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This review examines the empirical literature that
documents a link between personal and emotional need

factors and criminal and recidivistic behaviour. We
p resented empirical evidence to support the continued 
use or the elimination of each of the principal components
and subcomponents of the Case Needs Identification and
Analysis (CNIA). Where empirical information was
limited, we used theoretical judgments to recommend 
how the constructs should be used in the future. The
empirical and theoretical literature supports
the continued use of the cognition and
behavioural principal components and the
elimination of the self-concept, mental
a b i l i t y, mental health and intervention
principal components. We provide some
recommendations for a pared-down personal
and emotional domain. 

The personal and emotional
domain of the Corre c t i o n a l

Service of Canada’s risk and needs
assessment protocol, the CNIA, is 
a broad grouping of criminogenic
needs that are believed to pre d i c t
recidivism. Criminogenic needs 
a re dynamic risk factors that help
reduce recidivism when they 
a re coupled with appro p r i a t e
t reatment. The indicators include a
l a rge number of items that attempt
to assess cognitive deficiencies such
as weak problem-solving skills and
rigid thinking, behavioural
p roblems such as impulsivity and a
tendency to take risks, and other
personal characteristics such as
n e u roticism and mental disord e r.

In addition to examining the link between
personal and emotional need factors and
criminal recidivism, we will address two 
other issues. First, we will provide information
that will help us to determine whether
re g rouping will improve assessment within 
the personal and emotional domain. Second,
we will provide guidelines for gro u p i n g
existing items.

Methodology

I n i t i a l l y, we used the PsycLIT bibliographic
s o f t w a re to search for studies that have
examined constructs in the domain. Keyword
searches focused on variations of the wording of
indicators. We narrowed the searches to studies
that focused on samples that contained criminal
populations, including adult and juvenile
offender groups. We also cross-referenced to

assemble relevant literature.
Overall, we identified several
hundred relevant references.

When we uncovered several
studies with identical findings, 
we chose the most typical study 
for this re v i e w. We also eliminated
a number of studies that were off
topic, or that repeated findings
found in other studies with better
methodologies. This re v i e w
re p resents our best judgment of 
the studies that provide the best
information about the various
personal and emotional need
factors. Thus, when a number 
of studies were available, we
generally featured re c e n t ,
p redictive studies with adult
o ffenders that used a pro s p e c t i v e
design. However, evidence derived
f rom juvenile samples was
included if there was a paucity of
re s e a rch from adult-based samples.

The personal and emotional need
domain consists of 7 principal components, 
25 subcomponents and 46 indicators. To
simplify the review process, we frequently
combined subcomponents and indicators. In
many cases the individual need indicators 
were too specific to furnish definitive
information about the constructs. Our review 
of the studies led to our reassigning some
indicators to alternative principal components
or subcomponents. We argue that the ethnicity,
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religion, family ties and gang membership
indicators provide redundant information 
that could be better covered in other domains.
Therefore, we have not included these
subcomponents in the review. 

Self-concept

This part of the review focused on the
possibility of including the indicator physical
p rowess and self-esteem in the CNIA. While
the concept of physical stature and criminality
has garnered some intere s t ,2 recent re f e re n c e s
to it are rare. There f o re, the inclusion of an
indicator such as physical pro w e s s
is problematic in the CNIA.

O ffenders’ self-esteem is frequently a
t a rget for intervention.3 H o w e v e r,
individual studies and narrative and
quantitative reviews indicate that
self-esteem is not a major predictor of
p o s t - release behaviour and may not
be a good indicator either of risk or of
criminogenic need.

Cognition

We organized our examination of the 
l i t e r a t u re around the following
c o n s t ructs: impulsivity, pro b l e m -
solving ability, interpersonal skills
and empathy. Impulsivity serves 
as a broad category for many of 
the indicators included under the
cognitive and behavioural domains.
For this reason, we subsumed re l a t e d
subcomponents and indicators under
the impulsivity rubric. These include
“manages time poorly,” “poor 
self-monitoring” and “lacks
conscientiousness.” The link between
impulsivity and delinquency is 
not disputed in the delinquency
l i t e r a t u re .4 A variety of studies based on adult
samples have produced similar re s u l t s .

Little research has been done on the link
between general problem-solving skills and
criminality among adult offenders. The majority
of research is based on delinquent subsamples;
few studies have examined the relationship
between general problem-solving and
recidivism. At the same time, evidence
suggesting that general problem-solving skills
should not be assessed as a criminogenic need is

slim. That there is a link between criminal
behaviour and problem-solving has high face
validity as evidenced by the many interventions
designed to increase problem-solving skills. In
addition, the delinquency literature shows that
an offender’s level of problem-solving skills
helps predict the likelihood of recidivism. In
theory, problem-solving is also related to
impulsivity. Although we need more data to
assess the dynamic and predictive qualities of
problem-solving skills in adult samples, this
construct should remain an important
component of the CNIA protocol.

T h e re has been much development
in the program area and
considerable discussion along
t h e o retical lines, but little re s e a rc h
a d d resses the relationship between
interpersonal skills and criminal
b e h a v i o u r, especially re c i d i v i s m .
H o w e v e r, given the weight of
t h e o retical arguments linking
interpersonal skill deficits and
criminal behaviour and that the
b roader interpersonal conflict
c o n s t ruct predicts re c i d i v i s m ,5

we believe that interpersonal skills
should continue to be assessed 
as a criminogenic need. 

Lack of empathy has frequently
been perceived as a major factor 
in the development of criminal
behaviour and in the perpetration
of certain types of crimes. In the
adult offender studies, we found
mixed evidence of a relationship
between empathy and recidivism.
Nevertheless, the theoretical
arguments combined with the
evidence supporting a relationship
between empathy and recidivism
are persuasive enough to lead us to

recommend that empathy be retained. It may 
be necessary to develop some methods of
measurement to assist those who must assess
offender empathy.

Behavioural

Assertion, neuroticism, aggression, risk-ta
king, coping and sexual behaviour are some 
of the subcomponents included under the
behavioural principal component. Some of the
original subcomponents and indicators within
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the behavioural domain have been reported in
the cognitive subcomponent described above.
Poor coping skills, which has been shown to be
a major deficit area for off e n d e r s ,6 is included
under pro b l e m - s o l v i n g .

T h e re is some evidence that offenders lack
assertiveness. However, no studies show a link
between assertiveness and criminal behaviour.
While assertiveness in isolation may not be
highly correlated with criminal offending or
recidivism, a lack of assertiveness may
p romote recidivism when combined with 
other skill deficits. There f o re, until stro n g
evidence re g a rding the lack of predictability 
of assertiveness becomes available, it appears
that assertiveness should be retained as an
i n d i c a t o r.

N e u roticism refers to a more pervasive
personality trait that includes such
f e a t u res as ongoing anxiety and
w o r r y, as well as insecurity,
nervousness and emotionality.
Neither the literature about
juveniles nor that which discusses
adult offenders provides stro n g
evidence that neuroticism should be
re g a rded as a critical factor. Further,
t reatment of neuroticism does not
seem to be related to re c i d i v i s m .
C o n s e q u e n t l y, it should be dro p p e d
f rom the personal and emotional
d o m a i n .

We grouped the three constructs 
of aggression, anger and hostility
because of their similarities and their like
descriptions in the literature. While aggre s s i o n
appears as a separate construct in many
studies, anger and hostility are fre q u e n t l y
g rouped together. In recent years the constru c t
of anger has been used more frequently than
h o s t i l i t y.

While more re s e a rch on the re l a t i o n s h i p
between anger management skills and post-
release recidivism is re q u i red, the abundance
of evidence re g a rding the differing levels of
anger control between criminal and non-
criminal populations suggests that anger
management is an important construct. The
inability to control anger may account for
much of the violent crime committed by
recidivist offenders, especially those who 
a re prone to violent behaviour when angere d .
For this reason, we recommend that anger

indicators be included in the personal and
emotional need domain. There is also ample
evidence to suggest that offenders who have
a g g ressive tendencies are at higher risk of
committing crimes after being released than
those who do not have these tendencies. 
The evidence also suggests that measures of
a g g ression that are taken during incarc e r a t i o n
help predict the likelihood of violent
b e h a v i o u r. There f o re, aggression should
remain in the domain as a criminogenic need
i n d i c a t o r.

A penchant for risk-taking refers to a
p re f e rence for activities that involve risk or
d a n g e r. Generally, the data suggest that risk-
taking should be included in the domain.
Although the evidence is limited, it seems
likely that gambling is a criminogenic need
and an indicator of risk-taking behaviour.

The majority of the re s e a rch on the
ability to predict criminal behaviour
and recidivism based on sexual
behaviour is limited to the study of
sex offender populations. The data
in a recent meta-analysis support
the inclusion of deviant sexual
p re f e rences and deviant sexual
attitudes as indicators of
criminogenic need.7 Given the
n a t u re of sex offending and the
i n t e rest in sexual recidivism, sexual
behaviour items that pre d i c t
recidivism could be grouped as 
a separate domain. The Service’s

policy focus on sex offenders also justifies 
the use of a separate assessment domain.

Mental ability, mental health and
interventions

The ability to predict delinquency, adult
criminality and recidivism based on mental
ability has frequently been contro v e r s i a l
among re s e a rchers. It is unclear whether the
knowledge of mental deficiency in an off e n d e r
would help predict recidivism. As well, the
evidence does not support the inclusion of
mental deficiency as a criminogenic need
within the personal and emotional need
d o m a i n .

O ffenders with mental disorders are often
viewed as a dangerous subgroup that have a
high rate of post-release recidivism, especially

It is unclear
whether the

knowledge of
mental deficiency

in an offender
would help predict

recidivism.



41

violent recidivism. However, a recent meta-
a n a l y s i s8 showed that offenders with mental
d i s o rders were less likely to commit general or
violent crimes on release than other off e n d e r s .
T h e re f o re, mental health indicators should be
eliminated from the domain.

L a s t l y, we argue that “interventions” should be
excluded as indicators of criminogenic needs.
These interventions, such as participation in
p rograms, the taking of prescribed medications
or undergoing an assessment in the personal
and emotional need domain, are not re l i a b l e
p redictors of recidivism. While a history of
intervention may help to predict the likelihood
that some offenders will commit crimes again,
in other cases the ability to predict re c i d i v i s m
based on interventions may be weakened. 
This would occur, for example, if interventions
w e re prescribed for an offender who did not
demonstrate high needs in the personal and
emotional area or who had lowered the
likelihood of recidivism by participating in
i n t e r v e n t i o n s .

Conclusions and recommendations

T h e re is a need for more literature that deals
with personal and emotional need factors as
p redictors of recidivism, and particularly as
dynamic predictors of recidivism. Within the
existing literature there is sufficient evidence 
to recommend the elimination of some of the
c u r rent principal components of the personal
and emotional need domain. There is evidence
in the literature to support re o rganizing the
principal components of the domain and
s t reamlining them by simplifying and re d u c i n g
the number of subcomponents. More work is
also re q u i red to define subcomponents by

generating specific indicators that can be
m e a s u red based on available case management
s o u rc e s .

We recommend a re o rganization based on the
following principles:

• a fit between need factors related to re c i d i-
vism and existing categories of pro g r a m
delivery within the Service;

• a realignment of indicators from subcompo-
nents that are no longer considered different
from other subcomponents;

• g reater conceptual distinctness between
s u b c o m p o n e n t s ;

• a reduction in overlap between principal
components; and

• g reater emphasis on dynamic need factors
related to re c i d i v i s m .

We believe that the personal and emotional
need domain would be best re p resented by
four principal components:

1. cognitive — problem-solving skills and
thinking styles;

2. s e l f - c o n t rol — impulsivity and life planning
d e f i c i t s ;

3. interpersonal — interpersonal pro b l e m -
solving and empathy; and

4. a g g ression — aggressive tendencies and
a n g e r. 

We also recommend that, to bolster the validity
of the domain, more effort be devoted to
refining existing indicators and generating
additional indicators and corre s p o n d i n g
scoring instru c t i o n s . ■
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