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Executive Summary

Over the past decade, there has been growing con-
sensus on the need for prison reform. Observers 

from both sides of the political divide have increas-
ingly concluded that imprisonment in the US has 
been overused, costly, and ultimately, ineffective. In 
the wake of the Great Recession, recent reform efforts 
have focused on limiting the use and costs of prison. 
Since 2008, the nation’s imprisonment rate has 
dropped by more than 10 percent.

To date, however, little of the public debate around 
prison reform has zeroed in on developing strategies 
for improving prisons’ effectiveness. US prison sys-
tems have been seen as ineffective, or “broken,” due 
to the relatively high recidivism rates observed among 
released prisoners. 

Is it possible to make prisons more effective, espe-
cially in reducing recidivism, without creating addi-
tional challenges such as increased costs? There is 
no evidence that recent efforts to downsize state 
and federal prison populations have been success-
ful in lowering recidivism, and there is good reason 
to question whether these reforms will ever yield less 
recidivism. If we are going to succeed in reducing the 
amount of reoffending in America, we need to find 
ways to change the status quo in current incarcera-
tion policy and practice. 

The best way to make progress in reducing recid-
ivism is through the delivery of programming shown 
to be effective in reducing reoffending. Such pro-
gramming must increase to bring down the high 
recidivism rates long observed among US prisoners. 
Drawing on the lessons learned from what is known 
as the “what works” literature, this paper lays out 
a three-pronged plan for evidence-based reform 
that will help US prison systems become leaner, 
more cost-effective, and more successful in reduc-
ing recidivism: (1) increase the delivery of correc-
tional programming, (2) reduce the size of prison 

populations, and (3) increase the use of risk assess-
ment instruments.

Let’s assume that, without any budget increase, 
prison systems can provide programming to all 
offenders by reinvesting their decarceration “sav-
ings.” To what extent would the recidivism rate be 
reduced by such an increase in programming? The 
most recent recidivism study by the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, which is the closest we have to a national 
recidivism study, found that 77 percent of the nearly 
70,000 released prisoners from 30 states had been 
rearrested within five years.1 Based on the findings 
from previous research, participation in one effective 
intervention has been shown to reduce recidivism by 
12 percent, while involvement in two effective pro-
grams lowers it by 26 percent. With a baseline rate 
of 77 percent, increasing programming participation 
could lower this rate to somewhere between 57 and 
68 percent.2

Although a recidivism rate north of 50 percent may 
seem high, it is also worth considering the fiscal impli-
cations of a drop from 77 percent to, say, 68 percent. If 
we assume the cost of the average prison-based inter-
vention is approximately $5,000, which is close to the 
mean observed for both Minnesota and Washington 
prisoners,3 then delivering at least one intervention to 
5,000 released prisoners would cost about $25 million. 
With a return on investment of at least $4 for the aver-
age prison-based intervention, the estimated return 
(or benefit) would be close to $100 million overall for 
a $25 million investment in which the delivery of one 
effective intervention to all 5,000 offenders reduced 
their rearrest rate from 77 percent to 68 percent  
(a 12 percent reduction).

If decarceration is not accompanied by an increase 
in effective programming resources, then recidivism 
rates will almost assuredly stay the same. Further, if 
more prisoners are being placed in the community 
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without an increase in community-based program-
ming resources, then decarceration could hurt pub-
lic safety, which would likely weaken the appetite for 
further reform. For prisons to more effectively reduce 
recidivism, a major shift from punishment to rehabili-
tation is needed in which there is substantially greater 
involvement in programming. 

Given our long-standing notions of what prison 
should be, this would be no small feat. Indeed, one 

enduring school of thought has been that if we make 
a sanction like prison so odious, it will assuredly 
jolt inmates into reforming their criminal ways. But 
punitive strategies have been not only largely inef-
fective in reducing recidivism but also wasteful and 
costly. Instead, this paper calls for a more efficient 
and cost-effective system that does more with less 
or, more precisely, more with the same amount. 
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The prison systems in the United States are said 
to be broken. Observers from both sides of the 

political divide have increasingly concluded that 
imprisonment in the US has been overused, costly, 
and ultimately, ineffective. The bipartisan consen-
sus on the need for prison reform—as demonstrated, 
for example, by the likes of Newt Gingrich and Van 
Jones—has largely focused on limiting the use and, 
therefore, the cost of prison.4 Yet, to date, little of 
the public debate around prison reform has zeroed 
in on developing strategies for improving prisons’ 
effectiveness. 

The effectiveness of prison is frequently measured 
by the rate at which released prisoners recidivate, or 
reoffend with a new crime. The relatively high recid-
ivism rates observed among released prisoners have 
commonly been adduced as evidence of the ineffec-
tiveness of the US prison systems. Several decades of 
research by the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) have 
shown that prisoner recidivism rates not only are 
relatively high but also have been fairly stable since 
the 1980s. In their most recent study, the BJS’s Matt 
Durose, Alexia Cooper, and Howard Snyder found 
that more than three-fourths of the nearly 70,000 
prisoners released from 30 states in 2005 had been 
rearrested for a new offense within five years.5

But in using recidivism as the main criterion by 
which to judge effectiveness, we are holding the 
nation’s prison systems to a standard they were never 
adequately designed to achieve. Most prisons in this 
country were built decades ago, and few, if any, were 
designed to accommodate programming. Prison 

construction in the US has not been guided by the 
question: How can we build prisons that successfully 
reduce recidivism? Instead, the guiding question has 
generally been: How can we build prisons that effec-
tively separate prisoners from society, reduce the like-
lihood of their escape from prison, and minimize their 
misconduct? In short, prisons’ design and operation 
have emphasized isolation, security, and control. 

The emphasis on punishment is deeply embedded, 
of course, in our notions of what prison should be. 
Prison is supposed to be a tough and uncomfortable 
experience. After all, as the popular saying goes, “If 
you can’t do the time, then don’t do the crime.” 

Indeed, one enduring school of thought has been 
that if we make a sanction like prison so odious, it will 
assuredly jolt inmates into reforming their criminal 
ways. Increasing the misery of the prison experience, 
however, does not deter prisoners from returning. 
Existing evidence has generally shown that punish-
ment, in and of itself, does not rehabilitate.6 

Even if we accept that punishment alone does not 
reduce recidivism, some may wonder why we cannot 
punish prisoners while providing them with reha-
bilitative programming. To a certain extent, this is 
what we have tried to do over the past few decades. 
State and federal prison populations began to dra-
matically increase in the 1980s, nearly quadrupling by 
the end of the 2000s. During this same time, US cor-
rectional agencies increasingly embraced the idea of 
using policies and practices based on empirical evi-
dence of what has been shown to be effective—that 
is, evidence-based practices (EBP). 
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As discussed later in more detail, however, pro-
viding prisoners with the interventions they need to 
desist from crime within the context of mass incarcer-
ation policies has proved to be nearly impossible, as 
the BJS recidivism data illustrate. Delivering program-
ming and, more broadly, implementing EBPs have 
typically taken a back seat to the realities imposed by 
growing prison populations. The most urgent prior-
ity for many corrections agencies has simply been to 
find beds for the influx of offenders (re)entering their 
prison systems. 

Grappling with tight budgets and limited bed 
space capacity since the onset of the Great Recession 
in 2008, many states have been compelled to imple-
ment reforms designed to reduce the overall size and 
cost of their prison populations. For example, New 
Jersey has lowered its prison population by decreas-
ing admissions to prison for those who violate the 
technical terms of their parole.7 More recently, Mary-
land enacted legislation that reduced the penalties 
for some nonviolent offenses while also limiting the 
amount of time parole violators can spend in prison.8 
Other states such as Missouri have shortened pro-
bation and parole supervision periods in an effort to 
reduce admissions to prison for probation and parole 
violations.9 The Justice Reinvestment Initiative, 
which has been run by the Bureau of Justice Assistance 
since 2006, has attempted to foster the adoption of 
EBPs, such as the use of risk and needs assessments. 
Perhaps because of some of these reforms, the state 
and federal imprisonment rate has dropped by nearly  
10 percent since 2008.10 

But can we reduce the use and cost of prisons 
while also making them more effective, particu-
larly when it comes to reducing recidivism? There 
is no evidence that the recent reforms mentioned 
above have successfully lowered recidivism among 
released prisoners. Moreover, there is good reason 
to question whether these reforms will ever yield 
lower rates of recidivism. 

Given how bloated the US prison system has 
become in the wake of “tough on crime” sentencing 
policies during the 1980s and 1990s, scaling back the 
use and cost of imprisonment is a step in the right 
direction. Yet, limiting the use of prison or increasing 

the use of risk and needs assessments will not mag-
ically decrease recidivism. It is unclear how simply 
assessing an individual’s recidivism risk or releasing 
this person from prison to the community will keep 
him or her from committing another crime. 

What is clear, however, is that the delivery of pro-
gramming shown to be effective in reducing reoffend-
ing must increase to bring down the high recidivism 
rates long observed among US prisoners. Remarkably, 
discussion about increasing prisoner participation 
in effective programming has been conspicuously 
absent from our recent public debate over prison 
reform. Reasons for this omission are not fully clear, 
although perhaps it may be partly due to the percep-
tion that increasing programming will increase costs. 
For prison systems looking to trim their budgets, any-
thing perceived to increase costs is off the table.

Report Outline

As this paper shows, however, we can increase pris-
oner participation in effective programming, which 
results in less recidivism, while also reducing both 
the use and costs of prison. If we are going to reform 
prison systems, and there is clearly need for reform, 
it should be rooted in the best available evidence on 
what works with prisoners and what does not. 

To this end, the paper begins by briefly tracing the 
history of prison systems in the United States from 
the 19th century to present day. After reviewing the 
evidence on the relationship between prison and 
crime, it discusses the relationship between prison 
population growth and participation in correctional 
programming. Next, to better understand how to 
lower recidivism, this paper examines why re-offense 
rates are relatively high among US prisoners. 

Drawing on the lessons learned from the 
“what works” literature, this paper then lays out a 
three-pronged plan for evidence-based reform that 
will help US prison systems become leaner, more 
cost-effective, and more successful in reducing 
recidivism. Significantly expanding the delivery of 
effective programming is the most important prong 
in this strategy. Existing research has shown that 
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programs can significantly lower recidivism when 
they address the known risk factors for reoffending 
and are delivered with integrity (i.e., their operation 
is consistent with their design). Programs generally 
found to be successful in reducing recidivism include 
cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), substance abuse 
treatment, sex offender treatment, education pro-
gramming, employment programming, and social 
support interventions. The best recidivism outcomes 
are generally observed when higher-risk prisoners 
participate in multiple effective interventions during 
their confinement.

Existing research has 
shown that programs 
can significantly lower 
recidivism when they 
address the known risk 
factors for reoffending 
and are delivered with 
integrity.

For many prison systems, however, significantly 
expanding programming resources is not viable under 
current conditions. To help make this expansion 
more viable, the second prong in this strategy calls on 
prison systems to reduce their prisoner populations. 
In doing so, prison systems will free up the resources 
needed to provide greater access to programming. 
Prison populations can be reduced by (1) decreasing 
the number of prison admissions and (2) shortening 
the lengths of stay for those who enter prison. This 
paper introduces a recidivism risk-violation severity 
grid that prison systems can use to safely reduce the 
volume of prison admissions, especially for probation 
and parole violators. 

Moreover, in an effort to eliminate warehousing 
(i.e., inmates who are idle), which produces worse 
recidivism and postprison employment outcomes, 
this paper proposes limiting the majority of confine-
ment periods to between five months and five years. 
Because prison is an expensive social resource, we 
should maximize its value by increasing involvement 
in programming for those who enter prison. While 
lengthy periods of imprisonment may prompt some 
prisoners to reflect on their crimes and find remorse, 
the truth is that inmates with long sentences are likely 
to be warehoused for much of their confinement. Par-
ticipation in programming, however, can help hasten 
the rehabilitation process.

To help prison systems reduce their populations 
and deliver programming more effectively, the third 
prong in this plan involves greater use of risk, needs, 
and responsivity assessment instruments. Over 
the past few decades, prison systems have increas-
ingly relied on these instruments to make decisions 
about prisoner custody levels, participation in pro-
gramming, and post-release community supervision. 
Because decades of evidence have consistently shown 
that risk assessment tools perform better than pro-
fessional judgment in predicting how offenders will 
behave in prison and in the community following 
their release, corrections agencies should continue 
to ramp up their use of these tools to achieve more 
effective prison reform. As this paper discusses later, 
prison systems can greatly improve the efficiency and 
cost-effectiveness of their methods for assessing risk 
by shifting from manual to automated processes.

A Brief History of Corrections in America

Before the 18th century, societal responses to crime 
typically consisted of meting out corporal punish-
ment in a public setting. But with the influential work 
in 1764 by the Italian scholar Cesare Beccaria titled 
Crimes and Punishment, correctional practice began 
the long and steady march from public corporal pun-
ishment to methods that reflected the Enlighten-
ment’s emphasis on reason, rationality, equality, and 
individualism. In the wake of this shift in thought, the 
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turn of the 19th century in the US brought about the 
penitentiary, which attempted to reform criminals 
by isolating them from society in the hopes that they 
would reflect on, and be penitent for, their crimes.

As the number of penitentiaries grew during the 
early 1800s, two main systems emerged in the US—
the separate system in Pennsylvania and the con-
gregate system in New York (Auburn, to be precise). 
While both emphasized individual reform through 
silence and labor, Pennsylvania’s separate system 
required inmates to spend their time in isolation from 
one another, during which they would read the Bible, 
work on crafts, and contemplate what they had done. 
In contrast, Auburn’s congregate system required 
that inmates work together in shops making products 
that the state sold. Because the Pennsylvania model 
was more costly than the Auburn system, the design, 
construction, and operation of new prisons in the US 
generally resembled the New York model by the end 
of the 1800s. 

Neither the Pennsylvania model nor the Auburn 
system were considered effective in reforming pris-
oners, which eventually led to the development of 
modern correctional practices such as probation, 
rehabilitative programming, indeterminate sentenc-
ing, and parole. As the social and behavioral sciences 
gained acceptance and grew in stature, the medical 
model of corrections began to emerge in the US during 
the mid-20th century. The medical model maintained 
that prisoners can be rehabilitated through a variety 
of programs and therapies.

Robert Martinson’s research in 1974 helped shift 
the focus from the medical model, which had pre-
vailed during the 1950s and ’60s, to deterrence and 
punishment, especially during the 1980s and 1990s.11 
The well-known conclusion from this study and 
another one that Martinson coauthored the follow-
ing year on programming’s effectiveness in reducing 
recidivism was that “nothing works.”12 In response 
to the widespread attention this research received, 
scholars critiqued the methods that were used and 
challenged the conclusions that were drawn.13 

While the “nothing works” claim was the catalyst 
for the rise of the “what works” movement within cor-
rections, it nevertheless provided support for more 

punitive correctional practices. If rehabilitative pro-
gramming does not work, then the best way to achieve 
public safety, reasoned proponents of the “nothing 
works” conclusion, is to increase the penalties for 
crime, resulting in the greater use of prison.

Beginning in the late 1970s, state- and federal-level 
legislators enacted “tough on crime” policies that 
ushered in the era of mass incarceration. As shown in 
Figure 1, the state and federal imprisonment rate (per 
100,000 of the US population) in 1979 was 133. By 
the end of the 1980s, this rate more than doubled in 
size, reaching 274 by 1989. The nation’s imprisonment 
rate continued to proliferate during the 1990s, rising 
to 476 in 1999. Between 1980 and 1999, the imprison-
ment rate grew by 344 percent. After reaching the high 
point of 506 in 2008, the rate has declined by 10 per-
cent over the past seven years.

The prison population boom from the 1970s to 
the mid-2000s was brought on by not only more 
punitive sentencing policies but also growth in 
crime rates and, perhaps most notably, state spend-
ing.14 Prison populations tend to expand when there 
is an apparent need for prisons. But this expansion 
occurs only when states have the financial resources 
to pay for more prison beds.15 Therefore, it is not 
a coincidence that many states began looking at 
ways to trim their prison populations when the 
Great Recession hit in the late 2000s. With shrink-
ing tax revenues and state budgets, the prevailing 
mass incarceration model was no longer tenable. 
And, because much of the country still has not fully 
recovered from the Great Recession, the need for 
prison reform remains acute. 

The Relationship Between Prison  
and Crime

As the state and federal prison population grew during 
the latter part of the 20th century, crime rates began 
to drop in the 1990s. In fact, since the mid-1990s, 
crime rates in the US have remained lower than those 
observed in the 1970s and ’80s. One reason cited for 
the crime drop since the 1990s is the increase in the 
nation’s prison population.16 
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Prison has typically been said to reduce crime in 
three ways. First, the threat of imprisonment could 
potentially deter individuals from committing crime. 
Second, when offenders are in prison, their incapacita-
tion greatly diminishes their ability to commit crime, 
at least against the general public. Third, by rehabil-
itating prisoners during their confinement, prisons 
can reduce crime by lowering their risk for recidivism.

The findings from existing research suggest that 
prison does not deter crime.17 While it is generally 
accepted that prison reduces crime through inca-
pacitation, there is less consensus over the size of 
this effect, which is due, in no small part, to the 
wide variety of data and methods used to develop 

estimates.18 Studies relying on individual-level data 
have reported the lambda (i.e., the annual number 
of crimes the prisoner would have likely committed 
had he or she not been incapacitated) ranges from as 
little as two offenses to as many as 187.19 In research 
using aggregate-level data, the findings indicate 
a null effect for county-level data, modest effects 
for state-level data, and relatively large effects for 
national-level data.20

The size of the incapacitation effect also depends 
on the size of the prison population itself. To illus-
trate, let’s say a state has 20,000 individuals in prison 
who we are able to rank (from #1 to #20,000) in 
terms of the likely recidivism cost from their release 

Figure 1. State and Federal Imprisonment Rates, 1978–2015

Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics, National Prisoner Statistics Program, 1978–2015.
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from prison. If released from prison, prisoner #1 has 
the highest risk of committing a severe, violent crime 
that would be costly to society. On the other hand, 
there would be little or no cost for prisoner #20,000 
due to minimal risk of recidivating with any offense, 
violent or nonviolent. For prisoner #1, the benefits 
resulting from the crime(s) prevented by this indi-
vidual’s incapacitation clearly outweigh his or her 
confinement costs. Conversely, because prisoner 
#20,000 has such a low likelihood of reoffending, the 
costs to confine this individual likely outweigh what-
ever crime-reduction benefits might be achieved from 
his or her incapacitation. 

To be sure, imprisonment can benefit society by pre-
venting future crimes. As prison populations increase, 
however, these benefits grow at a diminishing rate. 
When prison populations expand, less serious pris-
oners are more likely to be incarcerated. Imprisoning 
progressively less dangerous offenders produces pro-
gressively smaller crime-reduction benefits because 
these offenders are less likely to reoffend or, if they do 
recidivate, are less likely to commit a serious offense.21

Using the above example of the state with 20,000 
prisoners, this state would see greater crime-reduction 
benefits from imprisoning offenders ranked #1 to 
#1,000 than it would for those ranked #19,001 to 
#20,000. Because states with higher imprisonment 
rates are, in general, more likely to imprison less seri-
ous offenders, reducing prison populations in these 
states without significantly jeopardizing public safety 
may be easier. 

This is not to say that correctional officials in high- 
imprisonment states can begin releasing prisoners en 
masse. Rather, as this paper argues later, populations 
can be effectively reduced through a combination 
of risk assessment instruments, correctional inter-
ventions, and community supervision. In doing so, 
prison systems can better identify the lower-risk pris-
oners whose imprisonment costs are more likely to 
outweigh the meager crime-reduction benefits from 
their confinement.

At a broader level, the inverse relationship between 
the sizes of the prison population and incapacitation 
effect also has implications for our understanding of 
the prison population boom and the crime drop during 

the late 20th century. Although crime rates began to 
descend sharply during the 1990s, this decrease even-
tually tapered off. One reason may be that as prison 
populations continued to increase (see Figure 1), the 
size of the incapacitation effect began to decline. This 
implies that there is a point, which no one has been 
able to isolate yet, at which more imprisonment may 
yield diminishing returns. 

When prison populations expand, prisons’ abil-
ity to reduce crime may be weakened for other rea-
sons, too. As noted above, even though prisons can 
theoretically reduce crime through rehabilitation, the 
results from several studies suggest that prison does 
not rehabilitate offenders and may even have a crim-
inogenic effect.22 At the same time, however, a rather 
large body of research—the “what works” literature— 
has shown there are correctional interventions that 
effectively reduce recidivism. How do we reconcile 
these findings? How can prisons be criminogenic 
while also being able to deliver programming to pris-
oners that successfully reduces recidivism?

The answer is that neither body of literature has 
considered the extent to which prisoners partici-
pate in programming, especially interventions with 
proven success in reducing recidivism. For example, 
prior research on the link between prison and crime 
has typically treated prison as a black box. In studies 
using individual-level data, in particular, prisoners are 
often compared with noncustodial populations with-
out any controls for participation in programming. 
The worse recidivism outcomes for prisoners in these 
studies may simply reflect diminished access to effec-
tive interventions. 

The “what works” literature, on the other hand, 
consists almost entirely of individual program eval-
uations and meta-analyses of specific types of pro-
gramming. Although this literature has identified 
interventions that are effective in reducing recidi-
vism, it has not measured the extent to which pris-
oners participate in these interventions. Therefore, 
while the “what works” literature suggests that CBT, 
for example, effectively reduces recidivism, CBT will 
likely have a negligible impact on overall recidivism 
rates if only 2 percent of the prison population has 
access to it.23 
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The available evidence, most of which is not recent, 
suggests that many prisoners  are not involved in 
interventions while they are incarcerated. Moreover, 
the rate at which prisoners were warehoused appears 
to have increased during the 1990s, perhaps because 
of growing prison populations resulting from mass 
incarceration policies. Using 1998 data compiled by 
the Criminal Justice Institute, James Austin reported 
an estimated 24 percent of prisoners in the US were 
idle and not participating in a work or educational 
program.24 In their analysis of data from the 1991 and 
1997 Survey of Inmates in State and Federal Correc-
tional Facilities, James Lynch and William Sabol indi-
cated that the percentages of soon-to-be released 
prisoners who had participated in prerelease, educa-
tional, and vocational programming had decreased 
between 1991 and 1997.25 Analyzing the same data, 
Christopher Mumola found that 25 percent of state 
prisoners to be released in the next 12 months in 1991 
had entered prison-based drug treatment, compared 
to only 10 percent in 1997.26 

Warehousing increased 
the odds of recidivism 
by 13 percent.

In a recent study on more than 55,000 Minnesota 
prisoners released between 2003 and 2011, Valerie 
Clark and I found that 31 percent were warehoused.27 
Warehousing increased the odds of recidivism by  
13 percent, and it was more likely to occur for pris-
oners with brief stays in prison who were admit-
ted as probation or parole violators. On the other 
hand, participation in at least one successful 
recidivism-reduction intervention lowered the odds 
of recidivism by 12 percent, while involvement in 
two effective programs decreased it by 26 percent. 

Why does warehousing increase recidivism? As 
we explained in the study, idle offenders are often 
placed in living units with other idle offenders, at 
least in Minnesota’s prison system. Rather than 

creating a therapeutic community commonly asso-
ciated with various correctional interventions, the 
concentration of idle offenders may foster a crim-
inogenic community. Moreover, disciplinary infrac-
tions have been found to exacerbate recidivism 
risk. If idleness promotes more opportunities for 
prison misconduct and other recidivism-risk esca-
lation behavior, such as gang involvement in prison 
or increased contact with heavily antisocial peers, 
the finding that warehousing increases recidivism 
should come as little surprise. 

Warehousing is very much a punitive correctional 
approach. Warehoused prisoners are typically serving 
a brief stint in prison for a probation or parole revo-
cation. Having violated their conditions of supervi-
sion, these offenders are often revoked in the interest 
of public safety. Any public safety benefits from their 
revocations would stem only from an incapacitation 
effect. Given that few participate in any programming 
during their time in prison, the revocation of proba-
tion and parole violators generally serves just one 
goal—punishment. 

Historically, punitive approaches in corrections 
have seldom achieved favorable outcomes, as noted 
earlier. These approaches tend to be ineffective in 
reducing recidivism because they do not address the 
reasons why released prisoners fail when transition-
ing from prison to the community.

Why Is Recidivism High Among Released 
Prisoners?

Why do so many prisoners fail (i.e., recidivate) fol-
lowing their release from prison? The risk-needs- 
responsivity (RNR) model provides an evidence-based 
context in which to understand why prisoners recidi-
vate. As the “what works” literature continued to grow 
during the late 1970s and 1980s, researchers drew on 
this empirical evidence to form the principles of effec-
tive correctional interventions and, more narrowly, 
the RNR model. While many correctional agencies 
in the United States use the RNR model to guide the 
delivery of programming, it also offers a framework in 
which to understand why prisoners recidivate.
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The RNR model maintains that programming 
should be matched to an offender’s risk of reoffend-
ing, criminogenic needs, and responsivity issues.28 
Because correctional resources are often scarce, the 
risk principle suggests we can get the most bang for 
our treatment buck by focusing on higher-risk offend-
ers. The most intensive programs—generally mea-
sured by total length and number of hours—should 
be reserved for offenders with a higher recidivism 
risk.29 Given the emphasis placed on recidivism risk, 
using validated risk assessment instruments is central 
to the RNR model. 

The needs principle holds that interventions 
should address an individual’s greatest criminogenic 
needs to reduce recidivism. Criminogenic needs are 
individual characteristics that increase the risk of 
recidivism.30 For example, if an individual’s great-
est criminogenic need is substance abuse, which is a 
known risk factor for recidivism, the needs principle 
tells us that chemical dependency treatment would 
be an appropriate intervention to reduce this person’s 
recidivism risk.

Under the RNR framework, one distinction among 
risk factors is whether they are static or dynamic. The 
best predictor of future criminal behavior is criminal 
history, or past criminal behavior, which is a static risk 
factor.31 The salience of criminal history as a predictor 
of recidivism also helps explain why recidivism rates 
tend to be higher for nonviolent offenders.32 

Sentencing is largely based on not only the sever-
ity of the crime but also the individual’s criminal 
history. Because nonviolent crimes such as drug 
or property offenses are less serious than violent 
crimes, individuals sentenced to prison for nonvio-
lent offenses are more likely to have longer criminal 
histories. On the other hand, individuals with little 
or no criminal history can be sentenced to prison 
if they commit only one serious violent offense. 
Because individuals in prison for nonviolent crimes 
generally have longer criminal histories, their recidi-
vism rates are typically higher. 

Even though an individual’s criminal history 
anchors his or her recidivism risk, there are dynamic 
factors that can affect a prisoner’s likelihood of recid-
ivism. More important, unlike a static risk factor such 

as criminal history, which cannot change, dynamic 
risk factors can be targeted through interventions 
because they can change. Indeed, much of the insti-
tutional programming provided to offenders is geared 
toward addressing these dynamic risk factors. 

Prior research has further categorized recidivism 
risk factors as major, moderate, and minor.33 The four 
major risk factors (i.e., the “Big Four”) are history of 
antisocial behavior, antisocial personality pattern, 
antisocial cognition, and antisocial associates. Of the 
Big Four, history of antisocial behavior (i.e., crimi-
nal history) is static, whereas the others are dynamic 
needs areas. Moderate risk factors include family/
marital, education/employment, leisure/recreation, 
and substance abuse, while areas such as major men-
tal disorder, low IQ, and social class are considered 
minor risk factors.34 

When individuals enter 
prison, they may have, 
in addition to a lengthy 
criminal history, a host 
of dynamic risk factors 
or criminogenic needs.

The responsivity principle suggests that program-
ming should be tailored to individuals’ strengths, 
abilities, and learning styles. As such, the respon-
sivity principle provides guidance on how to deliver 
interventions. Whereas general responsivity refers to 
types of programming, such as cognitive-behavioral 
interventions, that are most effective in reducing 
recidivism, specific responsivity includes individual 
barriers that may limit the likelihood for program par-
ticipation and successful completion.35 Examples of 
specific responsivity include motivation, anxiety, dif-
ferent forms of learning styles, language, transporta-
tion, gender, and culture.36 



11

RETHINKING PRISON                                                                                                                     GRANT DUWE

When individuals enter prison, they may have, 
in addition to a lengthy criminal history, a host of 
dynamic risk factors or criminogenic needs. For 
example, with nearly 40 percent lacking a secondary 
degree,37 many prisoners are undereducated. When 
we consider that 12 percent of adults in the US do not 
have a secondary degree, according to the most recent 
Census,38 prisoners are at least three times more 
likely to be without a secondary degree. Many prison-
ers also lack vocational skills and legitimate employ-
ment experience. Research has shown that less than 
one-third of prisoners had been employed in the year 
prior to entering prison.39 

Even though mental illness is not a major risk fac-
tor for recidivism, prisoners are more likely to suffer 
from mental disorders. Compared to the general pop-
ulation, prisoners are two to four times more likely 
to have psychotic and major depressive disorders.40 
Lengthy histories of substance abuse are common 
for many prisoners. For example, close to 90 percent 
of Minnesota prisoners are diagnosed as chemically 
abusive or dependent.41 Further, as evidenced by the 
presence and vibrancy of street gangs, or “security 
threat groups,” in prison, inmates often lack sources 
of pro-social support. 

With lengthy criminal histories and multiple crim-
inogenic needs, desistance from crime is a significant 
challenge for many individuals released from prison. 
The challenge grows even steeper when prisoners are 
warehoused, and there is some evidence that ware-
housing became more prevalent during the prison 
population boom. When prisons isolate inmates 
from potential sources of pro-social support, such as 
friends and family members, and do not provide pris-
oners with effective programming, they run the risk of 
becoming “finishing schools for criminals,” wherein 
prisoners learn from each other how to become more 
adept or prolific at committing crime. 

After their release to the community, prisoners 
then bear the stigmatizing mark of a criminal record, 
which carries a host of collateral consequences. In 
addition to the challenges released prisoners face in 
finding proper housing, they routinely experience dif-
ficulties in securing stable employment, which dimin-
ishes their earnings potential and upward mobility.42 

Since the arrival of the penitentiary more than two 
centuries ago, prison systems in the US have been 
proficient at punishing offenders. But when it comes 
to rehabilitating prisoners, American prison systems 
have not been quite as proficient. A prominent rea-
son for this failure to rehabilitate is that American 
correctional practice has often assumed—incor-
rectly, as it turns out—that prisoners can be scared 
into desistance. 

Yet, even when it has been recognized that pris-
oners need more than fear to desist from crime, US 
prison systems have placed relatively little impor-
tance on providing offenders with effective program-
ming. Even during the 1950s, when the medical model 
was at the height of its popularity, little of state cor-
rectional budgets was allocated for rehabilitative 
programming.43 If rehabilitation or, more narrowly, 
recidivism reduction is truly one of the preeminent 
goals of state and federal prison systems, then it is 
imperative that we rethink how prisons are used in 
the US. 

An Evidence-Based Strategy for  
Prison Reform

The strategy for improving the performance of US 
prison systems in reducing recidivism is relatively 
simple and straightforward: Increase the extent to 
which prisoners are involved in effective program-
ming. Increasing programming, however, costs 
money, and one of the main drivers of the recent 
prison reform movement is that states have lacked 
money since the onset of the Great Recession. In addi-
tion to costs, the vast majority of correctional facili-
ties in the US were not designed to be program-rich 
environments in which physical space was dedicated 
to programming. Instead, many correctional facilities 
were designed and constructed, often decades ago, 
to meet the needs of punishment and security rather 
than rehabilitation. 

The need for physical space is seldom considered in 
the academic literature on correctional programming, 
but it is a reality that must be considered. The physical 
space needs tend to vary by the type of program, but 
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most programs need space for classrooms and offices 
for staff. The availability of physical space for pro-
gramming was limited even further during the mass 
incarceration era. With bulging prison populations, 
many states continue to operate at or above the bed 
space capacities for their facilities. In doing so, prison 
systems must forgo programming and use the physi-
cal space they have available to warehouse prisoners.

Efforts to increase programming will invariably 
be constrained by the physical design and layout of 
correctional facilities. Even so, there are steps prison 
systems can take to increase the delivery of program-
ming without spending more money. Most notably, 
state and federal prison systems can reduce the size 
of their prison populations. 

Reducing the size of prison populations is not 
only possible due to the overuse of prison in the US 
but also crucial to reform for a few reasons. First, it 
will help lower correctional costs, which can then 
be reinvested toward an increase in programming 
resources. Second, it will help free up the physi-
cal space in correctional facilities that is needed to 
deliver programming.

As noted earlier, some states have adopted var-
ious strategies to reduce their prison populations, 
such as allowing early discharge for probationers, 
capping probation and parole sentences, and elim-
inating revocations for technical violations. Strat-
egies such as these should continue to help shrink 
the size of prison populations. But other tools in the 
population-reduction toolbox may be just as effective, 
and perhaps even more so, in decreasing prison popu-
lations without compromising public safety. 

Over the past few decades, risk assessment instru-
ments have become more commonplace in correc-
tions. Decades of research have consistently shown 
that actuarial instruments outperform professional 
judgment in predicting future outcomes. Using val-
idated risk and needs assessments has been central 
to the RNR model, which emphasizes the delivery 
of programming that is calibrated to an offender’s 
recidivism risk, criminogenic needs, and responsivity 
issues. While valid risk assessment instruments can 
help identify the higher-risk prisoners who are prior-
itized for programming under the RNR model, they 

can also be used to identify the lower-risk offenders 
who should be released from prison or remain in the 
community under correctional supervision. To date, 
the prison reform movement has yet to adequately 
capitalize on the value that risk assessments can offer 
in safely reducing populations.

The remainder of this paper lays out an 
evidence-based strategy for improving the ability of 
US prisons systems to reduce recidivism. In partic-
ular, it addresses three main areas: (1) assessing the 
risk, needs, and responsivity of all individuals who 
(re)enter correctional systems; (2) reducing the size 
of prison populations; and (3) increasing the delivery 
of effective programming. In the following section, I 
discuss RNR assessments and, more specifically, how 
these tools can help reduce prison populations and 
increase programming. Next, after reviewing existing 
approaches to reducing prison populations, I present 
several strategies to effectively lower prison popula-
tions. Finally, I delineate a strategy for prison systems 
to provide more programming to prisoners.

Number 1: Assessing Risk, Needs,  
and Responsivity

Within corrections, risk assessment is often used to 
prospectively identify imprisoned persons who have 
a greater risk of violating the rules of prison or jail, 
the conditions of community supervision, or more 
broadly, the laws of society. Correctional authori-
ties use risk assessments to guide a host of decisions 
that are largely intended to enhance public safety and 
make better use of scarce resources. For example, in 
low-stakes risk assessment, instruments have been 
used to help determine institutional custody levels, 
prioritization for programming, and the type of com-
munity supervision. In high-stakes risk assessment, 
in which an individual’s liberty hangs in the balance, 
tools have been used to inform decisions related to 
pretrial release, sentencing, and whether individuals 
should be paroled from prison.

In predicting recidivism, risk assessment instru-
ments typically rely on algorithms, which can range 
from simple to complex. An algorithm transforms 
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the values for the items that predict recidivism into 
a probability or risk score. For example, if it is a pre-
dicted probability, then the value ranges from 0 to 
100 percent, with higher probabilities reflecting a 
greater likelihood for recidivism. If it is a score, then a 
higher value also signifies a greater risk for recidivism. 
The items in a risk assessment instrument generally 
include predictors of recidivism such as criminal his-
tory, demographic characteristics (age, gender, and 
race/ethnicity), type of admission to prison, length of 
stay in prison, educational level, prior employment, 
antisocial peers, substance abuse, and behavior in 
prison (e.g., prison misconduct).

Risk assessments have recently come under greater 
scrutiny for a variety of reasons. In addition to criti-
cisms over their transparency and performance in 
predicting recidivism, concerns have been raised over 
whether risk assessment tools are being used to per-
petuate, if not heighten, racial and ethnic disparities 
in the criminal justice system.44 This scrutiny is war-
ranted and crucial to making progress. What is not 
warranted, however, is the idea that we need to aban-
don these assessments due to current weaknesses in 
their design or operation.

What these critiques have failed to point out is 
what the alternative, or alternatives, would be if we 
decided to jettison the use of actuarial risk assess-
ments. Without these instruments, we would be 
forced to go “old school,” in which correctional 
and criminal justice system staff would make deci-
sions based on their professional judgments or “gut 
instincts.” Decades of evidence have consistently 
demonstrated that clinical or professional judgment 
is simply not good in predicting future behavior,45 and 
recidivism is no exception. Moreover, increasing the 
use of professional judgment would result in greater 
use of discretion, which has been linked to worsening 
the racial and ethnic disparities in the criminal jus-
tice system.46 The superiority of statistical prediction 
over clinical or professional judgment does not mean 
that risk assessment tools always achieve a satisfac-
tory level of performance; it just means that statistical 
prediction has consistently cleared the low bar set by 
professional judgment. 

Even though actuarial instruments offer the best 

approach to making risk assessment decisions, their 
design and use could be improved in a few ways. Many 
agencies use assessments developed on correctional 
populations from other states, or even other coun-
tries, without ever testing their performance on their 
own correctional populations. For example, some 
jurisdictions assume that because an assessment per-
formed adequately in, say, Canada, it will also per-
form well for a US correctional population. Many 
problems could be avoided, however, by simply test-
ing the performance of an instrument before using it. 
In doing so, prison systems could determine whether 
an assessment performs well in predicting recidivism 
overall and whether there are differences in perfor-
mance among various prisoner subpopulations. 

In addition, correctional staff manually score the 
vast majority of risk assessment tools. The findings 
from recent research suggest that an automated pro-
cess is, in several ways, superior for assessing risk.47 
By standardizing the process in which items are 
scored, automated scoring methods eliminate the 
inter-rater disagreement (i.e., differences in how rat-
ers score an assessment) that is inherent to manually 
scored assessments. In doing so, automated scoring 
processes can help improve the reliability and, by 
extension, the predictive performance of risk assess-
ment decisions.48 

Automation can also significantly increase the 
efficiency of the risk assessment process by elimi-
nating the time that prison staff spend in (1) scoring 
assessments for individual offenders, (2) undergo-
ing the training required to use the instrument, and  
(3) conducting quality checks to ensure assessments 
are being done correctly. Even though automating 
the risk assessment process entails a cost for prison 
systems, it still delivers a highly favorable return on 
investment (ROI) due to the significant increase 
in efficiency. In my study on the automation of the 
Minnesota Screening Tool Assessing Recidivism  
Risk 2.0 (MnSTARR 2.0), coauthor Michael Rocque 
and I found that for every dollar spent on automating 
the MnSTARR 2.0, there will be an estimated return 
of approximately $22 within five years, totaling nearly 
$3 million in staff time saved.49 Because automation 
is more efficient and cost-effective, industries that 
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commonly make risk assessment decisions (e.g., finan-
cial lending, insurance, and health care) have, over 
the past few decades, increasingly eschewed manual 
assessment processes in favor of automated ones. 

While developments such as these would improve 
the design and use of risk assessment instruments in 
US prison systems, it is worth emphasizing that using 
these assessments is not a panacea. Their use will not, 
in and of itself, lower recidivism. Instead, because the 
effectiveness of programming can hinge on the type 
of intervention, the quantity of the dosage, and when 
it is delivered, we use these assessments as a diagnos-
tic tool to help us determine which prisoners need 
a higher dosage of programming and what types of 
interventions would be most beneficial. Low-stakes 
assessments are therefore crucial to maximizing the 
successful delivery of correctional programming.

Low-stakes assessments 
are crucial to 
maximizing the 
successful delivery 
of correctional 
programming.

But high-stakes assessments are also crucial to 
prison reform, for they can be used to curb the size of 
prison populations. Strategies to increase or decrease 
the use of prison have often relied on a single con-
sideration. For example, many states increased their 
prison populations during the 1990s by enacting 
“three strikes” legislation, which raised the penal-
ties for those with at least two prior convictions. On 
the other hand, attempts to reduce the likelihood of 
incarceration have focused on single factors such as 
the length of time served. Rather than releasing indi-
viduals on poor or weak predictors of risk such as 
the type of most recent crime they committed, risk 

assessment instruments provide a more complete pic-
ture of recidivism risk. By more accurately identifying 
the lower-risk offenders, these assessments offer the 
best way of reducing prison populations without sig-
nificantly compromising public safety.

Number 2: Reducing the Size of  
Prison Populations

Offenders can enter prison as a new court commit-
ment, a probation violator, or a parole violator. Pris-
oners admitted as new court commitments are 
sentenced directly to prison by the court system. In 
general, new court commitments have longer lengths 
of stay than either probation or parole violators. Proba-
tion violators were initially convicted of a felony-level 
offense and sentenced to probation, which consists of 
community supervision and, in some instances, time 
in a local jail. After violating their conditions of super-
vision, probation violators are sentenced to prison 
after having their probation revoked. Parole violators, 
meanwhile, were initially released from prison to 
community supervision after entering as a new court 
commitment or probation violator. Parole violators 
return to prison after having their parole revoked for 
violating the conditions of their supervision. Whereas 
the courts typically determine whether probation vio-
lators go to prison, Departments of Corrections or 
parole boards generally decide whether parole viola-
tors return to prison.

Prison populations can be reduced in two main 
ways: (1) decreasing the volume of prison admis-
sions and (2) shortening the lengths of stay for those 
who enter prison. Recent prison reform efforts have 
focused on decreasing the number of prison admis-
sions by limiting the opportunities for individuals to 
(re)enter prison for probation and parole revocations. 

There are, of course, a few good reasons for tar-
geting probation and parole violators. First, due to 
their short stays in prison, probation and parole 
violators are more likely to be warehoused, which 
leads to worse post-release employment and recidi-
vism outcomes.50 Second, recent data suggest that 
probation and parole violators make up between  
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60 and 70 percent of prison admissions, with new 
court commitments accounting for the rest. In our 
study of Minnesota prisoners, Valerie Clark and I 
found that 62 percent of the 55,656 releases from 
prison had been admitted to prison most recently as 
a probation or parole violator.51 This rate is consistent 
with older data on the percentage of probation and 
parole violators among all prison admissions for states 
such as California, Ohio, and Oregon, and with more 
recent data from states such as Utah and Missouri.52

To date, prison systems have attempted to lower 
the volume of probation and parole violators by 
reducing the number of conditions, capping the 
length of probation and parole sentences, increas-
ing the use of early discharge, and eliminating tech-
nical violations. After discussing these approaches in 
the context of what the empirical evidence indicates, 
this paper introduces the concept of a recidivism 
risk-violation severity grid, which prison systems can 
use to reduce their volume of probation and parole 
violator admissions. 

Recent Prison Reform Efforts. While the rami-
fications from reducing supervision conditions are 
unclear, recent efforts to trim the lengths of probation 
and parole periods—either through early discharge or 
capping the sentence length—are consistent with the 
empirical evidence. Research on recidivism, particu-
larly for released prisoners, has long shown that the 
risk of reoffending dissipates the longer that individ-
uals remain in the community. For example, the BJS 
study found that 77 percent were rearrested within 
five years.53 When we look at annual recidivism rates, 
we see that 43 percent were rearrested after the first 
year. Of those not arrested by the end of the first year, 
29 percent were rearrested by the end of the second 
year, 21 percent by the end of the third year, 16 percent 
by the end of the fourth year, and 13 percent by the 
end of the fifth year.54 As these data show, the risk for 
recidivism declines the longer that individuals remain 
in the community.

These data also suggest that the relatively recent 
trends toward lengthening probation sentences and 
parole periods are likely misguided, ineffective, and 
ultimately, costly to taxpayers. Let’s assume, for 

example, we have an individual who has received 
a 10-year probation sentence. If this individual has 
been under correctional supervision for more than 
five years, the cost to supervise this individual over 
the remainder of his or her probation would likely 
outweigh whatever benefits might be gained from a 
reduction in recidivism. Revoking this individual for 
“technical violations” that do not involve new crimi-
nal behavior would also not make much sense if he or 
she had successfully reintegrated in the community.

Individuals with a track record of compliance 
with community supervision should be eligible for 
early discharge or have their community supervi-
sion capped. In doing so, correctional systems would 
decrease the likelihood that probationers and parol-
ees will be revoked and sent to prison toward the end 
of their sentences. Reducing the number of probation 
and parole violator admissions could help decrease 
the size of the prison population, which could, in turn, 
lower costs and potentially increase opportunities to 
provide programming. 

One caveat with this approach, however, is that 
its overall impact could be relatively minimal. After 
all, individuals who have been compliant under com-
munity supervision are not only unlikely to reoffend 
but also less likely to violate the conditions of super-
vision that would result in a revocation. Therefore, 
while shortening the length of supervision periods 
makes sense empirically, it would likely affect rela-
tively few offenders. 

On the other hand, eliminating revocations for 
“technical violations” could potentially have a large 
impact. Technical violations run the gamut from 
using drugs and alcohol to not following agent’s direc-
tives to failing to remain law-abiding. Limiting revo-
cations to new felony-level offenses would have a 
large impact. The one potential concern is how this 
could affect public safety. Below I lay out a strategy 
that attempts to maintain public safety while low-
ering prison populations by reducing probation and 
parole violator admissions to prison.

Using a Risk-Severity Grid to Reduce Revoca-
tions. Prison systems are overusing probation and 
parole revocations, which make up roughly two-thirds 
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of all prison admissions. Part of the reason for the 
revocation overuse is likely that bureaucracies are 
typically risk averse, and prison systems are no dif-
ferent. Revoking a parolee for, say, using drugs or fail-
ing to maintain contact with his or her supervision 
agent is much less risky than leaving this individual in 
the community, where he or she may commit a new 
crime, especially one that is violent. 

The overuse of revocations is also likely due to 
the significant amount of discretion that courts and 
correctional professionals have in making these deci-
sions. To be sure, we often place a premium on discre-
tion and, more narrowly, the ability to make decisions 
on a case-by-case basis. In doing so, however, we risk 
inconsistently applying criteria across all decisions, 
which can exacerbate disparities and lead to worse 
outcomes overall.

Using a grid that considers the severity of the vio-
lation(s) and the risk of the probationer or parolee 
for recidivism offers a more objective, reliable, and 
evidence-based approach for making revocation deci-
sions. More specifically, a risk-severity grid provides a 
way of organizing the data from supervision violations 
and risk assessment instruments to help separate the 
low-risk, low-severity offenders from those who are 
higher risk with more severe violations. The grid con-
cept is similar to criminal sentencing decisions, which 
are often based on the severity of the crime and the 
individual’s prior criminal history. 

The advantage of a risk-severity grid, which is pre-
sented below, is that it could be used to reduce revo-
cation admissions without significantly jeopardizing 
public safety. Just as important, its use could help 
achieve a key goal of prison reform—eliminating ware-
housing. In particular, a risk-severity grid could be used 
to revoke only the higher-risk offenders with more 
severe violations while lower-risk offenders with less 
serious violations would remain in the community.

Generally, effective interventions last at least three 
months, if not longer.55 When higher-risk and more 
severe offenders get revoked, their stay in prison 
should be long enough to ensure a sufficient amount 
of time (at least 150 days) to participate in program-
ming. Given that time must be taken to assess the 
risk, needs, and responsivity of prisoners to help 

determine appropriate types of programming, prison 
stays should likely be at least five months in duration. 

As it stands, when less serious violators have their 
probation or parole revoked, they tend to have shorter 
stays in prison. For example, let’s say we have a rela-
tively low-risk parolee who continually fails to main-
tain contact with his parole agent because he has been 
using alcohol. Rather than returning this individual 
to prison, where he may sit idle for 60 or 90 days, 
why not have this person participate in substance 
abuse treatment in the community? A key question 
to ask here is: Would prison truly be the best option, 
both for society and the individual? If a parolee gets 
revoked and then is idle in prison with other revoked 
parolees for the next three months, it is unclear how 
this would create better outcomes. Accordingly, using 
the grid would result in less serious violators remain-
ing in the community, where programming would be 
accessible. In a later section, I describe how reallocat-
ing correctional resources can deliver more program-
ming to offenders in both prisons and the community.

To illustrate how the risk-severity grid might 
work in practice, hypothetical data are presented in  
Table 1. In this example, we are focusing on parole 
revocations, although the same principles would 
apply to probation revocations, too. Let’s say we have 
four risk levels (low, medium, high, and very high) 
and four violation severity levels (also low, medium, 
high, and very high). Let’s also say we have a prison 
system that has 30,000 prison admissions each year, 
of which 10,000 are parole violators. The release vio-
lators are evenly spread among the four risk level cat-
egories (25 percent per each risk level), while close 
to two-thirds of the violations are in the medium and 
high severity levels.

If we wanted to cut our parole violator admis-
sions in half without compromising public safety, 
how might we do that? With a risk-severity grid like 
Table 1, each parole violator would fall into one of the  
16 cells. If we wanted to reduce parole violator admis-
sions to prison by half, we would limit revocations 
to prison to eight of the cells, while the other half 
would always remain in the community. For example, 
as shown in Table 1, all violators above the black line 
would remain in the community, whereas all those 
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below the black line would be revoked to prison. A 
lower-risk parolee could not return to prison unless 
it was for a very high severity violation. Conversely, 
very-high-risk parolees would be revoked to prison 
unless the violation was low severity. 

The above discussion about the potential impact of 
this grid assumes, of course, that courts or corrections 
staff will not be able to exercise discretion in mak-
ing revocation decisions. For prison systems that are 
unable to completely cut the cord on using discretion 
in probation and parole revocation decisions, another 
approach would be to designate the cells where dis-
cretion could be used. For example, if a violator falls 
into one of the eight cells along the black line, then 
staff may use discretion in determining whether to 
revoke a probation or parole violator; otherwise, if a 
violator falls into one of the other eight cells, then he 
or she will automatically remain in the community or 
be revoked to prison.

To use a risk-severity grid like Table 1, correctional 
systems would need to be able to assess the risk of 
those they imprison or supervise. Again, a fully auto-
mated risk assessment system would significantly 
increase the efficiency of this process. In addition, a 
prison system would need to rank the severity of the 
violations that occur. However, as long as the risk 
assessment and violation severity data are available 
to staff, the risk-severity grid could be used to curtail 

admissions to prison, which would, in turn, shrink 
the size of prison populations. Reducing parole vio-
lator admissions would also lower the rate of reim-
prisonment, which is one measure of recidivism. But 
for this decarceration approach to be fully successful, 
the “savings” from the decreased use of prison would 
need to be reinvested in more community-based 
resources for the less serious violators who stay in the 
community.

Reducing Long Lengths of Stay in Prison. Con-
trary to recent popular thought, which holds that 
longer confinement periods increase recidivism, the 
empirical evidence actually indicates the opposite—
longer imprisonment periods are associated with 
lower recidivism.56 Does this mean that, in addition 
to increasing the minimum length of stay to at least 
five months, we should extend the lengths of stay for 
all prisoners? Not exactly. 

Although the Andrew Tiedt and William Sabol 
study did not control for participation in program-
ming,57 recent evidence shows that longer confine-
ment periods often lead to greater involvement in 
correctional interventions.58 And, when prisoners 
spend a greater proportion of their prison time par-
ticipating in programming, we see significantly better 
recidivism outcomes.59 The association between lon-
ger confinement periods and lower recidivism likely 

Table 1. Recidivism Risk-Violation Severity Grid

Most Serious 
Severity Level

Low Risk 
Level

Medium Risk 
Level

High Risk 
Level

Very High 
Risk Level

Total

Low Severity 400 400 400 400 1,600 (16%)

Medium Severity 900 900 900 900 3,600 (36%)

High Severity 700 700 700 700 2,800 (28%)

Very High Severity 500 500 500 500 2,000 (20%)

Total 2,500 2,500 2,500 2,500 10,000

Source: Author.
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reflects not only an “aging out” effect for crime but 
also the benefits from participating in one or more 
correctional programs.

If extending the minimum length of stay in prison 
to at least five months is necessary to better meet the 
goals of rehabilitation, then the same holds true for 
shortening the maximum lengths of stay for prison-
ers, especially those serving long nonlife sentences. 
Since the 2000s, the average prison sentence length 
in the US has been about five years. A little more than 
10 percent of the inmates in state and federal pris-
ons are confined for a life sentence—about 3 percent 
for life without parole and the other 7 percent for life 
with parole.60 Given that many lifers are eventually 
granted parole, roughly 95 percent of the inmates in 
prison will be released from prison at some point.61 
But before their release from prison, many prisoners 
serving a nonlife sentence spend more than five years 
in prison. Overall, the average time served is close to 
30 months for all prisoners, although the average time 
served is nearly double that for those in prison for vio-
lent offenses.62 

The average sentence length for prisoners—five 
years—is ample time to participate in multiple inter-
ventions. Effective programs typically last somewhere 
between three months and 9–12 months.63 Therefore, 
five years in prison would be a sufficient amount of 
time to complete two or more effective interven-
tions, even for programs that are longer in duration. 
Research on Minnesota prisoners has shown that par-
ticipation in two effective interventions reduces the 
odds of recidivism by 26 percent. The odds are 30 per-
cent lower for prisoners involved in three effective 
interventions and 31 percent lower for those who par-
ticipated in four interventions. Among the relatively 
small number of prisoners who participated in five 
effective programs, their likelihood of recidivism was 
39 percent lower.64

If five years is plenty of time for a prisoner to partic-
ipate in multiple effective interventions, then confin-
ing inmates—primarily those imprisoned for nonlife 
sentences—in prison beyond five years would not 
serve the goals of rehabilitation. Instead, whenever 
prisoners are not participating in programming, we 
are using prison strictly to punish and incapacitate. In 

some states, such as Florida, policies prohibit inmates 
from entering programming until they are within 
three years of release. While evidence shows that 
interventions are generally more effective in reducing 
recidivism when prisoners exit programming closer 
to their release from prison,65 policies such as these 
also reflect the shortage of programming resources 
available to prison populations. 

Participation in 
programming could help 
expedite the process by 
which prisoners come to 
terms with the choices 
they made that led them 
to prison.

Nevertheless, in practical terms this means that a 
prisoner confined for, say, nine years would be ware-
housed for the first six years of his or her imprison-
ment. During this six-year period, which would result 
in close to $200,000 in imprisonment costs to the 
state, would the prisoner reflect on his or her mis-
deeds and find remorse? Perhaps, but history also 
tells us this approach is costly and ineffective, particu-
larly in reducing recidivism. None of this is to say that 
remorse is unimportant but simply that $200,000 
would be costly for one individual to achieve it. More-
over, participation in programming could help expe-
dite the process by which prisoners come to terms 
with the choices they made that led them to prison.

Although the volume of prison admissions has 
been the most visible source of prison population 
growth, longer confinement periods have also con-
tributed. Trimming the lengths of stay would help 
diminish the size of prison populations, which would, 
in turn, reduce costs. Reducing the length of stay for a 
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prisoner from, say, seven years to five years would not 
unduly limit involvement in programming because, as 
noted above, five years is ample time to participate in 
multiple effective interventions. Moreover, to ensure 
the early release of a prisoner does not significantly 
jeopardize public safety, release decisions would be 
contingent on completing effective programming. But 
as with revocation decisions, risk assessment instru-
ments should be used to help better identify the pris-
oners with a lower risk of recidivism.

Five Months and Five Years: Estimating the 
Potential Impact. If a premium is placed on reha-
bilitation and, more narrowly, effective correctional 
programming, then the vast majority of confinement 
periods for prisoners will fall between five months 
and five years. The main exception to this rule of 
thumb will be lifers, who make up roughly one in  
10 prisoners. If we limited prison stays between five 
months and five years for the remaining 90 percent 
of prisoners, how would this affect the size of prison 
populations? 

Let’s assume we have a prison system whose pop-
ulation currently sits at 15,000 prisoners. Due to vari-
ations in lengths of stay, 9,000 prisoners had been 
admitted as new court commitments, 3,000 as proba-
tion violators, and another 3,000 as parole violators. 
Let’s further assume this prison system has about 
10,000 prison admissions each year. Because parole 
and probation violators generally have shorter lengths 
of stay, we see that 4,000 are admitted as parole vio-
lators, 3,500 as probation violators, and another  
3,500 as new court commitments.

If we used a risk-severity grid to cut the number 
of parole violator admissions in half, it would reduce 
the size of this prison system’s population by approx-
imately 10 percent in a relatively short period of time. 
As it stands, the average length of stay for a parole viola-
tor is a little over a year.66 Even if the minimum length 
of stay was extended to five months for all prison 
admissions, cutting parole violator admissions in half 
would lower the number of parole violators in prison 
from 3,000 to about 1,500 in the first year or two. For 
a prison system with a population of 15,000, a loss of 
1,500 prisoners would equal a 10 percent reduction. 

To what extent would capping prison stays at  
60 months affect the size of prison populations? 
Unlike with using a risk-severity grid to reduce parole 
violator admissions, the effect would not be felt imme-
diately. Eventually, however, the magnitude of the 
impact could be just as large. Let’s assume, for exam-
ple, that 20 percent of the 15,000 inmates currently in 
prison have nonlife sentences greater than 60 months 
and that a relatively small percentage (5 percent) who 
enter prison each year have a nonlife sentence greater 
than five years. If we began to cap prison stays at  
60 months, for those currently in prison and those 
entering prison in the future, we would not see an 
impact in the first five years. By year six, however, this 
change would begin to reduce the size of the prison 
population. By year 10, the reduction would be nearly 
1,500 inmates, which rivals the size of the impact for 
limiting parole violator admissions.

Combined, these two approaches would lower 
this prison system’s population by 20 percent within  
10 years. The size of this reduction would be affected, 
of course, by different decision points. For example, 
this prison system could achieve a larger reduction 
by also using the severity-risk grid to cut their proba-
tion violators in half or limiting prison stays to, say,  
48 months among non-lifers. Conversely, the reduction 
would be more modest if probation and parole viola-
tor admissions were reduced by 25 percent or if prison 
stays were capped at 10 years instead of five years.

Number 3: Increasing the Delivery of 
Correctional Programming

While several states have recently decreased the size 
of their prison populations, none have substantially 
reinvested their decarceration “savings” toward more 
programming. This is the missing piece in the recent 
prison reform movement. More broadly, it is the piece 
that has arguably always been missing from American 
corrections. As mentioned earlier, even during the 
1950s and 1960s when the rehabilitative ideal reigned 
supreme (at least in terms of rhetoric), prison sys-
tems still devoted less than 5 percent of their budgets 
toward rehabilitative programming.67 
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Recent prison reform efforts have, for various rea-
sons, not emphasized ramping up programming to 
lower recidivism. Part of this reticence may stem from 
the perception that more programming requires more 
funding, which has been in short supply since the Great 
Recession. But the silence may also reflect a lack of 
familiarity with the “what works” literature or suspi-
cions about the effectiveness of correctional program-
ming in general. If it is the latter, the suspicion would 
be understandable. After all, the news media routinely 
run stories touting the success of programs that epito-
mize correctional quackery. As Edward Latessa, Fran-
cis Cullen, and Paul Gendreau explain, “correctional 
quackery” refers to programs that are not rooted in 
sound criminological theory.68 Examples of correc-
tional quackery popularized by the news media include 
stories about the salutary effects of pet therapy,69 gar-
dening,70 or music therapy71 for prisoners. 

Targeting Known Criminogenic Needs. To 
be effective in reducing recidivism, a correctional 
intervention must be rooted in theory, meaning it 
addresses known criminogenic needs such as criminal 
thinking, education, employment, substance abuse, 
or antisocial peers. As evidenced by mental health 
interventions and domestic violence (DV) programs, 
some interventions that are commonly used with 
prisoners have not proved to be successful in lower-
ing recidivism.72 Mental health programs for offend-
ers are typically designed to treat the symptoms of 
mental illness, whereas DV programs (e.g., the Duluth 
model) have focused on altering patriarchal attitudes. 
In doing so, however, mental health and DV inter-
ventions have not mitigated dynamic risk factors for 
recidivism such as criminal thinking, substance abuse, 
or antisocial peers.

Program Integrity. In addition to addressing known 
criminogenic needs, a correctional intervention must 
have program integrity to reduce recidivism. Program 
integrity means the program’s design and operation 
are consistent with the established principles of effec-
tive correctional interventions. A lack of integrity 
occurs when a program’s operation deviates from its 
original design. 

In prison systems, it is not uncommon for staff to 
modify programs. For example, to reach more prison-
ers, the “light” version of an intervention is sometimes 
given to prisoners on the grounds that something is 
better than nothing at all. Research has shown, how-
ever, that a lack of program integrity can compromise 
an intervention’s effect on recidivism.73 The lesson 
drawn from this research is that prison systems can-
not cut corners in their efforts to reduce recidivism. If 
anything, cutting corners by offering the “light” ver-
sion ends up being more costly because costs were 
incurred to deliver an intervention that did not affect 
recidivism.

An analogy from the health care system would be a 
doctor in a third-world country who had enough anti-
biotics to treat 10 patients with a five-day regimen. 
However, because 50 patients need the antibiotic, the 
doctor provides each of the 50 patients with a single 
dose, reasoning that something is better than noth-
ing. Rather than improving the health of 10 patients, 
none of the 50 significantly improve after taking the 
single dose of antibiotic. Similarly, when we try to 
provide the watered-down version of an intervention, 
it has no impact on recidivism. 

What is worse is that prison systems often like 
to tout that they are using EBPs. But these practices 
work only if they are applied correctly. Therefore, 
even though a prison system may claim they are using 
EBPs, these practices will be effective in reducing 
recidivism only when they are delivered with integrity. 

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy. The evidence 
indicates there are several interventions that, when 
applied with fidelity, effectively reduce recidivism 
by targeting known criminogenic needs. One of the 
most effective interventions for prisoners is CBT 
programming. 

CBT programs generally aim to address the link 
between dysfunctional thought processes and harmful 
behaviors through timely reinforcements and punish-
ments, as well as role-playing and skill-building exer-
cises. CBT programs have proved to be effective in 
reducing recidivism and prison misconduct.74 More-
over, compared to other correctional programming, 
CBT programs tend to yield an impressive ROI.75
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Chemical Dependency Treatment and Sex 
Offender Treatment. Many prison systems provide 
chemical dependency treatment and sex offender 
treatment, both of which are often delivered within 
a cognitive-behavioral framework. Existing research 
has shown that prison-based chemical dependency 
treatment successfully reduces recidivism, espe-
cially if the treatment provides a continuum of care 
and uses a therapeutic community approach.76 
Similarly, a recent meta-analysis reported that sex 
offender treatment reduces sexual recidivism by 
26 percent. The best outcomes, Friedrich Lösel and 
Martin Schmucker concluded, were associated with 
programs that delivered cognitive-behavioral and 
multisystem treatment.77

Social Support Interventions. Antisocial peers 
are a major criminogenic need, and research has 
shown that providing prisoners with pro-social sup-
port—mainly through visitation—decreases mis-
conduct and lowers recidivism.78 Moreover, a recent 
meta-analysis reported that visitation is associated 
with a 26 percent reduction in recidivism.79 Other 
interventions that provide prisoners with pro- 
social support include faith-based programs and 
Circles of Support and Accountability, both of which 
have been found to effectively reduce recidivism.80 
Underused in American correctional systems, pro-
gramming that increases pro-social sources of sup-
port warrants greater attention as a correctional 
intervention because of not only its demonstrated 
efficacy in reducing recidivism but also its potential 
cost-effectiveness.

Education and Employment Programming.  
Education and employment programming have, on 
the whole, produced favorable outcomes for post- 
release employment and cost avoidance. The results 
for prison misconduct and recidivism are more mod-
est and inconsistent, although still generally positive. 
Among the different types of educational program-
ming provided to prisoners, more recent evidence 
suggests that postsecondary educational program-
ming generates better prison misconduct and recid-
ivism outcomes.81 

Among employment interventions, research gener-
ally suggests that even though prison labor improves 
post-release employment outcomes, it does not 
reduce recidivism.82 Employment programs in which 
services are delivered mainly in the community, such 
as work release, have been shown to lower recidi-
vism, although the effect size has been modest.83 The 
results from more recent research, although far from 
conclusive, suggest that a continuum of employment 
programming may yield the best outcomes.84

Continuum of Care. While the “what works” lit-
erature has revealed which types of interventions 
effectively reduce recidivism, it has also identi-
fied the conditions under which programs are more 
likely to succeed. For example, as mentioned above, 
a continuum of care or service delivery is a common 
thread running through many effective correctional 
programs. 

This issue has not been rigorously examined, but 
most successful interventions begin in prison and 
continue after an individual has been released to the 
community. As opposed to programs that are based 
solely in prison or the community, interventions 
that provide a continuum of care may offer prisoners 
a source of stability as they attempt to navigate the 
challenging transition from prison to the community. 

The Timing of Correctional Programming. 
Along the same lines, we generally see that interven-
tions have a better impact on recidivism when pris-
oners exit programming closer to their release from 
prison.85 Exiting programming closer to the time of 
release may help prisoners better retain the positive 
effects that interventions have on their post-release 
behavior. On the other hand, when prisoners enter an 
intervention earlier during their confinement, it does 
not significantly affect recidivism. Earlier involve-
ment in programming, however, does lead to greater 
participation in programming.86

Correctional Program Dosage. Greater involve-
ment in correctional programming has been associ-
ated with better recidivism outcomes. In other words, 
higher dosages of programming tend to yield less 
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recidivism, especially for higher-risk offenders.87 This 
does not mean, however, that a relatively large dosage 
from a single type of intervention will produce less 
recidivism. For example, findings from the substance 
abuse treatment literature suggest there is a point at 
which treatment may have diminishing returns. Stud-
ies have found that individuals performed worse in 
chemical dependency treatment when they had been 
involved for a year or more.88

Most prisoners 
have more than one 
criminogenic need.

Instead, the evidence suggests that higher dos-
ages of programming are generally more effective 
in reducing recidivism when multiple criminogenic 
needs are addressed. Most prisoners have more than 
one criminogenic need, which is to say that many 
have lengthy substance abuse histories in addition 
to relying on criminal thinking, having antisocial 
friends, and lacking educational achievement and a 
legitimate work history. A prisoner with this crim-
inogenic needs profile would clearly benefit from 
education programming. Yet, participating in educa-
tion programming would not address this prisoner’s 
needs relating to substance abuse, criminal thinking, 
or antisocial peers. 

To help higher-risk prisoners desist from crime, 
multiple interventions are often necessary. As noted 
earlier, participation in effective interventions signifi-
cantly reduces recidivism, and the size of this reduc-
tion is greater for individuals who were involved in 
multiple effective interventions and, thus, presum-
ably had higher dosages of programming.89

Cost-Effectiveness of Correctional Program-
ming. Cost-benefit analyses of correctional pro-
gramming have shown that effective interventions 
can deliver a positive ROI.90 The size of the ROI is 
affected by not only a program’s impact on recidivism 

but also economies of scale. Programs with higher 
enrollment, especially education and CBT program-
ming, can often be delivered relatively inexpensively. 
Moreover, these programs tend to be good options 
for individuals who will not be in prison for lengthy 
periods of time. This is not to say smaller enrollment 
programs are not viable; on the contrary, low-volume 
interventions can be cost-effective. To do so, how-
ever, such interventions need to produce large reduc-
tions in recidivism, be effective in reducing violent 
recidivism, or both.

As the above discussion illustrates, the “what 
works” literature indicates there is effective program-
ming available for prisoners. Again, however, to help 
determine which interventions are most appropri-
ate for individual prisoners, prison systems should 
rely on instruments that assess their risk, needs, and 
responsivity. Whether prison systems can provide a 
sufficient amount of programming to prisoners will 
be limited, to some extent, by the lengths of their 
confinement periods. Still, the use of risk, needs, and 
responsivity assessments can help prison systems 
deliver programming more effectively.

An Example of Evidence-Based  
Prison Reform

To better illustrate how the three-pronged plan for 
prison might work in practice, let’s say we have a prison 
system that currently imprisons 15,000 inmates. With 
a marginal cost of $30,000 per inmate, let’s assume 
it costs $450 million annually to run this system. It is 
currently filled to capacity, and about two-thirds of the 
population participates in programming. Put another 
way, the warehousing rate is 33 percent (which is not 
far off from what we found in the study on Minneso-
ta’s prison population at 31 percent).91

If we wanted to make this system leaner, more 
efficient, and more effective at reducing recidivism, 
how might we accomplish that? Let’s say we use a 
variety of population-reduction strategies, such as a 
risk-severity grid for probation and parole violators 
and the “five months and five years” rule of thumb 
for those entering prison, to reduce this system’s 
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population by one-third (5,000 prisoners). With 
a marginal cost of $30,000 per inmate for 10,000 
prisoners, it would still cost $300 million annually 
to operate. But what would we do with the other  
$150 million? With a decarceration-only approach, we 
would just spend $150 million less per year and hope 
none of the 5,000 prisoners released to the commu-
nity recidivate much or reoffend with a severe, vio-
lent offense. Due to public safety concerns over a 
decarceration-only approach, the $150 million in 
decarceration “savings” could instead be invested in 
a strategy whereby every one of the 15,000 offenders 
would be provided with access to programming. 

Among the 10,000 offenders remaining in prison, 
let’s say an additional $7,500 is allocated per inmate, 
resulting in a cost of $75 million. In doing so, we 
would eliminate, or at least greatly reduce, warehous-
ing. (There will always be some prisoners who are, 
for a variety of reasons, unwilling or unable to par-
ticipate in programming.) Depending on the type of 
programming and the economy of scale, an additional  
$7,500 per inmate could range anywhere from one to 
three interventions. 

For the 5,000 offenders no longer in prison who 
would be in the community under correctional super-
vision, $75 million would still be available. With 
$15,000 available per each offender, $7,500 could go 
toward supervision, and the remaining $7,500 could 
be allocated toward programming. 

In general, the same types of interventions that 
have been successful with prisoners have also been 
shown to be effective for probationers and parolees. 
For example, programs such as CBT, substance abuse 
treatment, sex offender treatment, and employment 
programming have yielded favorable outcomes for 
those in the community under correctional supervi-
sion.92 Again, depending on the type of programming, 
an additional $7,500 annually per inmate could range 
anywhere from one to three interventions. 

Rather than incarcerating 15,000 offenders and 
providing programming to only two-thirds at a cost 
of $450 million annually, it would be possible to pro-
vide programming to all 15,000 offenders and, in 
many cases, deliver multiple interventions to offend-
ers for the same amount of money. To be sure, this 

illustrative example is an oversimplification. If a 
prison system reduced its population by one-third, 
it would likely need to close correctional facilities, 
which would, in turn, affect staffing. At the same time, 
however, it would need to increase the staff required 
to provide programming and supervise offenders in 
the community. Notwithstanding some uncertainty 
over all the ramifications from this shift in resources, 
community supervision is, on the whole, generally 
less costly than imprisonment. 

Programming for All: What Can  
We Expect?

If we could provide effective programming to all 
15,000 offenders in the example above through a 
more efficient allocation of resources, to what extent 
would the recidivism rate be reduced? Could we cut 
the rate in half? Or would the size of the reduction be 
more modest? 

The closest thing we have to a national recidivism 
study is the BJS research referenced earlier. As noted 
above, Matthew Durose, Alexia Cooper, and Howard 
Snyder reported that 77 percent of the nearly 70,000 
released prisoners from 30 states had been rearrested 
within five years.93 In the aforementioned example, 
we have 10,000 in the prison population. Within a 
given year, however, not all 10,000 will be released 
to the community. Let’s assume, however, that half 
(5,000) of these prisoners will be released over the 
next 12-month period.

In the study I conducted with Valerie Clark on 
Minnesota prisoners, we found that participation 
in one effective intervention reduces recidivism by 
12 percent while involvement in two interventions 
lowers it by 26 percent.94 If we assume that these 
same effect sizes apply to the 5,000 released pris-
oners and that each one had been warehoused, then 
providing these offenders with one effective inter-
vention would lower the rearrest rate from 77 per-
cent to 68 percent (i.e., a 12 percent reduction). If 
each one participated in two effective interventions, 
then the rate would drop to 57 percent (a 26 percent 
reduction). 
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Recall, however, that the warehousing rate in 
the illustrative example was 33 percent instead of  
100 percent, which implies that 1,650 (33 percent) of 
the 5,000 released prisoners had been warehoused. 
If we assumed the base rate for the 5,000 released 
prisoners was still 77 percent, then providing the  
1,650 warehoused prisoners with one effective inter-
vention would lower the overall rate to 74 percent. 
Providing the 1,650 warehoused prisoners with two 
interventions would drop the overall rate to 70 percent.

Increasing the delivery of effective programming 
to prisoners to yield a recidivism rate that still exceeds 
50 percent may strike some as underwhelming, if not 
an outright failure. It is worth remembering, however, 
that even effective interventions will not work for  
all offenders. 

Let’s consider an effective intervention that 
reduces recidivism by 20 percent for a group of  
100 prisoners whose base rate is 50 percent. In other 
words, if this group of prisoners did not participate in 
this effective intervention, then their recidivism rate 
would be 50 percent. After participating in the pro-
gram, however, the recidivism rate dropped to 40 per-
cent, a 20 percent reduction (i.e., the intervention’s 
effect size). So, among the 100 prisoners, 50 would 
not have recidivated irrespective of the intervention, 
while 10 desisted on account of having participated in 
the program. However, 40 prisoners still recidivated 
after participating in the intervention, which under-
scores that effective interventions tend to work for 
those at the margins.

It is also worth remembering that the strongest 
predictor of recidivism is an offender’s criminal his-
tory.95 Before arriving in prison, an inmate’s criminal 
history is affected by not only individual-level charac-
teristics (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, and age) but also 
community-level factors. The neighborhoods from 
which prisoners come (and to which they typically 
return following their release from prison) are often 
marked by a lack of control over community behav-
ior; diminished access to powerful social, economic, 
and political institutional resources; and concentrated 
disadvantages.96 In addition to having lower rates of 
educational attainment and higher rates of poverty 
and unemployment, disadvantaged communities are 

typically afflicted by higher rates of reported crime,97 
which can, in turn, trigger more aggressive policing 
strategies.98

None of this is to say that prisons are inconsequen-
tial for offenders’ post-release behavior. Still, because 
prison is but one part of the criminal justice system 
or, even more broadly, society in general, its influ-
ence on recidivism may be limited to some extent. As 
a result, achieving a relatively large recidivism reduc-
tion on a system-wide basis is likely more difficult 
than what may be commonly believed. With five-year 
rearrest rates near 80 percent for released prison-
ers, it is probably unreasonable to expect these rates 
can be lowered below 50 percent. However, reducing 
the overall rate to 60 percent, which is more than a  
20 percent drop, would be a more reasonable, 
although still ambitious, goal.

Return on Investment. Although a recidivism rate 
north of 50 percent may seem high, it is also worth 
considering the fiscal implications from dropping 
the rate from 77 percent to, say, 68 percent or even 
57 percent. Compared to a rate of 77 percent, we 
would see, at a minimum, 450 fewer offenses with a 
rate of 68 percent and 1,000 fewer offenses with a rate 
of 57 percent. If we assume the cost of the average 
prison-based intervention is approximately $5,000, 
which is close to the mean observed for both Minne-
sota and Washington prisoners,99 then it would cost 
about $25 million to deliver at least one intervention 
to all 5,000 released prisoners.

Existing research has shown that crime is costly to 
society. Ted Miller, Mark Cohen, and Brian Wiersema 
reported that insurers paid $45 billion in 1993 due to 
crime, which translates to more than $77 billion in 
2017 dollars.100 The costs include victimization costs, 
criminal justice system (law enforcement, courts, and 
corrections) costs, offender lost productivity, and 
public willingness-to-pay costs. While most prop-
erty offenses incur a relatively low cost, the same is 
not true for violent crimes. It has been estimated, 
for example, that one sex offense can cost society up 
to half a million dollars and, more significantly, that 
one murder costs between $10 and $20 million (in 
2017 dollars).101 In addition, Matt DeLisi and Jewel 
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Gatling estimated that the average career criminal 
was responsible for more than $1.4 million (in 2017 
dollars) in victimization, criminal justice system, and 
lost productivity costs, while the most prolific crimi-
nals accounted for more than $10 million in costs.102

Research on the cost-effectiveness of correctional 
programming has focused primarily on prisoners from 
Washington and Minnesota.103 These studies have 
compared the costs to operate prison-based interven-
tions with the crime-reduction benefits these programs 
provide to society. Among the 20 prison-based inter-
ventions examined in these studies (10 in Washington 
and 10 in Minnesota), the average cost per participant 
was $5,286 in Washington and $5,343 in Minnesota. Due 
to differences in methodology, the average ROI ranged 
from nearly $12 for the 10 Washington programs to a 
little under $4 for the 10 Minnesota programs. 

The ROI of $3.88 for the Minnesota programs may 
provide a more reasonable estimate given that the aver-
age effect size (13 percent reduction) for the 10 Min-
nesota programs is close to the 12 percent effect size 
reported by Duwe and Clark.104 Therefore, if provid-
ing all 5,000 offenders with one effective intervention 
reduced the rearrest rate from 77 percent to 68 per-
cent (a 12 percent reduction) for a total cost of $25 mil-
lion, then the return (or benefit) from this investment 
would be $97 million overall, assuming a $3.88 ROI. 
The $97 million would not necessarily represent “sav-
ings” but rather the avoidance of future crime costs.

Recommendations

Because the mass incarceration policies that pre-
vailed during the latter half of the 20th century have 
not been sustainable since the Great Recession, many 
states have embraced decarceration strategies to 
reduce the cost of prison. But limiting the use and cost 
of prisons will not necessarily make them more effec-
tive in lowering recidivism. This paper has introduced 
an evidence-based approach for reducing prison pop-
ulations and costs while improving the effectiveness 
of US prison systems. This approach consists of three 
broad components, which form the recommenda-
tions that are briefly summarized below. 

Recommendation #1: Increase the Delivery of 
Effective Correctional Programming. The “what 
works” literature reveals that the following interven-
tions have been found to be effective for prisoners:

• CBT programming;

• Chemical dependency treatment;

• Sex offender treatment;

• Educational programming, especially postsec-
ondary degree programs;

• Employment programming, especially those 
providing a continuum of care; and

• Social support interventions (e.g., visitation, 
faith-based programs, and Circles of Support 
and Accountability).

In addition to identifying which interventions have 
generally been effective with prisoners, the “what 
works” literature has found several common threads 
that run through successful programs.

• Successful programs target known criminogenic 
needs.

• Program integrity is maintained—that is, the 
operation of a program is consistent with its 
design.

• Programming offered closer to release is associ-
ated with reduced recidivism.

• Greater dosages of programming tend to yield 
better outcomes. Participation in multiple effec-
tive interventions addresses multiple crimino-
genic needs.

• An intervention’s cost-effectiveness is influ-
enced by its effect on recidivism and economy 
of scale.
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Recommendation #2: Reduce the Size of Prison 
Populations. To substantially increase the delivery 
of effective programming, prison systems will need 
to reduce the size of their populations. Downsizing 
not only frees up the physical space needed to pro-
vide interventions but also reduces costs, which can 
be reinvested in programming. Prison systems can 
downsize by decreasing the number of prison admis-
sions and shortening the lengths of stay for those who 
enter prison.

Strategies for decreasing the number of prison 
admissions include: 

• Using a recidivism risk-violation severity grid;

• Allowing early discharge from correctional 
supervision;

• Capping lengths of correctional supervision; and

• Reducing the number of probation and parole 
conditions.

Limiting prison stays between five months and 
five years would reduce warehousing and the size of 
prison populations. Increasing the minimum length 
of stay to five months would help ensure prisoners 
have an opportunity to participate in programming. 
However, confinement periods for most prisoners 
can be capped at five years, as long as they have par-
ticipated in multiple effective interventions. 

Recommendation #3: Increase Use of Risk, 
Needs, and Responsivity Assessments. Decades 
of evidence have consistently shown that actuarial 
assessment instruments outperform professional 
judgment in making decisions about future behav-
ior. Accordingly, these assessments can be used to 
not only help reduce prison populations but also 
deliver programming more effectively. In partic-
ular, risk assessment instruments can help better 
identify the lower-risk offenders who can either 
remain in, or be released to, the community without 
significantly jeopardizing public safety. Similarly, 
assessments can help determine the appropriate 

types and dosage of programming for individual  
prisoners. 

To improve the design and use of risk assessments 
in corrections, this paper offers several suggestions. 
First, before using an assessment, a prison system 
must test it on its correctional population. Testing 
the assessment’s performance can help identify prob-
lems with performance and potential solutions. Sec-
ond, to increase the efficiency and cost-effectiveness 
of the risk assessment process, prison systems should 
consider investing in automation. Because economy 
of scale also applies to risk assessment, larger prison 
systems would likely see the greatest benefit from 
shifting to an automated risk assessment process.

Conclusion

If the recent reform efforts are any indication, focus-
ing only on decarceration (Recommendation #2) 
will be a strong temptation for many prison systems. 
But the chief concern with a decarceration-only 
approach is that it will not substantially improve the 
effectiveness of prison systems. Granted, smaller 
prison populations would likely result in less ware-
housing, which would be a positive development. 
Yet, if decarceration is not accompanied by an 
increase in effective programming resources, then 
recidivism rates will almost assuredly stay the same. 
After all, why should we expect the outcomes to be 
any different? 

Further, if more prisoners are being placed in the 
community without an increase in community-based 
programming resources, there is the risk that 
decarceration could hurt public safety. If this hap-
pens, then critics of the decarceration movement may 
very well point out, “I told you so.” Because “softer” 
approaches such as decarceration and rehabilita-
tion do not work, these critics might argue, the only 
“proven” tactic is getting tougher and more punitive 
with those who break the law.

As this paper has emphasized, however, a rela-
tively large body of evidence shows that there are 
correctional interventions that effectively reduce 
recidivism. Even though our knowledge of what is 
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effective has increased since the emergence of the 
“what works” literature more than four decades 
ago, it is arguable whether this knowledge has yet 
to fundamentally alter correctional policy and prac-
tice. To be sure, US prison systems have generally 
embraced the evidence from the “what works” lit-
erature, which has resulted in more widespread 
adoption of the RNR model, greater reliance on risk 
and needs assessments, and increased use of prac-
tices such as case planning. These developments 
have enhanced correctional practice, but punish-
ment remains the core, central function of American 
prison systems. Much like the 1950s, when the reha-
bilitative ideal was at its most popular, we may talk 
a good game about “what works” with prisoners and 
make peripheral changes to correctional policy and 
practice, but the extent to which we provide rehabil-
itative programming to prisoners remains, at best, 
about the same.

Increasing the delivery of programming to elim-
inate warehousing and, more broadly, shifting the 
focus from punishment to rehabilitation would con-
stitute a major change. A change of this magnitude is 
needed, however, to make prisons more effective in 
reducing recidivism. The shift toward rehabilitation 
would not require additional funding to provide more 
programming to prisoners. Instead, the same level 
of funding would be used differently. Most, if not all, 
of the “savings” from reallocating funding should be 
reinvested toward an increased use of programming. 
As mentioned earlier, the physical design and layout 
of correctional facilities often limits the extent to 
which they can be program-rich environments. And 
there are also challenges, some profound, to embrac-
ing a more rehabilitative approach.

In the US, we have a long tradition of overusing 
prison and being “tough” on inmates. If a prison sys-
tem began to implement the strategies outlined in 
this paper, would legislators and prison officials be 
accused of being too “soft” on criminals? If this prison 
system eliminated warehousing and began to deliver 
programming to all offenders, would it face criticism 
for pampering prisoners? Or, if this system helped 
inmates become better educated and provided them 
with assistance in finding employment following their 

release from prison, would it be accused of treat-
ing criminals better than law-abiding citizens? With 
so many law-abiding citizens struggling to find full 
employment in the wake of the Great Recession, why 
should we be giving these “benefits” or “preferences” 
to prisoners?

These are all fair questions. But if we are trying 
to create prison systems that are more cost-effective 
and better at reducing recidivism, the evidence sug-
gests that prisons need to shift their focus from pun-
ishment and retribution to rehabilitation. In doing 
so, we will end up spending less over the long run 
on corrections, criminal justice, and crime in general 
by increasing prisoner involvement in effective pro-
gramming. Reduced public spending on crime and 
prisons could then be reinvested in other areas such 
as education and health care, especially in places that 
have not fully recovered from the Great Recession.

The chief problem with this long-term approach, 
however, is that it does not provide any immedi-
ate gratification. A reduction in crime and the costs 
associated with it would not be realized until some 
years down the road. One of the reasons why increas-
ing the severity of sentencing has been so politically 
popular is that it provides lawmakers with relatively 
quick results. Unwinding the effects of draconian sen-
tencing policies, on the other hand, does not deliver 
results as quickly. 

The choice of whether to embrace reform or retain 
the status quo is likely complicated for many prison 
systems. But the ramifications from this decision are 
relatively clear. If we maintain the status quo, we will 
continue with our costly and ineffective overuse of 
prisons. And, if we eschew the delivery of effective 
programming under the guise that it coddles crimi-
nals, then the recidivism rates of released prisoners 
will almost certainly remain high. 

As long as we indulge our collective appetite for 
retribution, we cannot reasonably expect our prisons 
to successfully reduce recidivism. We cannot have it 
both ways. But if we truly want our prison systems 
to be more effective, then we need to institute the 
reforms presented here, which will enable us to do 
more with less or, perhaps more precisely, more with 
the same amount.
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