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The correctional politics of many countries have changed as
dramatically as fashion trends during the last 25 years. 

For example, the United States has moved from optimistic
experiments on offender rehabilitation to tough punishment
and frequent imprisonment. 

Although these waves may be understandable within the
b roader political, societal and cultural context, they are only
loosely related to empirical re s e a rch and practice. The re s e a rc h
world has produced more consistent, step-by-step development.

Recent meta-analyses and other re s e a rch syntheses have
examined more than 500 controlled studies.2 Although the
re s e a rch varies gre a t l y, a fairly consistent picture has been
painted of several fundamental topics. However, other areas 
have been plagued by either inconsistent or minimal study.

This article, there f o re, sets out a brief overview of what we
know and what we still have yet to learn about effective
c o r rectional programming. 

General effectiveness 

All meta-analyses on offender treatment suggest
that offenders who receive some kind of

psychosocial treatment tend to do better than those
who do not. This conclusion cannot be attributed
solely to reliance on selected positive results because
various meta-analyses have also included unpublished
re s e a rch reports. 

The overall effect of such treatment is re l a t i v e l y
small. On average, offender treatment tends to
reduce recidivism by approximately 10 perc e n t a g e
points. However, even such a small effect can
p roduce significant cost savings.3 F u r t h e r, many
recognized and praised medical treatments pro d u c e
similar re s u l t s .4 Methodological studies also suggest
that the potential upper limit of such reductions 
is actually between 30 percentage points and 
40 percentage points.5

Type of treatment 

T h e re are remarkable diff e rences in the eff e c t i v e n e s s
of diff e rent types of programming. Intervention
based on empirically valid theories of criminal
behaviour that address criminogenic needs (the
need principle) and account for offender learning
styles and characteristics (responsivity) pro d u c e
g reater re s u l t s .6 Successful programs also tend 

to be either behavioural, cognitive-behavioural or
multi-modal. 

U n s t ru c t u red case work, counseling, and
psychodynamic, insight-oriented and nondire c t i v e
a p p roaches tend to have less impact. The same is
t rue of pure punishment, deterrence measures (such
as boot camps), or measures with no educational or
psychosocial component (such as diversion). Some
of these less-appropriate programs have even been
found to have negative eff e c t s .

Program integrity 

Various studies suggest that high program integrity
can lead to better offender outcomes. However, if the
p rogram is inappropriate to begin with, integrity
will not improve outcome. 

Low program integrity may be caused by things 
like weak program stru c t u re, lack of a manual,
i n s u fficient staff training, organizational barriers,
s t a ff resistance to proper program implementation,
incidents that lead to political changes, unsystematic
changes to the program, and lack of a basic
philosophy of criminality and tre a t m e n t .7

Of course, any form of programming is larg e l y
individual and cannot be completely standard i z e d .
It is, however, important to continually monitor
a reas such as program development, org a n i z a t i o n a l
s t ru c t u re, staff selection and training, communication
and decision-making ru l e s .

Methodological considerations 

A large portion of the variances in treatment outcome
can be attributed to methodological variations
between studies.8 One should, there f o re, be cautious
about generalizing the results of a single study. 

The criteria used to measure program effects are
particularly important. Behavioural and more
objective measures of criminality and re c i d i v i s m
tend to produce smaller effect findings than measure s
of institutional adaptation, attitudes or personality
change. Reliable criteria and longer follow-up
periods are also associated with smaller effects. 

In many studies, measures of intermediate goals
(such as personality change) tend to be too unspecific
for sound prediction of future criminality. This
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suggests the need for thorough assessment of
o ffender development before, during and after
p rogram participation.

Location 

Community-based programming tends to pro d u c e
g reater results than programming delivered in
c u s t o d y. However, some institutional programs have
p roduced positive re s u l t s .9

The negative impact of incarceration depends on
personal, situational and organizational characteristics
that can be addressed at least partially by
p rogramming. Many offenders have hazard o u s
lifestyles, so institutions may be a stabilizing
influence. However, these arguments should not be
misunderstood as a plea for custodial pro g r a m s .
Custody should be a last resort. Systematic risk and
d a n g e rousness assessments have proven useful in
making placement decisions1 0 and should be
continually impro v e d .

Offender characteristics 

A focus on simple offender variables like age, 
sex or type of offence does not normally pro d u c e
particularly strong results. It is more effective to
assess high-risk personality disorders (such as
p s y c h o p a t h y ) ,11 specific criminogenic needs, 
and re s p o n s i v i t y.1 2 Antisocial cognitive styles, 
lack of social skills, impulsivity, and verbal and
n e u ropsychological problems indicate a risk 
of persistent off e n d i n g .13 

Such characteristics are relevant not only to
t reatment characteristics, but also to the fit between
o ffender and program. For example, while ro l e -
playing and interpersonal skills training may help
“ o rdinary” off e n d e r s ,1 4 they can be counterpro d u c t i v e
for primary psychopaths. Learned skills can be
misused, which could result in treated off e n d e r s
recidivating more frequently than untre a t e d
o ff e n d e r s .1 5

Risk and program intensity

The risk principle suggests that high-risk off e n d e r s
need intensive treatment, while low-risk off e n d e r s
should not receive too-intensive (and costly)
p rogramming. However, very high-risk off e n d e r s
a re difficult to change, even through intensive
t reatment. 

The best way to understand the relationship between
risk and treatment failure is to imagine the letter
“u,” where the top of one end of the “u” re p re s e n t s
high risk and the top of the other end re p resents low

risk. The fit between risk and service level is most
important at the bottom of the “u” —  the bro a d
middle range of offender risk. 

P rogram intensity can also be influenced by other
factors. For example, psychopathic offenders tend to
e x p ress less motivation and eff o r t ,1 6 putting them 
at risk of receiving less intensive treatment or of
d ropping out of the pro g r a m .

Organizational and staff characteristics

U n f o r t u n a t e l y, little systematic re s e a rch has been
done on the impact of organizational characteristics
such as facility climate, prison regime or re l a t i o n s h i p
with other services. However, institutional feature s
vary widely.1 7 A regime that is emotionally and
socially responsive, well stru c t u red, norm-oriented
and controlling can be important not only to
p rogram interaction but also to future nonoff e n d i n g .1 8

The impact of staff characteristics is also rare l y
investigated. Yet, psychotherapy re s e a rch indicates
that the personal variables of a therapist are very
important to effective intervention.1 9 E ff e c t i v e
t reatment re q u i res well-selected, specifically trained,
highly motivated and continuously supervised staff .
S t a ff attitudes and competence that do not match the
aims and content of a program may not only lower
t reatment integrity, they may also hinder its
e ff e c t i v e n e s s .

Natural protective factors 

Some individuals can cope relatively well without
p rofessional help. Cognitive and social competencies,
an “easy” temperament, success at school or in
hobbies, attachment to a stable re f e rence person,
social support from outside the family, and
a c c e p t i n g / responsive or demanding/contro l l i n g
educational styles can help protect an individual.2 0

C o r rectional programs do not generally account for
such natural protective factors. However, young
o ffender programming and early intervention in 
at-risk groups have shown that working with young
o ffenders and their families is particularly eff e c t i v e .2 1

U n f o r t u n a t e l y, this is much more difficult to
accomplish with offenders who are older or in
c u s t o d y. Their natural environment is often heavily
disturbed and they frequently lack personal and
social factors that could help in decre a s i n g
c r i m i n a l i t y. Depending on the context, some of these
factors (such as support from a deviant peer gro u p )
could even have a negative eff e c t .22 Despite these
realities, efforts should be made to integrate such
natural protectors into pro g r a m m i n g .2 3
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Relapse prevention 

Various types of programming are re l a t i v e l y
successful in the short term, but fail over the long
term. However, the positive changes off e n d e r s
achieved in these programs could be preserved by
additional or re l a p s e - p revention pro g r a m m i n g .2 4

Although the necessity for effective after- c a re is
unquestioned, there is little re s e a rch on the
combination of treatment and re l a p s e - p re v e n t i o n
m e a s u res. Practical problems such as re s o u rc e
allocation also must be solved.2 5

Discussion 

Empirical evaluations of correctional programs 
have more to offer than do fashionable crime 
policy trends. 

Although many inconsistencies and blind spots
remain in the re s e a rch, there are clearly some
concepts that are key to effective corre c t i o n a l
p ro g r a m m i n g :2 6

• realistic expectations of results; 

• t h e o retically sound concepts; 

• dynamic offender risk assessment that matches
the service level; 

• a p p ropriate targeting of specific criminogenic
needs; 

• a w a reness of the consequences of applying
re i n f o rcement; 

• teaching self-control, thinking and social skills; 

• matching program type, offender and staff; 

• t h o rough selection, motivation, training and
supervision of staff; 

• a c c e p t a n c e / re w a rd and stru c t u re / c o n t rol within
the institutional regime; 

• neutralization of criminogenic social networks; 

• s t rengthening of “natural” protective factors; 

• high program integrity; 

• selection and assessment of adequate intermediate
t reatment goals; 

• assessment and monitoring of off e n d e r
behavioural change; and 

• re l a p s e - p revention and after- c a re 
p rogramming.*  ■
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