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The Relationship Between Prison Release Indeterminacy 
and State Prison Population Levels                          

• Power of back end officials to alter time served
• Paroling authorities -> discretionary release decisions.
• Prison officials -> award or take away good or earned time. 

• Shortest Time Served Scenario = first eligibility release
• Longest Time Served Scenario =  release at max judicial sentence
• Status Quo = current average time served
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Proportion Prison Population Decrease 
Under the Shortest Time Served Scenario

Proportion Prison Population Increase 
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Colorado Prison Release System
• Moderate indeterminacy
• Potential for prison population change from 15,500 individuals

20,615              9,920

• General Offense Class (parole eligibility date=50% of 
max sentence)

• Violent Offense Class (parole eligibility date=75% of 
max sentence)

• Outcome measure: # of days spent in prison after initial 
parole eligibility date
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Prison Rate Change in Colorado, 1995 - 2018

Bureau of Justice Statistics Correction Statistics Analysis Tool, 2021



Number of days past PED by offense seriousness category for the general offense 
class (2012-2020).
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Loss of Good Time

• Serious misconduct = loss of good time
• Added 44 days to release past parole eligibility date
• Less than 3% of sample had a serious misconduct
• DOC not using that discretionary power



Policy and Research Implications
• Variation in policy, practice, and use of discretion across states
• No cookie cutter approaches to CJ reform

• How do we encourage “good discretion”?
• Focus has been on front end of the system to reduce prison pop
• Focus on back end of the system has immense potential


