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Summary:

In this paper we present a framework to map the social costs and benefits of 
the Dutch probation services and present the initial results of a social cost 
benefit analysis using large data sets. The social benefits of the Dutch proba­
tion services seem to add up to about double the costs of probation. Even 
though there is still a margin of uncertainty in the analysis, and the social 
benefits of the probation services’ impact on the probationer's environment 
and avoided victims are not yet included, it can already be concluded that 
the benefits of the Dutch probation services exceed the costs.
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Introduction

The Dutch probation services, consisting of three organisations, namely: 
the Dutch Probation Foundation, the Salvation Army Youth Protection & 
Probation and Addiction and Probation Service Mental Healthcare and Sub­
stance Abuse Treatment (SVG), work in a society that increasingly demands 
an understanding of the effectiveness of policies and the associated costs and 
benefits of public investments. Over the years, there has been an increasing 
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insight into the effects of probation work. However, there is still no overall 
insight into the societal value of probation in the Netherlands.

In the context of Dutch crime policy, Van Velthoven (2008) indicat­
ed that a social cost-benefit analysis (SCBA) can answer the question of 
whether an investment contributes to social welfare by listing all the pos­
itive and negative effects of efforts. In doing so, an SCBA compares the 
societal benefits with the costs of efforts regarding crime policy.

The Anglo-Saxon literature is more developed than the Dutch literature, 
in the early zeros there were already overviews of cost-benefit analyses sur­
rounding crime policies (Aos et al., 2001; Farrell et al., 2005; Aos et al., 
2006). A more recent article by Manning et al.(2018) presents a similar 
framework towards a cost-benefit analysis tool, focusing on crime policy in 
general, however with a narrower focus regarding the possible effects.

In the Netherlands, SCBA is increasingly used within the security do­
main to measure the impact of policies on society (Koopmans et al., 2023). 
For example, Versantvoort et al.(2005) has prepared an initial analysis and 
calculation model to identify the costs and benefits of judicial interventions. 
Furthermore, several cost-benefit analyses have been carried out for more 
specific issues. De Wit et al.(2016) conducted a study on the costs and 
benefits of alcohol use and De Koning et al.(2016) conducted a review of the 
costs and benefits of the social (re-)integration of both adult and juvenile 
(ex-)prisoners. Focusing on addiction rehabilitation, Bakker et al.(2013) and 
Broekhuizen and Wonderen (2015) obtained initial insights into recidivism 
reduction and a number of associated potentially avoided costs based on 
existing datasets.

However, a comprehensive SCBA focusing on probation work in the 
Netherlands is still lacking. Given the annual costs of approximately 200-250 
million euros per year and the societal demand for accountability, it is 
relevant to conduct such an analysis. Moreover, the results could provide 
insights into how the probation service can serve probationers and society 
even better. The latter requires insight in how added value for society can be 
increased. Furthermore, the results of such an analysis provide insight into 
which parties benefit to what extent.

In this study we focus on answering the question how the societal value 
of the Dutch probation services in the Netherlands can be determined and 
present initial results.
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Research method

I. Social cost-benefit analysis

The framework of a SCBA forms the starting point of this study (figure 1). 
This framework requires the identification of the (1) activities of Dutch pro­
bation services, (2) direct effects on probationers, (avoided) victims and both 
their environments, and (3) how these translate into benefits for society. The 
input, throughput and output components are determined by the work of 
the probation services (1). The outcome consists of effects resulting from 
the work of the probation services and correspond to the concept of effects 
(2) commonly used in a SCBA setting. Finally, benefits (3) are the various 
resulting societal benefits.

SCBA framework for probation

167 
 

  

II. Construction of qualitative causal model 

To further develop the framework presented in Figure 1, several interviews and focus groups were 
held with professionals working in and around the probation services. Literature research was also 
conducted on the costs, effects and societal benefits of probation work. The primary focus was on 
possible benefits (positive and negative) and their underlying possible effects. Possible relationships 
and dependencies between variables were also examined. It is important to note that benefits and 
effects can be both positive and negative.  

Based on the initial results, a list of possible effects, side effects and benefits was compiled. Using this 
list, several causal diagrams were created to arrive at simplified rationales. These rationales were 
tested through additional literature reviews, focus group sessions with professionals and several expert 
meetings with researchers and professionals.  

The result of this work is a qualitative causal model for a SCBA of the Dutch probation services (see 
figure 2). 
 

Figure 2: Qualitative causal model for a SCBA of the Dutch probation services. 

B.

Figure 1:
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Construction of qualitative causal model

To further develop the framework presented in Figure 1, several interviews 
and focus groups were held with professionals working in and around the 
probation services. Literature research was also conducted on the costs, 
effects and societal benefits of probation work. The primary focus was 
on possible benefits (positive and negative) and their underlying possible 
effects. Possible relationships and dependencies between variables were also 
examined. It is important to note that benefits and effects can be both 
positive and negative.

Based on the initial results, a list of possible effects, side effects and 
benefits was compiled. Using this list, several causal diagrams were created 
to arrive at simplified rationales. These rationales were tested through addi­
tional literature reviews, focus group sessions with professionals and several 
expert meetings with researchers and professionals.

The result of this work is a qualitative causal model for a SCBA of the 
Dutch probation services (see figure 2).

Qualitative causal model for a SCBA of the Dutch probation services.
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III. Quantification and monetization causal model 

For all the different effects and benefits we developed a quantification method. Using data from the 
Dutch probation services combined with Microdata of Statistics Netherlands, supplemented with data 
from other relevant sources and literature, we were able to analyze changes in time surrounding 
probationers to quantify a large number of the effects and benefits. For the items for which we did not 
have data we based the quantification on values found in literature or expert judgement. 

For now, we assume that (1) 10% of the observed changes can be related to probation activities and (2) 
a three to five year period encompassing the influence of probation activities. Also, two aspects that 
require further research are: (1) to what extent are the (observed) changes the result of the effort of 
probation services and (2) how many years can certain changes be attributed to the probation services. 
In our ongoing research we are working on this using a developed typology of probationers (Visser et 
al., 2022). 

In addition, for each benefit we indicate how we translate it into euros (monetize). This allows us to 
calculate the magnitude of the benefits in euro’s, but more importantly to make them comparable to 
the costs incurred (See Németh et al., 2022).  

IV. Research population 

The study population consists of all probationers with an active involvement in 2016 (N=83,794). 
Active involvement means that the probation was actively working on the relevant assignment for the 
client. The duration of involvement of probation supervision, community service and behavioral 
interventions is defined here as from the date of program creation to the actual end date of the program 
and/or end date of the assignment/program combination in the case of derivative assignments. For 
early intervention, supervision, and forensic care placements, the end date was taken because these 
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Quantification and monetization causal model

For all the different effects and benefits we developed a quantification 
method. Using data from the Dutch probation services combined with 
Microdata of Statistics Netherlands, supplemented with data from other 
relevant sources and literature, we were able to analyze changes in time 
surrounding probationers to quantify a large number of the effects and 
benefits. For the items for which we did not have data we based the quantifi­
cation on values found in literature or expert judgement.

For now, we assume that (1) 10% of the observed changes can be related 
to probation activities and (2) a three to five year period encompassing 
the influence of probation activities. Also, two aspects that require further 
research are: (1) to what extent are the (observed) changes the result of the 
effort of probation services and (2) how many years can certain changes be 
attributed to the probation services. In our ongoing research we are working 
on this using a developed typology of probationers (Visser et al., 2022).

In addition, for each benefit we indicate how we translate it into euros 
(monetize). This allows us to calculate the magnitude of the benefits in eu­
ro’s, but more importantly to make them comparable to the costs incurred 
(See Németh et al., 2022).

Research population

The study population consists of all probationers with an active involvement 
in 2016 (N=83,794). Active involvement means that the probation was ac­
tively working on the relevant assignment for the client. The duration of 
involvement of probation supervision, community service and behavioral 
interventions is defined here as from the date of program creation to the 
actual end date of the program and/or end date of the assignment/program 
combination in the case of derivative assignments. For early intervention, 
supervision, and forensic care placements, the end date was taken because 
these assignments do not explicitly target behavior change over a specific 
period of time and can therefore be seen as a "snapshot" for this study. An 
active involvement by probation services includes the following trajectories:
– All early assistance visits;
– All prepared pre-sentence and other advisory reports for the judicial 

authorities;
– All supervision trajectories (with date first face to face contact);
– All community services work penalties (with date first work day);

III.
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– All behavioral trainings (with date first meeting);
– All completed placements in forensic care.
Assignments for which the probation department made an effort, but which 
did not result in actual commitment, are not included.

We want to use an as recent as possible population, with the require­
ment that we can follow people for at least three years. Since the probation 
data and most Statistics Netherlands data are available until 2020 at the time 
of this research, we chose 2016 as base year. This allows us to look back- 
and forward in time. In this study, we consider the group as a homogeneous 
group.

Framework social cost-benefit analysis

Work of probation services

The work of the probation service is divided into three types of work in 
Figure 2:
(1) Preparing pre-sentence and other advisory reports for the judicial au­

thorities;
(2) Implementing supervision measures or special conditions imposed by 

the court or the public prosecutor and executing behavioral interven­
tions;

(3) Implementation of community service work.
This division of probation work is a simplification of reality. In practice, it 
is more nuanced. The probation service decides which activities or combina­
tion of activities is most desirable and possible based on their assignment 
and the context of the probationer.

Effects

The activities of the probation services can result in changes in the behavior 
and the lives of probationers (Figure 2). Starting point for identifying rele­
vant items with the purpose of a SCBA and the underlying causal model is 
the classification used in the risk assessment tool (abbreviation RISc) (Hilde­
brand et al., 2014) of the Dutch probation services. The RISc includes items 
on procriminal attitudes, thinking patterns, behavior and skills, drug and 
alcohol use, income and coping, education, work and learning, housing and 
living, relationships with partner/family/friends, and emotional well-being. 

C.
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A change in these areas of life can lead to a change in criminal behavior 
(Bol, 1995; Wermink et al., 2009; Wartna et al., 2016).

In addition, a large number of other individuals directly or indirectly 
are impacted by probation work. Probationers can have parents/guardians, 
(former) partner(s) and child(ren), as well as other family members and 
members in their social network in or their vicinity (Figure 2). Moreover, 
the work of the probation service may also affect (avoided) victims and 
their possible parents/guardians, (ex-)partner(s), children, family and social 
network (Figure 2).

In this first phase of the SCBA of the Dutch probation services, the 
focus is on the effects among probationers themselves.

Societal benefits

The identified social benefits are categorized into eight groups: A. Security 
costs, B. Damage, C. Participation, D. Debts, E. Housing, F. Health, G. 
Quality of life, and H. Trust in judicial system. Although these categories are 
considered separately, we expect that the benefits may interact in reality (for 
detailed justification see Németh et al. (2022)):
– A. Security costs consist of avoided costs in the areas of prevention, 

detection, prosecution, trials, execution of penalties, support for sus­
pects/offenders, and support for victims. CBS microdata is used to mea­
sure changes in the severity and frequency of criminal behavior.

– B. Damage comprises of avoided damages resulting from property of­
fenses and vandalism. The underlying assumption is that probation 
interventions lead to a change in criminal behavior, thus preventing the 
damage costs. CBS microdata is used to estimate changes in severity and 
frequency of criminal behavior.

– C. Participation encompasses the sum of extra costs for education, in­
creased formal and informal productivity, the added value of improved 
quality of labor, and the production achieved within community ser­
vice. The assumption here is that probation helps clients in: finding and 
maintaining employment, pursuing education or engaging in volunteer 
work. Thereby creating a meaningful and stable daily routine for clients 
and added societal value. Changes in participation are estimated using 
CBS microdata, data from the Dutch probation services and literature.

– D. Debts is based on the assumption that probation can assist clients 
with debt problems, for example by teaching financial skills or aiding in 
debt repayment through financial management assistance or connecting 
probationers with organizations that can help them further. This trans­
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lates to reduced societal costs related to debt issues. Changes in debts are 
estimated using CBS microdata and literature.

– E. Housing encompasses avoided costs related to avoided evictions and 
avoided use of social shelters. It is assumed that there will be less use 
of social shelters due to reduced recidivism, less incarceration leading 
to social shelter, and potential encouragement for individuals to (tem­
porarily) reside in social shelters to address housing issues. Furthermore, 
it is assumed that assistance with debt issues will result in fewer forced 
evictions with associated societal costs. These benefits are mapped using 
literature.

– F. Health is divided into physical health and mental health. Physical 
health of probationers is improved by reducing addiction issues, reduc­
ing recidivism and new prison sentences, and promoting physical activi­
ty by probationers. Mental health is improved by providing professional 
mental help. Initially, healthcare costs may rise, but in the long term, 
this can lead to stabilization of health related costs and possibly even 
decrease the costs. This benefit is based on literature and expert judge­
ment.

– G. Quality of life is a category that requires further investigation. It is a 
non-financial benefit that is about what value society places on a more 
pleasant life for various stakeholders (including society itself).

– H. Trust in judicial system is based on the idea that by providing appro­
priate guidance leading to a reduction in recidivism, a positive effect 
on the amount of societal trust in the legal system is achieved. An 
increase in this trust should positively influence economic confidence, 
stimulating economic growth.

Results

At €507 million (see Table 1), the benefits are significantly greater than the 
annual costs of the three probation organizations (€217 million in 2016 
(Ministerie van Financiën, 2022)). Despite a margin of uncertainty and the 
current exclusion of benefits related to the probationer's environment and 
avoided victims, it can be concluded that the societal benefits of probation 
in the Netherlands outweigh the costs. Additional benefits are anticipated 
for the probationers' environment and avoided victims.

D.
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Total benefits from probation in million euro’s (rounded to €0.5 mil­
lion)*.
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E. Conclusion 

We presented a framework which can be used to determine the benefits of probation. Large data sets 
such as described in Németh et al. (2022) help quantify the benefits together with effect sizes 
described in the literature.  

The analysis shows that it is plausible that the avoided security costs cover the costs of probation. In 
addition to this, a whole range of other societal benefits linked to probationers are achieved by the 
activities of the probation. For example, the added value of the increased productivity by probationers, 
the guidance to work by the probation service as well as the added value of community service also 
yielding significant societal benefits. In addition, we also expect significant societal benefits around 
avoided health care costs and the contribution of probation to the trust in the judicial system appears to 
provide large societal value.  

Conclusion

We presented a framework which can be used to determine the benefits of 
probation. Large data sets such as described in Németh et al. (2022) help 
quantify the benefits together with effect sizes described in the literature.

The analysis shows that it is plausible that the avoided security costs 
cover the costs of probation. In addition to this, a whole range of other 
societal benefits linked to probationers are achieved by the activities of 
the probation. For example, the added value of the increased productivity 
by probationers, the guidance to work by the probation service as well 
as the added value of community service also yielding significant societal 
benefits. In addition, we also expect significant societal benefits around 

Table 1:
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avoided health care costs and the contribution of probation to the trust in 
the judicial system appears to provide large societal value.

Reflection

General

This analysis provides a good first indication of the benefits directly relat­
ed to probationers. But this indication deserves further refinement. First, 
because for the purpose of this initial SCBA we consider the group of pro­
bationers as a homogeneous group, while they actually consist of different 
types of subgroups with each their own risks, needs and problems, each 
of these subgroups might also have a different focus in their probation 
supervision and different (social) effects might be achieved. Furthermore, 
for some benefits we have not yet been able to do a data analysis, resulting 
in having to rely on key figures found in literature and expert judgement. As 
a result, for a number of benefits, the margins of uncertainty are still large. 
Moreover, for those elements where we have been able to perform a data 
analysis, the match between the existing available data and what we ideally 
would like to have in terms of data is not always optimal. Therefore, we have 
deliberately chosen to be on the conservative side with the calculations.

Furthermore, we had to make several estimates that ideally require sol­
id justification. This requires further research. These include the share of 
the probation service in the (observed) changes and the number of years 
that certain changes can be attributed to the probation service (as in e.g. 
the work and health measures). In our ongoing research we elaborate this 
further linked to a drafted typology of probationers (Visser et al., 2022).

Additional income

In this study we have only quantified the benefits that are directly linked 
to the probationer, except for the benefit of trust in the judicial system. 
Besides the benefits directly related to the probationer, a large number of 
benefits can also be expected around the environment of probationers and 
around (avoided) victims and their environment. In particular, we expect 
that the benefits around avoided victims of serious crimes can be significant. 
For example, we expect significant avoided reductions in their added value 
concerning work and avoided health costs. The price tags of these benefits 
are large, and combined with a large number of years over which these 
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effects occur, would most likely result in large societal benefits if prevented. 
Furthermore, the long-term impact on the social network of probationers 
including children is also expected to yield benefits of significant magni­
tude. Therefore, it is expected that these benefits could significantly increase 
the estimated size of the benefit-cost ratio of the Dutch probation services.

Cohort

Because processing times and activities can vary widely from one probation­
er to another, it is not straightforward to compare the benefits around all 
probationers from 2016 to the annual costs of probation. We assume here 
that an appropriate approach is to assume that the benefits of a cohort can 
be compared to that year's costs. To properly determine the comparison 
between costs and benefits, it is important to make an analysis at subgroup 
level. This allows us to look at what the activities and associated costs are at 
the subgroup level and compare them to the expected effects and benefits at 
the subgroup level.

More value added

The constructed framework and its quantification and monetization provide 
insight into pathways along which societal benefits are generated. This in­
sight can be used to determine how to generate additional added value. 
For example, this study has shown that guidance to work, despite the small 
numbers of probationers who go from unemployed to employed, produces 
a lot of added value. It is conceivable that if more attention is paid to this 
aspect, this can lead to a significant increase in social added value. We also 
see that a change in criminal behavior leads to large societal benefits. De 
Vries et al. (2015) show that focusing on youth and young adults early on 
(i.e., the group up to age 25) can lead to a significant reduction in criminal 
behavior (13%). Involving the probation service earlier in this group could 
therefore possibly provide much additional social added value. The exam­
ples mentioned above are only initial ideas as a result of this research. The 
next step is a systematic analysis of possible options on how more social 
added value could be realized. Moreover, it is interesting to look at the 
justice chain as a whole, perhaps even combined with the chains around 
health care and social work, to see if more social added value can be realized 
for this target group.
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