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Summary:

The Data Studio Workshop brings together a biomedical investigator with a group of experts for an in-depth
session to solicit advice about statistical and study design issues that arise while planning or conducting a
research project. This week, the investigator(s) will discuss the following project with the group.

California is one of the epicenters of America’s mass incarceration crisis: 25% of its 115,000 state
prisoners serve a life sentence. These individuals will die in correctional facilities unless released by the
Board of Parole Hearings (BPH) with gubernatorial approval. Each year, BPH schedules thousands of
parole hearings for eligible candidates, after which the candidates are either granted or denied parole for
some number of years. In 2019 alone, BPH held 6,061 hearings and granted parole in 1,181 cases, a
grant rate of 19.5%. The parole system has remained largely opaque, since the only public information it
produces is a 150-page transcript of the 2+ hour free-form hearing dialogue.

We have obtained a complete dataset of 35,000 parole hearing transcripts from the State of California
dating from 2007 to 2019. In 2020, we sued the State of California to obtain the race and attorney represen-
tation data for all of the 15,766 prisoners covered by these transcripts. We are now attempting to construct
the most complete picture to date of the California parole system by stitching together information from
a number of sources: (1) covariates automatically extracted from the transcripts using Natural Language
Processing (NLP) techniques and automated parsing of the PDF documents, (2) manually annotated in-
formation covering a subset of approximately 1,000 transcripts, (3) information scraped from California
Department of Corrections & Rehabilitation websites, and (4) the results of our lawsuit.

We are conducting a retrospective observational analysis seeking to describe the independent effect of
approximately 50 covariates on the parole outcome (grant or deny). Most of these covariates are binary
(e.g., Did the district attorney oppose release?), some are continuous (e.g., How many years ago was
the candidates last disciplinary infraction in prison?), and a few are ordinal (e.g., Was the psychologists
assessment one of high, medium, or low risk?).

Questions:

We are eager to discuss our study design and statistical methodology. In particular, these 50 covariates are
labeled relatively completely on the subset of 1,000 documents, but on the set of 35,000 documents, most
are not available, and while some covariates can be extracted with NLP techniques, the extraction accuracy
varies greatly. We hope to discuss how to handle the noise in our data through error-in-measurement models
or sensitivity analyses.
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