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Paroling authorities operate at the state and federal lev-
el as public sector agencies located within the executive 
branch of government. Unlike many executive branch 
agencies in which the director or commissioner of the 
department is appointed by the governor, in a majority 
of states the governor nominates the entire membership 
of the parole board. This gubernatorial reach frequently 
extends, as well, to the appointment of the chair. Though 
variation is found, the chairs of releasing authorities are 
often responsible for wide-ranging administrative over-
sight, in effect, serving as the Chief Executive Officer of 
their agency’s management and operations. They and the 
board members they direct are ultimately accountable  
for decision-making practices that affect the actual length 
of time individuals spend in prison or under supervision 
post-release.

While there is an evolving base of knowledge about the 
jurisdiction and leverage exercised by releasing author-
ities in their decision-making,1 very little is known about 
the backgrounds of parole board chairs or their views of 
the challenges they confront. This is despite the centrality 
of their role in the governance of the agencies they lead, 
and the myriad concerns leveled at the scope and impact 
of their organizations. With respect to the latter, the most  
vexing issue facing releasing authorities continues to cen-
ter on the “how” of the discretionary decision to grant or 
deny parole. Other issues are implicated each in its own 
way contributing to the ever-churning environment in 
which parole boards function.

For well over half a century there has been a notable con-
stancy in the specific criticisms mounted against releasing 
authorities across the country.2  This commentary express-
es deep skepticism about parole boards’ commitment and 
capacity to achieve fairness, openness, and transparency. 
Critics continually question the nature of the hearing pro-
cess, the use of risk assessment tools, the value of parole 
guidelines informed by presumptive release, the standards 
and statutory qualifications for board membership, the lack 
of insulation of parole boards from political interference, 
and the directional pressures of both prison crowding and 
high-profile cases on parole grant rates.3  

It is relatively easy to identify these criticisms concerning 
the performance of paroling authorities. Far less informa-
tion is available to understand how the chairs of releasing 
authorities view or respond to such challenges. If it is rea-
sonable to presume that the views they hold align to the 
steps they might take to address such issues now or in the 
future, then it is important to know what they think. 

The aim of this report is to compare and contrast parole 
board chairs’ views at two moments in time, 1988 and 
2015. It seeks to answer the following questions: if these 
public sector agencies are shaped by the leadership in 
place, namely, the chairs, how did they respond to the 
challenges and issues confronting them, comparatively, 
in two surveys conducted nearly 30 years apart? What are 
their views and what recommendations did they provide? 
Even more, having mapped their responses, what are the 
implications for paroling authorities and the reconfigura-
tion of paroling practices in the years ahead?

The answers to these questions come from two nation-
al surveys of releasing authorities. Both were conducted 
with the intent of shedding light on the many facets of the 
jurisdiction, structure, and operations of parole boards.  
These surveys, however, offer not only a comprehensive 
review and holistic description of the parole process from 
release through supervision to revocation; both include a 
unique focus on parole board chairs and their views. 

The Shifting Landscape of Sentencing and 
Corrections

Much has changed in the sentencing and parole land-
scape of the nation from the publication of the first sur-
vey to the dissemination of the second many years later.4   
Starting in the 1970s, but gaining even greater traction 
during the 1980s, an era of sentencing reform was ushered 
in calling for greater determinacy in sentencing, and the 
use of sentencing guidelines aimed at achieving fairness,  
consistency, and transparency in the sanctioning of crim-
inal behavior. Though not recognized at the time, prison 
population growth was just beginning its steep upward
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ed at the operation and value of parole boards at both the 
state and federal level.5  Concerns were raised about the 
very legitimacy of discretionary parole release evidenced 
by its spreading abolition across several jurisdictions. 

The criticisms of paroling authorities continued in the 
1990s, resulting in the abolition or curtailment of their 
discretionary authority to grant parole release in addition-
al states. The “get tough” on crime era spilled over from 
the 1980s and continued through the 1990s fostering 
harsher sentencing practices, longer prison stays, and 
an emerging body of scholarship focused on the unpar-
alleled growth and consequences associated with mass 
incarceration. 

As the country has transitioned through the early de-
cades of the twenty-first century, it has witnessed the 
ascendancy of a national conversation centered on sen-
tencing and correctional reform. Markers of this change in 
discourse include: the enactment of the Second Chance 
Act in 2008, the apparent commitment expressed in the 
recent platforms of both major political parties to criminal 
justice reform, the presence of the Justice Reinvestment 
Initiative in at least 26 states, and prisoner reentry initia-
tives in numerous jurisdictions. 

Within this context, and for over a decade, the fortunes 
of paroling authorities seem to have stabilized. The mo-
mentum to abolish discretionary parole release appears 
to have receded, but the credibility of paroling authorities 
remains fragile. Seldom recognized, a majority of states 
have retained the function of parole release, albeit in juris-
dictions that display a wide continuum in degrees of inde-
terminacy (and determinacy to a lesser extent in others). 
Despite their continuing leverage and impact, research 
targeting parole boards and those making the decisions 
still remains rather scant.6  

Two Surveys and Their Profiles of Parole 
Board Chairs

Both surveys were conducted within different contexts at 
two points in time. With respect to the first, the American 
Correctional Association formed a Task Force on Parole in 
the mid-1980s in response to the early stirrings of sentenc-
ing reform, accelerating increases in the nation’s prison 
population, and an emerging trend in several states and 
the federal system towards the abolishment of paroling 
authorities. The Task Force met from 1986 to 1988. During 
its tenure, it conducted a survey for parole boards posing 
a wide array of questions about their jurisdiction, admin-
istration, release, supervision, and revocation. The final 
section of the survey focused on the parole board chairs’ 

views of key issues then affecting the field. In the end, ev-
ery state and the federal system responded (ACA Parole 
Survey). Its findings were featured in a publication by the 
American Correctional Association in 1991 called Parol-
ing Authorities: Recent History and Current Practice.7  

More recently, the Robina Institute of Criminal Law and 
Criminal Justice launched the Parole Release and Revo-
cation Project. The project’s main objective is to under-
stand and engage paroling authorities in both indeter-
minate and determinate sentencing states. It recognizes 
that the infrastructure of mass incarceration constructed 
over 40 years remains largely in place. It presumes that 
despite the dramatic changes in sentencing practices, 
the parole decision is itself a “sentencing” decision, and 
should be studied with the same care as sentencing re-
form and mass incarceration. Multi-faceted in nature, one 
of the key project goals is to complete a comprehensive 
national survey of releasing authorities, replicating many 
of the questions posed to the parole board chairs three 
decades before in the ACA Parole Survey. 

Towards this end, an on-line survey was disseminated in 
March 2015. Expansive in scope, it was distributed to ev-
ery state and the U.S. Parole Commission. The survey was 
divided into several sections, one of which targeted the 
structure and administration of parole boards, each juris-
diction’s sentencing framework, release decision-making, 
supervision, and violations – revocation processes. Anoth-
er section queried only parole board chairs themselves 
soliciting their views on the issues and challenges con-
fronting them, and their recommendations for improving 
or reforming the performance of parole.  The response rate 
for the survey was 90% (45 states out of 50). The U.S. Parole  
Commission responded, as well.8 Results from the survey 
were published recently as The Continuing Leverage of 
Releasing Authorities: Findings from a National Survey  
(Robina Parole Survey) at www.robinainstitute.umn.edu.  

This report draws directly from the findings of the ACA 
Parole Survey and the Robina Parole Survey. The com-
parative profile that follows features the demographic 
backgrounds of the chairs. It also highlights the chairs’ 
responses to a broad diversity of issues, many considered 
germane and pressing to releasing authorities in 1988 
and 2015. Their views were solicited on such topics as 
the goals of parole release, the use of structured decision 
tools, prison crowding and risk aversion, and the opening 
of the parole decision process. The report concludes with 
a summary of their recommendations for parole reform. 
The findings illustrate a fair measure of both constancy 
and change spanning roughly three decades in the col-
lective thinking of releasing authority chairs. 
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This section describes selected demographic character-
istics of the chairs of releasing authorities in 1988 and 
2015. As the response rate for the ACA Parole Survey and 
the Robina survey varied, the number and percentage 
of chairs providing an answer to specific queries will be 
provided, as appropriate, across this and other sections 
of the report. 

A. Age Composition

The age composition of the chairs has not changed sig-
nificantly since 1988, as shown in Chart 1. All of the chairs 
in both 1988 and 2015 were over the age of 30. In 1988 
more of the chairs were in their thirties and fifties, while 
a greater number of the 2015 chairs were in their forties 
and older than 60. The most significant difference is that 
one third of the chairs in 2015 were at or over the age of 
60, compared to less than one fifth of the chairs in 1988. 

B. Gender Composition

In 1988, 42 of the chairs were male, while just 9 were  
female. Of the 35 chairs who responded in 2015, 17 were 
male while 18 were female. This represents a shift from 

18% female in 1988 to 51% female by 2015 revealing a  
significant change relative to gender equity in the com-
position of releasing authority chairs.

C. Racial and Ethnic Composition

Unlike the trend showing increasing gender equality 
within the chairs, the racial demographics of the chairs re-
mained similar, as shown by Charts 2 and 3 covering 1988 
and 2015, respectively. At both points in time, 70% or more 
of the chairs are white. In contrast, the percentage of black 
or African-American chairs decreased from 18% to 14%, 
while the percentage of Hispanic chairs decreased from 
8% to just 3% from 1988 to 2015. However, the decrease 
of black and Hispanic chairs is likely due to the added  
category of bi-racial or mixed race. 

ROBINA INSTITUTE:  RELEASING AUTHORITY CHAIRS REPORT  
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In terms of their schooling, as revealed in Chart 4, the chairs 
are well-educated. Every chair in the ACA Parole Survey 
and the Robina Parole Survey had at least some college 
education, while nearly two-thirds had an advanced pro-
fessional or academic degree. There has, however, been 
a slight decrease in the number of advanced professional 
or academic degrees, from 69% of the 1988 chairs to 60% 
of the 2015 chairs. At the same time, there has been an 
increase in the overall percentage of college graduates, 
from 89% in 1988 to 97% in 2015. 

E. Educational Coursework Aligned to 
Criminal Justice

Alongside their educational credentials, the chairs also 
completed coursework pertaining to the field of criminal 
justice. Chart 5 shows the percentage of chairs who had 
taken a course in any of the following areas: criminology, 
corrections, police science, penology, and/or a related 
course. In 1988, 20% of the chairs had not taken a course 
in a related field. By 2015, this number fell to just 9%, which 
implies that 91% of the chairs pursued courses in one or 
more of the previously mentioned areas. The most com-
mon types of courses in both 1988 and 2015 were crim-
inology and corrections. The chairs in 2015 were more 
likely to take courses in criminology and corrections, 
whereas the chairs in 1988 were more likely to take cours-
es in police science and penology. Some of this change in 
coursework may simply be a shift in the terminology used 
at different universities or training facilities. 

A significant number of chairs indicated in the “some other 
related course” response that they had taken various legal 
courses, either in pursuit of a J.D. or in comparable course 
work. Other subjects mentioned in these comments in- 
cluded sociology, psychology, criminal justice, social work,  
education, and victimology. Overall, the chairs possess 
significant educational experience in fields relevant to  
parole release decision-making. 
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1988 and 2015
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F. Previous Experience in Criminal Justice 
System

Beyond educational achievement, it is important to as-
sess the relevant work experience of the chairs. As noted 
in Chart 6, and shown in the ACA Parole Survey, 75% of the 
chairs had previously held a job related to the work of the 
parole board. This number increased slightly to 82% in the 
Robina Parole Survey. The three most common jobs prior 
to becoming a board member were police officer, criminal 
lawyer, and probation officer. There were also a number 
of social workers in the correctional field. In 1988 only 2% 
of the chairs had previously been a corrections officer, 
but by 2015 one in nine chairs had at some time been a 
corrections officer. In both 1988 and 2015, there was only 
one chair who was previously a judge. For this question, 
the most common response was “some other related job.” 
These responses included non-criminal attorneys, crim-
inal justice administrators, educators, hearing officers, 
counselors, victim advocates, and researchers. 
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Chart 6. Previous Work Experience in Criminal Justice -  
1988 and 2015
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A. Goals Informing Parole Release 

Both the ACA Parole Survey and the Robina Parole Survey 
asked the chairs of releasing authorities for their views 
on the importance of different and sometimes conflict-
ing goals at release: reducing disparities in judicial pris-
on sentences, contributing to public safety, supporting 
offender rehabilitation, and helping offenders become 
productive citizens. In terms of the first goal, as shown in 
Chart 7, there was notable variation in whether paroling 
authorities thought “reducing sentencing disparities is a 
legitimate function for parole boards to perform.” While 
16 chairs (31%) agreed or strongly agreed that this was 
a legitimate goal in 1988, those feeling the same way 
dropped in 2015 to just six (19%).The majority of those 
surveyed disagreed or strongly disagreed that this was 
a legitimate function for them to perform, inclusive of 27 
chairs (53%) in 1988 and 18 chairs (58%) in 2015. 

The chairs’ views varied from 1988 to 2015 about wheth-
er parole release should seek to contribute to public 
safety (see Chart 8). In 1988, just under half, or 25 of the 
chairs (48%) strongly disagreed or disagreed that parole 
release guidelines serve to accomplish this function. A  

total of 11 chairs (22%) neither disagreed or agreed, while 
15 chairs (30%) agreed or strongly agreed. In 2015, none 
of the paroling authorities surveyed disagreed or strongly 
disagreed that parole release should contribute to pub-
lic safety as its primary goal. At the opposite end of the 
continuum, 90% (28) of paroling authorities in 2015 ei-
ther agreed or strongly agreed that public safety is the 
primary goal of parole release decision-making. Despite 
the variation in the wording of the survey questions at two 
points in time, this appears to mark a significant shift in 
the chairs’ views. 

While asking the question in different ways, both the 
1988 and 2015 survey posed a query regarding offender 
rehabilitation. In the 1988 ACA survey, respondents were 
asked to rate the priority in importance of the following 
goal: “Rehabilitating offenders so that they might pur-
sue non-criminal lives.” As shown in Chart 9, a total of 39 
(76%) of the chairs responded that offender rehabilitation 
was a high or the highest priority of their goals, while 10 
(20%) chairs responded that rehabilitation was an im- 
portant goal. Another 2 (4%) chairs indicated that the 
goal was useful but not important. For 2015, as illustrat-
ed in Chart 10, 19 (61%) of the respondents selected  
“agree” or “strongly agree” when asked if “contributing 

III. Releasing Authority Chairs: What Do They Think?
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is the primary goal of the releasing authority.” Another 
8 (26%) disagreed with this statement, while 4 (13%) of 
the chairs neither disagreed nor agreed. No one strongly  
disagreed. 

Two additional questions were posed about the issue of 
offender rehabilitation in the Robina Parole Survey. Chart 
11 shows the chairs’ reaction to the statement that “re- 
habilitation and helping offenders become productive 
citizens is a goal of the releasing authority because it 

contributes to public safety.” Chart 12 reveals the chairs’ 
views when the previous question is expanded to say 
“beyond whether it contributes to public safety.” Though 
nearly two-thirds of the chairs support both statements, 
an overwhelming total of 29 chairs (94%) responded 
they agreed or strongly agreed with the goal of helping 
offenders become productive citizens given its nexus to 
public safety. A smaller majority of the chairs, 18 (60%), 
believe this is a goal beyond whether it contributes to 
public safety. 
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B. Agency Transparency: 2015

The Robina Parole Survey also queried chairs about their 
views with respect to agency transparency and whether 
their policies and decision tools relative to release and  
revocation should be made available for public review. 
Their responses to these two questions were nearly  
identical. As shown in Chart 13, when asked “should they  
publish release decision-making policies and tools used 
as a part of their routine operations,” 22 respondents 
(71%) agreed or strongly agreed they should do so.  
Another 7 respondents, just under one-quarter (23%), 
neither agreed nor disagreed. Likewise, 23 (74%) of the 
respondents agreed or strongly agreed that their revoca-
tion decision-making policies and tools should be pub-
lished, while 7 chairs (23%) did not take a position on this 
issue. 

C. Relationship with Other Correctional 
Agencies

According to the Robina Parole Survey, the chairs display 
largely affirmative views regarding the need to maintain 
collaborative relationships with their correctional part-
ners. As revealed in Chart 14, 100% of the 30 chairs re-
sponding agreed or strongly agreed that releasing author-
ities and departments of corrections should coordinate 
their policies and actions “to facilitate reentry planning 
for offenders who are granted release.” In a similarly high 
response, 29 chairs (94%) agreed or strongly agreed that 
forging and maintaining strong partnerships with institu-
tional and community corrections focusing on offender 
reentry is a major responsibility of paroling authorities. 
However, nearly half of releasing authority chairs strongly 
agreed or agreed that releasing authorities should always 
act independently of the department of corrections when 
establishing their release policies and practices, while 13 
chairs (42%) disagreed or strongly disagreed.

■ Strongly Agree■ Agree■ Neither■ Disagree■ Strongly Disagree

Releasing authorities should publish their revocation
decision-making policies and tools used as part of their

routine operations

Releasing authorities should publish their release 
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Chart 13. Transparency - 2015
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Survey showed sharply skewed outcomes in response to 
the statement that “parole boards should have primary  
responsibility for the treatment and rehabilitation of in-
mates while they are confined, while Departments of 
Corrections should have primary responsibility for their 
humane care, custody, and security.” An overwhelming 
majority of 41 of the chairs (80%) strongly disagreed or dis- 
agreed, while just 5 (10%) chairs noted their agreement. 
 

D. Use of Structured Tools in Release 
Decision-Making

A shift may be observed in the views of the chairs on the 
use of structured decision-making tools in release deci-
sion-making from the ACA Parole Survey (see Chart 15) 
to the Robina Parole Survey (see Chart16). In response 
to the statement that parole guidelines contribute to 
greater fairness in release decisions, Chart 15 illustrates 
that paroling authorities in 1988 generally disagreed 
with this statement, while those surveyed in 2015 gen-
erally agreed. More specifically, 36 of the chairs (70%) in 
1988 disagreed or strongly disagreed that guidelines in 
parole foster greater fairness in release decisions. Of the 
responding chairs in the Robina Parole Survey, Chart  16 
shows nearly the opposite was reported with 24 chairs 
(78%) agreeing or strongly agreeing with a similar ques-
tion about fairness; only 2 chairs (6%) disagreed. When 

presented with the statement that guidelines provide 
greater consistency relative to release decisions, of those 
surveyed in 1988, 39 chairs (76%) disagreed or strongly 
disagreed. Conversely, in 2015 the overwhelming major-
ity, 27 chairs (87%), agreed or strongly agreed that they 
contributed to more consistency. 

Both surveys also presented the chairs with the statement 
that “the adoption of parole guidelines for release deci-
sions contributes to greater public safety.” In line with the 
findings above, albeit with a slight drop-off in intensity, 
25 chairs (49%) in 1988 disagreed or strongly disagreed, 
while of the respondents in 2015, 22 chairs (74%), agreed 
or strongly agreed that the adoption of parole guidelines 
supports the accomplishment of greater public safety. 

Across both surveys the chairs expressed some concerns 
about the use of parole guidelines limiting parole board 
discretion. In 1988, 29 chairs (57%) agreed or strongly 
agreed that such a tool limits their discretion. In 2015, just 
over half of those responding, 16 chairs (52%), claimed a 
similar impact. The next largest category, 8 chairs (26%), 
neither agreed nor disagreed with the statement.

The apparent change in parole board chairs’ views has 
thus far implicated the use of parole guidelines and their 
capacity when adopted to foster greater fairness, con-
sistency, and public safety in release decision-making.  

Chart 15. Use of Structured Tools in Release Decision-Making - 1988
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The Robina Parole Survey probed further by asking about 
the use of actuarial or risk assessment tools. Two addi-
tional questions queried the chairs about their thoughts 
on the extent to which actuarial tools were essential to 
their decision-making role, and if their use contributed to 
greater public safety. In response to the statement “The 
use of actuarial tools to assess the risk and criminogenic 
needs of offenders is essential to making informed deci-
sions about parole release”, 27 chairs (87%) responded 
affirmatively. Four neither agreed nor disagreed.  Simi-
larly, another 25 chairs (81%) agreed or strongly agreed 
that the use of actuarial tools contributes to greater public 
safety in release decisions. 

E. Factors Considered at Parole Release: 2015

The Robina Institute’s Parole Survey queried the chairs 
regarding factors that “should be considered at release.” 
As noted in Chart 17, five questions were posed about 
offenders’ likelihood of committing new crimes, their 
behavior and conduct in prison, reentry plans, reentry 
programming, and the use of incentives to increase the 

likelihood of offenders completing reentry-focused pris-
on programs. There was some variation in the chairs’ 
responses to these questions. However, across each of 
the items covered, a majority of the respondents agreed 
or strongly agreed that the factors should be weighed 
during the release decision-making process.

In response to the statement that “the most important 
factor releasing authorities should consider in their re-
lease decisions is the offender’s likelihood of committing 
new crimes following release,” 19 chairs (61%) expressed 
agreement or strong agreement. Seven chairs (23%) nei-
ther agreed nor disagreed, while 5 respondents (16%) 
disagreed.

Another statement noted that “releasing authorities 
should focus mainly on offenders’ conduct in prison, dis-
ciplinary violations, and participation in prison programs 
in deciding whether to grant release.” Only 12 chairs 
(40%) agreed, while 10 chairs (33%) remained neutral, 
and 8 chairs (27%) stated their disagreement.

Chart 16. Use of Structured Tools in Release Decision-Making - 2015
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Another statement declared that parole boards “should 
be responsible for approving offenders’ reentry plans as 
part of their decision to grant parole.” Again, 19 chairs 
(61%) expressed either agreement or strong agreement, 
while 7 chairs (23%) noted neither agreement nor dis-
agreement. Another 5 chairs (16%) stated their disagree-
ment or strong disagreement.

A follow-up query stated that an “offender’s participation 
in reentry programming should be required and consid-
ered when deciding to grant or deny parole.” Agreement 
or strong agreement was expressed by 20 chairs (64%), 
while 3 (10%) noted their disagreement, and 8 (26%)  
remained neutral on the issue.

Finally, a statement was made that “including incentives 
in parole release policies will encourage offenders to 
complete reentry-focused programs.” Here, a total of 23 
chairs (74%) agreed or strongly agreed. None disagreed, 
while the remaining 8 respondents (26%) expressed  
neither agreement nor disagreement. 

F. Opening-up the Parole Release Process

Both the ACA Parole Survey and the Robina Parole Sur-
vey asked the chairs about the value of input and the 
information obtained from key criminal justice and other 
stakeholders to assess an offender’s readiness for release, 
including victims, prosecutors, and sentencing judges. 
Once again, as noted in Chart 18, there were varying 
responses to the value added to the parole process by 
opening it up to such input.  In 1988, a total of 22 chairs 
(44%) agreed that victims offer valuable input in the pa-
role release. Another 37% of paroling authority chairs 
surveyed in 1988 disagreed or strongly disagreed that 
victims should have such input. In the 2015 survey, of 31 
respondents, 18 chairs (58%) agreed or strongly agreed 
that valuable information was contributed by victims on 
an offenders’ readiness for release, while only 2 chairs 
(6%) disagreed or strongly disagreed. A total of 11 chairs 
(36%) expressed no opinion.

Chart 17. Factors Considered at Release - 2015
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In the ACA Parole Survey, there is a division on the value 
of prosecutorial input into parole decision-making. A to-
tal of 23 chairs (46%) disagree or disagree strongly, while 
24 chairs (48%) agree or strongly agree about the value of 
such input. Similar figures are found in the Robina Parole 
wherein 14 chairs (45%) agree or strongly agree on the  
value of the input provided by prosecutors. The largest 
category, however, consists of 14 chairs (45%) who neither  
agreed nor disagreed. Only 3 chairs (10%) disagreed.  
Finally, in terms of judges’ input, in 1988 a total of 21 parol-
ing authority chairs (41%) agreed or strongly agreed. Con-
versely, 22 chairs (44%) disagreed or strongly disagreed. 
In 2015 only 3 respondents (10%) disagreed or strongly 
disagreed, while 16 chairs (51%) concurred that judges’ 
input added value to parole release consideration. 

G. Prison Crowding and Risk Aversion

Correctional systems across the country have had to cope 
with prison crowding for over four decades.  As shown in 
Chart 19, the ACA Parole Survey asked the chairs about 
the importance of managing prison populations as a re-
sponsibility of parole boards. A total of 34 chairs (66%) 
agreed or strongly agreed that such a responsibility fell 
under their jurisdiction to manage. Of the remaining re-
spondents, 7 chairs (14%) expressed uncertainty, while 
another 10 chairs (20%) indicated disagreement. Their 
opinions shifted markedly downward in the Robina Parole 
Survey which showed that only 7 chairs (23%) agreed or 
strongly agreed with such an assumption of responsibility. 
 

Chart 18. Opening-up the Parole Release Process: Input from other  
key parole personnel - 1988 and 2015
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Chart 19. Prison Management And Pressure To Release: 1988 v. 2015
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E While 5 (16%) noted their uncertainty, another 19 chairs 
(61% %) disagreed or strongly disagreed that prison pop-
ulation management was an important responsibility of 
parole boards to manage.

In 1988, 31 chairs (60%) agreed or strongly agreed that 
the main problem parole boards faced at that time was 
the pressure to release offenders as soon as they were 
eligible for release, while 15 chairs (30%) disagreed or 
strongly disagreed. The responses were more evenly 
distributed in the Robina Parole Survey. In 2015, 8 chairs 
(26%) disagreed or strongly disagreed, while 10 chairs 
(32%) neither disagreed or agreed. A total of 13 chairs 
(42%) noted their agreement or strong agreement that 
the “pressure to release” upon eligibility was a problem 
for paroling authorities. 

The ACA Parole Survey asked the chairs to respond to the 
statement that “the biggest fear parole board members 
have are releasees committing new crimes and getting 

media attention.” The results in Chart 20 indicate that 
while 29 chairs (58%) agreed or strongly agreed, another 
17 chairs (34%) disagreed or strongly disagreed with this 
concern. 

The Robina Parole Survey also posed a statement saying 
a critical concern facing parole boards is being held ac-
countable for acts of serious reoffending committed by 
offenders once they have been released.  As observed in 
Chart 21, there was a strong consensus among the chairs 
that this is a critical issue with 25 (80%) indicating they 
agreed or strongly agreed. Only 3 chairs (10%) disagreed, 
while another 3 (10%) remained neutral on this question. 

H. Professional Standards and Accountability

National standards for the field of corrections, including 
releasing authorities, were created by the American Cor-
rectional Association in 1974 under the Commission on 
Accreditation for Corrections. The commitment to profes-
sional standards and management accountability offers 
another area in which both the ACA Parole Survey and the 
Robina Parole Survey presented statements to the chairs 
for their response. 

As shown in Chart 22, and relative to abiding by profes-
sional standards, both surveys asked about parole boards 
undergoing accreditation as a means for increasing agen-
cy effectiveness. In 1988, 19 chairs (37%) expressed nei-
ther agreement nor disagreement, revealing uncertainty 
about the value of pursuing such standards. Another 8 
chairs (16%) strongly disagreed or disagreed, while the 
remaining 24 chairs (47%) expressed strong agreement or 
agreement regarding the worth of accreditation.  A similar 
query was posed by the Robina Parole Survey. In 2015, as 
noted in Chart 22, the chairs responded to the statement 
that “undergoing accreditation offers parole boards an 
indispensable management tool for improving the effec-
tiveness of their operations.” The largest response came 
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from 16 chairs (51%) who neither agreed nor disagreed. 
Four (13%) chairs disagreed, while 11 chairs (36%) agreed 
or strongly agreed with this statement.

The Robina Parole Survey also asked about the impor- 
tance of drawing on evidence-based practices to inform 
decision making and maintain agency credibility. As re-
vealed in Chart 23, 28 chairs (91%) agreed or strongly 
agreed with the need to do so. Only one chair disagreed 
with this comment, while another two expressed no  
opinion. 

I. Professional or Other Qualifications for 
Board Membership

The chairs were asked about their views on the qualifica-
tions for parole board membership. The ACA Parole Sur-
vey queried about the need for such appointments to be 
based only on professional qualifications, and/or practi-
cal experience relevant to parole decision-making, com-
bining both in the same statement. The Robina Parole 
Survey divided this question asking further about board 
member appointments based mainly on professional- 
education credentials and previous work experience  
relevant to parole decision-making. The former, shown in 
Chart 24, found that a sizable majority of the chairs, 29 
(57%) agreed or strongly agreed with the requirement 
calling for professional qualifications. Another 3 (6%) 
chairs neither agreed or disagreed, while the remaining 
19 (37%) disagreed or strongly disagreed.

2015

1988

(8%) 4 

(6%) 3 
(10%) 5 

(39%) 20 

(23%) 7 

(37%) 19 

(13%) 4 

0 5 10 15 20

(13%) 4 
(51%) 16 

■ Strongly Disagree ■ Disagree ■ Neither 
 ■ Agree ■ Strongly Agree

Chart 22. Value of Accreditation -  
1988 and 2015

Chart 24. Professional Qualifications 
for Board Membership - 1988

■ Strongly Disagree ■ Disagree ■ Neither 
 ■ Agree ■ Strongly Agree

4%
 (2)

26%
(13)

33%
(17)6%

(3)

31%
(16)

Chart 23. Professional Standards and 
Management Accountability - 2015

0

5

10

15

20

25

The future credibility of paroling authorities depends 
on their use of evidence-based practices to inform 

their decision making

1
(3%)

■ Strongly Disagree ■ Disagree ■ Neither 
 ■ Agree ■ Strongly Agree

2
(6%)

21
(68%)

7
(23%)



ROBINA INSTITUTE:  RELEASING AUTHORITY CHAIRS

22
C

H
A

P
T

E
R

 T
H

R
E

E The 2015 survey results illustrate greater variation in out-
comes, as noted in Chart 25. In terms of support solely for 
professional qualifications, including a college educa-
tion, a total of 14 chairs (45%) agreed or strongly agreed, 
with another 13 chairs (42%) occupying the other end 
of the continuum. When the statement queries basing  
appointments to the board mainly on relevant work ex-
perience, 13 chairs (42%) agree, while another 8 chairs 
(19%) disagree or disagree strongly. A total of 10 chairs 
(32%) remained undecided. 
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In both the ACA Parole Survey and the Robina Parole Sur-
vey, the Chairs were asked to rank a list of release factors 
in order of importance. Charts 26 and 27 show the aver-
age ranking for each factor based on the ratings of the 
individual chairs. In 1988, the chairs ranked 11 factors, 
but in 2015 the chairs ranked the same 11 items and 6  
additional factors. In both surveys, the nature of the pres-
ent offense was ranked the most important factor, while 
the prosecutor’s input was rated the least important. 

For Chart 26, in 1988, there appear to be three tiers of im-
portance in the rankings. The first and most important tier 
represents the person’s criminal background, including 
the nature of the present offense and the prior criminal 
record. The second tier of factors covers how the offend-
er has behaved under supervision or confinement. This 
second tier includes previous parole adjustment, the in-
mate’s disciplinary record, institutional program partic-
ipation, psychological reports, and previous probation 
adjustment. The final and presumably least important 
tier captures the types of input considered at the release 

hearing. This last tier includes input from the victim, sen-
tencing judge, and prosecutor, as well as the inmate’s 
demeanor at the hearing. Overall, the general rankings 
show that the nature and seriousness of the offense are 
the most important factors, followed by the inmate’s con-
duct under confinement and supervision. The factors giv-
en less emphasis are constituted by the varied forms of 
input at the hearing. 

For Chart 27, in 2015, the same general pattern follows, 
though the tiers are not quite as clear. The first tier of the 
most important factors still involves the nature and sever-
ity of the individual’s present offense, but the inmate’s 
prior criminal record seems to have dropped slightly. The 
tier of least important factors still involves the forms of in-
put provided by the inmate, sentencing judge, inmate’s 
family, and prosecutor. However, it should be noted that 
the importance of the victim’s input increased signifi-
cantly relative to the provision of other input. Although 
the most important and least important tiers of factors re-
mained the same, there was some significant change in 

IV. Revisiting the Release Factors Ranked by the Chairs: 1988 and 2015 
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the medially ranked factors. Most notable is the addition 
of risk and needs based assessments which are ranked 
higher than many of the institutional conduct factors. This 
may demonstrate the growing importance of risk assess-
ment and perhaps even risk-aversion in parole-decision 
making. This issue remains open, however, as risk and 
needs assessments were not included as factors in the 
1988 rankings. 

Although the above rankings are useful for understand-
ing the importance of release factors in 1988 and 2015, it 
is difficult to compare because 6 additional factors were 
included in the Robina Parole Survey. One way to address 
this is to exclude these 6 additional factors and simply 
compare the list of 11 factors ranked by the chairs across 
both surveys. Figure 1 compares these lists. 

As shown in Figure 1, the nature of the present offense 
and the prior criminal record remain the two most import-
ant factors from 1988 to 2015. Of equal note, the prose-
cutor’s input remained the least important factor. How-
ever, the other 8 factors shifted slightly. The four factors 
that moved up in the rankings, becoming more import-
ant, were the inmate’s disciplinary record, institutional 

Chart 27. Chairs’ Ranking of Release Factors 2015 
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(prison) program participation, victim input, and the in-
mate’s demeanor at the hearing. One particular factor, 
victim input, made the most significant progress, moving 
from eighth most important to sixth. The four factors that 
fell to lower rankings were previous parole adjustment, 
psychological reports, previous probation adjustment, 
and the input of the sentencing judge. Previous parole 
adjustment suffered the greatest fall, moving from third 
most important to fifth. Overall, the ranked list of impor-
tance remained very similar from 1988 to 2015, with some 
minor shifts in the medial rankings. 

Table 1 compares the ranking of each factor to the other  
factors in their respective list, which allows a compari-
son between the 1988 and 2015.9 The larger the abso-
lute value of the score shown the further it was from the 
mean, with negative numbers being closer to the top 
of the ranked list and positive numbers being closer to 
the bottom of the ranked list.  A large negative number 
represents a very important factor, while a large positive 
number represents a very unimportant number. 

This is useful for comparing 1988 to 2015 in a more mean-
ingful way than just by the position in which the factor 
was ranked. For example, the nature of the present of-
fense was ranked first overall in 1988 and 2015. However, 
in 1988 this factor received 39 of the 49 (80%) first place 
votes, but in 2015 it only received 13 of the 29 (45%) first 
place votes. This difference is reflected in the standard-
ized score, which has a larger absolute value for 1988 
than 2015. This reveals that despite being ranked first 
overall in both 1988 and 2015, the nature of the present 
offense actually decreased somewhat in importance.

For Table 1 below, any factor with a change highlighted 
in orange was considered less important in 2015 than in 
1988.  Any factor with a change highlighted in yellow was 
considered more important in 2015 than in 1988. This 
reveals that the prior criminal record saw the most sig-
nificant decline in importance, despite remaining in the 
top 3 on this list. On the other hand, victim input made 
the most significant progress in importance, moving from 
significantly below average in importance to significantly 
above average in importance. 

Table 1. Standardized Score Comparison

1988 Survey 2015 Survey Change

Nature of the present offense -1.79 -1.58 0.21

Severity of current offense -1.51

Prior criminal record -1.44 -0.98 0.46

Inmate’s Disciplinary record -0.35 -0.89 -0.54

Empirically-based risk assessment to reoffend -0.80

Prison program participation -0.18 -0.51 -0.34

Empirically-based assessment of criminogenic needs -0.35

Previous parole adjustment -0.60 -0.27 0.33

Victim input 0.72 -0.04 -0.77

Psychological reports -0.14 0.06 0.19

Treatment reports or discharge 0.20

Previous probation adjustment 0.03 0.20 0.17

Inmate’s demeanor at hearing 1.28 0.71 -0.58

Inmate testimony 0.85

Sentencing judge input 1.16 1.54 0.38

Inmate family input 1.69

Prosecutor input 1.30 1.69 0.40
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In addition to answering the fixed statements covered 
in the sections above, parole board chairs were asked in 
both surveys to respond to a series of open-ended ques-
tions seeking to understand what they viewed as chal-
lenges facing releasing authorities at that time. Their rec-
ommendations for addressing these issues were queried 
as well. 

More specifically, the 1988 survey asked chairs to address 
questions pertaining to parole boards at the national level 
and within their own jurisdiction.

• What are the three most important issues facing parole  
today? List them in order of importance.

• What are the three most important issues facing parole  
today in your jurisdiction? List them in order of impor-
tance and explain your response.

The chairs were then asked to offer recommendations for 
improving parole also focusing on their jurisdiction and 
across the country.  

• List three recommendations you may have for improv-
ing parole in your jurisdiction. List them in order of  
importance and explain your response.

• List three recommendations you may have for improv-
ing parole in general. List them in order of importance 
and explain your response. 

The 2015 Robina Parole survey posed two of these four 
questions for the responding chairs. 

• What are the 3 most important issues facing releasing 
authorities today in your jurisdiction? 

• List 3 recommendations you may have for reforming 
the overall performance of the releasing authority in 
your jurisdiction.

In both the 1988 and the 2015 surveys, the open-ended  
responses were analyzed for common themes.  It is impor- 
tant to note that in the 1988 survey many respondents 
provided fairly detailed responses describing their view-
points. However, in 2015 the respondents often answered 
in a more abbreviated manner.   

This section summarizes the findings beginning with the 
1988 ACA Parole Survey, followed by a synopsis of the  
results revealed in the 2015 Robina Survey. 

A. Chairs’ Identification of Issues in 1988

The chairs were asked what they considered the three 
most important challenges facing the field at that time, 
as well as within their own jurisdiction. As their respons-
es were similar across both questions, they are merged 
below. Though numerous challenges were identified, a 
fair measure of consensus emerged among the respons-
es that were given. Seven major issues were raised by 
the chairs. These included: 1) the public’s perception 
and views of parole boards; 2) the identification of the 
goals to be accomplished by parole boards; 3) prison 
population growth and overcrowding; 4) changes in sen- 
tencing structures affecting parole boards; 5) the use  
of decision-making guidelines and risk assessments;  
6) the professionalization of parole boards; and, 7) a lack  
of programming, resources, and funding. 

Public Perception and Views of Parole Boards

The chairs in the 1988 survey were concerned about the 
public perception of parole boards. Two respondents 
felt that parole boards had a poor or negative public 
perception, coupled with “unrealistic expectations and 
knowledge.” One respondent expressed concern that 
parole is viewed as a form of “leniency.” Another six of 
the responses said there was a lack of “understanding” 
within the public-at-large about the role of parole boards, 
thereby contributing to the lack of support for their agen-
cies. Some chairs felt more communication was needed 
so the public could better understand their work. 

Identifying Goals of Parole

Several respondents felt that parole boards needed to 
define their goals. This included defining the mission of 
parole, as well as defining the role of parole in the crim-
inal justice system. One chair noted the need to redefine 
the mission of parole stating clearly what its role is and is 
not in the criminal justice system in light of the differing 
goals and expectations individuals have of it, especially 
given prison crowding. One chair asked “whether parole 

V. Releasing Authority Chairs: Open-Ended Responses – 1988 and 2015
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ulation,” a comment that could just as easily have been 
placed in the next challenge below. Another individual 
stated that parole boards needed to communicate their 
goals “to the public in a far more open manner.”

Prison Population Growth and Overcrowding

The steady growth of prison populations was on the 
minds of many of the chairs participating in the 1988 sur-
vey. One respondent said, “This is a relatively new issue 
we have to face.”  Another 10 respondents mentioned 
overcrowding as a concern but did not expand. However, 
roughly the same number of respondents provided more 
information in citing this issue, with nearly half saying that 
overcrowding puts additional pressure and stress on pa-
role boards. Some felt there was heightened pressure to 
release whereas others mentioned that it increased their 
workload. One respondent thought parole was being 
used to “solve prison overcrowding.” In the most detailed 
response provided, one chair stated the following:

 “There is an increasing prison population across the 
county. Many parole boards have paroled the best 
candidates for parole. We all seem to be hitting a point 
where we may consider releasing persons earlier with 
a sex or violent crime and history. Some boards are un-
der order to release prisoners, thus tainting the deci-
sion making process of release. Even states not under 
order and yet have prison overcrowding, may subcon-
sciously feel some pressure to release an inmate they 
normally would not.”

Changes in Sentencing Structures Affecting 
Parole Boards

The chairs frequently cited concerns about the transition 
then underway in a number of states moving from largely 
indeterminate sentencing structures to sentencing struc-
tures characterized by greater determinacy, and with the 
latter, the abolition or sharp curtailment of discretionary 
parole release. The “abolition movement” or abolishment 
of parole was mentioned by 8 respondents. Determinate 
sentencing was mentioned in 5 of the responses. Two 
chairs said determinate sentencing would mean the elim-
ination of parole. One respondent noted, “If we are going 
to survive we are going to have to do a better job.”

Decision Making Guidelines and Risk  
Assessments

Evolving developments at the time, the use of parole 
guidelines and, to a lesser degree, reliance on risk assess-
ment instruments, were identified as important concerns. 
Though several respondents simply mentioned this is-
sue, at least one acknowledged the emergence of a “sig-
nificant debate on whether there should or should not 
be guidelines to alter [their decision-making] discretion,” 
while another wondered about the use of guidelines in 
parole revocation. One respondent called for the devel-
opment of a standardized risk assessment instrument and 
guidelines to aid in the release of inmates, while another 
stressed the need for data on the offender for predictive 
purposes. And one respondent observed, moving in this 
direction requires “balancing objective and subjective 
decision-making.”

Professionalization of Parole Boards

Some of the respondents recognized the need to move 
towards the professionalization of all releasing authori-
ties. Within this context, one respondent called attention 
to the accreditation standards for parole boards promul-
gated by the Commission on Corrections for the Ameri-
can Correctional Association. This individual stated that 
“achieving accreditation” would contribute to greater 
professionalization and provide paroling authorities with 
“consistency in developing policies and procedures, 
monitoring decisions, supervision, and Board-related 
program activities. It would assist in resolving interagen-
cy communication problems.” Other respondents ex-
pressed the need for a national model for parole boards, 
and the development of sound policies and procedures, 
including explicit release and revocation policy. A final 
respondent noted that greater professionalization would 
“demonstrate the accountability of parole boards.”  

Lack of Programming, Resources, and Funding

Many respondents identified lack of programming, re-
sources, and funding as an issue. This involved not hav-
ing a sufficient number of treatment programs, diversion 
centers, and other community-based resources. Though 
most of the concerns focused on post-release consider-
ations, several respondents mentioned the “lack of treat-
ment for offenders in institutions, or the lack of prison 
resources for rehabilitation.”  Having adequate or quality  
programs was also an issue. Additional concerns sur-
faced about not having enough staff, particularly parole 
officers, to provide appropriate supervision and “to spend 
time with individual parolees to assist them in learning  
to live in society.”
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B. 1988 Chairs’ Recommendations 

The chairs were asked to list 3 recommendations they had 
for improving parole in their jurisdiction, as well as 3 rec-
ommendations for improving parole overall. Not surpris-
ingly, the recommendations provided by the chairs were 
often related to the issues outlined above. Since their re-
sponses did not differ much between jurisdiction-specific 
and national level answers, the comments are merged in 
the discussion below. Many of the recommendations fell 
into one of the following categories: 1) professionaliza-
tion, board member selection, training, and interagency 
cooperation; 2) improved media and public communica-
tion; 3) more programs, community resources, and fund-
ing; 4) development of guidelines instruments; and 5)  
legal, legislative, and policy changes. 

Professionalization, Board Member Selection, 
Training, and Interagency Cooperation

The recommendations addressed under this theme tar-
geted the professionalization of paroling authorities 
emphasizing changes ranging from making sure that 
board members possessed the proper qualifications and 
training to increasing salaries to national standards and 
greater uniformity in parole processes. One respondent 
recommended the appointment of professionally qual-
ified board members, while another recommended the 
“selection of board members who have a good grasp of 
risk and the protection of the public and common sense, 
not political hacks.” Several called for “comprehensive 
training and continued updated training”, while another 
respondent urged the formation of a “national training 
center for parole board members.” Additional responses 
revolved around the “increased use of ACA accreditation 
standards and changes in the structure of parole boards 
that incorporate more professional protections” over 
members who are “political opportunists,” as well as the 
importance of collaboration with other departments. As 
one chair recommended, it is important to “continue to 
cooperate and work with the Department of Corrections 
and at the same time maintain and further insure the inde-
pendence of parole board functions.” 

Improved Media and Public Communication

Several respondents recommended increased commu-
nication with the public and media to improve their view 
and understanding of the role and work parole boards 
perform. Some called for improved communication as 
well with the legislature and other criminal justice com-

ponents. One respondent recommended “more public 
education and awareness of our process and role in the 
system. More responses to critics of the Board with facts 
and figures.” In terms of public education, several re-
spondents recommended that boards “share the value 
of parole as an institution with clearly articulated policies 
and guidelines,” while another noted that “Board chair-
persons should meet at least semi-annually to establish 
a national agenda and take policy positions on major is-
sues.” A final respondent recommended an educational 
or marketing program to the legislature and the public 
demonstrating that ”parole, if strengthened, supported, 
and used wisely, is a sound, practical, and cost-effective 
alternative to incarceration.” 

More Programs, Community Resources, and 
Funding

Many respondents recommended that consideration 
be given to expanding the number and range of offend-
er-based programs in prison and during the period of 
post-release. This was often accompanied by a recom-
mendation for more funding to support such an expan-
sion. Specifically, respondents advocated for retraining 
programs to improve skill development (job skills, ed-
ucation), as well as treatment interventions for specific 
offenders: namely, sex offenders, substance abuse and 
mental health offenders, and non-violent offenders. At 
least one respondent recognized a need for “resource  
coordination within the community to provide reasonable 
program services to parolees.”

Development of Guidelines Instruments

The recommendations provided here run parallel to the 
section above commenting on the need for guidelines 
and risk assessment or predictive tools as an issue con-
fronting parole boards. While several respondents recom-
mended the development of either parole guidelines and/
or risk instruments, some recommended in those jurisdic-
tions that have already adopted them, there was a need 
for their refinement or improvement. The expansion of reli-
ance on parole guidelines was recommended as a means 
to achieve “more effective supervision,” to “demonstrate 
fair and equitable treatment for all inmates,” to “minimize 
litigation against the Parole Board,” and to add “fairness 
and integrity to the system.” One chair, however, com-
mented that parole guidelines should be eliminated.  
Another responded by urging that parole take steps to 
understand the need and importance of guidelines. 
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In this theme, the recommendations varied, but largely 
related to a call for policy changes, revisions in the law, 
or proactive measures directed at some sort of legislative  
action favorable to parole boards. Several respondents 
recommended legislation that would “update old parole  
statutes,” “return release discretion back to the Parole 
Board and eliminate statutory restrictions,” and “reform  
parole laws so that it [the parole function] is simple 
enough to be understood by judges, prosecutors, and 
victims at the time of sentencing.” One chair recommend-
ed that limits be placed on “frivolous writs and lawsuits 
by inmates disgruntled over unfavorable parole.” One 
chair also noted the need for parole boards to have  
protection from liability, while another recommended the  
“development of explicit release policy based on [the] 
goal of risk management.” 

C. Chairs’ Identification of Issues in 2015

As was already mentioned, the chairs were asked in the 
2015 Robina Parole Survey to identify 3 important issues 
facing releasing authorities in their jurisdiction. It appears 
that for many of the responses, there was even greater 
consensus on what constituted these issues than was 
present in 1988. The responses of the chairs most often 
fell into the following broad categories: 1) reentry services 
and program availability; 2) discretion and parole deci-
sion-making; 3) specialized offender populations; and  
4) evaluation and reliance on accurate data. 

Reentry Services and Program Availability

Similar to the 1988 survey, there was a concern over the 
lack of programming generally and for specific types of 
offenders, such as high risk offenders. The respondents 
also noted there was not a sufficient number or range of 
programs to deal with the diversity and specific needs 
that parolees often had such as housing, unemployment 
and substance abuse issues. The lack of reentry resourc-
es and programming which was cited frequently could be 
seen in the need to “connect reentry resources to offend- 
ers,” “having adequate. . .resources for the transition 
from the institution to the community,” and the paucity of  
available programming for offenders living particularly in 
rural areas. Concerns were also expressed over the lack  
of in-prison programs offering substance abuse treat-
ment, vocational training, and training in various trades. 
One respondent pointed to “inmates being kept beyond 
their minimum because of waiting lists for sex offender 
treatment.”

Discretion and Parole Decision-Making

The next most common category mentioned by the re-
spondents centered on discretion in decision-making, 
mainly at release, but also with some reference to revoca-
tion. One chair called attention to legislative efforts aimed 
at limiting the discretion of releasing authorities. Another 
respondent mentioned the need to retain discretion with 
releasing authorities. With regards to decision making, 
one respondent wanted to ensure that releasing author-
ities were making fair decisions, while another raised the 
issue of “increased agency transparency.” Another re-
spondent identified the need to “ensure victims have a 
voice in the parole process.”  One chair cited the need for 
“ensuring parole board members receive complete infor-
mation upon which to base their decisions at the time of 
hearings.” In terms of parole revocation, several respon-
dents commented on the issue of returning offenders to 
prison for technical violations, developing alternatives 
to such revocations, and pursuing recidivism reduction 
through the use of risk assessment tools.

Specialized Offender Populations 

The third most significant issue focused on specialized 
parolee populations. For the respondents, the special-
ized offender populations typically included inmates and  
parolees with mental health issues, elderly inmates, sex 
offenders, and those serving long sentences. Overlap-
ping with the issue of reentry programming, one respon-
dent cited the need for structured living placements (e.g., 
assisted living and nursing homes) for elderly offenders, 
and those suffering from “serious and persistent mental 
health issues.” Strategies for dealing with the aging pop-
ulation emerged as a concern on several occasions tak-
ing into account their health and risk to the community.  
In terms of sex offenders, one respondent noted the “lack 
of specialized information” on which to draw, pointing 
out as well that many of the risk assessment tools in use 
“do not work on sex offenders, nor is complete informa-
tion available about their rehabilitative progress.”

Evaluation and Reliance on Accurate Data 

Finally, the fourth largest category expressed a need for 
more evaluation of parole board decision-making. Sev-
eral respondents mentioned the issue of ensuring that 
accurate data was being collected and used to inform 
board members’ understanding of their work. Several 
respondents cited the lack of such evaluations of their 
current practices and the pressing need to collect data 
about the decisions made at hearings to “better under-
stand what works and/or does not work.” Another issue 
that was raised focused on the need for more research on 
“the effectiveness of programs and treatment delivered to 
inmates and parolees.”
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D. 2015 Chairs’ Recommendations

The following recommendations were provided by the 
chairs to reform the overall performance of releasing 
authorities. Their suggestions fell under four main cate-
gories: 1) reentry programming, evaluation, and reliance 
on evidence-based practices; 2) improving the quality of 
information for decision-making; 3) increased collabora-
tion with other agencies; and 4) increased board member 
training.

Reentry Programming, Evaluation, and Reliance 
on Evidence-Based Practices

Several interrelated recommendations are included 
under this category. One respondent called for “a com-
prehensive audit and evaluation of all programs offered 
to inmates and parolees.” Recommendations were also 
forthcoming regarding “enhancing reentry programs,” fo-
cusing on high risk and high needs offenders, reentry pro-
gramming for geriatric inmates, and “increasing access 
to affordable mental health and substance abuse treat-
ment.” Of note, several respondents recommended “in-
creased awareness and use of evidence-based practices” 
by paroling authorities. Others recommended the use of 
parole guidelines informed by evidence-based practices. 
The latter reflects the desire by some to incorporate evi-
dence-based practices into the decision-making process. 

Improving the Quality of Information for  
Decision-Making

Several recommendations under this category called 
for the use of updated parole guidelines, inclusive of 
additional factors considered in release decisions, and 
structured decision-making instruments prepared and 
completed as part of parole consideration. One respon-
dent recommended the development of “tools to provide 
the parole board with accurate data and assessments for 
sex offenders,” as well as developing standard operating 
practices. 

Increased Collaboration with Other Agencies

The respondents who spoke to this issue called for build-
ing partnerships and expanding their boards’ collabora-
tion with statewide agencies, community partners, and 
other paroling authorities. One respondent recommend-
ed “collaboration with partner agencies…in the communi-
ty to increase successful offender reentry.” Another urged 
the establishment of community partnerships statewide. 
Though these recommendations focus on ties to commu-
nity partners, several chairs mentioned “working closely 
with the Department of Corrections.” A final recommen-
dation centered on increasing collaboration with oth-
er paroling authorities via regional or annual meetings, 
workshops, or training sessions.

Increased Board Member Training

There were several recommendations calling for addi-
tional and appropriate training for both parole board 
members and those within the correctional system. Two 
respondents mentioned that their commissioners need-
ed more training. Others identified the need to take ad-
vantage of additional training opportunities recognizing 
a nexus to greater parole board professionalization as a 
result.  Another recommended increased training “to en-
sure board members are able to see the ‘whole picture’ 
when reviewing a file and interviewing an offender.” 
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The above findings from the ACA Parole Survey and the 
Robina Parole Survey highlight the extent to which re-
leasing authorities have experienced both constancy and 
change over the course of three decades. For this report, 
the degree to which releasing authorities have evolved  
or remained in place has been solicited through the views 
of their chairs or chief executive officers. What follows  
offers a recounting of several key markers comparing 
the thinking of parole board changes at two contrasting 
points in time. 

It is important to begin with a caveat. There is a marked 
turnover that affects the tenure of these critical decision 
makers. One of the recurrent features associated with pa-
roling authorities in both 1988 and 2015 is the political 
nature of the appointment process affecting chair and 
board member appointments. Regardless of which pe-
riod is chosen, both the chairs and the board members 
themselves are subject to gubernatorial appointment, 
as defined by statute. Though they may be reappointed, 
and, in some instances serve as the chief executive officer 
of their agency for more than a decade, the extent of the 
chairs’ impact is often subject to an abbreviated tenure. 

Another important and recurring consideration is the 
issue of professional or other qualifications for board 
membership. The continuing absence of statutory qual-
ifications in many jurisdictions has been commented on 
elsewhere. Here it is worth recalling that in 1988 a major-
ity of the chairs (57%) concurred with the need for such 
qualifications, while in 2015 there was a fairly even divide 
between those favoring professional qualifications, inclu-
sive of a college degree, and those supporting relevant 
work experience, at 42% and 45%, respectively. This is-
sue, as much as any other, has been a source of ongo-
ing criticism of paroling authorities, their chairs, and their 
credibility within the criminal justice system in most states 
over many decades.

What has often been lost in this discussion, however, is 
the fact that parole board chairs possess impressive edu-
cational credentials. It is notable that 60% or more of the 
chairs reported having an advanced professional or aca-
demic degree in both 1988 and 2015. In fact, those with a 
college degree increased from the first survey to the next 
from 88% to 97%. 

The chairs addressed the issue of professional standards 
in both their quantitative and open-ended responses. 
Though they raised concerns about professional stan-
dards, this represents an area that remains under-pur-
sued by most paroling authorities. As mentioned earlier, 
accreditation through the American Correctional Asso-
ciation’s Commission on Accreditation for Corrections 
has served as an important repository for such standards 
for several decades. When the query is posed, howev-
er, whether the development of professional standards 
serves the agency goal of achieving greater effectiveness, 
there remains a good deal of uncertainty by the chairs as 
revealed in 1988 and 2015. Of those in agreement about 
the value of adopting standards, the numbers fall under 
half, with the former displaying 47%, and the latter 36%. 
Nonetheless, in both surveys the chairs’ open-ended re-
sponses endorsed the need for more professionalization 
of releasing authorities, more board member training, and 
an appointments process driven more by professional cri-
teria for selection.10 

Recall, for the 1988 ACA Parole Survey, parole boards by 
the mid-to-late 1980s functioned within a rapidly shift-
ing correctional context. One hallmark of this era was the  
continued spiraling of prison population growth across 
the nation and the pressures this exerted on corrections 
and parole officials. When queried about this issue, pa-
role board chairs (66%) largely agreed that the manage-
ment of prison populations was an important responsibil-
ity of their agencies. Another 60% agreed that the main 
problem they faced was the pressure to release as soon 
as offenders reached eligibility for parole. 

Similar questions were posed by the 2015 Robina sur-
vey, one in which the infrastructure of mass incarceration 
was firmly in place, with results showing less concern on 
the part of the parole board chairs. Compared to 1988, a 
much smaller cluster of chairs (23%) agreed that prison 
population management was an important responsibil-
ity that they shouldered.  Despite operating under the 
long-term impact of mass incarceration, fewer parole 
chairs (42%) agreed with the statement that the pressure 
to release was a significant issue. It is revealing that the 
chairs’ open-ended responses identified prison popula-
tion growth as a new but important issue in 1988 citing it 

VI. Comparative Observations Regarding the Chairs 
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as a “new concern,” and one exerting pressure not just to 
release, but to do so earlier. Prison crowding received few 
comments by the chairs in 2015. 

One consequence of mass incarceration, albeit shaped 
by other influences as well, is the extent to which parole 
boards have grown more, not less, risk averse in their de-
cision-making. The issue of releasing greater numbers of 
offenders sooner than they might otherwise have been 
granted parole, and the consequent accountability this 
presents should individual parolees go on to commit 
further crimes, especially acts of violence, are always 
on the minds of parole board chairs and members. The 
chairs were asked in both 1988 and 2015 about wheth-
er this represents a critical issue to them. Though the 
wording of the questions varied slightly, as noted in an 
earlier section, the recognition of the seriousness of this 
matter grew, respectively, from 56% to 80% over the two 
periods of time. However, though it was raised in some 
of the chairs’ open-ended responses in 1988, it was not 
mentioned in their responses in 2015.

The comparative profile of the chairs shows a certain 
measure of receptivity to, and several markers associ-
ated with, more explicit efforts to reform or improve pa-
role. Perhaps the most prominent trend, albeit one with 
an unknown impact, has been the chairs’ support for the 
increasing deployment of more structured decision-mak-
ing tools. Whether through the gradual adoption of pa-
role guidelines, and/or the increasing reliance on risk as-
sessment instruments, their historical evolution and use 
is striking, as is the chairs’ support for moving further in 
this direction. 

In terms of parole guidelines, it seems that the views of 
parole board chairs have edged from an initial reluctance 
towards a firmer embrace of such tools, namely, as a 
means to facilitate greater fairness, consistency, and pub-
lic safety in release decision-making. The 1988 survey 
yielded disagreement among a majority of parole board 
chairs that the use of parole guidelines contributed to 
any of these outcomes. By 2015, the chairs on the whole 
believed that a reliance on parole guidelines facilitated 
the accomplishment of all three of these objectives. The 
adoption of risk assessment tools was not asked about in 
1988, but was queried in 2015.  By 2015, at least 90% of 
paroling authorities had adopted risk assessment tools.   
The two statements presented to the chairs in the Robina 
Parole Survey showed that the vast majority of them con-
curred they were essential to making informed decisions, 
and that they contributed to greater public safety. 

The adoption of structured decision-making instruments 
and the nexus they provide to more accurately discerning 
offenders’ risk and criminogenic needs arguably reflect 
the impact of evidence-based practices across the field of 
corrections. If the 1988 survey revealed an incipient trend 
towards the use of parole guidelines, by 2015 there was, 
in the chairs’ responses and their agencies’ practices, an 
even more visible deployment of risk assessment tools. 
This movement illustrates a heightened awareness by the 
chairs of the importance of relying on evidence-based 
practices to improve parole release decision-making. Rel-
ative to the Robina Parole Survey, 90% of the chairs noted 
agreement that the future credibility of releasing author-
ities depends on the use of evidence-based practices to 
shape their decision-making. 

At the same time, it is necessary to be mindful that a chang-
ing discourse or seeming embrace of structured decision 
tools does not necessarily translate into a fairer, more just, 
or effective parole process. As the chairs’ rankings of re-
lease factors show, across two points in time nearly 30 
years apart, the items that were considered important in 
1988 still remain the top items in 2015. Across both peri-
ods, the most salient factor guiding the decision-making 
of the chairs was the nature of the present offense. The 
same emphasis likely occurs with other board members 
and parole decision-makers (e.g., hearing examiners). 
Such a focus reflects a predominantly retributive goal 
which often translates into a heightened concern with 
looking back to determine if the offender has served suffi-
cient time for his or her crime of conviction. It also mirrors, 
to an unknown extent, the statutory language driving the 
factors releasing authorities are obligated to consider at 
the point of deciding whether to grant or deny parole.

There has been a significant shift acknowledging public 
safety as a primary goal driving the chairs’ deliberations. 
At the same time, it appears that paroling authority chairs 
also support rehabilitation as a key goal of their deci-
sion-making and of corrections more generally. Such a 
finding was observed in 1988 in the ranking of rehabilita-
tion as the second highest priority (with “protecting soci-
ety” first). This commitment is reflected as well in the 2015 
responses noting it is a goal of release decision-making 
in itself, beyond whether it contributes to public safety. 
Similar affirmative expressions of support were scattered 
throughout the chairs’ open-ended responses in both 
surveys. With respect to the latter, the chairs identified 
the lack of treatment and other in-prison and communi-
ty-based programming, alongside the absence of resourc-
es to address releases in general and specialized offender 
populations in particular, as major issues of concern.
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It is apparent that there is more comfort expressed by the 
chairs today about the necessity to collaborate with de-
partments of corrections, parole field services, and com-
munity corrections to facilitate offenders’ prospects for 
successful reentry. In the 1988 survey, an overwhelming 
80% of the respondents disagreed that paroling author-
ities bore primary responsibility for the treatment and 
rehabilitation of offenders. Though the wording of the 
question may have exerted an influence on the response, 
their answers in the 2015 survey affirm the importance 
of collaboration with correctional agencies if successful 
reentry outcomes are to be achieved.  Even more, all of 
the chairs (100%) agreed that releasing authorities and 
departments of corrections must engage in the joint co-
ordination of policies and actions to encourage, if not 
achieve, sound reentry planning for offenders granted 
parole.

This report, and the comparative profile it provides of 
parole board chairs, shows the challenges, many going 
back 30 years, others emerging more recently, that releas-
ing authorities confront on a daily basis. It also presents, 
through the lenses of their chairs, a glimpse into how pa-
role boards have viewed and responded to their myriad 
operational and statutory duties and sobering decisional 
responsibilities. It appears, in the complexity and shared 
views revealed by the releasing authority chairs, that there 
is a dawning recognition of actions that need be taken as 
part of a larger agenda driving parole reform.
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Edward E. Rhine et al., Am. Corr. Ass’n, Paroling Authorities: 
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2 See U.S. Dep’t of Justice, Attorney General’s Survey of Release 
Procedures (Wayne Morse ed., 1931); Andrew von Hirsch 
& Kathleen J. Hanrahan, The Question of Parole: Retention, 
Reform, or Abolition? (1979).

3 See Kevin R. Reitz, The ‘Traditional’ Indeterminate Sentencing 
Model, in The Oxford University Handbook of Sentencing and 
Corrections 270-298 ( Joan Petersilia & Kevin Reitz eds., 2012); 
Edward E. Rhine, Joan Petersilia & Kevin Reitz, Improving 
Parole Release in America, 28 Fed. Sent’g Rep. 96 (2015).

4 Michael Tonry, Sentencing Fragments: Penal Reform in 
America 1975-2025 (2016).

5 Von Hirsch & Hanrahan, supra note 2.
6 Edward E. Rhine, Joan Petersilia, & Kevin R. Reitz, The Future 

of Parole Release, 46 Crime & Just. 279 (Michael Tonry ed., 
2017).

7 Rhine et al., Paroling Authorities, supra note 1.
8 The five states that did not respond include Maine, North 

Carolina, Tennessee, Vermont, and Wisconsin. See Ruhland 
et al., supra note 1.

9 Through the use of standardized scores, the analysis shows a 
more nuanced understanding of how the chairs ranked these 
factors. The analysis uses a z-score, which is a standardized 
measure of how “far” a number is from the mean. Thus, a 
z-score accounts for the difference in the total number of 
factors in the ranked list.

10 The responses to this issue may be influenced, in part, by the 
organizational location of the releasing authority. For those 
housed within departments of corrections, the decision 
to pursue accreditation may be impacted by the larger 
agency’s willingness to assume such a commitment. This 
was suggested to two of the authors of this report during a 
session on parole board chairs at the 2016 ACA Mid-Winter 
Conference.
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