
In response to the Task Force Report on Offender
Reintegration, the Research Branch of the Corre c t i o n a l

Service of Canada conducted a review of the Case Needs
Identification and Analysis (CNIA) component of the
Offender Intake Assessment (OIA) process. The CNIA
p rotocol appraises offender needs on admission to the federal
c o r rectional system. The review consisted of a series of
narrative and meta-analytic reviews as well as an outcome
study that examined the CNIA’s ability to predict return to
prison. Collectively, this project confirmed the
overall relationship between the CNIA and
criminal behaviour. Each of the seven case need
domains (i.e., employment, marital/family,
associates and social interaction, substance
abuse, community functioning, personal and
emotional, and attitudes) was moderately
related to recidivism. While the components
of most CNIA domains were found to be

moderately related to recidivism, stro n g
p redictors were criminal companions, non-
conforming criminal attitudes, inadequate use
of leisure time, and substance abuse pro b l e m ( s ) .
Examples of weak predictors were: learning
disabilities, physical problems that interfere
with work, parenting skills, social isolation,
communication difficulties, personal hygiene,
physical health, neuroticism, mental disorder,
and intolerance of other religions, disabled
persons or the elderly. The reviews led to
recommendations for streamlining and
i m p roving the CNIA. This article summarizes
the main findings and recommendations from 
the CNIA review pro j e c t

Background

In 1996, the Service assembled 
a Task Force on Off e n d e r

Reintegration with a mandate to identify 
key problem areas and provide concre t e
suggestions for enhancing the safe
reintegration of offenders into the community.
One of the recommendations central to this
paper is “that the design and application of 
the CNIA instrument be reviewed to ensure it
identifies and prioritizes only those off e n d e r

needs related to criminal behaviour. ”2 I n
response, the Research Branch conducted a
t h re e - t i e red initiative: a predictive outcome
study of the CNIA; several independent
l i t e r a t u re reviews of the CNIA; and a series 
of field consultations. This article integrates 
the findings and recommendations from the
l i t e r a t u re reviews and the CNIA pre d i c t i v e
outcome study. 

What is the CNIA instrument?

The CNIA protocol is the Service’s
primary assessment instru m e n t
that appraises offender needs 
on admission to the federal
c o r rectional system.3 Its main
function is to identify and
prioritize criminogenic needs,
which helps establish a tre a t m e n t
or correctional plan for each
o ff e n d e r. Criminogenic needs 
a re dynamic factors that when
a p p ropriately treated are
associated with reductions 
in re c i d i v i s m .

The CNIA comprises seven 
need domains, including
employment, marital/family,
associates, substance abuse,
community functioning,
personal/emotional and attitudes.
Each need domain is broken down
into principal components, which
a re divided into subcomponents.
L a s t l y, each subcomponent
comprises a series of yes/no
indicators (199 in total). Based 

on the yes/no indicators, each need domain 
is rated on a four-point scale ranging fro m
“factor seen as an asset to community
adjustment” to “considerable need for
i m p rovement.” For more information, see 
the article “The Case Needs Review Pro j e c t :
B a c k g round and re s e a rch strategy” in 
this volume.
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What we have learned from the CNIA
literature reviews?

Recognized experts conducted independent
reviews of each case need domain (for more
information, please consult the original articles
in this volume). Each review addre s s e d
a s s e s s m e n t - related issues, examined the
relationship between a given need domain 
and criminal recidivism, and pro p o s e d
recommendations for enhancing the CNIA.
The re v i e w s
involved either 
a qualitative
narrative re v i e w, 
a quantitative
meta-analysis or 
a combination of
b o t h .

B r i e f l y, a narrative
review involves a
qualitative examina-
tion of a given are a ,
w h e reby a re v i e w e r
reads all re l e v a n t
l i t e r a t u re and
summarizes it based
on the re v i e w e r’ s
subjective interpre-
tation. In contrast, a
meta-analysis is a
statistical technique
that allows
re s e a rchers to
o b j e c t i v e l y
a g g regate the size of a relationship between two
or more variables (e.g., criminal associates and
recidivism) across numerous studies in the
form of an effect size such as the Pearson r
c o r relation coefficient. Effect sizes can also be
weighted to account for variations in sample
size across individual effect sizes. Thus, eff e c t
sizes derived from studies based on larg e
samples of offenders can be given more weight
c o m p a red with effect sizes based on smaller
samples of offenders. Ty p i c a l l y, the weighted
e ffect size yields a more accurate estimate.

Meta-analytic findings were available for all
case need domains except for the personal/
emotional domain. Table 1 summarizes the
meta-analyses and can be interpreted as

follows. Reading from the left of row 1, the
employment meta-analysis was based on 
69 studies involving 128,018 offenders that
generated 214 separate effect sizes. Overall, 
the average unweighted effect size or
c o r relation between the employment domain
and general recidivism was .13. The strength 
of this relationship did not change when the
e ffect size was weighted or adjusted for
sample size variations.

Analyses revealed that each weighted and
unweighted effect size was statistically
significant. Further, the magnitude of the
various relationships is consistent with past
re s e a rc h .4 In sum, the results confirm the
overall criminogenic relationship between 
each domain and recidivism. 

Each reviewer undertook a more in-depth
analysis to determine which factors in each
domain were most strongly related to
recidivism. Originally, attempts were made 
to organize each review around the principal
components, subcomponents and indicators 
of the CNIA. However, in most cases, the
p redictor categories examined in the existing
l i t e r a t u re did not permit this type of

Summary of Meta-analytic Findings from the Case Needs Review Project 

Case need Number of Number of Number of Average Average
domain studies offenders effect sizes unweighted effect size

effect size weighted 

Employment 69 128,018 214 .13 .13

Marital/familya Not available 88,652 132 .14 Not available

Associates/social 
interaction 35 39,676 75 .18 .17

Substance abuse 45 84,578 116 .12 .10

Community functioning 20 33,614 80 .15 .10

Personal/emotionalb 1 3,380 1 .11 Not available

Attitudes 32 47,335 112 .16 .11
a  The marital/family results are based on the combined findings of two separate meta-analyses: C. Dowden and S. Brown, A Meta-analytic
Examination of Marital and Family Risk Predictors of General Recidivism, raw data (in progress); and P. Gendreau, T. Little and C. Goggin,
“A meta-analysis of the predictors of adult offender recidivism: What works!” Criminology, 34 (1996): 575-607.

b Because the personal/emotional review was narrative, meta-analytic effect sizes were not available. To provide a quantifiable estimate for comparison
purposes, the results from Motiuk and Nafekh (see Note 10) were used.

Table 1
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c l a s s i f i c a t i o n .
C o n s e q u e n t l y, most
reviewers used
naturally occurring
p redictor categories
deemed close
a p p roximations to
CNIA principal
components and
s u b c o m p o n e n t s .
M o re o v e r,
p redictive studies
for certain
components of 
the CNIA were
u n a v a i l a b l e .
Analysis at the
indicator level was
often unavailable or
deemed unre l i a b l e .
Considering all
reviews simultan-
e o u s l y, most
p redictor categories
p roduced moderate
c o r relations with
re c i d i v i s m
(weighted eff e c t
sizes between .10
and .19). As Table 2
d e m o n s t r a t e s ,
fewer pre d i c t o r
c a t e g o r i e s
d e m o n s t r a t e d
s t rong (weighted
e ffect sizes equal to
or greater than .20)
or weak (weighted
e ffect sizes less than
.09) re l a t i o n s h i p s
with re c i d i v i s m .
L a s t l y, the results are consistent with pre v i o u s
re s e a rc h ,5 as well as prominent theories of
criminal conduct.6

The CNIA contains all predictor categories that
w e re strongly related to recidivism. Further,
except for denial and/or minimization of
crime, the CNIA adequately re p resents all
p redictor categories classified under moderate
relationship. The CNIA also contains several
factors deemed weak predictors of criminal
recidivism. Although these factors are not

criminogenic, they re q u i re accurate assessment
and appropriate intervention in accord a n c e
with the Service’s legal mandate to exerc i s e
“humane control” in the course of sentence
administration and management.7 H o w e v e r,
without jeopardizing our legal re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,
a more empirically palatable approach may be
to situate such needs in an entirely diff e re n t
i n s t rument or, alternatively, assess them
collectively in a new need domain designated
non-criminogenic needs.

Meta-analytic Reviews: Degree of Research Support Associated with Predictor
Categories Within Each Case Need Domain

Case need Weak or no support Moderate support Strong support
domain (weighted r < .10) (weighted r: .10 –.19) (weighted r > .20) 

Employment Employment history
Employment needs at 
discharge
Employment status at intake
Education and/or employment 
problem
School achievement
School maladjustment

Marital/family Family structure Negative family background
(single parent, foster care) Marital status

Marital quality

Associates Criminal family
Crime neighbourhood Criminal companions

Substance abuse Alcohol abuse problem Alcohol and/or drug
Drug abuse problem problem

Community Physical health Accommodation Use of leisure time
functioning Personal hygiene Financial difficulties

Use of social assistance

Personal/ Physical prowess Impulsivity
emotionala Neuroticism General problem-solving

Assertion deficits Interpersonal skills
Mental ability Empathy
Mental disorder Aggression/anger/hostility

Risk-taking
Coping
Sexual behaviourb

Attitudes Attitudes toward: emotional Attitudes toward justice Unfavorable attitudes
stability, marital/family Attitudes toward violence toward convention,
relations, interpersonal relations, Denial and/or minimization sentence or suspension,
employment/education of crime favorable toward crime

a  a The personal/emotional review was not a meta-analysis, so the size of the empirical relationship was estimated conservatively based on the
narrative review.

b This result is based on samples of known sex offenders.

Table 2



What have we learned from the
CNIA predictive outcome study?

Since the CNIA protocol was first
implemented, 3,380 male offenders have
been subsequently released into the
community (M = 250 days in the com-
munity). Of these, 9.3% were re t u r n e d
to federal custody. Intere s t i n g l y, almost
75% were returned for a conditional
release revocation without a new
o ff e n c e .8 

Table 3 compares the meta-analytic
findings with the results of the CNIA
p redictive outcome study. Recall that
the case need rating is a four- p o i n t
value ranging from ‘factor seen as an
asset to community adjustment’ to
‘considerable need for impro v e m e n t ’ .
C o n v e r s e l y, the domain composite score
reflects the sum of all indicators 
( w h e re no = 0 and 1 = yes) comprising a
given domain. Two noticeable tre n d s
e m e rged. First, it is clear that the 
meta-analytic findings are consistent
with those obtained from the CNIA pre d i c t i v e
outcome study. Second, with the exception 
of the attitudes domain and perhaps, the
personal/emotional domain, there are
m a rginal diff e rences between the case need
rating and the composite domain score in
terms of their respective correlations with
re c i d i v i s m .

A more detailed analysis involving the
individual indicators was also conducted. In
sum, this analysis was generally consistent
with the external meta-analytic reviews. It is
also noteworthy that the statistical analysis 
of the personal/emotional domain indicators
confirmed the conclusions reached in the
narrative review (see “Case need: Personal 
and emotional domain” in this volume).

H o w e v e r, the analysis also identified
indicators that were not directly related to
recidivism such as learning disabilities,
physical problems that interfere with work,
p a renting skills, social isolation, communi-
cation difficulties, personal hygiene, physical
health, history of mental disord e r, and
intolerance of other religions, disabled persons
or the elderly. A more detailed report will be
made available from the Research Branch.

Top ten themes across the CNIA
recommendations

• Keep the strong, keep the moderate, but drop 
the weak. Most reviews recommended that
indicators demonstrating strong empirical
support, strong theoretical support or
moderate empirical support be re t a i n e d ,
while indicators demonstrating either 
weak or no support be deleted.

• Less is more. C u r re n t l y, the CNIA comprises 
7 need domains, 35 principal components, 
94 subcomponents and 199 indicators. One 
of the most common themes in the re c o m m e n-
dations was the need to simplify the CNIA’s
structure. Among the proposed strategies 
was the deletion of indicators and/or
subcomponents that were redundant, showed
little or no correlation with recidivism or
w e re re p resented in more than one need
domain. Recommendations also included
using highly specific indicators as
operational definitions for more global
c o n s t ructs and creating a new need domain
called non-criminogenic needs.

• I n c rease objectivity, reduce subjectivity. F i f t y
years of re s e a rch overwhelmingly confirms
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Correlations Between Each Case Need Domain and
Recidivism: A Comparison of the Meta-analytic Findings and
the CNIA Predictive Outcome Study 

Case need Average weighted Case need Domain
domain effect size rating composite

Mr+ r score 
r

Employment .13 .17 .14

Marital/familya Not available .12 .11

Associates/social 
interaction .17 .17 .19

Substance abuse .10 .15 .17

Community 
functioning .10 .14 .14

Personal/
emotionala Not available .11 .15

Attitude .11 .09 .19
a Complete meta-analyses were not conducted for these domains. The r values provided in the second and
third column are taken from Motiuk (see Note 8).

Table 3



the superiority of objective, statistically based
p rediction strategies over purely subjective,
clinically based methods.9 This conclusion 
was firmly echoed in several of the
recommendations that called for impro v e d
scoring guidelines as well as the development
of concrete behavioural indicators.

• Revitalize with new additions. It was evident
throughout the reviews that the CNIA could
be enhanced by incorporating additional
constructs ranging from intrinsic job motiva-
tion and occupational self-efficacy, to criminal
self-efficacy and denial or minimization of
crime.

• View the supplementary assessment as friend
rather than foe. T h e re is some concern that
specialized or supplementary assessments
may result in over- p rogramming for low-risk
a n d/or low-need offenders. However, two
independent reviewers recommended their
continued use for substance abuse and
employment domains.

• Distinguish non-criminogenic from criminogenic
n e e d . The CNIA must distinguish better
between the criminogenic need — dynamic
or changeable treatment targets that are
d i rectly related to criminal behaviour — 
and the non-criminogenic need — tre a t m e n t
t a rgets that are not related to criminal
behaviour but re q u i re intervention
n o n e t h e l e s s .

• Maximize the dynamic nature of the CNIA.
Although the CNIA serves multiple functions,
its ultimate purpose is to identify factors that
can, in theory, be altered. Thus, unless it can 
be shown that a given static factor serves a
specific operational function, every eff o r t
should be made to ensure that each component
of the CNIA reflects current and/or re c e n t
c i rcumstances, rather than events or
c i rcumstances from the past. Thus, while 
poor family functioning during childhood is
important, what may be more crucial for
e ffective correctional programming is curre n t
family functioning or, similarly, family
functioning when offences are originally
c o m m i t t e d .

• Assess both the need and its magnitude.
The substance abuse assessment re v i e w
i n t roduced the notion of a stepped appro a c h
to assessment. The first step involves
s c reening for the presence of absence of a

p roblem; the second step elaborates on the
n a t u re and severity of the problem; and the
t h i rd step establishes specific treatment and
relapse prevention targets and assesses
changes associated with treatment. Perhaps 
a similar framework could be applied to the
CNIA. Steps 1 and 2 would be considered 
a mandatory component of the CNIA, 
and Step 3 could be incorporated during
p rogram delivery. This strategy might
reduce both unnecessary programming 
and redundancy in assessment.

• B e w a re of specialized risk factors for specialized
offender gro u p s . Deviant sexual pre f e re n c e
and deviant sexual attitudes predict sexual
recidivism among known sex offenders, but
they do not predict general recidivism in the
general male offender population. In fact,
t h e re is a slight negative correlation between
these variables and general re c i d i v i s m
among male off e n d e r s .1 0 Thus, it might be
p rudent to remove indicators related to 
sex offences from the CNIA and use them
exclusively during assessments of male 
sex off e n d e r s .

• M o re re s e a rch, better re s e a rc h . P e rhaps the most
common recommendation was a call for 
new and improved re s e a rch, including more
re s e a rch on female offenders and Aboriginal
o ffenders, and the identification of unique
p redictors of violent recidivism. Also
mentioned were the application of advanced
statistical pro c e d u res and the development
and evaluation of concrete behavioural
indicators with assessment strategies that do
m o re than merely confirm that the off e n d e r
has a pro b l e m .

Conclusion

The results of the meta-analyses, the narrative
reviews and the CNIA predictive outcome
study confirm the criminogenic re l a t i o n s h i p
between each need domain and re c i d i v i s m .
Detailed analysis revealed that while some
elements of the CNIA are weakly or stro n g l y
related to criminal recidivism, most are
moderately related to criminal recidivism. It is
anticipated that the combined effect of these
findings and the upcoming field consultations
will eventually yield a revised CNIA that
satisfies current re s e a rch standards as well as
operational re a l i t i e s . ■
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