
Overview
Fourteen states and three California counties have partnered with the Pew-MacArthur Results First Initiative, a 
joint project of The Pew Charitable Trusts and the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, to apply a 
customized, innovative cost-benefit approach to policy and budget choices.1

These jurisdictions are still in the early stages of implementing the Results First cost-benefit analysis model and 
using it to inform their decisions. In 2013, six states—Connecticut, Iowa, Massachusetts, New Mexico, New York, 
and Vermont—completed implementation of the Results First analytic model, which typically takes one year, 
and provided results to legislators and key stakeholders through testimony, presentations, and written reports. 
At least two others—Illinois and Santa Barbara County, CA—anticipate completion in time to support their 2014 
policy processes. The remaining jurisdictions will complete implementation later in 2014 and plan to use the 
results to inform their 2015 legislative sessions. 
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The six states that have deployed their Results First models have already seen important policymaking successes, 
including:

•• Shifting, cutting, or allocating a total of $38 million in funding, with anticipated returns of as much as $38 for 
every $1 invested over the next seven to 10 years.

•• Using the model to analyze proposed criminal justice policies. 

•• Passing legislation that incorporates the Results First approach into state policy and budget processes as a 
matter of law. 

This brief highlights individual successes and identifies opportunities for states and counties to expand efforts 
to improve outcomes across a range of policy areas, including adult criminal and juvenile justice, child welfare, 
education, mental health, and substance abuse.

How states participate in Results First
States that wish to begin using cost-benefit analysis to improve their policymaking contact Results First and 
issue a formal partnership invitation. With support from Results First staff, these states then customize the 
analytic model using their own program and costs data. This implementation process typically takes one 
year, but once it is complete, states have the tools they need to compare the effectiveness of programs and 
to use the findings to drive budget decisions. 

These analyses can include existing and proposed state programs and provide a clear ranking of each policy 
option’s probable return on investment. Then, with technical assistance from Results First staff, states report 
the cost-benefit findings to policymakers in a timely manner and in an accessible, easy-to-understand 
format to inform budget debate and decision-making and improve the returns on taxpayer investments.
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States’ successes using Results First
Although states are still in the early stages of their implementation 
processes, several achieved significant successes in 2013—particularly 
in directing funds to evidence-based programs, analyzing programs and 
policy proposals, and establishing legislative frameworks for using the 
Results First approach in policymaking. These efforts demonstrate their 
commitment to making policy and budget decisions based on evidence of 
cost-effectiveness.

Directing funds in the budget process—The Results First approach 
enables states to spend their money more wisely and achieve higher 
returns on their investments. For example:

•• Iowa launched its Results First model in 2013, and the initial reports 
prompted state lawmakers to allocate $250,000 in new funding to 
support vocational education programs in prisons after the analysis 
showed that they would reduce recidivism and result in increased 
returns of approximately $1 million in benefits over 10 years. 

The model also demonstrated that the state’s existing community-
based domestic violence treatment program, which cost $1 million 
annually, was ineffective in reducing recidivism among abusers and was 
losing $3 for every dollar invested.2 In response, the state partnered 
with the University of Iowa to pilot an alternative program known as 
Achieving Change Through Value-Based Behavior, commonly known as 
ACTV, with the goals of increasing public safety, improving outcomes, 
and spending money more responsibly. Formal evaluation findings are 
forthcoming, but early ACTV results suggest positive outcomes. 

•• In Massachusetts, preliminary analyses using the cost-benefit model 
helped policymakers recognize the power of the Results First approach 
to strengthen public safety by identifying the best investment of limited 
taxpayer dollars, according to Mike Coelho, assistant secretary of the 
Executive Office of Public Safety and Security, who is leading the state’s 
Results First initiative. Consequently, Massachusetts has committed 
to spending approximately $5 million of its Edward Byrne Memorial 
Justice Assistance Grant funds on highly effective programs. 

•• Decision-makers in New Mexico have used the Results First model to 
direct $17.15 million to effective programs that are expected to generate 
approximately $55 million in returns over seven years.3 New Mexico’s 
Legislative Finance Committee, which houses the model, worked 
with the state’s Sentencing Commission, Corrections Department, 
and Children, Youth and Families Department to produce reports that 
evaluated adult criminal justice, child welfare, and early education 
program cost and benefits and ranked the programs using a Consumer 
Reports-style list. 

Using the cost-
benefit model 
helped policymakers 
recognize the 
power of the Results 
First approach to 
strengthen public 
safety by identifying 
the best investment 
of limited taxpayer 
dollars.
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These reports included analyses of the additional costs that New 
Mexico will incur if it continues to fund the same mix of programs 
without considering effectiveness or alternatives that offer 
improved outcomes and higher returns. For example, the 2012 
report estimated that if current trends held, offenders released in 
fiscal year 2011 would cost taxpayers an estimated $360 million 
in corrections funds alone due to reincarceration over the next 15 
years.4 

•• New York Governor Andrew Cuomo directed $15 million for 
Alternative to Incarceration Programs.5 From these funds, $5 million 
were allocated through a competitive grant program, and the state’s 
Results First cost-benefit work contributed to the selection process. 
The state will perform ongoing evaluations of programs receiving 
the funding to ensure that taxpayer dollars are spent effectively and 
produce the maximum public safety return.6 

•• The Vermont fiscal 2014 budget reduced funding for the state’s 
correctional high school graduation program, Community High 
School of Vermont, by $600,000, after an issue brief highlighting 
findings from the Vermont Results First model showed that the 
program was not running at full capacity and had a high per-
student cost.7 The state plans to produce similar issue briefs to help 
inform policy and budget decisions, including reviews of electronic 
monitoring programs.

Analyzing the costs and benefits of legislative proposals outside 
the budget process has helped states understand their long-term 
fiscal impact. Two states used their Results First models to analyze 
the potential effects of sentencing policy options and to inform key 
stakeholders:

•• Illinois’ Sentencing Policy Advisory Council used the Results First 
approach to assess the fiscal impact of 2013 proposed legislation 
that would have increased sentences for offenses involving the 
unlawful use of a weapon.8 The analysis indicated that the proposed 
change would result in significant costs for the state.  

•• In 2012, Iowa’s Public Safety Advisory Board assessed mandatory 
minimums for drug traffickers and found high costs with no 
evidence of significant reductions in recidivism. The report also 
found that the state would reduce the prison population and save 
taxpayers $1.2 million over 10 years if policymakers eliminated 
mandatory minimum terms for lower-risk drug offenders and 
reinvested a portion of the projected savings in evidence-based 
treatment programs. The advisory board recommended that 
validated risk assessment become a standard part of presentence 
reports to the courts.

Analyzing the costs 
and benefits of 
legislative proposals 
outside the budget 
process has helped 
states understand 
their long-term fiscal 
impact. 
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Making Results First an integral part of state government is an important step toward building long-term support 
and establishing a strong foundation for the use of evidence in policy and budget decision-making. Three states 
passed legislation to create a sustained structure for Results First: 

•• In 2013, the Connecticut Legislature established the Results First Policy Oversight Committee to implement 
the model with a goal of supporting cost-effective policies and programming in the state. The committee 
is required to submit annual reports to the governor and General Assembly that recommend measures to 
implement the Results First model.9 

•• The Massachusetts Legislature set up the Special Commission on Criminal Justice in 2011 to implement 
the Results First model and help advance a variety of reforms.10 A law passed in 2013 made the commission 
permanent and directed it to use the Results First approach to develop legislation that would decrease 
corrections spending and use the savings to reduce crime, improve public safety, and address other budget 
priorities.11

•• In 2013, the Vermont Legislature passed Act 61, which created a Criminal Justice Consensus Cost-Benefit 
Working Group to develop the Vermont Results First model.12 The group is required to use the model to deliver 
cost-benefit information that will enable policymakers to evaluate strategies and programs and identify 
options that achieve net social benefit. 
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Opportunities to expand evidence-
based policymaking 
States have made substantial progress over the past 2½ years in 
implementing the Results First model and using it to inform and 
strengthen policy and budget decisions. These efforts have yielded 
millions of dollars in targeted funding, cost savings, and cost avoidance 
that will improve long-term outcomes for citizens. But significant 
opportunities remain to increase the use of cost-benefit analysis to 
inform critical budget and policy decisions. Specifically, states can:

•• Expand their analyses to identify and assess all funded programs in 
targeted policy areas. To date, the states and counties participating 
in Results First have focused their work on a subset of programs 
that are included in the cost-benefit analysis model. States can 
expand their analyses to include all currently funded programs in the 
policy areas they are assessing, using the Results First approach to 
determine which programs are successful and which lack rigorous 
evidence of effectiveness, and to consider where they could make 
adjustments to align them to or replace them with evidence-based 
programs. 

•• Implement the Results First model in a broader array of policy areas 
such as child welfare, pre-k-12 education, substance abuse, and 
mental health. Although most states’ initial models have addressed 
adult criminal and juvenile justice policy, states such as New Mexico 
have begun to tailor their models to also examine the child welfare 
and education arenas.

•• Ensure that programs are implemented with fidelity to their 
research-based designs to safeguard effectiveness and maximize 
predicted outcomes. States can evaluate what systems are in 
place for reviewing and monitoring for fidelity and consider which 
programs may need improved oversight. 

Conclusion
States are achieving success in using the Results First approach to 
make more informed budget and policy decisions through the power 
of evidence. By implementing and expanding the model, policymakers 
will be better able to allocate funds effectively across policy areas and 
achieve higher returns on their investments, improving their states’ 
fiscal health and enhancing outcomes for citizens. Results First will 
continue to work with states to transform the way they make their 
policy and budget choices. This assistance includes helping states 
to expand their cost-benefit models to other critical policy areas and 
increasing participation in Results First across the country.

By implementing and 
expanding the model, 
policymakers will be 
better able to allocate 
funds effectively 
across policy areas and 
achieve higher returns 
on their investments, 
improving their states’ 
fiscal health and 
enhancing outcomes 
for citizens.
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Contact: Gary VanLandingham, director, Pew-MacArthur Results First Initiative 
Email: gvanlandingham@pewtrusts.org  
Phone: 202-540-6207

Pew-MacArthur Results First Initiative, a project of The Pew Charitable Trusts and the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, 
works with states to implement an innovative cost-benefit analysis approach that helps them invest in policies and programs that are 
proven to work.

The Pew Charitable Trusts

901 E St. NW, 10th Floor  
Washington, DC 20004
pewstates.org

The Pew Charitable Trusts is driven by the power of 
knowledge to solve today’s most challenging problems. 
Pew applies a rigorous, analytical approach to improve 
public policy, inform the public, and stimulate civic life.

The John D. and Catherine T. 
MacArthur Foundation

140 S. Dearborn St.  
Chicago, IL 60603
macfound.org

The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation 
supports creative people and effective institutions 
committed to building a more just, verdant, and 
peaceful world. In addition to selecting the MacArthur 
Fellows, the Foundation works to defend human rights, 
advance global conservation and security, make cities 
better places, and understand how technology is 
affecting children and society.
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