confinement option for a young person is 
$407.58 per day and $148,767 per year. Given scarce resources, if incarceration were the first choice, 
not the last choice, government could end up significantly exceeding its budget if the only response to 
address harm was confinement.  
 
Policymakers need to put the question directly to crime victims: Given scarce resources, would you 
choose to spend hundreds of thousands of dollars a year to confine a youth when the best data show 
continued confinement is not likely change a young person’s behavior, or based on this data, is likely 
to make them worse off and more likely to reoffend?  
 
In the first-ever survey of California crime victims by the research firm David Binder Research, the 
survey identified 500 individuals who had been a victim of crime in the last five years.

1
 These crime 

victims shared the following perspectives on California’s adult criminal justice issues: 
 
 When asked about California’s rates of incarceration, more victims say that we send “too many” 

people to prison than “too few”; 
 

 Victims want a focus on supervised probation and rehabilitation by a two-to-one margin over 
prisons and jails; 
 

 Victims prefer investments in mental health and drug treatments by a three-to-one margin over 
incarceration; and 
 

 Three in four victims believe that prisons either make inmates better at committing crimes or 
have no impact at all. Only a small minority believes that prisons rehabilitate people. 

 
While it might be tempting for some to view the estimates of the tangible and intangible costs of harm 
and say it is worth the cost to incarcerate youth, crime victims and those harmed by delinquency have 
a much more nuanced approach to the policy choices faced around the use of confinement.   
 
Source: Californians for Safety and Justice , California Crime Victims’ Voices: Findings from the first-ever survey of California Crime Victims and 
Survivors (Oakland, California: Californians for Safety and Justice, 2012). 
http://libcloud.s3.amazonaws.com/211/72/d/228/2/VictimsReport_07_16_13.pdf. 
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PART V:  

EDUCATION, EMPLOYMENT, 
AND WAGES 
 
 
 
“The evidence to date seems to suggest that involvement with the criminal justice 
system adversely influences educational attainment. In particular, youth who 
come into contact with the justice system are less likely to finish high school.”  
 

–Robert Apel, Professor of Criminal Justice, Rutgers 
University, and Gary Sweeten, Professor of 
Criminology and Criminal Justice, Arizona State 
University (2009).88  

 
 
Young people who are removed from their 
communities and confined can experience a 
break in their schooling and also miss other 
opportunities to develop their human capital 
and contribute to our communities. Studies have 
shown that involvement in the juvenile justice 
system has a negative impact on high school 
completion.89 Together with an increased 
likelihood of reoffending after being confined, 
lack of educational success can drive up costs as 
individuals lose the potential to earn a living, 
pay taxes, and contribute to the economy.  
 
One summary of research on lost educational 
opportunities for at‐risk youth found that fewer 
than 20 percent of confined youth go on to finish 
high school or receive a GED.90 A Florida‐based 
study found that fewer than half (44 percent) of 
4,066 youth exiting confinement during the 
2000‐2001 school year returned to school within 
the subsequent three years.91 Two statistical 
analyses, using representative national samples 
of youth, found that contact with the juvenile 
justice system had negative impacts on 

educational achievement. One 2006 report found 
that “first‐time arrest during high school nearly 
doubles the odds of high school dropout while a court 
appearance nearly quadruples the odds of dropout.”92 
A 2008 analysis of a national sample of 9,000 
youth found that while 67 percent of the total 
youth surveyed finished high school, only 32 
percent of convicted youth and 18 percent of 
confined youth eventually graduated. 93  
 
The costs of lost educational opportunities to 
incarcerated youth and taxpayers are likely to be 
significant.  
 
According to the U.S. Department of Labor, for 
example, the difference between the median 
annual incomes of adults with and without a 
high school degree is $18,000, which is 
equivalent to a $630,000 loss in lifetime earnings 
per individual.94 Failure to complete high school 
has an enormous impact on employment 
prospects and wages earned in the future even 
without considering the contributing factors of 
criminal delinquency and incarceration. 
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Employment data in 2008 for 16‐ to 24‐year‐olds 
shows that fewer than half (45.7 percent) of high 
school dropouts were employed compared with 
more than two‐thirds (68.1 percent) of high 
school graduates who were employed.95  
 
Some studies have directly analyzed the 
relationship between the incarceration of youth 
and their employment prospects and earnings. 
Survey data on individuals less than 20 years 
old who were confined in institutions show 
higher unemployment rates and lower wages up 
to a decade or more after their confinement.96 
Incarceration is a turning point in one’s wage 
trajectory. An analysis of a national sample of 
young males, controlling for all other factors, 
shows that the incarceration experience reduces 
the wages of formerly incarcerated individuals 
by 10 to 20 percent and diminishes their wage 
growth by approximately 30 percent. This was 
found to be due principally to lower education 
among incarcerated young adults.97  
 
Another recent analysis of the impact of youth 
arrest on education failure suggests that the so‐
called turning point occurs much earlier in a 
young person’s life and that collateral 
consequences, such as education failure and 
employment instability, accumulate from the 
point of an initial youth arrest.98 
 
These findings have deep policy implications for 
young people—primarily young people of 
color—who are affected by the juvenile justice 
system.  
 
That said, similar to isolating the impact of 
confinement on recidivism, some of these 
studies do not control for all possible factors 
affecting youth other than confinement, such as 
the challenged schools that exist in the 

communities most affected by high levels of 
incarceration and crime. 
 

STUDIES USED TO 

ESTIMATE THE IMPACT 

OF YOUTH 

CONFINEMENT ON 

EDUCATIONAL 

ATTAINMENT 
The studies profiled in this section meet the 
same types of criteria applied to the analyses 
selected for the estimation of the impacts of 
youth confinement on recidivism: All three 
studies are statistical analyses that attempt to 
isolate the impact of confinement.99 
 
These three studies found: 
 
 Sweeten and Apel (2010), unpublished 

manuscript, funded by the Department of 
Justice. In a study that built upon the 
educational attainment analysis in their 
2007 paper, Sweeten and Apel applied a 
method to isolate the causal impacts of 
youth incarceration on high school 
completion, income generation, and other 
measures of “status attainment.” Their 
analyses found that incarceration increased the 
likelihood that a youth would drop out of high 
school by between 11.1 and 18.3 percentage 
points. These results indicate that youth 
incarceration, in isolation from other 
causal factors, has a strong negative 
impact on educational attainment.100  

Youth Confinement
School 
Dropout

Employment 
Barriers/Wage 
Differential
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 Hjalmarsson (2008), Journal of 

Urban Economics. 
Hjalmarsson found that 
convictions alone reduced the 
likelihood of completing high 
school by 16.1 percentage 
points while incarcerations 
alone reduced that likelihood 
by 25.9 percentage points. 
Combining those findings yields a 
9.8‐percentage‐point net impact of 
youth confinement on high school 
graduation. In other words, youth 
confinement, when other factors have 
been controlled, reduced the likelihood 
that a youth would finish high school by 
nearly 10 percentage points. 101 
 

 Aizer and Doyle (2013), National Bureau 
of Economic Research. Aizer and Doyle’s 
2013 study also examined the impact of 
youth incarceration on high school 
graduation using their large sample of 
Chicago youth. Using their method to 
eliminate bias in the estimates and control 
for other causal factors, they generated 
results that were similar to those of the 
Sweeten‐Apel and Hjalmarsson studies. 
Their analysis found that youth incarceration 
reduced the likelihood of high school 
graduation by 13.3 percentage points.102  

 
Combining the results of the three studies in the 
summary table leads to estimated impacts of 
youth confinement on the attainment of a high 
school diploma ranging from a 9.8‐to‐18.3‐
percentage‐point reduction.  
 
An estimate of the range of nationwide 
education‐related costs attributable to youth 
confinement was developed using the following:  
 
 Number of youth experiencing 

residential confinement during the year 
(that is, “the flow” of young people 

experiencing confinement through a 
commitment throughout the year); 
 

 Estimated reduction in reduced 
educational attainment: The range in the 
estimated reduction of educational 
attainment summarized from the three 
studies (above); and 
 

 Estimated costs per person associated 
with failure to complete high school, 
which are derived from the 2007 work of 
Henry Levin and academic colleagues 
from the City University of New York, the 
Teachers College of Columbia University, 
and Princeton University,103 who are 
leaders in estimating the costs and 
benefits of education in the U.S. and have 
been commissioned by the White House 
Counsel for Community Solutions.  

 
Three costs associated with failure to complete a 
high school education are included in this 
estimate: 
 
 Lost lifetime earnings: Even though lost 

lifetime earnings have a specific impact on 
a person’s life, earnings also contribute to 
the general economy; 
  

 Lost federal, state, and local tax revenue: 
Tax revenue is critical to funding public 
institutions, including those that serve 
youth and their families; and 

Select studies used to estimate the impact of youth 
confinement on educational attainment 

Authors of reports 
estimating impact of youth 
confinement on high school 
graduation 

Range of percentage 
reduction in likelihood of 
high school graduation 

due to youth confinement 

Sweeten/Apel 11.1 to 18.3 

Aizer/Doyle 13.3 

Hjalmarsson 9.8 
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 Higher Medicaid and 

Medicare104 
expenditures by 
federal and state 
governments: High 
school graduates are 
expected to be healthier 
and live longer, be less 
reliant on Medicaid and 
social security 
disability, and have 
health insurance 
coverage.  

 
The cost estimate generated is similar to 
findings by Levin et al. but were converted to 
2011 dollars to bring them in line with the rest of 
the findings of the report.105 

 
The three studies reviewed above generate a 
range of impacts of youth confinement on the 
likelihood of high school graduation of 9.8 to 
18.3 percentage points. As part of this estimate, 
the authors broke out estimates for different 
categories of youth.106 We estimated the range of 
present values of the impact of confinement on 
lifetime earnings of confined youth for 2011, an 
estimated range of the present values of the 
impact on lifetime tax payments of confined 
youth, and an estimated maximum of the 
impact of youth confinement on Medicaid and 
Medicare spending for confined male and 
female youth for 2011.  	
The tables contain the estimates of confinement 
on young people’s wages, their reliance on 
public services, and tax revenue generated from 
their earnings to create a much larger picture of 
the costs all of us face. Using this range of costs, 
the authors estimate what it costs young adults, 
taxpayers, and the community at large when 
young people’s educational attainment and 
success is affected by the confinement 
experience. These costs include: 
 
 Lost income: between $4 billion and 

nearly $8 billion in income is lost when 
young person are confined by the courts; 
 

 Lost tax revenue: taxpayers and the public 
lose between $2 billion and nearly $4 
billion in future tax revenue as a result of 

Estimated lost economic benefit from confinement can range 
from $7 billion to $13 billion in 2011 dollars. 

  

Low End of 
Range 

High End of 
Range 

 Billions of 2011 Dollars 

Lost income $4.07 $7.60 

Lost tax revenue $2.07 $3.87 

Higher Medicare and Medicaid costs 0.86 $1.50 

Total costs  $7.00 $13.07 

“Broad policy decisions in education can 
be framed around a simple question: Do 
the benefits to society of investing in an 
educational strategy outweigh the costs? 
….We find that each new high school 
graduate would yield a public benefit of 
$209,000 in higher government revenues 
and lower government spending for an 
overall investment of $82,000, divided 
between the costs of powerful 
educational interventions and additional 
years of school attendance leading to 
graduation. ….[T]he quest for greater 
equity for all young adults would also 
produce greater efficiency in the use of 
public resources.” 
 
— Clive Belfield, Professor of Economics, Queens 
College, City University of New York; Henry M. Levin, 
William H. Kilpatrick Professor of Economics & 
Education , Teachers College, Columbia University; 
Peter Muennig, Associate Professor of Health Policy 
and Management, Columbia University; and Cecilia 
Rouse, Professor of Economics and Public Affairs, 
Princeton University 
 
Henry Levin, Clive Belfield, Peter Muennig, and Cecilia Rouse, The Costs 
and Benefits of an Excellent Education for All of America’s Children (New 
York, NY: Teacher’s College Columbia University, 2007). 
www.literacycooperative.org/documents/Thecostsandbenefitsofanexcellente
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the impact of confinement on a young 
person’s ability to earn a living; and 
 

 Higher public assistance costs: taxpayers 
pay anywhere from just under a billion to 
more than $1.5 billion dollars in increased 
Medicare and Medicaid costs when the 
previous confinement of a young person is 
accounted for among those individuals 
who rely on public assistance. These 
young people might have relied on 
private insurance had they successfully 

connected with the workforce and not 
been on public insurance.  

 
Given the finding of research commissioned by 
the Corporation for National and Community 
Service that estimated the lost economic 
potential to be as much as $4.7 trillion dollars for 
all 6.7 million disconnected youth, these multi‐
billion dollar estimates seem reasonable for 
those youth whose “opportunity” was 
suspended due to their experience of 
confinement.107 
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PART VI:  

VICTIMIZATION OF YOUTH 
 
 
 
“No youth should ever be subjected to such abuse by an adult entrusted with 
their care and well-being.” 
 

—Statement from the Florida Department of Juvenile 
Justice, aired by a Florida television network in 
August 2014 in regards to a case in which a young 
person was sexually battered by an employee of a 
juvenile detention center (2014).108 

 
It costs all of us when young people are more 
likely to reoffend and less likely to have 
educational success because of their confinement. 
We also know that young people who have been 
confined can experience harm from physical and 
sexual violence in institutions.  
 
Some confined youth are exposed to physical, 
sexual, and emotional trauma as a result of attacks 
by other confined youth and staff of residential 
facilities within the juvenile system.109 Along with 
juvenile institutions, young people face even higher 
risk of abuse when they are tried as adults and 
confined in adult institutions110 – something that 
has led to efforts in a number of states to move 
young people out of the adult system and into the 
juvenile justice system. This increased risk of harm 
was acknowledged by the federal government a 
decade ago. Passed unanimously in 2003, the 
Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA) is the first 
federal civil statute focused specifically on 
addressing sexual violence in juvenile facilities, 
jails, prisons, lockups, and other facilities. PREA 
established the National Prison Rape Elimination 
Commission, which held hearings about sexual 
misconduct in custody, issued reports on the 
problem of sexual victimization in secure facilities, 

and proposed standards for the prevention, 
detection, and response to sexual misconduct in 
criminal and juvenile justice settings. In 2012, DOJ 
issued standards for juvenile facilities, adult jails 
and prisons, lock ups, and community confinement 
facilities to appropriately address sexual assault. 
While PREA did not create a personal right of 
action for prisoners, it did set up a national 
standard of care for prisoners, thus opening the 
door for possible legal recourse. 
 
Both adult and juvenile institutions have faced 
lawsuits for failing to keep young people safe from 
abuse while they are confined.  
 

ESTIMATING THE 

IMPACT OF YOUTH 

CONFINEMENT ON 

FACILITY-BASED SEXUAL 

ASSAULT 
A 2012 report by the DOJ on sexual 
victimization in state‐funded or ‐operated 
facilities indicates that serious problems persist. 
The DOJ survey of a representative sample of 



STICKER SHOCK   34 	

8,707 adjudicated youth in confinement in 326 
youth correctional facilities found that 4.8 
percent had been subjected to “nonconsensual 
sexual acts” by other youth (1.7 percent) and 
facility staff (3.1 percent).111 While these findings 
represent an improvement over the 6.2 percent 
revealed by the Department of Justice’s 2008‐09 
sexual victimization survey, they are similar to 
the finding in the 2003 Survey of Youth in 
Residential Placement (SYRP) that 4 percent of 
youth were forced to engage in sexual 
activity.112  
 
The prevalence of sexual assault in state‐
controlled facilities, as reported in the 
victimization survey, represents just a small but 
traumatic portion113 of the violence to which 
committed youth are subjected..  
 
In an effort to give some financial accounting of 
taxpayers’ costs related to the sexual assault of 
confined youth, the same 
methodologies are used as in the 
“Reoffending and Recidivism” 
section of this report: jury award 
approach and the willingness to pay 
approach. These approaches quantify 
the costs of sexual assault to be in the 
range of $200,000 to $300,000 per 
incident.  
 
The incidence of sexual assaults is 
given directly by the 2012 DOJ 
survey. When that incidence is 
combined with the estimate of the 
total number of youth confined in a 

year, it is possible to generate an estimated 
dollar figure to the increased likelihood of 
victimization as a result of confinement.  

 

ESTIMATING THE COST 

OF THE IMPACT OF 

SEXUAL ASSAULTS ON 

CONFINED YOUTH 
The 2012 sexual victimization survey can be used 
to  monetize  the  impact  of  sexual  assaults  on 
youth  confined  in  state‐controlled  juvenile 
facilities.  It  is  assumed  that  in  2011,  the  latest 
year  of  data  from  the  Census  of  Juveniles  in 
Residential  Placement,  4.8  percent  of  confined 
youth were  subjected  to  non‐consensual  sexual 
activities, the same percentage determined in the 
2012 sexual victimization survey.114  
 
Since this incidence rate is taken directly from the 
U.S. Department of Justice and can be considered 
to be a  reflection of  the  real  incidence of  sexual 
assault, a range of estimates is not necessary. The 
estimation of the cost of sexual assault on youth 
in facilities is calculated in the following way: 
 
 Number of youth experiencing 

confinement during the year (that is, “the 
flow” of young people experiencing 
confinement through a commitment 
throughout the year); 
 

[J]uveniles are five times more likely to be 
sexually assaulted in adult rather than juvenile 
facilities, often in the first forty-eight hours of 
incarceration. Victims of prison rape suffer 
severe physical and psychological effects that 
hinder their ability to integrate into their 
communities and maintain stable employment 
upon release from prison. 
 
— Federal Judge Reginald Walton, Chairman, National 
Prison Rape Elimination Commission 
 
Federal Judge Reginald B. Walton, ”The Chairman’s Remarks,” the National Prison 
Rape Elimination Commission, 2008, Accessed on Aug. 31, 2014, 
http://web.archive.org/web/20080602090814/http://nprec.us/chairmans_remarks.html 

Four percent of youth in custody say 
they were forced to engage in sexual 
activity while living in their current 
facility. 
 
—Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention, U.S. Department of Justice 
 
Andrea J. Sedlak, Karla S. McPherson, and Monica Basena, “Nature 
of Risk of Victimization: Findings from the Survey of Youth in 
Residential Placement” U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice 
Programs, Office of Delinquency Prevention, 2013 (Washington, DC). 
Accessed on Aug. 31, 2014. www.ojjdp.gov/pubs/240703.pdf.
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 Number of young people who were 
victims of sexual assault while confined or 
committed to the system;  
 

 Percentage of males and females sexually 
assaulted according to the 2012 
victimization survey; and 
 

 Range of costs per victim was given by the 
present values of the costs of sexual 
assaults derived by McCollister et al. and 
by Cohen and Piquero in jury award and 
willingness to pay estimates, 
respectively.115  

 

In 2011, based on DOJ survey results, it was 
estimated that more than 4,354 young people 
confined (4.8 percent) were victims of sexual 
assault. 
 
Based on what the DOJ and others have 
estimated to be the quantifiable costs of sexual 
assault, we estimate the costs to those young 
people affected by this behavior to range 
between $901 million and $1.37 billion in the year 
2011. 
 
These estimates aside, no economic model can 
quantify the full impact that sexual violence can 
have on an individual. 

 

Estimated present value impact of a higher rate of sexual assault on confined youth can range 
from $.9 billion to $1.37 for all youth assaulted in 2011. 

 

 
Jury Award (McCollister, et al.), 

2011 dollars 
Willingness to Pay (Cohen and 

Piquero) 

  

Estimated number. 
of young people 

affected by sexual 
assault in state-

controlled facilities, 
2011 

Present value 
of the cost per 

youth 
assaulted 

Present value of 
cost per youth 

assaulted 

Present value 
of cost to one 
young person 

assaulted  

Present value of 
cost to all youth 

assaulted 

Male  4,051 $206,933 $0.84 billion $314,650 $1.27 billion 

Female 303 $206,933 $0.06 billion $314,650 $0.10 billion 

Total 4,354 $206,933 $0.90 billion $314,650 $1.37 billion 
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PART VII:  

THE FINAL TALLY AND WHAT 
WE POTENTIALLY SAVE 
WHEN WE MAKE BETTER 
CHOICES 
 
 
 
We pay significant direct costs—from hundreds 
of dollars a day and hundreds of thousands of 
dollars a year—for the incarceration of young 
people. Whether it is $300,000 a year in New 
York, $200,000 a year in California, $111,000 a 
year in Illinois, or anything in between, any 
policy decisions that could have averted those 
costs is one that taxpayers need to scrutinize.  
 
Along with those direct costs of confinement, we 
estimate that confining young people when 
another option might have been appropriate 
costs us billions more when including the long‐
term impact of confinement on a young person’s 

schooling, connection to work, recidivism, 
ability to earn a living, pay taxes, and reliance 
on public assistance. 
 
We also know that the biggest costs are borne by 
the young people, their families, and the 
communities most affected by confinement—

communities of color.  

 

Each year, the U.S. incurs an estimated $8-$21 billion in long-term costs for the 

confinement of young people. 

 

 

Low end of 

range 

High end of 

range 

 Billions of 2011 Dollars 

Cost of recidivism $0 $7.03 

Lost future earnings of confined youth $4.07 $7.60 

Lost future government tax revenue $2.07 $3.87 

Additional Medicare and Medicaid spending $0.86 $1.50 

Cost of sexual assault on confined youth $0.90 $1.37 

Total, all costs $7.90 $21.47 
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A MODEST SILVER 

LINING: WHAT DOES 

THE YOUTH 

DEINCARCERATION 

TREND MEAN FOR THE 

COLLATERAL COSTS? 
 
If confining youth has a long‐term cost, what 
happens if policymakers choose to reduce 
confinement?  
 
Between 2001 and 2011, the number of youth 
committed to confinement—those who 
“flowed” through confined places—declined 
from 267,000 to 147,000, a 45 percent decrease 
during that ten‐year period. Had that decline 
never occurred and confinement levels in 2011 
equaled those in 2001, about 120,000 more youth 
would have been confined in 2011.  
 
If we applied the average collateral costs per 
confined committed youth to the range of costs 
to those hypothetical additional 120,000 youth, 
we find that the collateral costs of confinement in 

2011 would have been between $6.45 billion and 
$17.54 billion higher in the absence of those 
reductions. Without the drop in confinement 
experienced between 2001 and 2011, the total 
collateral costs of confinement for the nation 
would have been nearly doubled in 2011: The 
estimated collateral costs in 2011 would have 
been between $14.35 billion and $39.01 billion, 
rather than between $7.9 billion and $21.47 
billion.  
 
Debate in the field has continued as to reasons 
why we saw the reductions in confinement over 
the past decade. We know the field made active 
policy changes in states that sought to reduce 
the use of confinement, and we also know that 
juvenile crime declined during this period, 
thereby reducing the available pool of young 
people that were likely to be confined.  
Regardless of why America has experienced a 
“youth deincarceration” trend, a small silver 
lining here is that the estimated reductions in 
youth confinement have turned into an 
estimated billions of dollars in annual collateral 
cost savings for the country. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
 
“It's just always that problem that people don't understand. You have to spend 
money to save money. Soft-cost issues are tough to prove economically, but the 
reality is, by keeping a child out of prison, we save this county $170,000 a year.” 
 

—Montgomery County, Ohio, Juvenile Court Judge 
Anthony Capizzi (2014).116 

 
We believe that there are ways to reduce the 
price we all pay for our poor policy choices, and 
instead find more effective ways to help young 
people successfully transition to adulthood, hold 
young people accountable for delinquency, and 
keep our communities safe. To achieve those 
goals, and reduce our short‐term and long‐term 
costs, we need to expand the definition of costs 
and benefits in our justice system and broaden 
the picture of how we account for success in 
juvenile justice. 
 
To help the field move forward towards cost‐
conscious, more effective, and fairer juvenile 
justice policies, JPI recommends the following: 
 

1) Reduce spending on confinement and shift 
funding to community‐based options for 
youth. There are circumstances when a 
young person may need to be placed out 
of the home and confined. That said, 
incarceration should be the last resort, not the 
first resort, for every juvenile justice system in 
the country. To help support creating a 
system that is right‐sized—where youth 
are placed appropriately depending on 
their risk of reoffending and their needs—
policymakers should take a page from the 
recent lessons learned in places that have 
seen reductions in youth incarceration, 
and they should shift public dollars from 

the most restrictive, most expensive 
options to community‐based options for 
treatment and supervision that keep 
young people at home, or close to home.  
 

2) Invest appropriately in juvenile justice, 
particularly in the right parts of the 
youth‐serving system. The 2008 recession 
helped accelerate juvenile justice reform 
by pushing policymakers to justify the 
hundreds of thousands of dollars they 
spent on youth confinement against the 
poor outcomes (or lack thereof) being 
generated. But as state, county, and city 
governments saw budgetary pressures, 
key parts of the juvenile justice continuum 
that help reduce delinquency early on 
have been strained: when alternatives to 
incarceration, diversion, and primary 
prevention are cut to make up the difference in 
a budget shortfall, it can increase long‐term 
costs on the system by leading more young 
people to end up in the most expensive places. 
Given the huge costs associated with 
incarceration, policymakers need to invest 
more in alternatives to incarceration, 
diversion, and primary prevention, and 
they should be investing earlier on—
upstream. The lesson from the states and 
jurisdictions that can spend $100,000 per 
youth incarcerated on an annual basis is 
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that policymakers should be investing 
earlier on—upstream. Because the 
adolescent development research suggests 
that young people engage in delinquency 
because it is normative, we need to 
provide the right services to the right 
young people at the right time. And there 
is research that demonstrates that the 
public has shown “willingness to pay” 
more tax dollars for approaches that 
concretely solve youth development and 
public safety challenges that relate to 
delinquency.117  
 

3) Address all the barriers that exist to 
reducing reliance on confinement in states 
and localities. From state to state and 
locality to locality, there are barriers to 
reducing the confinement of young 
people. Barriers include mandatory 
sentencing where there is no evidence that 
a longer term of confinement will produce 
any benefit, lack of alternatives to 
incarceration, reentry practices that do not 
plan for a young person’s return home 
effectively, laws that see low‐level youth 
unnecessarily confined, and lack of 
consistent funding streams to support less 
expensive, more effective community 
services.118 In every state, policymakers 
should identify barriers to reducing 
needless reliance on confinement, 
consistent with the evidence, best 

practices, and what can be learned from 
other jurisdictions.  
 

4) Improve system capacity to measure 
recidivism and track positive outcomes. 
Recidivism is one measure of the juvenile 
justice systems performance, and an 
important one. But any young person—
whether court‐involved, confined, or 
not—needs more than to just “not 
reoffend” to successfully transition to 
adulthood. Along with improving the 
system’s ability to measure recidivism, 
systems should measure positive 
outcomes for youth that reflect their 
successful transition to adulthood. The 
Positive Youth Justice119 model advanced 
by John Jay College of Criminal Justice 
Research and Evaluation Center and the 
Sierra Health Foundation represents an 
important step in broadening the 
approach to serving youth, and it is being 
applied by the Washington, D.C., 
Department of Youth Rehabilitation 
Services, among others.  
 

5) Develop consistent standards for 
measuring per diem and confinement costs 
from place to place. Every state has 
different standards for calculating the 
costs of confinement. California’s Board of 
Corrections includes the “percentage of 
administration used for youth facility 
administration.” Alongside a per diem 
cost of confinement, the Department of 
Youth Service in Ohio publishes a 
“marginal cost” that includes food, 
clothing, medical care, and treatment costs 
per youth, but excludes “all payroll and 
equipment costs,” something that make 
the single reduction of a young person’s 
confinement less expensive than it might 
be. Maryland excludes educational costs 
in its per diem rates.120 JPI recommends 
that corrections administrators, their 
associations, the professional associations 
that represent state budget offices, and 
legislative professionals explore ways to 

“Some will argue that programs and 
agencies should be measuring positive 
outcomes such as educational 
attainment, improved family functioning, 
attachment to positive adults or 
employment. CJCA fully supports the 
application of positive outcome 
measures….” 
 

—Council of Juvenile Corrections Administrators 
 
Phil Harris, Brian Lockwood, and Liz Menders, White Paper: Defining and 
Measuring Recidivism (Braintree, MA: Council of Juvenile Corrections 
Administrators, 2009). http://cjca.net/attachments/article/55/CJCA-
Recidivism-White-Paper.pdf. 



STICKER SHOCK   40 	
develop a standard definition of per diem 
and annual costs that would help 
jurisdictions determine how to calculate 
costs, allowing for consistency from 
jurisdiction to jurisdiction, and providing 
the foundation for research and cost‐
benefit analyses. The recent Council of 
Juvenile Corrections Administrators White 
Paper: Defining and Measuring Recidivism 
and attendant recommendations on 
recidivism might provide a roadmap for a 
process the field might undertake.121  
 

6) Expand executive and legislative capacity 
to develop cost‐benefit analysis. The 
Washington State Institute for Public 
Policy has advanced policy development 
in Washington and the entire country by 
working with its legislature to develop 
long‐term cost‐benefit analysis on criminal 
justice policy. Rather than simply relying 
on a definition of costs that focuses on 
annual budgets, WSIPP provides 
policymakers with an analysis of criminal 
and juvenile justice policy that accounts 
for long‐term costs of policy choices, 
including recidivism, and the long‐term 
benefit to taxpayers when policy choices 
reduce criminal justice costs in the long 
term.122 There have been sporadic 
initiatives and efforts in states to 
incorporate a cost‐benefit analysis in 
juvenile justice: these broadly include the 
work of the Cost Benefit Analysis Unit at 
the Vera Institute of Justice (including 
their work around efforts to analyze the 
benefit of moving 16‐ and 17‐year‐olds 
into the juvenile justice system), the Pew 
Charitable Trust’s Results First initiative 
and Oregon’s Criminal Justice 
Commission123 and system reform 
initiatives, such as the Standard Program 
Evaluation Protocol.124 Other states should 

consider expanding the mandate of their 
legislative and executive research arms to 
include cost‐benefit analysis in their 
review of juvenile justice policy. The 
expansion should seek to include the 
impact of choosing policies that increase 
the likelihood that young people will 
complete and succeed in school and work 
opportunities. Given what we already 
know about the immediate and long‐term 
costs of poor policy choices, policymakers 
should resource public capacity in 
government to analyze policy to reduce 
reliance on the most expensive, least 
effective ways to change individual 
behaviors.  
 

7) Expand research opportunities to study 
the long‐term costs of confinement and 
juvenile justice system contact. The 
estimate contained in this brief is one of a 
few attempts to build a comprehensive 
picture of the long‐term costs of 
needlessly and inappropriately relying on 
youth incarceration and out‐of‐home 
placement. The reason that only a handful 
of studies were used to advance these 
estimates has to do with the fact that 
limited scholarship has been funded and 
supported to isolate the impact of 
confinement on youth, their families, and 
our communities. More work needs to be 
done to advance the field. Building on the 
work from the National Research Council 
of the National Academies’ studies of 
juvenile justice, the Office of Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention 
should work with other federal and state 
agencies to expand scholarship 
opportunities on cost‐benefit in juvenile 
justice and youth service policy. 
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ENDNOTES 
1Sarah Hockenberry, Juveniles in Residential Placement (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Justice, 
Office of Justice Programs, Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2014). 
2 Between 2001 and 2011, there has been a 41 percent decline in the rate of youth detained and youth 
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