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Within recent years “get tough” strategies have become the 
latest panacea for dealing with offenders. This article 

quantitatively summarizes a substantial body of literature 
that assesses the effectiveness of two types of “get tough” 
p rogrammes: community sanctions and incarceration. A brief 
history of the development of these initiatives is pro v i d e d 
accompanied by a meta-analytic summary of the data. 

Community sanctions 

A t one time, some of the services provided in 
p robation and parole settings adhered to a 

dynamic rehabilitative model wherein it was 
gratifying to discover well-conceptualized 
p rogrammes of sound therapeutic integrity.4 

Reductions in recidivism of 20%-60% were 
reported for some of these pro g r a m m e s . 

What kinds of programmes were these? First, 
t reatment staff conformed to the principles and 
techniques of the therapies they were employing. 
S e c o n d l y, staff were carefully monitored by the 
p rogramme developers who themselves had 
excellent skills in behavioural treatment and their 
assessments, with ongoing training being fre q u e n t l y 
p rovided. Third l y, offenders’ individual diff e re n c e s 
relative to varying styles of service delivery were 
c o n s i d e red. Finally, the programmes were intense; 
contact between offenders and therapist was 
f requent and focussed on learning pro-social skills. 

The following three programmes best illustrate the 
above. The first of these, by Walter and Mills,5 was a 
behavioural employment programme for juvenile 
p robationers utilizing a token economy, contingency 
contracting, and life skills interventions. The 
p rogramme was admirable in that its tre a t m e n t 
design intimately linked the courts with 
community-based employers who were trained as 
p a r a p rofessional behaviour modifiers. The second 
example came from Andrews and Kiessling’s6 

Canadian Volunteers in Corrections Pro g r a m m e 
which combined professionals with parapro f e s s i o n a l s 
in an adult probation supervision programme. The 
major features of the counselling and supervision 
practices were the use of authority, anti-criminal 

modelling and re i n f o rcement, and pro b l e m - s o l v i n g 
techniques. The quality of interpersonal re l a t i o n s h i p s 
was also considered when pairing offenders with 
p robation and parole officers. The theore t i c a l 
importance of this study should not be understated 
as the treatment guidelines employed herein were 
i n s t rumental to the continuing development of 
the principles of effective correctional tre a t m e n t 
l i t e r a t u re .7 

T h i rd l y, there was a series of studies by Davidson, 
Robinson, and Seidman that featured an amalgam of 
behavioural techniques, relationships skills training, 
child advocacy, and matching of offenders and 
t h e r a p i s t s .8 As community psychologists, they were 
among the first re s e a rchers to be aware of the need 
to overcome system-based barriers in delivering 
e ffective interventions. 

Just when it seemed, however, that pro g ress was 
being made in the confirmation and promulgation 
of effective services for probation and parole, a 
c o u n t e r revolution began to evolve: the new epoch of 
punishment-based strategies.9 The reasons why this 
new epoch gained favour is reviewed elsewhere .1 0 

With the exception of occasional reports of successful 
intervention programmes in probation and paro l e , 
distinct forms of “get tough” strategies known 
as intermediate sanctions began to proliferate 
in probation and parole settings. The term 
“intermediate” was derived from the notion that 
d e t e r rence strategies based on excessive use of 
i n c a rceration were too crude and expensive while 
regular probation (with or without tre a t m e n t 
services), on the other hand, was too “soft”. 
I n t e re s t i n g l y, some proponents of intermediate 
sanctions asserted that probation could be even 
m o re punishing than prison.11 The most common 
form of intermediate sanction was intensive 
supervision programming (ISP). As Billie J. Erwin so 
f o rcefully put it when referring to the Georgia ISP, 
c o n s i d e red by many to be a model for the United 
States: “...We are in the business of increasing the 
heat on probationers...satisfying the public’s 
demand for just punishment...Criminals must be 
punished for their misdeeds”.1 2 10 



This new generation of ISPs quickly spre a d 
t h roughout the United States, and to a much lesser 
extent, within Canada. They turned up the heat 
by: greatly increasing contact between supervisors 
and offenders; confining offenders to their homes; 
e n f o rcing curfews; submitting offenders to random 
d rug testing; requiring offenders to pay restitution 
to victims; electronically monitoring offenders, and 
requiring offenders to pay for the privilege of being 
supervised. Most ISPs have employed arbitrary 
combinations of the above sanction types in varying 
d e g rees with the major emphasis for most being an 
i n c rease in the frequency of off e n d e r- p ro b a t i o n / 
p a role contacts. Boot camps and quick/brief arre s t s 
or citations, often in response to spousal abuse 
o ffences, are other types of sanctions that may 
fall under the intermediate sanctions umbre l l a . 

Besides serving an underlying retributive purpose 
and reducing prison overc rowding costs, an 
important expectation was that ISPs would eff e c t 
p ro-social conformity through the threat of 
p u n i s h m e n t .1 3 

How well are intermediate sanctions working? 
So far they appear to be “widening the net” by 
t a rgeting low-risk offenders who would normally 
receive periods of regular probation. The data 
indicate that the use of intermediate sanctions can 
i n c rease the number of technical violations and lead 
to higher rates of incarc e r a t i o n .1 4 As to re c i d i v i s m , 
we found little evidence of the effectiveness of 
intermediate sanctions among this sample of studies. 
These results are illustrated in Table 1. Of note, a 
positive correlation indicates that the sanction was 
associated with an increase in recidivism while a 
negative correlation means the sanction has 
s u p p ressed or decreased recidivism. Wi t h i n 

Category 1, ISPs, there were 47 comparisons of the 
recidivism rates of offenders in an ISP with those 
receiving regular probation. These comparisons 
involved 19,403 offenders with a mean tre a t m e n t 
e ffect of .00, expressed as a phi coefficient (Φ) , 
indicating no diff e rence in percentage re c i d i v i s m 
rates between the two groups. The recidivism rate 
for each of the ISP and comparison groups was 29%. 

The confidence interval (CI) is a useful index of the 
likelihood that a given range of values will contain 
the “true” population parameter. In the case of ISPs, 
the C I about Φ is -.05 to .05, reflecting re c i d i v i s m 
rates ranging from a 5 per cent reduction (Φ = -.05) 
to a 5 per cent increase (Φ = .05). Also of note, when 
a C I contains 0, one can infer a lack of significant 
t reatment effects (p> . 0 5 ) . 

The z± value is a weighted estimate of Φ. That is, 
each effect size is weighted by the inverse of its 
variance (�� 1⁄2) t h e reby giving more emphasis to N - 3 
e ffect sizes generated with larger sample sizes. The 
z± for ISPs indicates that they were associated with a 
6% increase in recidivism with an associated C I o f 
.04 to .07. 

Upon examining the mean Φ and z± values for each 
of the eight types of intermediate sanctions, one can 
see that 13 of the 16 C Is contain 0. Only in the case of 
restitution and fines was there any indication of a 
s u p p ression of recidivism (i.e., C I did not include 0) 
but these results were criterion-dependent. A 
summary of the data from all of the eight categories 
p roduced mean effect sizes of .00 with a C I of -.02 
to .03 for Φ, and .02 for z± with an associated C I o f 
.01 to .03. 

In fact, an examination of the effect sizes fro m 
intermediate sanctions that purported to provide a 

Mean Effect of Community Sanctions on Recidivism 

Type of Sanction (k) N %E %C M Φ C I Φ Z± C I z ± 

1. Intensive Supervision Programs (47) 19,403 29 29 .00 –.05 to .05 .06 .04 to .07 

2. Arrest (24) 7,779 38 39 .01 –.05 to .04 .00 –.02 to .02 

3. Fines (18) 7,162 41 45 –.04 –.08 to .00 –.04 –.06 to –.02 

4. Restitution (17) 8,715 39 40 –.02 –.15 to –.01 .03 –.01 to .05 

5. Boot Camp (13) 6,831 31 30 .00 –.05 to .08 .00 –.02 to .02 

6. Scared Straight (12) 1,891 46 37 .07 –.05 to .18 .04 –.01 to .09 

7. Drug Testing (3) 419 13 12 .05 –.12 to .12 .00 –.10 to .10 

8. Electronic Monitoring (6) 1,414 6 4 .05 –.02 to .11 .03 –.02 to .08 

9. Total (140) 53,614 33 33 .00 –.02 to .03 .02 –.01 to .03 
Note. k = number of effect sizes per type of sanction; N = total sample size per type of treatment; %E = percentage recidivism for the group receiving the sanction; 
%C = percentage recidivism for the comparison group (regular probation); M Φ = mean phi per type of sanction; C I Φ = confidence interval about mean phi; z± = weighted 
estimation of phi per type of sanction; CI z ± = confidence interval about z±. 

Table 1 
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modicum of “treatment” — in each 
case the tre a t m e n t was ill-defined and, 
t h e re f o re, impossible to assess as to 
quality — an interesting result was 
u n c o v e red. The addition of a tre a t m e n t 
component produced a 10% reduction in 
recidivism. On this evidence, one can 
tentatively conclude that the eff e c t i v e n e s s 
of intermediate sanctions is mediated 
solely through the provision of tre a t m e n t . 

Incarceration 

The view that the experience of prison in 
itself acts as a deterrent has a long history 
in criminal justice.1 5 It is rooted in specific 
d e t e r rence theory,1 6 which predicts that 
individuals experiencing a more severe 
sanction are more likely to reduce their 
criminal activities in the future. Researc h 
s t rongly indicates that both the public 
and many policy-makers assume 
i n c a rceration has powerful deterre n t 
e ffects. Amongst academics, economists 
have taken the lead in support of the 
specific deterrence model.1 7 They maintain 
that incarceration imposes direct and 
i n d i rect costs on inmates (e.g., loss of 
income, stigmatization) such that, faced 
with the prospect of going to prison or 
after having experienced prison life, the 
rational individual would choose not to 
engage in further criminal activities. 

What kind of data is used to support the 
hypothesis that prison time suppre s s e s 
criminal behaviour? The most compelling 
evidence comes from some ecological 
studies where the results are based on 
rates or averages (aggregate data). An 
example of one of the most positive results came 
f rom a study by Fabelo1 8 that reported a 30% 
i n c rease in incarceration rates across 50 U.S. states, 

The addition of 
this body of 

evidence 
to the “what 

works” debate 
leads to the 
i n e s c a p a b l e 

conclusion that, 
when it comes 

to reducing 
i n d i v i d u a l 
o f f e n d e r 

recidivism, the 
“only game 
in town” is 
a p p r o p r i a t e 
c o g n i t i v e -

b e h a v i o u r a l 
treatments which 
embody known 

principles 
of effective 

i n t e rv e n t i o n . 

c o r responding with a decrease of 5% in 
the crime rate for a five-year period. 
Fabelo’s data has been interpreted 
as convincing evidence that prisons 
deter crime. 

To be fair to deterrence aficionados, 
we must acknowledge that there are a 
number of caveats about the potency of 
prison in this re g a rd. These include the 
following: deterrent effects are more 
likely to be found among lower risk 
o ffenders, harsher prison living 
conditions, and aggregate data which 
tend to wildly inflate results in favour 
of deterre n c e .1 9 

To return to the original question as to 
whether longer periods of incarc e r a t i o n 
a re associated with reductions in 
recidivism, we examined two sets of 
data that addressed the above-noted 
caveats and provide the most exacting 
assessment of the issue to date. We 
located 222 comparisons of groups of 
o ffenders (n = 68,248) who spent more 
(an average of 30 months) versus less 
(an average of 17 months) time in 
prison. The groups were similar on 
a p p roximately 1 to 5 risk factors. As seen 
in Table 2, offenders who did more time 
had slight increases in recidivism of 3% 
re g a rdless of whether the effect sizes 
w e re unweighted (Φ) or weighted (z±) . 

The second sample involved 103 
comparisons of 267,804 offenders who 
w e re either sent to prison for brief 
periods (only 18% of effect sizes had 
length of incarceration noted) or 

received a community-based sanction. Once again, 
the results from Table 2 indicate no deterrent eff e c t . 
Using Φ as a measure of outcome, we see an incre a s e 

Mean phi (Φ) and mean weighted phi (z±) for More vs. Less and Incarceration vs. Community sanctions 

Type of Sanction (k) N M Φ (S D) C I Φ Z± C I z ± 
1. More vs. Less (222)a 68,248 .03(.11) .02 to .05 .03 .02 to .04 

2. Incarceration vs. Community (103)b 267,804 .07(.12) .05 to .09 .00 .00 to .00 

3. Total (325) 336,052 .04(.12) .03 to .06 .02 .02 to .02 
Note: k = number of effect sizes per type of sanction; N = total sample size per type of sanction; M Φ(S D) = mean phi and standard deviation per type of sanction; 
C I Φ = confidence interval about mean phi; z± = weighted estimation of Φ per type of sanction; CI z ± = confidence about z± . 
a More vs. Less — mean prison time in months (k = 190): More = 30.0 mths, Less = 12.9 mths, Difference = 17.2 mths. 
b Incarceration vs. Community — mean prison time in months (k = 19): 10.5 mths. 

Table 2 



in recidivism of 7% but no effect (0%) when eff e c t 
size is weighted by sample size. 

C l e a r l y, the prison as deterrent hypothesis is not 
supported. The opposite conclusion, and one that 
is widely endorsed in some correctional circles, is 
that prisons do increase recidivism, in other word s 
act as “schools for crime”. This is problematic in 
our view. The studies in this data base are suff i c i e n t 
information to adequately assess this question. 
M o re o v e r, the design strength of many of the 
comparison groups leaves much be desired, albeit 
we found no correlation between quality of design 
and effect size (Φ). While this is the “best” available 
evidence with which to assess the enthusiastic claims 
of prison deterrence supporters, the only re a l l y 
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satisfactory answer to this particular question is for 
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In summary, the addition of this body of evidence 
to the “what works” debate leads to the inescapable 
conclusion that, when it comes to re d u c i n g 
individual offender recidivism, the “only game 
in town” is appropriate cognitive-behavioural 
t reatments which embody known principles 
of effective intervention.2 0 ■ 
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