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Introduction

Given the rate of incarceration in the United States, policymakers and the public are increasingly aware of,  

and concerned about, the implications of crime policies resulting in the unnecessary use of incarceration.  

In fact, the United States is the world leader in per capita incarceration rates. More than 2.2 million adult  

men and women occupy cells in America’s prisons and jails — a striking 910 adults for every 100,000 U.S.  

residents, or 1 out of every 110 adults (Glaze & Kaeble, 2014). The nation’s high incarceration rate dispro- 

portionately impacts racial minorities: 1 out of every 15 black men ages 18 or older is behind bars (Pew  

Center on the States, 2008), and black males between the ages of 6 and 64 are five to seven times more  

likely to be incarcerated than white men of the same age (Carson & Sabol, 2012). 

In 2014, more than 636,000 people were released from state and federal institutions (Carson, 2015) —  

approximately 1,750 per day — while another 11.4 million are processed through our local jails each year  

(Federal Interagency Reentry Council, 2015). 

An even greater number of people are under correctional control in the community: in 2014, an estimated  

4.7 million adults were on community supervision, or 1 in every 52 adults. Of these, more than 3.8 million 

were on probation and more than 855,000 were on parole or another form of post-release supervision  

(Kaeble, Maruschak, & Bonczar, 2015).  

Crime also has significant fiscal impact. Considering the cost of state prison alone, the total taxpayer cost  

of 40 state prisons that participated in a 2011 study was $39 billion, or an average of $31,286 for each of  

the 1.2 million inmates in those states. The $39 billion cost is $5.4 million more than these states’ combined 

$33.5 billion corrections budgets for prisons. It includes costs such as those for in-prison education and  

training programs, hospital and other health care for inmates, capital costs, employee benefits, and under-

funded pensions and retiree health care benefits for corrections employees that, depending on the state,  

may be paid by other departments (Henrichson & Delaney, 2012). 

Research suggests that incarceration does little to change a person’s behavior. National studies (see, e.g., 

Durose, Cooper, & Snyder, 2014) indicate that 68% of state prisoners are rearrested within 3 years of their 

release, and 77% are rearrested within 5 years. Of those, nearly half — 45% — are reincarcerated. 

These high rates of rearrest and reincarceration translate to more victims, racial and ethnic disparities, an 

escalation of correctional and justice system costs, and a cycle of challenges for those who enter the justice 

system and struggle to stay out. 

Community corrections refers to agencies that supervise  

individuals who are in the community under the control of the justice 

system. These individuals include people who are released on pretrial 

supervision, those who participate in diversionary programs and  

services, those who are sentenced to a term of probation or other  

form of community supervision following their conviction, and those  

who are released from confinement under some form of parole or  

other form of post-release supervision.
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Over the past three decades, researchers in the U.S.,  

Canada, and abroad have conducted extensive studies  

in an effort to identify more effective ways to improve 

outcomes for those involved in the justice system.  

Indeed, while there remains much to understand about 

the pathways to criminal and delinquent behavior and 

the strategies that will result in desistance, there is much 

we do know about community corrections and effective 

interventions that reduce recidivism.

Based upon several decades of correctional research, 

community corrections agencies have made significant 

changes in the ways they manage those under their supervision. Researchers have identified strategies that 

produce positive results in terms of reducing recidivism. These research-based findings are referred to as 

“evidence-based principles,” “evidence-based practices,” “what works,” and “effective interventions.” At the 

core of these effective interventions are three principles: risk, need, and responsivity. The best outcomes are 

derived when community corrections implements these three principles with fidelity.1  

The “risk principle” holds that programming should be matched to a person’s assessed level of risk  

to reoffend; those at higher risk need higher levels of intervention to reduce their likelihood of reoffense  

(see, e.g., Andrews & Bonta, 2010; Lowenkamp, Latessa, & Holsinger, 2006). It is important to point out that 

risk of failure in standard treatment is not the same as risk of violence or dangerousness. Research has also 

shown that offering services to individuals without regard to risk level generally fails to reduce recidivism and, 

particularly for low risk individuals, may actually result in increased recidivism (see, e.g., Andrews & Bonta, 

2010; Lowenkamp, Latessa, & Holsinger, 2006; Lowenkamp, Latessa, & Smith, 2006; Lowenkamp, Pealer, 

Smith, & Latessa, 2006).

The “need principle” states that, to reduce the likelihood of future illegal behavior, interventions should 

focus on those changeable traits (e.g., coping skills, use of alcohol/drugs) that influence criminal behavior 

rather than on those that do not. These crime-influencing risk factors are referred to as “criminogenic needs” 

(Andrews & Bonta, 2010; Andrews et al., 1990).

The “responsivity principle” posits that the success of interventions depends on delivering them 

in ways that are most likely to engage people and facilitate meaningful change, and on matching the right 

program to the person based on his or her individual traits (see, e.g., Andrews & Bonta, 2010).

The number of people in this country involved with the criminal justice system — either in community correc- 

tions or incarcerated — places unsustainable burdens on the justice system. It is no wonder that criminal 

justice reform is a common topic of discussion among lawmakers, citizens, and justice system professionals 

alike. Despite the increased attention to the issue, many continue to hold beliefs about incarceration and 

community corrections that are not supported by research. This paper briefly explores some of the common 

myths about incarceration and community corrections and dispels those myths with research-informed facts. 

 

The term “risk,” as used in the context 

of this paper, refers to the likelihood of any 

type of future criminal behavior, and should 

not be equated with risk of violence or 

dangerousness. Furthermore, risk of new 

criminal behavior and risk of violence/ 

dangerousness should be distinguished 

from risk of failure in standard treatment.

1
“Fidelity” is the degree to which an intervention is delivered as intended.
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Myth&Fact

1 Myth 1: “The use of jail and prison is the best way to prevent crime.”

Fact 1: While jail and prison do indeed prevent crime while people are incarcerated, once  
released, incarceration has, at best, a negligible impact on crime prevention and, at 
worst, is crime-producing. 

While a sentence of jail or prison removes individuals from the community and, in this regard, prevents crime 

against the general public through incapacitation, research is clear that incapacitating people is unlikely to 

deter them from committing crimes in the future. In fact, research suggests that, for many, the experience of 

being in jail or prison will actually increase the likelihood that they will reoffend following their confinement. 

Finding 1: Those confined to prison recidivate at a much higher rate than those sentenced to  

community corrections. A review of empiricial studies by Durlauf and Nagin (2011) concluded: “The 

experience of imprisonment compared with non-custodial sanctions such as probation, sometimes called 

specific deterrence, does not seem to prevent reoffending. Instead, the evidence suggests the possibility of a 

criminogenic effect from imprisonment” (p.14). Illustrating this conclusion, Bales & Piquero (2012) compared 

the recidivism patterns of 79,000 individuals convicted of felonies sentenced to a Florida state prison with the 

recidivism patterns of 65,000 people sentenced to a community-based program. Controlling for a range of  

variables (e.g., sex, race, age, index offense, criminal history, sentence recommendation) and applying multiple  

statistical techniques, the researchers determined that imprisonment was found to exert a crime-producing 

effect, with those who had been incarcerated recidivating at a much higher rate (15.4%) within 3 years of 

their release compared to those who were sentenced to community corrections. 

Finding 2: Incarceration can actually increase recidivism. Jonson (2010) conducted a meta-analysis2  

of 85 studies examining the effects of custodial sanctions (i.e., jail, prison). The study controlled for a number 

of variables (e.g., age, risk level, etc.)3 and determined that compared to nonincarcerative sentences (e.g., 

probation, home confinement, or diversion to treatment), custodial sanctions increased post-release offend-

ing by 14%. Moreover, placement in harsher confinement conditions (e.g., prison vs. residential programs) 

was associated with a 15% increase in recidivism. 

Finding 3: The vast majority of people in jails and prisons do not receive the treatment and services 

they need to live a crime-free lifestyle. A report from the Bureau of Justice Statistics (James & Glaze, 

2006) found that more than half of all prison and jail inmates had a mental health problem, but only 17% – 

34% of them received mental health treatment following admission (34% of state prisoners, 24% of federal 

prisoners, and just 17% of jail inmates). In addition, of the 1.5 million inmates who met the DSM4 criteria for 

2
A meta-analysis statistically averages the effects of an intervention across numerous studies that are all rated as being scientifically  

 acceptable or strong.
3
Controlling for variables is a critical step in research. Doing so enables researchers to compare, in the case of justice-involved  

  individuals, the effects of different punishments, or sanctions, and other interventions on similarly situated individuals.
4
The DSM, or Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, is the standard classification of mental disorders used by mental  

 health and other health professionals in the United States and many other countries.
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substance abuse or addiction, only 11% received any treatment during their incarceration (National Center  

on Addiction and Substance Abuse, 2010). This corresponds to more than 650,000 inmates released back 

into the community each year without having received these critical treatment services (National Institute  

on Drug Abuse, 2011).

Finding 4: Harsh penalties do not improve long-term outcomes. Gendreau and Goggin (1996)  

conducted a meta-analysis of more than 400 studies that examined the effects of punishment on recidivism. 

They found that harsher forms of punishment produced almost identical effects on recidivism as compared 

to reduced punishment or no punishment at all. In their review of the literature on punishment, Doob and 

Webster (2003) concluded the following: “Consistent with the findings of other comprehensive summaries, no 

convincing evidence was found to suggest that crime can be reduced by harsh sentences. It is true that one 

can never prove the absence of a phenomenon. However, the enormous efforts which have been expended 

over the past 30 years to find the opposite — that is, consistent deterrent effects [of harsher punishment] — 

have proven unsuccessful (Center of Criminology, University of Toronto, 2003, Item 1).

Finding 5: Research on longer prison sentences is mixed; studies show increased recidivism under 

most circumstances. In their meta-analysis of 117 studies involving 442,471 individuals, Smith, Goggin, 

and Gendreau (2002) determined that longer time periods in prison (in comparison to shorter time periods in 

prison) were associated with an increase in recidivism. These effects held when controlling for gender, adults 

versus juveniles, race, and risk levels. It should be noted that Meade, Steiner, Makarios, and Travis (2013) 

showed that prison terms of 5 or more years were associated with a reduction in the likelihood of recidivism; 

however, the authors acknowledge that “offenders who have served longer periods of time may simply have 

aged out5 of crime by the time they are released” (p. 543). Jonson’s meta-analysis of 85 studies (2010) found 

that sentence length was associated with greater recidivism for all types of offenders with the exception of 

sex offenders. 

Finding 6: Confinement for technical supervision violations6 has been found to increase recidivism. 

Drake & Aos (2012) conducted a study to determine the effects of various sanctions — ranging from verbal 

reprimands to confinement — used when individuals violate technical conditions of a community sentence 

(e.g., failing to report to their supervising officer, neglecting to pay legal financial obligations, etc.). After  

controlling for age, gender, race, and risk level, it was found that those who received confinement as a  

sanction were nearly 19% more likely to commit a felony offense in the follow-up period than those sentenced  

to community supervision.

5
 The risk of crime declines naturally as people age. This “aging out” phenomenon may be due to hormonal or neurological changes,  

  brain maturation or degradation, physical infirmity, etc.
6
“T echnical violations” are rule infractions that are non-criminal matters, such as failing to appear for scheduled appointments, failing  

  to comply with court-ordered treatment, etc.
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Myth&Fact

2 Myth 2: “Community corrections does not work.”

Fact 2: Community corrections has been shown to be effective in reducing future criminal 
activity by 10 to 30%.

Researchers have demonstrated that community corrections can greatly reduce the risk of recidivism, especially  

when strategies based on core correctional practices7 and the risk/need/responsivity principles are used.  

According to the risk principle, more intensive levels of treatment are most effective with higher risk people; 

according to the need principle, intervention efforts should target multiple criminogenic needs; and according  

to the responsivity principle, effective interventions are those that are responsive to the motivation, cognitive 

ability, and other characteristics of the individual (Andrews, 2007; Andrews et al., 1990). 

Finding 7: Community supervision programs can reduce the risk of recidivism by 10 to 30%.  

A meta-analysis of more than 100 correctional programs and treatment research studies found that recidivism  

is reduced by 10 to 30% on average8 when attention is paid to criminogenic needs (Andrews, 2007). In 

particular, studies consistently demonstrate the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral treatments9 (Andrews & 

Bonta, 2010; Lipsey, Landenberger, & Wilson, 2007). These strategies assist offenders with changing harmful 

thinking patterns and attitudes, as well as developing prosocial skills. Further, recidivism reduction effects 

have been determined to be greater when services and interventions are delivered in the community rather 

than in residential/institutional settings (Andrews, 2007).

Finding 8: Treatment services can reduce recidivism by 10 to 30%. A summary of 30 meta-analyses 

(McGuire, 2002) found that treatment reduces recidivism by 10%, with slightly better outcomes when services 

are matched to the individual’s unique traits (i.e., when the responsivity principle is followed). Other studies 

have demonstrated stronger results—up to 30%—when medium and high risk individuals receive appropriate 

behavior changing programming (Andrews, 2007; Andrews & Bonta, 2010; Andrews, Bonta, & Wormith, 2006; 

Andrews & Dowden, 2007; Andrews, Dowden, & Gendreau, 1999; Bonta, 2007; Dowden, 1998; Gendreau, 

Goggin, & Little, 1996; Lipsey & Cullen, 2007).

Finding 9: The use of core correctional practices delivered in the community contributes to  

recidivism reduction. A meta-analysis (Dowden & Andrews, 2004) of several hundred studies found that 

better outcomes were achieved when core correctional practices — for example, effective modeling and  

reinforcing prosocial attitudes, teaching concrete problem solving skills, and building a professional rela- 

tionship that allows for open communication and respect — were used, particularly in combination with  

the risk, need, and responsivity principles.  

7 
“Core correctional practices” are evidence-based risk-reducing strategies that include developing a strong professional alliance with  

   justice-involved individuals; modeling and reinforcing prosocial attitudes and behaviors; creating opportunities to teach concrete skills  

   such as problem solving, impulse control, and anger management; allowing for practice and rehearsal of newly learned skills; and  

   using reinforcers and responses to noncompliant behavior effectively.
8   

A meta-analysis reveals an average effect size. Effect size ranges are contingent upon the effectiveness of implementation.
9
 “Cognitive behavioral treatments” are programs and services that aim to help justice-involved individuals understand the relationship  

   between their thoughts and beliefs, feelings, and behaviors, and to learn prosocial ways of thinking and behaving. Examples of such  

   programs include Moral Reconation Therapy (MRT), Reasoning and Rehabilitation (R&R), and Thinking for a Change (T4C).
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Finding 10: Individuals supervised by probation officers who receive risk/need/responsivity  

training are reconvicted at lower rates than their untrained counterparts. A study (Bonta et al., 2011) 

that evaluated the effectiveness of a training program for probation officers grounded in the rehabilitative 

model of intervention and the risk, need, and responsivity principles showed that, relative to a control group, 

probation officers in the training group spent more time focusing on criminogenic needs and proportionally 

less time discussing noncriminogenic needs and probation conditions. After a 2-year fixed follow-up period, 

individuals who were on the caseloads of the trained officers had a reconviction rate that was 15% lower than 

those on the caseloads of their untrained counterparts. In a subsequent study, Bonta and colleagues (2008) 

determined sharp reductions in recidivism (26.5%) when trained officers devoted 20 minutes or more of 

appointment time to addressing criminogenic needs. 

Myth&Fact

3 Myth 3: “Community supervision is soft on crime.”

Fact 3: Individuals under community supervision reported that “doing time” is easier  
than having to abide by their release requirements.

Although most law-abiding individuals may regard treatment and community supervision as desirable  

alternatives to confinement, those engaged in criminal wrong-doing report otherwise. In fact, surveys suggest 

that some justice-involved individuals view community-based sanctions as more onerous than jail or prison. 

Finding 11: Treatment-oriented sanctions are perceived to be punitive by justice-involved individuals.  

Various studies (see, e.g., Crouch, 1993; Petersilia & Deschenes, 1994; Spelman, 1995; Wood & Grasmick, 1999) 

have concluded that many law-breakers do not view jail as being substantially more punitive than community- 

based interventions, such as community service or electronic monitoring. A survey of probationers and  

parolees (Wodahl, Ogle, Kadleck, & Gerow, 2009) found that they viewed nonincarcerative, treatment-oriented  

responses — such as completing writing assignments, participating in treatment, or providing community 

service — substantially more punitive than jail. Another study found that “75% of offenders rated one or more 

intermediate sanctions10 as more severe than an incarcerative sanction” (Spelman, 1995, p. 107).

Finding 12: Repeat prison-goers are less likely to view prison as punitive. Several studies (Crouch, 

1993; May & Wood, 2005; May, Wood, Mooney, & Minor, 2005; Wood & May, 2003) have demonstrated that 

those who have had repeat experiences with prison confinement view prison as less punitive than those  

with less prison experience.

10
 “Intermediate sanctions” are non-custodial justice system responses such as halfway houses, home confinement,  

    and intensive supervision.
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Myth&Fact

4 Myth 4: “Crime victims don’t support rehabilitation and treatment.”

Fact 4: Crime victims do not want new victims and support rehabilitation, perhaps even  
more so than the general public.

Justice system decision makers at both the policy and individual case level are informed by many factors, 

including and especially the public’s view on crime and punishment. To be sure, policy- and decision-makers 

seek to advance the interests of the public in general, and the victims of crime specifically. In this regard, the 

opinions and perspectives of the general citizenry, alongside those of crime victims, create a fundamentally 

important context for these decisions. Contrary to the perception that those who perpetrate crime should be 

“put away,” the majority of the American public favors community corrections for those who commit non- 

violent crime and generally support rehabilitative approaches.

Finding 13: A majority of the American public favors alternatives to incarceration. Eighty-seven 

percent of respondents in one national survey indicated they would be more likely to support alternatives to 

incarceration for non-violent justice-involved individuals (40% when it comes to a violent crime) if research 

consistently showed there are ways other than incarceration to reduce the likelihood that they will commit 

new crimes (National Institute of Corrections [NIC], n.d.). A review of more than 50 public opinion research 

studies conducted since 2000 demonstrates growing and broad support for alternatives to incarceration, 

rehabilitation, and treatment (Opportunity Agenda, 2014). Eighty-four percent of respondents from one 

study support alternatives to prison (such as drug treatment, community service, or probation) for nonviolent 

offenses (Lake, Gotoff, & Pultorak, 2013).

Finding 14: The public favors spending resources on rehabilitative services. Seventy-four percent of 

respondents in a national survey agreed with the statement “We should increase spending on approaches 

proven to reduce the chances that offenders will commit new crimes” (NIC, n.d.). Over 90% of respondents 

in a national public opinion poll felt that job training, drug treatment, mental health services, family support, 

mentoring, and housing should be offered to prisoners (Krisberg & Marchionna, 2006).

Finding 15: Fifty-one percent of U.S. voters believe too many people are in prison. According to  

a report published by The Opportunity Agenda (2014), most U.S. voters agree that the country relies too 

heavily on incarceration.

Finding 16: Crime survivors are more likely than the general citizenry to support rehabilitation. 

According to a study conducted by Peter D. Hart Research Associates, Inc. (2002), 60% of crime victims 

compared to 52% of those who were not crime victims said that prevention and rehabilitation should be 

the top goal of the justice system. In addition, nearly three-quarters of surveyed crime survivors (73%,  

compared to 64% of those who were not crime victims) indicated that the best way to reduce crime is 

through rehabilitation. 
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Finding 17: By large majorities, victims specifically prefer investments in mental health, drug  

treatment, and supervised probation over incarceration. In a survey of more than 2,300 California  

crime victims (Californians for Safety and Justice, 2013), more victims say that “too many” people are sent  

to prison rather than “too few.” Victims participating in this study further indicated that they wanted a focus 

on supervised probation and rehabilitation by a 2:1 margin over prisons and jails. Investments in mental 

health and drug treatment were preferred by victims by a 7:1 margin over incarceration.

Myth&Fact

5 Myth 5: “Effective community corrections programs are expensive.”

Fact 5: The more communities invest in effective treatment, social services, and community 
supervision, the greater their financial return on investment.

Not only do community corrections programs achieve better results and have greater public and victim sup-

port, but they also cost significantly less than incarceration and demonstrate a greater return on investment.

Finding 18: The cost of state prison is 10 to 20 times greater than the cost of community corrections.  

In a study of 33 states, the average prison inmate cost was $79/day (or nearly $29,000/year), while the 

average cost for managing individuals in the community was $3.42/day for probation supervision and $7.47/

day for parole supervision (or about $1,250 to $2,750/year, respectively; Pew Charitable Trusts, n.d.).  Similarly, 

in the U.S. federal system, the cost of prison confinement is eight times greater than the cost of community 

supervision. In 2012, the annual cost of housing an inmate in federal prison was just under $29,000 compared 

to just over $3,200 to provide federal probation supervision services (United States Courts, 2013). 

Finding 19: The net value of the average targeted, evidence- and community-based adult correctional 

program is $11,15011 per adult offender. Washington State Institute for Public Policy (WSIPP; 2016) has 

conducted research to help policy-makers identify strategies that deliver better outcomes per dollar of tax-

payer spending. Twenty-five community-based programs were evaluated to determine return on investment. 

Net values (the cost of an intervention less the savings derived from preventing future crime) were computed 

using a cost/benefit formula. Benefits minus costs ranged from +$188 to $26,863 per participant, and the 

benefit per $1.00 of cost ranged from a low of $1.18 to a high of $24.19.

Finding 20: The financial benefits of some community-based programs and services has a 100% 

likelihood of outweighing their costs. A cost–benefit review of evidence-based and research-based 

programs for adult community corrections showed, among other findings, that cognitive-behavioral treatment 

has a total per participant benefit of $10,050; outpatient/non-intensive drug treatment has total benefits of 

$14,125; and risk, need, and responsivity supervision for high and moderate risk offenders has total benefits 

of $12,121, with each of these services determined to have a 100% likelihood that benefits will exceed costs 

(WSIPP, 2016).

11
 Calculation based upon the average “Total Benefits Minus Costs” of evaluated community-based programs.

3.42/day
7.47/day
7.47/day
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5 Facts, 1 Bottom Line

1 While jail and prison do indeed prevent crime while people are locked up, once  

released, incarceration has, at best, a negligible impact on crime prevention and,  

at worst, is crime-producing.

2 Community corrections has been shown to be effective in reducing future criminal 

activity by 10 to 30%.

3 Individuals under community supervision reported that “doing time” is easier than 

having to abide by their release requirements.

4 Crime victims do not want new victims and support rehabilitation, perhaps even  

more so than the general public.

5 The more communities invest in effective treatment, social services, and community 

supervision, the greater their financial return on investment.

The bottom line: 

While incarceration serves as an important public safety tool for  

some, community corrections options produce more effective and  

less expensive results for many. 
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