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Evidence from past meta-analytic reviews has suggested
that the principles of human service, risk, need and

general responsivity are associated with reductions in
recidivism for general offender populations. However, a
recent study stated “the question of whether or not these
findings (i.e., principles of effective correctional tre a t m e n t )
can be generalized to the female offender population still 
is very much in need of an answer” (p. 517).2 The purpose
of the present meta-analytic investigation3 was to explore
whether adherence to the principles of human service, 
risk, need, general re s p o n s i v i t y, pro g r a m
integrity and core correctional practice were
important program considerations for female
offenders. The results demonstrated that
a d h e rence to these principles significantly
enhanced program effectiveness thro u g h
higher mean reductions in recidivism. This
paper concludes with a summary of effective
c o r rectional practices for female offenders
and directions for future re s e a rc h .

Introduction

Ac ross settings as diverse as
p robation and custody, in

outcome studies of varying
methodological soundness and
over several decades, the principles
and strategies associated with
general social learning perspectives
on crime and corrections have
received moderate-to-stro n g
support in pursuit of the objective
of reduced re o ff e n d i n g .4 T h e
principles include those of case classification
for effective human service in justice contexts,5

those of integrity in program implementation
and delivery,6 and that of attention to the
relationship and structuring dimensions of
e ffective correctional staff practice.7 The case
classification principles of human service, 
risk, need and general responsivity are now
widely appreciated although they have been
questioned seriously by some advocates of
female-specific tre a t m e n t .8 P rogram integrity
refers to management concerns such as the

selection, training and supervision of staff as
well as specificity of treatment models and
adequate dosage. According to the re l a t i o n s h i p
and structuring perspective on staff practice,
positive staff influence is greatest in the
context of high-quality interpersonal
relationships within which learning
opportunities are stru c t u red and nurture d
t h rough high levels of diff e re n t i a l
re i n f o rcement and through high-quality

modelling and stru c t u red skill
building. The descriptions of core
practice were developed to describe
valuable roles and strategies for 
all direct contact workers in
c o r rections. What follows is a 
brief meta-analytic overview of 
the application of the three sets of
principles to corre c t i o n a l
p rogramming with female
o ff e n d e r s .9

Methodology

The sample of 26 unique studies
yielded 45 tests of treatment in
samples in which female off e n d e r s
p redominated (in 24 tests, the
sample was composed exclusively
of female offenders). The 45 eff e c t
size estimates were phi coeff i c i e n t s
reflecting the perc e n t a g e - p o i n t
d i ff e rence in recidivism rates

between treatment and control groups. For
example, an effect size of .30 reflects a 30
p e rcentage-point diff e rence between a 65%
recidivism rate in the control group and a 
rate of 35% in the treatment group. 

Results

Table 1 reveals that mean reduction in
recidivism increased with adherence to each 
of the principles of effective human service.
Reductions in the re - o ffending rates of female
o ffenders were found when human service was
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d e l i v e red and in particular when human
service was delivered to higher-risk cases,
when service targeted criminogenic rather than
noncriminogenic needs, and when stru c t u re d
social learning and cognitive behavioural
strategies were employed. Indeed, the average
e ffect varied from a mild increase in
re o ffending when inappropriate treatment 
was delivered to lower risk female off e n d e r s
(that is, –.04) to a very positive high of +.36
when human service was applied in a manner
consistent with each of risk, need and general
re s p o n s i v i t y. Note that only 27% (12/45) of the
tests with female offenders involved human
service programs consistent with each of the
case classification principles.

The indicators of core correctional staff
practices are outlined in Table 2. Evidence of
these specific practices was much more limited
than the evidence favouring adherence with the
principles of case classification. At a maximum,
only 16% of the tests had workers engaging in
the stru c t u red learning steps for skill building.
M i n i m a l l y, only 2% of the tests selected
workers according to their relationship skills.
H o w e v e r, inspection of the mean effect sizes
reveals that the majority of the elements of core
c o r rectional practice were associated with
reduced re o ffending. The indicators of core
c o r rectional practice formed a meaningful 
set (alpha coefficient = .81, mean composite

s c o re = .67, SD = 1.42) and 
the composite measure of core
practice correlated substantially
with effect size (r = .58).

Table 3 shows that mean
reduction in recidivism was
significantly enhanced under
indicators of integrity for the
monitoring of in-program pro c e s s
and intermediate change. The 10
indicators formed a meaningful
set (alpha internal consistency
c o e fficient = .83) and the
composite integrity score was
associated with effect size 
(r = .52, mean composite 
s c o re = 3.44, SD = 2.82). As would
be expected, however, pro g r a m
integrity was not related to 
e ffect size when treatment was
i n a p p ropriate according to the
principles of human service, risk,
need and general re s p o n s i v i t y
(the correlation of integrity and
e ffect size was –.02, k = 33 for
i n a p p ropriate service, and .54, 
k = 12, for appropriate service).
In other words, a high level of
integrity in the delivery of
otherwise inappro p r i a t e
t reatment was not helpful 
with female off e n d e r s .

F i n a l l y, the robustness of the
e ffects of appropriate tre a t m e n t ,
integrity and core corre c t i o n a l
practice was explored. The eff e c t s
w e re found in both randomized
and non-randomized studies and

Mean Effect Size by Principles of Effective Human Service 

Principle (% with indicator present) Adherence to Principle
No (k) Yes (k) Correlation with 

Effect Size

Human service vs. sanctions .01 (10) .18 (35) .31

without service (78%)

Risk (80%) -.04 (9) .19 (36) .40

Criminogenic needs paramount (47%) .04 (24) .26 (21) .49

General responsivity: (33%) .08 (30) .27 (15) .38

(cognitive behavioural/social learning)

Adherence to all four principles (27%) .07 (33) .36 (12) .56
Notes: k = number of tests of treatment; ns = p > .05 one-tailed.

These data will be tabled in “What works for female offenders: A meta-analytic review” to be published in 
Crime and Delinquency, Sage Publications in October 1999.

Effect size estimates are phi coefficients reflecting the percentage-point difference in recidivism rates between 
treatment and control groups.

Table 1

Mean Effect Size by Indicators of Core Correctional Practices (CCP) 

Indicators of CCP Absent (k) Present Correlation with 
(k) Effect Size

Relationship skills (2%) .13 (44) .64 (1) .32

Structuring skills (16%) .09 (38) .45 (7) .56

Effective reinforcement (2%) .13 (44) .83 (1) .45

Problem-solving (11%) .12 (40) .33 (5) .29

Effective modelling (9%) .12 (41) .43 (4) .39

Effective disapproval (2%) .13 (44) .64 (1) .32

Effective use of authority (4%) .13 (43) .40 (2) .24ns

Advocacy/brokerage (4%) .14 (43) .30 (2) .14ns
Notes: k = number of tests of treatment; ns = p > .05 one-tailed

Effect size estimates are phi coefficients reflecting the percentage-point difference in recidivism rates between 
treatment and control groups.

Table 2
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in studies that involved predominantly ethnic
minority or ethnic majority groups of offenders.
None of the effects of appropriate treatment,
integrity and core correctional practice reached
statistically significant levels with effect size for
adult female offenders. However, only nine
tests of treatment involved adult offenders. 
Our analyses also revealed that appropriate
treatment, integrity and core practices were
statistically non-significant in residential
programs. Our sample of studies did not
include a single test of human service with
female offenders in a restorative justice context.

Conclusion

Although little has been
understood about “what
works” for female offenders, 
the findings of this meta-
analysis outline a theore t i c a l l y
based and empirically validated
set of guidelines for delivering
e ffective correctional tre a t m e n t
to this population. Subject 
to additional re s e a rch, we
conclude now that the
principles of case classification,
integrity and core corre c t i o n a l
practice are highly relevant 
to program design and 
delivery with female 
o ff e n d e r s .

Despite these pre l i m i n a r y
findings, several issues still
need to be examined. The
number of studies of female

o ffenders, and in particular of incarc e r a t e d
female offenders, adult female offenders and
female offenders in restorative justice contexts,
is very small. The lack of contro l l e d - o u t c o m e
studies of specific responsivity factors, in
particular of gender-specific re s p o n s i v i t y
factors, makes them a high priority along 
with studies of adult and incarcerated female
o ffenders and with studies of human service 
in a restorative justice context.  ■

Mean Effect Size with Indicators of Program Integrity

Indicators of Integrity Absent Present Correlation with
(k) (k) Effect Size

Specific model (56%) .05 (20) .22 (25) .36

Relationship factors (2%) .13 (44) .64 (1) .32

Trained workers (44%) .07 (25) .23 (20) .33

Clinical supervision of workers (29%) .07 (32) .33 (13) .51

Printed program and/ .12 (38) .28 (7) .26
or training manuals (16%)

Monitoring of process/change (44%) .10 (25) .20 (20) .22ns

Adequate dosage (40%) .09 (27) .22 (18) .28

Small sample (58%) .07 (19) .19 (26) .26

New/fresh program (38%) .10 (28) .22 (17) .26

Involved researcher (18%) .08 (37) .45 (8) .62
Notes: k= number of tests of treatment; ns = p > .05 one-tailed

Effect size estimates are phi coefficients reflecting the percentage-point difference in recidivism rates between 
treatment and control groups.

Table 3
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