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Introduction
Parole is a form of conditional release that allows an eligible incarcerated person to serve part of a
sentence in the community under supervision. It should be distinguished from probation, which is
generally imposed by a court instead of or alongside incarceration, and from mandatory or automatic
release mechanisms that do not depend on the same discretionary board judgment. State parole
systems vary widely because sentencing structures, eligibility rules, board authority, appointment
procedures, hearing practices, and supervision laws are created separately in each jurisdiction. A
person released through parole may remain under community supervision, but the legal basis for
release and the decision-maker differ from other forms of supervision. Caplan and Kinnevy (2010)
documented substantial variation among state paroling authorities, making broad national
descriptions unreliable. The central parole question is whether release is consistent with the
governing sentence and public-safety criteria while also recognizing evidence of change,
proportionality, rehabilitation, and the practical conditions required for successful reentry. A
defensible process therefore depends on transparent standards rather than one universal formula.

State Variation, Board Structure, and Eligibility
Some states continue broad discretionary parole for people serving indeterminate sentences, while
others abolished or restricted discretionary release for offenses committed after particular dates and
retain boards mainly for older sentences, life cases, medical release, revocation, or specialized
categories. Board size and appointment also vary. Governors commonly appoint members,
sometimes with legislative confirmation, and boards may exist as independent agencies or within
larger correctional or public-safety structures. Members can bring backgrounds in law, corrections,
psychology, victim services, social work, administration, or community leadership. Eligibility must be
separated from suitability. Eligibility means that statutory requirements—such as a minimum term,
offense category, age provision, or sentence rule—permit consideration. It does not guarantee
release. Suitability concerns whether the person should actually be released under the applicable
criteria. Caplan and Kinnevy (2010) show why the phrase “parole state” can conceal mixed
arrangements within one jurisdiction. The federal system offers a parallel reminder about historical
cutoffs: the U.S. Parole Commission remains active in 2026 for specified legacy federal, District of
Columbia, and other cases, even though federal discretionary parole was abolished for most
post-1987 federal offenses (U.S. Parole Commission, 2026).
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Case Files, Hearings, and Evidence of Change
A parole board typically evaluates a record that can include the judgment and sentence, offense
information, institutional conduct, educational and treatment participation, work history, prior
supervision, psychological or substance-use assessments, victim input, risk information, and the
proposed release plan. The quality of this file matters because inaccurate or outdated facts can
influence liberty decisions for years. Boards should distinguish proven facts from allegations and
consider context when evaluating prison discipline or incomplete programming. Lack of program
completion may reflect refusal, but it can also result from waiting lists, disability, language barriers,
transfers, or institutional unavailability. Hearings range from file review to interviews, panels,
videoconferencing, or more formal proceedings depending on state law. Demeanor can be considered
but should not be treated as a perfect measure of remorse or dangerousness because anxiety,
trauma, disability, culture, and communication style can affect presentation. Greenholtz v. Inmates of
the Nebraska Penal and Correctional Complex (1979) illustrates that the constitutional process
surrounding initial parole release depends significantly on state-created expectations and statutory
language, reinforcing the importance of jurisdiction-specific rules rather than a single national hearing
model.

Risk Assessment and Structured Decision-Making
Contemporary parole systems increasingly use structured risk and needs assessment to organize
information about the likelihood of future offending and the factors associated with successful
reintegration. The National Institute of Corrections’ Structured Decision-Making Framework for
paroling authorities is designed to make release decisions more consistent, transparent, and
defensible by combining defined decision domains with validated risk information and professional
judgment (National Institute of Corrections, 2026). Risk instruments estimate the probability of
specified outcomes for people with similar measured characteristics; they do not predict with
certainty what one individual will do. Static factors such as criminal history or age cannot be changed,
while dynamic factors such as substance use, employment stability, attitudes, and social supports
may change through treatment or time. Tools should be validated for the relevant population and
outcome, and boards should understand error rates and possible disparities. A risk score should
therefore inform rather than replace judgment. Decision-makers should also distinguish the
probability of any technical violation from the probability and seriousness of new harmful conduct,
because different definitions of “recidivism” can produce very different assessments of the same
person.

Release Planning, Victim Participation, and
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Conditions
Release decisions also depend on whether community conditions can manage identified risks and
support lawful reintegration. A practical plan may address residence, employment or income,
identification documents, transportation, healthcare, treatment, family support, and supervision.
Boards should evaluate the reliability of these supports without turning poverty into an automatic
disqualifier. A person may lack a private residence or confirmed job because incarceration itself limits
the ability to secure them, which is why correctional agencies and community organizations often
play a role in reentry planning. Victims may have statutory rights to notice, participation, statements,
or safety planning, and their information can be highly relevant to threats, no-contact conditions, or
geographic restrictions. The board nevertheless remains responsible for applying the law rather than
delegating the decision to either support or opposition from a victim. Parole conditions can include
reporting, treatment, residence requirements, travel rules, substance restrictions, or targeted
monitoring. Conditions should relate to identifiable risk and reintegration needs. Excessively
numerous or financially burdensome conditions can increase technical failure without necessarily
improving safety, so supervision should distinguish meaningful risk management from unnecessary
obstacles.

Technical Violations, Revocation, and Due Process
Release on parole creates a conditional liberty that differs legally from the expectation of receiving
parole in the first place. When revocation is sought, Morrissey v. Brewer (1972) established minimum
due-process protections, including notice of alleged violations, an opportunity to be heard and present
evidence, a neutral decision-maker, and a written statement of the evidence and reasons supporting
revocation. States implement these requirements through different procedures, but revocation cannot
be treated as an entirely informal administrative act. A further distinction is necessary between new
criminal conduct and technical violations such as missed appointments, curfew breaches, or failure to
complete a condition. Some technical violations indicate escalating risk, while others may result from
unstable transportation, housing, employment schedules, illness, or misunderstanding. Graduated
responses can include warnings, additional reporting, treatment adjustment, problem-solving
interventions, or proportionate sanctions before full revocation when public safety permits. Serious
absconding, credible threats, weapons violations, or repeated dangerous conduct may justify stronger
action. Prompt hearings also matter because detention pending resolution can itself cause loss of
housing, employment, and treatment continuity even before the alleged violation is adjudicated.

Conclusion
State parole is best understood as a jurisdiction-specific decision process rather than one uniform
American system. Legislatures determine who may be considered, boards apply statutory and
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administrative criteria, correctional agencies assemble records, victims may participate under state
law, and supervision agencies manage release conditions. A sound decision considers the sentence
and offense together with institutional behavior, evidence of change, validated risk information, age,
health, treatment needs, victim safety, and the practicality of a release plan. Structured decision tools
can improve consistency, but they estimate probabilities and should not substitute for explanation or
individualized judgment (National Institute of Corrections, 2026). Parole also extends beyond the
release decision itself. Conditions need to be connected to risk and reentry, technical violations
should receive proportionate responses, and revocation must respect the due-process principles
established in Morrissey. The current federal Parole Commission’s continuing jurisdiction over
specified legacy and District of Columbia cases further illustrates how historical sentencing rules
remain relevant in 2026 (U.S. Parole Commission, 2026). Transparent reasons, accurate records, and
clearly defined authority are essential to legitimacy in any parole system.
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