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Do correctional interventions have an impact on the behavior of offenders and delinquents?  Is the scientific evidence strong enough to conclude the intervention changed the offender or delinquent?  Answers to these questions provide evidence of what works in corrections.  Correctional planning based on such information has become known as evidence-based corrections.  This correctional philosophy promotes the idea that correctional interventions should be those shown in scientific studies to have the desired impact (MacKenzie, 2000; MacKenzie, 2005).  While there are many potential desired outcomes of correctional interventions, reducing recidivism is one major impact referred to by the phrase evidence-based corrections.  
For many years, those working in corrections repeated the mantra of “nothing works” based on the work of Martinson and his colleagues (Lipton et al. 1975; Martinson, 1979).  In contrast to the nothing works perspective, evidence-based corrections asserts some correctional programs are effective in changing offenders, studies can demonstrate which programs are effective and such programs should be the primary interventions developed and operated by correctional systems.  Evidence-based corrections rejects the nothing works philosophy and instead examines what works to change criminal and delinquent activities.  It is a belief that science can be used to inform public policy decisions about which programs or interventions should be used to change offenders.
As prison populations grow nationally and corrections makes up an increasing proportion of state and local budgets, many jurisdictions are seeking to determine if their funds are being spent effectively.  In particular, they ask whether correctional interventions and programs have an impact on later criminal behavior.  Interest focuses on whether there is scientific proof of the impact of specific programs on later criminal activity.  Thus, policy makers, practitioners and researchers come together in their interest in “evidence-based” corrections 


Reentry is another recent theme in the current correctional landscape (Petersilia, 2004; Travis and Visher 2005).  Interest in reentry also focuses on the need to develop interventions to address the recidivism of offenders and delinquents.  The importance of reentry became obvious when people began to discuss the fact that more than 600,000 individuals a year or 1,600 per day are released from state prisons (Petersilia, 2005).  Most delinquents and offenders serving time in a facility will be released from the institution at some point in time.  Studies show that almost 60 percent of adult offenders are returned to prison within three years of their release for either a technical violation or a new crime.  Reentry programs are designed to reduce the number of offenders who return to prison.  Certainly reentry programs should be designed and operated according to the principles of effective programs as shown by research evidence.

As yet there are few studies of reentry programs to guide practitioners and policy makers.  However, studies of other interventions can be used to predict the type of reentry interventions that will be effective in changing offenders.  In my recent book, What Works in Corrections:  Reducing the Criminal Activities of Offenders and Delinquents, I examine various correctional interventions using a scoring system developed by University of Maryland researchers as well as meta-analyses to draw conclusions about what works in corrections (MacKenzie, 2006).  In the following section of this paper I begin with an overview of the strategies I used for determining what works.  The second section summarizes what interventions are effective in reducing recidivism (e.g., what works) and what interventions are not effective (e.g., what does not work).  In the final section I apply these findings to the issue of reentry.
Assessing What Works in Corrections

My work in the area of assessing what works began with a grant from the National Institute of Justice to the University of Maryland.  This grant was a response to a request by the U.S. Congress for a “comprehensive evaluation” of the effectiveness of over $3 billion annually in Department of Justice grants to assist state and local criminal justice and community efforts to prevent crime.  This work culminated in the publication of a report to the Congress titled, “Preventing Crime:  What Works, What Doesn’t, What’s Promising (Sherman, Gottfredson, MacKenzie, Eck, Reuter, and Bushway, 1997; Sherman, Farrington, Welsh, and MacKenzie 2002). This work examined seven different crime prevention settings: Families; police; community; place; labor markets; schools and courts and corrections.    My work on this project focused on interventions in the courts and corrections.  The goal was to identify interventions used in corrections and collect all relevant studies in order to draw conclusions about the quality of the research and the direction and significance of the results.  My colleagues and I extended this work through the use of systematic reviews and meta-analyses. (Mitchell et al., 2007; Wilson et al. 2007 MacKenzie et al. 2001; MacKenzie, 2006). 


Unlike other researchers who had completed meta-analyses at the time, we did not include studies of various different programs and strategies in one large meta-analyses (Lipsey, 1992, 1995; Andrews et al, 1990).  These previous researchers had examined broad theoretical principles of rehabilitation and theory.  In contrast, my work focus on more directly examining specific strategies (e.g., drug courts), interventions (e.g., boot camps), or rehabilitation programs (e.g., in-prison drug treatment).  This decision was made because I believed such program level information would be more valuable for policy makers and decision makers.  


The research examined the impact of these strategies and programs on recidivism.  At time this has been controversial.  However, my argument is that we should clearly separate different types of outcomes so that we are sure of the impact of programs on specific outcomes.  While changing attitudes, improving employment and other prosocial activities are important, many times policy makers look at these results and make assumptions about the impact on recidivism.  I believe that once we are clear on recidivism we can more easily make decisions about other factors like the impact on employment or costs.  

  We focused on studies examining recidivism using various measures of recidivism (e.g., arrests, revocations, self-report).  The studies evaluated management strategies (e.g., drug courts), correctional interventions (e.g., intensive supervision) and rehabilitation programs (e.g., drug treatment).
The work culminated in conclusions about “What Works,” “What Doesn’t Work,” “What’s Promising,” and “What We Don’t Know.”  Before discussing these conclusions I want to give an overview of the two systems I used to draw conclusions.  These were a (1) scientific methods scoring system and (2) systematic reviews and meta-analyses.

Scientific Methods Score System.  For The University of Maryland crime prevention report my colleagues and I developed a scoring and decision-making system in order to draw conclusions about what works, what doesn’t, what’s promising and what we don’t know.  This was a two-step procedure.  The first step in the process was to locate and assess each individual study in a topic area in order to record the quality of the research design (on a five-point scale) and the direction and significance of the results. The second step was to look at all studies in the topic area and to draw conclusions based on decision rules for what works, what doesn’t, what is promising and what we don’t know. After a thorough search for all studies on a specific topic we assessed each study for the scientific quality and the results. Scientific methods scores were based on a five point scale we developed for the Crime Prevention Report (Sherman et al., 1997).  The scientific methods scoring system has become known as the University of Maryland scientific method score.  Scores could range from “1” to “5” with a 5 being the highest or strongest scientific method score.  Scientific method evaluations are similar to the internal validity of the design of the study.  A score of “1” was so low that such a study was not considered to be helpful in determining weather or not a program worked.  The 
scores are shown in Table 1.

Table 1.  Scientific Method Scoring system showing score and determination of score.:

	Scientific Method Score
	Quality of science

	2
	Correlation between treatment and outcome

	3
	Comparison groups reasonably similar

	4
	Improvement in similarity of the comparison groups

	5
	“Gold standard” randomized trails.  Groups randomly assigned to treatment and control groups


Each study was given a scientific method score and the direction and significance of the results were recorded.  For example, in the area of drug courts, we examined Gottfredson et al.’s (2003) study.  We assess the quality to be a “5” indicating groups were randomly assigned to treatment and control groups and there was little problem with the design (e.g., differential attrition).  As shown in Table 2, the drug treatment group had lower recidivism and this difference was significant.

Table 2.  An example of the Gottfredson et al (2003) study showing scientific methods score and recidivism.

	Study
	Scientific Methods Score
	Drug Treatment Group
	Control Group

	Gottfredson et al.  2003
	5
	66.2%
	81.3% *





*Significant at p<.05.


The second step was to examine all studies in the topic area.  Table 3 shows a sampling of the drug court evaluations and how they were scored.  The assessment of all 26 drug court studies identified at the time of my “What Works in Corrections” book can be found in Chapter 11 of the book (MacKenzie, 2006).  At the point in time when the crime prevention report was completed there were a small number of studies that had been completed, since then many more drug court studies have been completed (see MacKenzie, 2006).

Table 3.  Example of evaluation of studies of drug courts showing scientific methods scores and recidivism.

	Study
	Scientific Methods Score
	Drug Treatment Group % Recidivism
	Comparison Group % Recidivism

	Gottfredson et al.  2003
	5
	66.2%
	81.3% *

	Johnson & Latessa 2000
	3
	28.7%
	38.2%*

	Sechrest et al 1998
	4
	14.7%
	25.5%*

	Goldkamp & Weiland
	3
	33.0%
	47.0%


* Significant at P <.05

Shown in the example in Table 3 are four studies of drug courts scored at 3 or above.  In three of the studies a significant difference was found between those who participated in the drug court and the comparison group. The rules shown in Table 4 were used to make decisions about “What Works.” 

Table 4.  Decision rules for assessing what works.

	Works?
	Evidence from programs/interventions

	What Works
	Reasonably certain programs reduce recidivism in context evaluated.  At least 2 level-three evaluations with statistical significance showing effectiveness.

	What Does Not Work
	Reasonably certain programs fail to reduce recidivism in contexts evaluated.  At least 2 level-three evaluations with statistical test show ineffectiveness.

	What Is Promising
	Too few evaluations to draw conclusions at this point in time.  At least one level-three evaluation shows effectiveness.

	What We don’t know
	Not in one of the above three categories.  Too few evaluations on the program to draw conclusions at this point in time.



To return to the example of drug courts, the above decision rules would mean that drug courts would be judged to be effective.  In other words, drug courts work.  It is important to note that these results can change as additional information from evaluations is accumulated.  Also, the conclusions only hold for the type of programs evaluated in the context of the evaluation.  For example, if drug courts eliminated the emphasis on treatment future evaluations may not find them to be effective.

Meta-Analyses.  Systematic reviews and meta-analyses were the second method used to determine what works.  Meta-analysis is a method of summarizing, integrating and interpreting selected sets of scholarly research (i.e., empirical studies that produce quantitative findings) (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).  Meta-analyses enable researchers to aggregate the continuously growing body of empirical studies to examine and compare the effect of some intervention.  It is a method of encoding and analyzing the statistics that summarize research findings from research reports.  It is a statistical technique that uses studies as a unit of analysis.  In my work the outcome of interest was recidivism.  The recidivism of the group who had the program or intervention was compared to the recidivism of the comparison group who did not have the program. 
For example, my colleagues and I were interested in examining all studies of correctional boot camps (MacKenzie, 2006; see also http://www.campbellcollaboration.org/campbell_library/index.php ).  We did intensive searches to locate all studies of boot camps. We identified 771 unique documents about boot camps.  Of these 144 were deemed potentially relevant.  The studies had to have a comparison group design, include adjudicated or sentenced offenders, examine a military-based program and have a measure of recidivism as the outcome.  After finding the studies we examined each study to determine whether it was an outcome study appropriate for the meta-analysis. When we had identified all eligible studies we used the outcome data (for example, the recidivism rates of the group who went to the boot camps compared to the recidivism rates of the comparison).  We calculated the effect size for each study.  The effect size gave information on the direction of the differences (e.g., did the control group or the boot camp group have lower recidivism?) and the size of the difference.  The data were entered into a statistical analysis enabling us to examine the impact of the boot camp for all the studies.  To the degree possible we also examined whether the overall results differed depending upon the study methodology (e.g., random assignment), the participants (e.g., men vs. women, juveniles vs. adults, etc.) or the characteristics of the intervention (e.g., focus on therapy, included aftercare, etc.).
What Works and What Doesn’t
Using the results of the scoring methods system and the meta-analyses I concluded that the programs shown in Table 5 are effective in reducing recidivism based on the current research based on evaluation of programs in the context studied.  

Table 5.  Programs assessed to be effective in reducing recidivism.

	Topic Area
	Number of Studies

	Adult education 
	27

	Vocational education 
	18

	Cognitive Skills:  Moral Reconation Therapy 
	7

	Cognitive Skills:  Reasoning and Rehabilitation 
	8

	Cognitive restructuring/other 
	9

	Sex offender treatment using cognitive behavior/relapse prevention 
	15

	Sex offender treatment using behavioral methods
	4

	Sex offender treatment using hormonal/surgical
	6

	Drug courts
	30

	Community outpatient drug treatment 
	8

	Incarceration-based drug treatment 
	31

	Multi-systemic Therapy 
	7


In contrast, the studies shown in Table 6 were not effective in reducing recidivism.

Table 6.  Studies assessed as not effective in reducing recidivism.

	Topic Area
	Number of Studies

	Life skills 
	5

	Correctional industries 
	4

	Multi-component work 
	8

	Sex offender treatment using psychosocial methods 
	3

	Programs for batterers using  
feminist, 
cognitive behavior, or 
criminal justice sanctions methods
	6 

6
9

	Boot camps for 
adults and 
juveniles 
	25

18

	Intensive supervision programs
	31

	Electronic monitoring
	9

	Community supervision for juveniles
	5

	Residential treatment for juveniles
	8


No single explanation seems adequate to explain why these programs are not effective in reducing recidivism.  Some possible reasons may be that the programs:  (1) have poor or no theoretical basis; (2) are poorly implemented; (3) focus on punishment, deterrence, or control instead of providing human service or rehabilitation, and (4) emphasize the formation of ties or bonds without first changing the individual’s thought process.
Programs such as community supervision and residential treatment for juveniles appear to have little theoretical basis.  Others like life skills programs may be poorly implemented.  None of the programs focusing on punishment, deterrence or control, such as boot camps, electronic monitoring or intensive supervision were effective in reducing recidivism.

Perhaps most interesting from the perspective of reentry, was the finding that employment, correctional industries and multi-component work programs were not effective in reducing recidivism.  In a recent Campbell Collaboration meta-analysis, Visher and colleagues found similar results – employment programs did not reduce recidivism (Visher, Winterfield and Coggeshall, 2006;  http://www.campbellcollaboration.org/campbell_library/index.php).  They did caution that the research was dated and new, better implemented programs may be more effective.  Also9, the type of offenders being released today may differ from those who participated in the earlier work programs.  However, since many reentry programs today focus on giving releasees job opportunities, employment training or assistance in job search activities it is a worry that research has not shown these to be effective in reducing recidivism.  My concern is the possibility that effective programs may need to first target the thinking and attitudes of offenders before they can take advantage of employment opportunities.
In comparing effective programs with ineffective programs I noted an interesting difference.  The effective programs focused on individual level change.  In contrast, ineffective programs frequently provided opportunities.  For example, cognitive skills programs emphasize individual level changes in thinking, reasoning, empathy and problem-solving.  In contrast, ineffective programs such as life skills and work programs focus on giving the offenders opportunities in the community.  Based on these observations, I hypothesize that effective programs must cognitively transform the individual or facilitate changes the individual is ready to make (Maruna, 2001).  This change is required before the person will be ready to take advantage of opportunities in the environment.  
This perspective is consistent with Giordano, Cernkovich and Rudolph’s (1997) theory of cognitive transformation.  They propose cognitive processes, language and identity are relevant for understanding desistance from crime for both men and women.  Both genders are frequently involved in criminal and drug cultures that appear to be very encapsulating and limiting of life changes.  As a result, any possibility of change requires a high level of motivation or “up-front” commitment.  Once this change has occurred individuals are ready to take advantage of the “hooks” or prosocial factyors such as a job or marriage. 

Before ex-offenders are ready to take advantage of opportunities in the environment they must make the initial moves toward change.  There must be fundamental shifts in identity and changes in the meaning of criminal behavior.  This is also in agreement with Marun’s (2001) research with ex-convicts.  He and his colleagues contend that desistance is a process that occurs over time rather than a switch that comes on or goes off (Maruna, Immarigeon and LeBell, 2004).  Furthermore, Maruna’s (2001) research provides evidence that long-term desistance involves identifiable and measurable changes in personal identity or the understanding of the self.  Such changes must occur before individuals are ready to take advantage of new environmental opportunities.
Implications for Reentry Interventions
Ex-prisoners face major difficulties in reintegrating into the community.  Interest in reentry programs arises from the recognition of the number of ex-prisoners who return home, the difficulties they confront and the high recidivism rates.  Reentry programs are designed to reduce the high recidivism rates of returning offenders.  Re-entry programs include all activities and programming conducted to prepare inmates to return safely to the community and to live as law abiding citizens when they are there.  Many re-entry programs designed by well-meaning people give ex-prisoners opportunities in the community.
Many criminologists have been trained in sociology departments.  Not surprisingly, their theories emphasize the importance of the social conditions in determining criminal behavior (Andrews and Bonta, 2003).  Recently, a popular perspective in life course criminology has been to examine social bonds and their relationship to continuity and change in offending (Sampson and Laub, 1993).  The establishment of meaningful social bonds during adulthood can function as critical life events or turning points when offenders begin to conform and to turn away from criminal activity.  The problem is that little is said about the mechanisms that lead to the changes in ties or bonds.  The question I ask is “What happens within the individual to bring about changes in ties and bonds?”  My research suggests that without an internal transformation people will not form the ties or bonds that are associated with change.
One of the best examples of the limitations of the social bond explanation for change is marriage.  Marriage is a social institution and, for males, it is associated with a decrease in criminal activity.  Theoretically, giving young men opportunities for marriage should reduce their criminal activities.  From this point of view a reasonable intervention for corrections might be to have parties to introduce the offenders to women who are eligible for marriage. This increased opportunity for marriage would result in more marriages and an outcome of reduced criminal activity.  

While this example seems silly to most of us, it is similar to what is done with employment opportunities.  Some correctional programs are intended to help offenders get employment but these programs may not be combined with programs designed to bring about cognitive transformations.  From my perspective, giving employment opportunities may not be enough.  We have to take steps to insure that the offenders are cognitively ready to take advantage of the opportunities.  Work opportunities are not enough.  These opportunities must be combined with the type of programs found to be effective and these programs bring about individual level cognitive changes.  
Discussions about reentry programs frequently focus on the difficulties offenders have when they return to the community.  The programs being designed focus on giving the offenders opportunities for employment and housing but according to my research this will not be enough.  Offenders must be prepared to take advantage of the opportunities.  Parties to meet future wives, employment opportunities or housing do not automatically lead to wives, work and housing.  People must want to marry, be willing to get up in the morning to get to the job on time or following the rules of the house.  For example, I know a woman who has been homeless for years – a drug user and alcoholic. She has been beaten up and raped in the woods where she has lived for 10 years. She is almost blind from drug use.  She was given an opportunity to move to a house where she received good food, clean sheets and opportunities for other activities.  She chose to return to the woods for the excitement, drugs and alcohol.  It is difficult for most of us to understand her decision. Obviously, she was not prepared to take advantage of the opportunities she was given.  

My argument is that if offenders are not prepared to do so they will not successful in taking advantage of the opportunities.  My perspective based on my research is that offenders must receive appropriate treatment within or outside the institution before they are given opportunities upon release.  Yet, many times I hear people talking about re-entry focus on giving offenders opportunities for work, school, and housing without combining these programs with appropriate interventions for initiating cognitive transformations.  While there is research showing a correlation between social ties such as work or marriage, evidence-based corrections suggests that more is needed if we are to have effective re-entry programs.
The Future:  Where do we go from here?

We need to develop programs that are evidence-based – programs that are consistent with the best available evidence of what works.  In order to do this we will need to increase the number and quality of outcome evaluations.  A great deal of time and money is spent on poorly designed outcome studies.  After intensive searches of the literature I identified only 284 studies that I judged to be adequate to use to make decisions about effectiveness.  Many of these, 23.2% were judged too low in scientific rigor (scored a “2”) to use in determining what works on the Maryland Scale.  Only 14.8% were randomized trials, the “gold standard” of scientific methodology.  If we are going to use evidence to make decisions about program effectiveness it will be necessary to raise the bar on the quality of the science.


In addition, we will need more valuations.  We would not even consider having a new medical treatment unless there was scientific evidence that it was effective.  Yet, in corrections and the criminal justice system in general we often begin new programs that have little justification other than “feeling right” to htose responsible for developing the programs.  Boot camps are a good example of this.  Again and again I talk with people who seem to have a gut feeling that these should work because they address problems that delinquents and offenders have.  Yet, there is a substantial body of research demonstrating that these are not effective.  In part, the problem is the lack of knowledge many decision makers have about social science.  Somehow we have to educate these people about the need for research and how valuable it could be in helping with the difficult decisions decision makers must make about what programs to support and fund.  The problems faced by those reentering society after prison or jail are so great and the number being release are so enormous I would hate to see our programs fail to be effective in helping ex-offenders reintegrate into the community.


Finally in making decisions about reentry, we should use the research that does exist to assist in making decisions.  Until we have more research it appears that we need to focus on assisting those in prison to begin the journey of cognitive transformation that will be necessary if they are to take advantage of the opportunities in the community.  Planning for release must begin when a person enters prison, theoretically they should have assistance in planning for release but it may be just as important for them to participate in programs such as education or cognitive skills.  These programs initiate or help to further changes in motivations, attitudes and thoughts that will provide the cognitive transformation necessary if they are going to move toward a non-criminal life-style.
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