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Executive Summary  
 
Programs focused on children who are at risk of becoming delinquent have demonstrated 
effectiveness in preventing young people from ever entering the juvenile justice system.  
Despite solid evidence of the effectiveness of such early identification and intervention, 
New York State relies on an approach to at-risk youth that begins when children have 
already entered the correctional system.   
 
Prevention is cost-effective.  Keeping children from encountering the juvenile justice 
system saves on the staggering costs of incarceration (estimated at $210,000 per person 
or a total of $350 million annually), and even greater costs to victims and communities.1   
 
A change in approach is needed for New York to provide the most successful and cost- 
effective programs for our at-risk children.  In order to maximize the use of limited taxpayer 
dollars, funding decisions must be based on an evaluation of program effectiveness, not 
simply on past budget decisions.   
 
An evidence-based approach to assessing programs makes economic sense. Identifying 
successful programs that help at-risk children in their early years will enable the State to 
leverage its resources efficiently, saving the taxpayers significant amounts of money.  In 
addition, such an approach can establish a more fine-grained and flexible understanding of 
the risks children face, allowing the State to invest in the programs that are most effective 
in preventing children from ever committing crimes. 
 
In the State Fiscal Year (SFY) 2011-12 Executive Budget, the Governor has proposed 
several measures to reform the State’s juvenile justice system, including redesigning key 
State programs and moving towards community-based programs designed to address the 
needs of at-risk children. 
 
Early Intervention 
 
Early interventions that reduce crime and teenage pregnancy, and promote school and 
workforce productivity, have higher benefit-cost ratios and rates of return than other, later 
interventions.  A nurse home visitation program in Elmira, New York, for example, resulted 
in fewer arrests and convictions for children, and helped to reduce child abuse and neglect 
among poor unmarried mothers.  Nurse home visitation programs are associated with a 
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$17,200 lifetime return per youth and save $2.88 for every dollar spent, while other types 
of home visitation programs produce a $6,000 lifetime return and save $2.24 per dollar 
spent.2  The rates of return for such early interventions are much higher than for later 
interventions.  In fact, waiting to invest until a child reaches adolescence has been shown 
to be 40 percent more costly.3   
 
Juvenile delinquency prevention requires better coordination among multiple government 
agencies in identifying at-risk children.  Risk factors for juvenile delinquency span issues 
dealt with by various government agencies.  While child abuse and neglect are the most 
notable risk factors, other factors include poverty, educational failure, truancy, crime and 
drugs in the neighborhood, broken homes, weak social ties and substance use.4  While 
these risk factors may operate indirectly, they also combine in powerful ways.  
 
Therefore, emphasis should be placed on assessing the programs designed to help at-risk 
children in their early years and funding those programs strategically.  Such an approach 
will more effectively utilize the State’s limited resources, save taxpayer money and provide 
the opportunity to redirect at-risk children to nonviolent futures.   
 
A Cost-Effective Approach 
 
Since early family environments are major predictors of crime, children from affected 
homes need emotional and intellectual support, and cognitive stimulation, long before their 
formal schooling begins.  In addition to home visitation programs, other strategies that 
have been found to mitigate risk effectively include pre-kindergarten programs, drug and 
alcohol treatment programs for pregnant women, programs to assist mentally ill parents 
and improved access to health care.5   
 
The costs of failing to intervene early are enormous, since juvenile delinquents are at risk 
of becoming repeat offenders.  Child abuse and neglect increase future delinquency and 
adult criminality overall by 29 percent.6  The cost of one career criminal has been 
estimated between $2.0 million and $2.7 million (2004 dollars).  The largest component of 
that cost is borne by crime victims in the form of lost productivity, medical and mental 
health care, property loss and damage, and reduced quality of life. Taxpayers pay for 
additional police and fire services, as well as social and victim services.  In fact, the 
aggregate costs of crime borne by victims in the U.S. were estimated at $460 billion in 
2003.  Criminal justice costs are also substantial.7 
 
The risks of recidivism are age-sensitive, as are effective investment strategies for 
children.  Studies indicate that addressing risk factors during childhood can reduce the 
rates of juvenile violence and incarceration, accordingly reducing the costs to society.  The 
value of early investment is further magnified when programs are proven to divert children 
from ever encountering the juvenile justice system.   
 
If, for example, New York spends $500,000 on a crime prevention program and only one 
child who would otherwise have become a career criminal is diverted from that path, the 
program would have generated total present-value benefits of $1.5 million to $2.2 million.8  
In other words, just one success would provide a rate of return of three to four times the 
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total investment in the program.  Evidence-based research has identified a number of 
promising programs, documenting the cost-effectiveness and success of each in 
preventing at-risk children from becoming delinquent.  The Washington State Institute for 
Public Policy has analyzed juvenile justice programs and quantified how well they actually 
worked, thereby providing policy makers with the data to make decisions that save money 
and reduce crime. 
 
In New York City, a number of agencies working with children already engaged with the 
juvenile justice system have developed programs to decrease the placement of juveniles in 
State-run facilities.  As a result of its programs to provide alternatives to detention and 
incarceration, New York City reduced the number of children placed in facilities operated 
by the Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS) by 30 percent during the six years 
ending March 2008.  Moreover, several of the City’s programs that offer community-based 
alternatives to incarceration have recorded recidivism rates under 20 percent, as 
compared to a 75 percent re-arrest rate (within three years) for those released from OCFS 
facilities. 9 
 
Although a return on investment (ROI) analysis is most often associated with private 
business models, the State could effectively use this approach to examine the ROI of each 
child or youth program in which it invests.  Doing so will protect taxpayer dollars as well as 
ensure the greatest benefit to New York’s children.  As the State continues to address the 
current fiscal situation, measuring outcomes becomes increasingly important.  The focus 
must change from simply documenting the numbers of children “served” by a program to 
measuring the impact of the program and demonstrating if the program has met its goals.  
In order to provide accountability, program outcomes must be measurable. 
 
Agency Coordination 
 
Program funding decisions should be based on program effectiveness in reaching 
particular goals and on a benefit-cost analysis, not simply on past budget decisions.  The 
State’s limited program resources must be maximized by developing evidence-based 
policies, drawing on models that have proven effective in studies and incorporating 
standardized performance measures and periodic program evaluations.      
 
The diverse needs of at-risk children do not align with any one agency.  For this reason, 
significant improvements in coordination among State agencies are necessary.  All 
agencies must become aware of the programs with the strongest results in diverting 
children from paths that lead to juvenile delinquency.  Furthermore, agencies must become 
adept at matching the at-risk children they identify with proven prevention programs, even 
when a different agency oversees the appropriate program.   
 
Conclusion  
 
Adopting an evidence-based approach to investing in at-risk children in their early years is 
the key to an effective transformation of the system.  Policy makers need to draw on the 
extensive available research on risk factors, the costs of delinquency and crime, and the 
costs and benefits of programs aimed at prevention.  They must promote continuing 
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research and innovation.  Better coordination among government agencies is necessary to 
realize the full benefits of this new approach.  Identifying what works and allocating 
resources strategically should be top priorities in today’s economic climate.  
 
End Notes 
                                                 
1 New York State Task Force on Transforming Juvenile Justice.  Charting a New Course: A Blueprint for 
Transforming Juvenile Justice in New York State.  December 2009. 
www.vera.org/download?file=2944/Charting-a-new-course-A-blueprint-for-transforming-juvenile-justice-in-
New-York-State.pdf New York State Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS).  “Selected 
Characteristics of Youth Entering and Leaving OCFS Custody Jan. 08-Mar. 08 or In Custody on March 31, 
2008 and the Same Periods Last Year.”  At age 16, an incarcerated youth may be transferred to an adult 
prison in New York State at the discretion of a judge. 
 
2 Aos, Steve, et al.  “Benefits and Costs of Prevention and Early Intervention Programs for Youth.”   
Washington State Institute for Public Policy.  Sept. 17, 2004.  www.wsipp.wa.gov. 
 
3 Heckman, James.  “Investing in Disadvantaged Young Children is Good Economics and Good Public 
Policy.”  Paper presented Nov. 19, 2007 at Springfield, Massachusetts: 9-10. 
 
4 New York State Division of Criminal Justice Services, Youth Violence Reduction Strategy:  Goals and 
Guiding Principles, March 2004. 
www.criminaljustice.state.ny.us/osp/downloads/guidingprinciplesfinalcombined2feb04.pdf citing Surgeon 
General’s Report 2001, US Department of Health and Human Services; New York State Division of Criminal 
Justice Services.  Three-Year Comprehensive State Plan for the Juvenile Justice & Delinquency Prevention 
Formula Grant Program.  2006-08: 36-39.  www.criminaljustice.state.ny.us/ofpa/pdfdocs/jjstateplan07.pdf . 
 
5 Wiley, Meredith, et al.  “Prevent Child Abuse and Neglect.”  New York Law Enforcement.  Fight Crime:  
Invest in Kids New York.  2007. www.fightcrime.org/reports/pacanreport.pdf ; Kimberly DuMont, et al.  
“Healthy Families New York (HFNY) Randomized Trial:  Impacts on Parenting After the First Two Years.” 
June 2006. 
 
6 Widom, Cathy S. and Michael G. Maxfield.  “An Update on the ‘Cycle of Violence.’”  National Institute of 
Justice Research Brief.  Feb. 2001. www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/184894.pdf  
 
7 Cohen, Mark A.  The Costs of Crime and Justice.  New York:  Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, 2005.  
Cohen updates his original 1997 cost estimates of a career criminal published in “The Monetary Value of 
Saving a High-Risk Youth,” Journal of Quantitative Criminology 14.1 (1998): 5-33.  The estimate of future 
savings has been discounted to present value.  As noted by Cohen, applying a higher discount rate would 
reduce the projected benefits.   
 
8 Subtracting the cost of the program from the savings in prevented social costs of a single career criminal as 
estimated by Cohen, 2005.  
 
9 Taylor, Andrea.  “Changing the Legacy of Juvenile Justice in New York State.” The Wagner Review XVI 
(2008-09): 13-20; New York State Task Force on Transforming Juvenile Justice; New York State Office of 
Children and Family Services (OCFS).     



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


