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The importance of evaluating correctional
' programs, especially those operating in )
the community, has never been more ~
pronounced. Vast sums of money are spent
on correctional programming, and the
public is demanding programs that work.
The critical question of course is indeed
“what works"? This article examines some
of the issues surrounding program
effectiveness: what is important to
measure, what do we know about -
.program effectiveness, and what harm is
done when we fail to develop effective
programs.
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NE OF THE MOST important areas of contem-
porary concem for correctional officials is
the design and operation of effective cor-
rectional intervention programs. This is -
particularly relevant since there is consistent evi-
dence that the public supports rehabilitation pro-
grams for offenders.* Furthermore, survey research
also reveals strong support for public protection as
an important goal of corrections.! Consequently, dis-
agreements arise, focusing on what are the best
methods to achieve these and other correctional

goals. On one side are advocates for more punitive -

policies such as an increased use of incarceration,
punishing smarter (e.g. boot camps, electronic

- monitoring, day reporting facilities), or simply in-

creasing control and monitoring if the offender is
supervised in the -communiry. Those advocating
these strategies of crime control do so on the basis of
the often interrelated goals of punishmeni—deter-
rence, retribution, and incapacitation. The limits of
these approaches have been outlined and debated by
others.z? The ultimate effect of most of these policies
has been described as “penal harm” by Clear.*

As Cullen and Applegate imply, the most disheart-
ening aspect of these “get tough” policies is their
dismissal of the importance of programming that is
designed to rehabilitate offenders.> Cullen and
Applegate further question whether the penal harm
movement's rejection of rehabilitation is sound pub-
lic policy. As many states have found. simphkiocking
up offenders and “throwing away the key” has
proven to be a very expensive approach to crime con-
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trol. This approach is also very limited, since the vast
majority of offenders will one day return to society.
Many will return unchanged at best, and, at worst,
with many more problems and intensified needs for
service.” For those advocating incapacitation, one
must also ask what should be done with offenders
while incarcerated? Some scholars, such as Cullen
and Applegate, do not believe that incapacitation
and rehabilitation are murually exclusive. Further-
more, since the vast majority of offenders are super-
vised in the community at differing degrees of inten-
sity, it is even more important that we develop
programs that work toward reducing recidivism.
Many of the “intermediate sanctions” that have
been developed over the past few years are but a few
examples of “programs” that often fail to live up to
their expectations, particularly in terms of reductions
in recidivism.™® These results are often attributed to
policies that emphasize control and surveillance over
treatment and service delivery.5®
Despite the punitive movement, there is increas-
ing evidence that correctional treatment can be ef-
fective in reducing recidivism among offenders.!*-13
Nonetheless, some scholars remain unconvinced. !+
‘*¢ The debate surrounding treatment effectiveness
has been on going since Martinson’s proclamation
that “nothing works,” with many still clinging to this
mantel despite evidence to the contrary. Principal
among the reasons for disbelief in the potential effec-
tiveness of correctional programming are the failure
to measure outcome properly and the lack of quality
programs. :

Measuring Outcome and the Limitations
of Recidivism

Correctional outcome, which is usually
operationalized as recidivism, has some inherent
limitations. The indicators used to measure recidi-
visin, length of follow-up, and external and internal
factors affect recidivism rates. Indeed, the best way to
ensure a low recidivism rate is to define it very nar-
rowly (e.g., incarceration in a state penal institution)
and to utilize a very short follow-up period.

Too often, arrest (and only arrest) is used as a pri-
mary indicator when measuring recidivism and, con-
sequently, program outcome. Certainly, arrest may
serve as an indicator of postprogram (or postrelease)
performance, but in and of itself arrest has many

limitations. Some of the other factors that are over-
looked when considering the impact of a correctional
program or criminal sanction, even when arrest is
being used, are time until arrest; offense forwhich an
offender was arrested (type of offense as well as se-
verity level); whether or not the offender was con-
victed; and, if convicted, what the resulting disposi-
tion was.

Despite these limitations, recidivism remains the
most important measure of public protection. When
legislators and other public officials ask if a program
works, they are generally referring to recidivism. Out-
come studies provide much of our knowledge about
the effectiveness of correctional programs in reduc-
ing recidivism. Unfortunately, outcome studies focus
on the results of intervention and provide little, if
any, useful information about why a program is or is
not effective. In addition to the measurement of out-
come, another factor that can influence recidivism
rates is the quality of 2 program.

Measuring Program Quality

Few would argue that the quality of a correctional
intervention program has no effect on outcome.
Nonetheless, correctional researchers have largely
ignored the measurement of program quality. Tradi-
tionally, quality has been measured through process
evaluations. This approach can provide useful infor-
mation about a program's operations; however,
these types of evaluations often lack the
“quantifiability” of outcome studies. Previously, re-
searchers’ primary issue has been the development
of criteria or indicators by which a treatment pro-
gram can be measured. While traditional audits and
accreditation processes are one step in this direction,
thus far they have proven to be inadequate. For ex-
ample, audits can be an important means to ensure if
a program is meeting contractual obligations or a set
of prescribed standards; however, these conditions
may not have any relationship to effective interven-
ton. Itis also important to note that outcome studies
and assessment of program quality are not necessar-
ily mutually exclusive. Combining outcome indica-
tors with assessments of program quality can provide
a more complete picture of an intervention's effec-
tveness. Fortunately, there has been considerable
progress in identifying the hallmarks of effective pro-
grams.
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Figure 1. Average Correctional Program Assessment Inventory scores. The average scores are based on 51 CPAI results across a
wide range of programs. The CPAl was developed and is copyrighted by Paul Gendreau and Don Andrews.

Principles of Effective Intervention

As mentioned above, evidence shows that many
. rehabilitation programs have in fact produced sig-
nificant reductons in recidivism. The next critical
issue became the identification of those characteris-
tics most commonly associated with effective pro-
grams. Through the work of scholars such as
Andrews and colleagues'® and Gendreau,!! several
“principles of effective intervention” have been iden-
tified. The following statements summarize these
principles of effective intervention:
» Services should be intensive, behavioral in na-
ture, and focused on higher risk offenders.
¢ Behavioral strategies should be enforced in a
firmn but fair manner by qualified staff.
¢ Programs should target criminogenic needs
(e.g., antsocial attitudes, value and beliefs sup-
portive of criminal behavior, negative peer asso-
ciations. substance abuse, etc.).
* Responsivity should occur between staff, of-
fenders, and programs.

* Programs should disrupt criminal networks.

* Programs should provide relapse prevention in

the community.

* Highlevels of advocacy and brokerage should be

provided. ,

In order to determine whether ornot a program is
meeting these principles, each of them need to be
operationalized into a set of standards or guidelines.
Gendreau and Andrews'” accomplished this through
the development of an instrument known as the Cor-
rectional Program Assessment Inventory (CPAI).

The CPAl is a tool that has been used for assessing
correctional intervention programs. The CPAI as-
sesses a program on six primary areas: 1) program
implementation and leadership; 2) offender assess-
ment and classification; 3) characteristics of the pro-
gram; 4) characteristics and practices of the staff; 5)
evaluation and quality control; and 6) miscellaneous
items such as ethical guidelines and levels of support.
Each section is scored as either “very satisfactory” (70
percent to 100 percent), “satisfactory” (60 percent to
69 percent), “satisfactory but needs improvement”
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(50 percent to 59 percent; or “unsatsfactory” (less
than 50 percent).® The scores from all six areas are
totaled and the same rating scale is used for the over-
all assessment score. Not all of the six areas are given
equal weight, and some items may be considered
“not applicable,” in which case they are not included
in the scoring.

To date, researchers from the University of Cincin-
nati have assessed more than 50 correctional pro-
grams across the country. The average scores from
across 51 programs are presented in Figure 1.5 In two
of the areas, including the most important (treat-
ment), the average scores were less than 50 percent,
which is in the unsatisfactory range of the scale. The
assessment and staff scores were slightly higher, fall-
ing in the “satisfactory but needs improvement”
range. Implementation and the “Other” category
were found to be “very sausfactory.” Overall, the 51
programs we assessed averaged just fewer than 56

percent on the CPAL Figure 2 shows the percentages

of programs that scored in each category. Only 11.7
percent of the programs we assessed scored in the
“very satisfactory” range, while 60 percent scored ei-

ther “satsfactory but needs improvement” or “un-
satisfactory.”

Although there is a great deal of variation between
(and within) programs, we have summarized some of
the major strengths and weaknesses in each of the
CPAI areas across the 51 programs we have assessed.

Program implementation and leadership

Strengths: Effective programs have strong leader-
ship and involvement of the program director.! For
the most part we found qualified and experienced
program directors, who were involved in designing
the program. They tend to be involved in the hiring
and training of staff, and in many instances they pro-
vide some direct services to offenders. It is also im-
portant for the survival and support of a program that
the values and goals of the program be consistent
with existing values in the community or institution
in which it resides and that there be a documented
need for the program. Support for the program also
depends on perceptions of cost-effectiveness. We
usually find that most correctional programs meet
these conditions.
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Figure 2. Programs in each CPA! category (based on 51 CPAI assessments across a wide variety of programs.



26 CORRECTIONS MANAGEMENT QUARTERLY/FaLL 1998

Weaknesses: There are two flaws that are common
in this area. Effective programs are based on strong
theoretical models that are derived from the treat-
ment literature. Regardless, many of the correctional
intervention programs we examined were basically
designed with little regard for the empirical research
on what works with the type of offenders they were
serving. In addition, effective programs are usually
started on a pilot basis to work out the logistics. Thus
far, we have found few programs that piloted their
treatment components before full implementation.

Offender assessment and classification

Strengths: The vast majority of programs we stud-
ied have stated criteria for admissions, receive ap-
propriate clients, and have a rational legal/clinical
basis for the exclusion of certain types of offenders.
We also found that, in general, most programs at-
tempt to assess some offender characteristics related
to risk and need.

Weaknesses: While many programs did indeed at-
tempt to assess offenders regarding risk and need,
doing so did not involve the incorporation of a stan-
dardized, objective, actuarial instrument. The ab-
sence of actuarial risk/needs assessment instru-
ments was particularly evident in programs that deal
with juvenile offenders. Even when a standardized
. assessment is being performed at some point in the
offender’s entry/progress, it is seldom found that the
information gathered is being used to distinguish of-
fenders by risk. In other words, even when proper
(and potentially beneficial) assessments are being
performed, the information is not influencing the de-
cision-making process, let alone service delivery. In
addition, it is generally found that staff assessments
of offenders are based on a quasiclinical approach
that does not result in a summary score. Likewise, it
has been very rare to find that programs are routinely
measuring with standardized instruments
responsivity characteristics, such as levels of motiva-
tion, intelligence, or psychological development.

Characteristics of the program

Strengths: This is a critical area in scoring the CPAIL
Unfortunately it is also one that typically results in
low scores.’ Effective intervention programs focus
the vast majority of their efforts on targeting crimino-
genic needs and behaviors* In general we have
found that many correctional intervention programs

target these behaviors (although we still find pro-
grams that provide intensive services and treatment
in non—crime producing areas, such as self-esteem).
Another common strength was that many programs
have criteria for program completion, and upon dis-
charge many offenders are routinely referred to pro-
grams and services that help meet their needs.
Weaknesses: Offenders typically have not been
spending a significant percentage of their time in
structured programs. In addition, the amount of ser- -
vices and treatment provided has not been varying
by risk and need levels. Yet another characteristic of
an effective program is the use of a treatment model
that has been found to be effective. Since programs
arerarely designed around a theoretical model, it was
not surprising to find a lack of a consistently applied
treatment model in place. In general, the major
shortcomings found when considering the “Charac-
teristics of Program” portion of the CPAI include lack
of programmatic structure; incomplete or nonexist-
ent weatment manuals; few rewards to encourage
program participation and compliance; the ineffec-
tive use of punishment; staff being allowed to design
their own interventions regardless of the treatment
literature base; and a host of very obvious and defin-
able, yet ineffective, treatment models. This area of
the CPAI also examines the extent to which matching
occurs between offenders and staff, offenders and
programs, and staff and programs. Even when
matching is found to occur, it is uncommon to ob-
serve it being based on specific responsivity criteria.
In addition, it is very rare to find a program that in-
cludes family and/or friends of the offender in the -
treatment process. Finally, many programs failed to -
provide aftercare services or booster sessions. o

Characteristics and practices of the staff

Strengths: Although there is a great deal of varia-
tion from program to program regarding staff qualiry,
for the most part we found educated and experi-
enced staff working with offenders. Often staff were
selected on personal characteristics such as life expe-
rience, fairness, firmness, and problem-solving skills.
We also found that staff usually had inpuc in the
structure of the programs and that on-going wraining
was provided.

Weaknesses: Staff turnover was often a problem
with some types of correctional programs (e.g., half-
way houses), and we rarely found staff who had re-
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ceived sufficient training on the interventions and
treatments utilized by the program. Clinical supervi-

sion was not routinely provided, and staff were rarely
assessed on service delivery skills.

Evaluation and quality control

Programs that study themselves tend to be more
effective than programs that do not. Data provides
insight into program and offender performance,
helps identify who is successful and who is not, and
allows adjustments to be made.

Strengths: File review and case audits were usually
conducted.

Weaknesses: Periodic, objective, and standardized
assessment of offenders to see if criminogenic factors
were being reduced was uncommon. In short, most
programs do not develop meaningful performance
measures (to measure either program or offender
performance over time). We also found that the ma-
jority of programs were not tracking offenders after
they have left the program, and formal evaluations
involving comparison groups were the exception.

Other items

Strengths: Most of the programs we examined
score well in this area. In general, offender records
are complete and are kept in a confidential file.
Changes that jeopardize programs, funding, or com-
munity support are rare.

~ Weaknesses: Some programs do not have ethical
guidelines for intervention; public agencies tend not
to have advisory boards, while those operated by
nonprofits do. -

While these results indicate that the majority of
correctional programs we assessed are not fully
meeting the principles of effective intervention, they
also provide some useful information on how to im-
prove the quality of correctional interventions. The
most common shortcomings of programs we have
assessed include the foliowing:

* Programs tend to be atheoretical.

* A lack of standardized, objective risk/need as-
sessments (especially with juveniles) are con-
ducted, and everyone gets the same treatment.

* Little attention is given to responsivity between
staff, offenders, and programs.

* Staff training is inadequate, and the quality of
staff varies greatly.

* There are too few rewards and too many punish-

ers. However, the punishers are not effective
because of how they are administered.

¢ Few measures of program performance are

taken.

« Family members are not involved in the treat-

ment process.

¢ Aftercare and booster sessions are lacking.

* Few formal evaluations are conducted.

There are several advantages to evaluating a cor-
rectional treatment program using the CPAL First,
the CPAl is a versatile assessment tool applicable to a
wide range of programs (adult, juvenile, community,
institutional, etc.). Second, the instrument allows for
the quality of a program to be quantified through a
scoring process. This allows for comparisons be-
tween programs, as well as benchmarking. Third, the
instrument is relatively efficient and can be com-

pleted in a short period of time. Finally, the CPAI can

be used as an evaluation tool. Programs that do not
achieve at least a “satisfactory” score on the instru-
ment would probably not be expected to reduce re-
cidivism. Investment in an outcome study would be
inadvisable until the program made the changes nec-
essary to reach an acceptable level of program qual-
ity.

Treatment Harm

The previous section outlined many of the pert-
nent issues of evaluating program effectiveness. It
has become apparent that the way recidivism is mea-
sured may need to be reconsidered in order to more
fully understand the essence of a program'’s crime-
reducing potential. Further, and perhaps more im-
portantly, the CPAI allows for measures of program
quality, across many different areas, to be included in
future program evaluations. However, given that not
all areas of the country are yet aware of the CPAI, itis
quite likely that ineffective programs will continue to
receive new and/or continued financial support. The
result of allowing ineffective correctional strategies
to continue is quite likely to be treatment harm,
which manifests itself in many ways.

* The undermining of confidence and support.
When faced with the existence of ineffective cor-
rectional treatment strategies, judges, legisla-
tors, and the public lose confidence in treatment
efforts, which in turn undermines support for
effective programs. In the realm of public opin-



28  CoRRECTIONS MaNaGEMENT QUARTERLY/FALL 1998

ion regarding correctional weatment, some bad
apples may indeed spoil the entire bushel—pro-
grams that are doing good treatment based on
what we know works can be harmed by pro-
grams that are not. In short, if ineffective treat-
ment strategies continue to flourish, the risk of
returning to a “nothing works” doctrine will un-
doubtedly increase.

* Empowers fartcatchers. Gendreau'® has used
this term to describe those staff members, bu-
reaucrats; and politicians who lack substantive
knowledge in criminal behavior and criminal
justice. These “MBA types” are often making
policy on the basis of limited or “quick fix” solu-
tions that have empirical support. Theresulthas
often been programs that promise a quick fix to
the problem of criminal behavior, or what
Cullen refers to as correctional “quackery.”
There is no panacea approach to changing of-
fender behavior. Those searching for a “magic
pill” for reducing crime and changing human
behavior will not only be disappointed but will,
at best, perpetuate the myth that there is some
simple solution and, at worst, erode faith in the
potential for effective intervention.

* Offenders get all the blame. Perhaps the greatest
harm that is perpetuated is what is done to the
offender. When we use programs that are not
effective, the offender receives the blame, not
the program. Too often we hear judges say that
they have already sent the offender to some pro-
gram and that they have failed. This “failure” is

then used to justify even harsher punishments. -

Sending an offender to a program that does not
adequately meet the principles of effective inter-
vention should not be expected to change crimi-
nal behavior. Blaming the offender absolves us
from designing and operating high-quality and
effective intervention programs.

What Can Be Done To Evaluate -
Correctional Intervention Programs?

First, measure outcome. Recidivism cannot be ig-
nored. Use muldple indicators (arrests, convictions,
incarceration rates, program completion, type and
severity of offenses, and technical violations). Con-
duct follow-up studies of sufficient length to ad-
equately assess recidivism. Develop comparison

groups. While experimental designs are the most
powerful approaches, do not hesitate to use quasi-
experimental research designs if necessary to de-
velop comparison groups.

Second, measure program quality. Get inside the
“black box” of an intervention program and do not
hesitate to ask about program quality. Are the pro-
grams you are operating or funding of sufficient qual-
ity to reduce the criminal behavior of the offenders it
is serving? If so, what evidence exists to prove this?

Third, make evaluation an integral part of your
program, not simply an afterthought. A good evalua-
tion can assist your program in many ways. You
should also form partnerships with researchers. De-
veloping relationships with evaluators and research-
ers can yield valuable returns that often go beyond
research reports. Evaluators can help to develop da-
tabases, provide interns, assist in developing of-
fender selection processés and criteria, help in the
identification and selection of assessment and classi-
fication instruments, and ensure that important in-
formation about the offenders being served and the
program itself are being captured in a useful form.

- Fourth, do not ignore established programs. Often
it is the newer programs that undergo evaluation
scrutiny. Rarely are older programs subjected to
evaluation. This is a mistake for several reasons.
First, all programs can be improved, and data from
evaluations can provide useful information for pro-
gram change. Second, just because a program has
been in operation for a long time does not mean that
itis effective. Again, are we perpetuating correctional
“quackery” by failing to assess and evaluate pro-
grams?

Finally, use data to improve your program. Unfor-
tunately, reports that collect dust on shelves are often
the rule rather than the exception. Programs that are
data driven tend to be more effective than those
which are not.

What do we know from the correctional research? -
When we review the body of literature on program
effectiveness, there are several important points that
can be made. First, programs that meet the principles
of effective intervention are more effective than pro-
grams that do not. Second, the importance of sound
empirical research and periodic evaluation of correc-
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tional programs cannot be stressed enough. Without
empirical evidence we will continue to operate and
support programs that do not work. Our failures can-
cel out our successes," and we will be unable to dis-
tinguish between our successful programs and our
failures. Finally, as part of our evaluation efforts we
cannot afford to ignore the measurement of program
integrity.

ENDNOTES

a. This study found results similar to other studies and concluded
that support for rehabilitation, which appeared to have weakened
in the 1970s, may have stabilized in the intervening 15 years.

b. Those programs that have shown some reductions in recidivism
have adopted a more balanced approach to offender supervision.
With this model, an equal emphasis is placed on monitoring the
offender and delivering services.

c. Lab and Whitehead concluded that there was not evidence that
treatment programs for juvenile offenders were not effective de-
spite the fact that 40 percent of the programs they had reviewed
found reductions in recidivism. For an excellent rebuttal to Logan

and Gaes, see Cullen and Applegate (1998) “Introduction” in -

Offender Rehabilitation: Effective Correctional Intervention.
Brookfield, VT: Ashgate Dartmouth: xviii-xix.

d. The “satisfactory but needs improvement” category was created
because of what we felt were substantial differences between a
program that scored in the sixties and one that scored in the fifties.
In actuality, all scores in these ranges need improvement. -

e. The programs include adult and juvenile, and community based
as well as institutional. '

Program director refers to the individual responsible for service or

ireatment delivery. This is not necessarily the administrator of the

program. .

g. The Program Characteristics area of the CPAIl accounts for about
one-third of the total score.

h. Criminogenic needs refer to those areas that are found to be strong
predictors of criminal behavior, such as antisocial attitudes, crimi-
nal values, and beliefs, negative peer associations, etc.
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