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• National non-profit, non-partisan membership association of 
state government officials 

 
• Engages members of all three branches of state government  
 
• Justice Center provides practical, nonpartisan advice informed 

by the best available evidence 
 



CSG Justice Center is involved in several criminal justice  
initiatives 
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Justice Reinvestment 
  

a data-driven approach to reduce corrections spending 
and reinvest savings in strategies that can 
decrease recidivism and increase public safety. 

a national initiative 
to reduce  the 
number of people 
with mental 
illnesses in jails 

csgjusticecenter.org 
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21 states have worked with the CSG Justice Center in the 
Justice Reinvestment process 
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Overview of presentation 
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Criminal justice trends 

Changes to parole 

Best practices in parole 



Policymakers want to improve public safety investments 
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Criminal justice trends 

Changes to parole 

Best practices in parole 

 Tremendous growth 
in number under 
criminal justice 
jurisdiction 

 Massive size of 
correctional 
populations call for 
targeted use of 
resources 



Nationally, the growth in corrections has outpaced growth of 
the U.S. population  
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US Total Population and Adult Correctional Populations, 
1980-2013 
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Source: BJS: Correctional Populations in the United States, 2013 



As correctional populations have grown, so have the budgets 
associated with those populations 

Source: BJS Justice Expenditure and Employment in the United States, 2003 
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More than three quarters of prisoners released in 2005 were 
re-arrested within five years…most in first year post-release 
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Source: BJA: Recidivism of Prisoners Released in 30 States in 2005: Patterns from 2005 to 2010, Alexia D. Cooper, Ph.D., Matthew R. Durose, 
Howard N. Snyder, Ph.D., April 22,2014, Among state prisoners released in 30 states in 2005. 
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Time from release to first recidivism event (in months) 

% Recidivating 
Recidivism rates of prisoners released in 30 states in 2005, 

by time from release to first recidivism arrest/event 

Arrest 

Conviction 

Return to Prison 

55% 

77% 

43% 

30% 

23% 

68% 

50% 

45% 

More than 1/2 of 
all recidivism 
occurs during 

first year 
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Improving recidivism rates among those on supervision can 
have tremendous benefits to public safety…and the budget 
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Source: BJA: Recidivism of Prisoners Released in 30 States in 2005: Patterns from 2005 to 2010, Alexia D. Cooper, Ph.D., Matthew R. Durose, 
Howard N. Snyder, Ph.D., April 22,2014, Among state prisoners released in 30 states in 2005. 

Time from release to first recidivism event (in months) 

% Recidivating 
Recidivism rates of prisoners released in 30 states in 2005, 

by time from release to first recidivism arrest/event 

Arrest 

Recidivism rate 
25% lower 

57% 

77% 

43% 

Greatest opportunity to 
reduce recidivism 

More than 1/2 of 
all recidivism 
occurs during 

first year 



Historical context for improving criminal justice outcomes 

 Correctional populations outpace US population growth 

 Supervised populations with high rates of recidivism 
reflect the need for improving parole decision making 
and creating risk reducing supervision strategies  

Historic model of containment, long sentences and 
enforcement based supervision have not been effective 
in reducing recidivism 
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Parole authorities are under increasing pressure to assist 
larger aims of system 

Council of State Governments Justice Center 13 

Criminal justice trends 

Changes to parole 

Best practices in parole 

 Looking to research 
showing possibility 
of behavior change 

 Understanding role 
in improving public 
safety and 
functioning of 
larger system 



Parole systems are increasingly being driven by 
outcomes based on analysis of empirical data  
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Today 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 

Focus on effectiveness, outcomes driven Lack of empirical data, decisions not driven by outcomes 

Inconsistent 
parole 

decisions 

“Nothing Works” 

Focus on 
retribution 

“Tough on Crime” 

Tough 
sentencing 

Mandatory 
sentences 

Focus on 
effectiveness 
of programs 

Focus on 
improved 
outcomes 

Rehabilitation 
not considered 

possible 

Three strikes 
laws 
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Use of evidence-based, 
policy-driven decisional 
practices requires actuarial 
guidance 

• Other industries using 
evidence-based tools: 
– Health care: clinical treatment 

protocols 
– Insurance: use of actuarial 

data 

Parole authorities have been transitioning to the 
science of data-driven decision making 
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Scarce medical resources 
should be invested in 
health care practices 
proven effective via 

randomized clinical trials 
because they were much 

more likely to produce 
positive and reliable 

results. 
 

- Dr. Archie Cochrane, author of 
Effectiveness and Efficiency 
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Knowledge on improving criminal justice outcomes 
has increased dramatically over the last 20 years 
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Academics and practitioners have contributed to this growing body of research 

Council of State Governments Justice Center 



Internal and external factors promote change within the 
criminal justice system  
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Rising 
Correctional 
Populations 

Jail/Prison 
overcrowding 

No evidence of 
prison reducing 

recidivism 

Escalating 
Cost 

Growing cost of 
incarceration 

Competing 
priorities – 

education, health 
care, social services 

Robust 
Behavioral 
Research 

“Nothing Works” 
no longer true 

Evidence-based 
practices 



Parole authorities occupy a critical role 
in the criminal justice system 
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Court 
Dispositions 

Jail 
Admissions 

Probation or CC  
Placements 

Releases  
to Parole  

Parole  
Revocations 

Crime 

Prison  
Admissions 

Probation or CC 
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Parole  
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Arrests 

Prison  
Population 

Probation or CC 
Revocations 

Probation or CC 
Discharge 

Prison  
Discharge 

Parole 
Discharge  

CC = Community Corrections 

Parole boards need to:  
- Target use of finite 

resources toward risk 
reduction 

- Release the right offenders 
at the right time 

- Set the right conditions 
18 



Change in the criminal justice system have large implications 
for parole practices 
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Release decision 
framework 

Develop a structured, 
evidence-based release 

decision framework 

- Use of a validated risk 
and needs assessment 

- Published guidelines to 
promote transparency, 
encourage focus on 
risk 

- Support of 
rehabilitative efforts 
and reentry planning 

Parole supervision 
strategies 

Promote supervision 
strategies aligned with 

risk reduction principles 

- Balanced case 
management  

- Increased support 
during period an 
offender is most likely 
to reoffend 

- Collaboration with 
treatment providers, 
community supports 

Daily management 
of parolee behaviors 

Use a structured 
response matrix/model 

- Application of risk-
need-responsivity 

- Swift, certain, 
proportional responses  

- Use of the 4:1 principle 

- Revocation reserved 
for limited, severe 
violations 

What this looks like… 



Assessing risk to reoffend and focusing supervision resources 
accordingly reduces recidivism 
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LOW 
10% 

re-arrested 

MODERATE 
35% 

re-arrested 

HIGH 
70% 

re-arrested 

Risk of Re-offending 

Low  
Supervision/ 

Program 
Intensity  

Moderate  
Supervision/ 

Program 
Intensity  

High 
Supervision/ 

Program 
Intensity  

LOW 
10% 

 re-arrested 

MODERATE 
35%  

re-arrested 

HIGH 
70%  

re-arrested 

Assess for Risk Level… …and Focus Accordingly 

Assess risk of re-offense and focus 
supervision on the highest-risk offenders Risk 

“One size fits all” approach is ineffective 
at changing behavior and reducing 
reoffense patterns 

Resources should be 
guided more by risk 

of reoffense, as 
measured through a 

validated 
assessment tool 



Leveraging the special position of a parole authority  
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Criminal justice trends 

Changes to parole 

Best practices in parole 

 Using risk to target 
resources 

 Transparency and 
collaboration 



Four principles guide an evidence-based system’s approach to 
recidivism reduction 
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Law Enforcement 

Corrections 

Parole / Probation 

Professional judgment of 
decision makers is enhanced 
when informed by evidence-
based knowledge. 

Treatment Providers 

1 
Judges 



Four principles guide an evidence-based system’s approach to 
recidivism reduction 
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“Value chain” concept – each system 
contact has potential for cumulative 

positive, motivating impact on 
offender behavior 

Practice of motivational interviewing 

Consistency and fair-handedness in 
responding to individuals; guided by 

actuarial tools 

Every interaction offers 
opportunity to contribute to 
harm reduction 

2 



Four principles guide an evidence-based system’s approach to 
recidivism reduction 
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System policy guided by research on 
effective risk reduction strategies 

Coordinated processes promote 
consistency in goals and strategies 

Case-level information is shared to 
create a progressive continuum of 

interventions, treatments, supports, 
and responses 

Systems achieve better 
outcomes when they 
operate collaboratively: 

3 



Four principles guide an evidence-based system’s approach to 
recidivism reduction 
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Monitor practices and outcomes to 
sustain and strengthen practices 

Analysis of data will allow system to 
become data driven 

Continue support for evidence-based 
practices by using data to tell the 

“story” of successful outcomes 

Criminal justice system will 
continually learn and 
improve when professionals 
make decisions based on the 
collection, analysis, and use 
of data and information 

4 



10 best practices in parole 

1. Use validated tools to assess risks and criminogenic needs of offenders 

2. Develop evidence-based, policy-driven decision-making practices 

3. Establish partnerships to encourage a seamless transition process 

4. Leverage resources for medium and high risk offenders  

5. Consider release of low risk offenders at the earliest stage possible 

6. Use the parole process to enhance offender motivation to change  

7. Create policy to ensure conditions and requirements of supervision align with 
criminogenic risk and needs 

8. Develop policy-driven, graduated responses to parole violations  

9. Develop and strengthen case-level decision making 

10. Develop and strengthen agency-level policymaking, strategic management, and 
performance measurement  

Council of State Governments Justice Center 26 
Source: National Parole Resource Center 



Parole authorities typically operate among an array of 
pressures that are often irreconcilable 
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Traditional 
Parole Board 

21st Century 
Parole Board Stakeholder 

protests 

Prison 
overcrowding 

Return 
inmates 

to society 
safely 

Mixed 
messages 
from law 

Specifics of 
underlying 

case 

Vast 
discretion 

When making decisions about when 
someone should be released, the Board 
should have a transparent structure around 
which decisions are made: 

 Risk to re-offend? 
 Completion of required 

programming in prison? 
 Institutional misconduct? 

 How should potential risk be 
managed through supervision, 
including programming 
interventions? 



Model paroling authorities use data and transparency to 
improve public safety outcomes 

• Evidence-based principles applied in all facets of case 
management 

• Use structured, informed, evidence-based guidelines in 
concert with case-specific professional judgment 

• Ensure transparent, fair, objective system understandable 
to all stakeholders 

• Use data to create a performance-based system to 
strengthen policy and practice 

• Recognize role within larger system, engage others as a 
partner  

Council of State Governments Justice Center 28 
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Thank You 

Ben Shelor 
Policy Analyst 
bshelor@csg.org 

This material was prepared for the State of  Arkansas . The presentation was 
developed by members of the Council of State Governments Justice Center staff. 
Because presentations are not subject to the same rigorous review process as 
other printed materials, the statements made reflect the views of the authors, and 
should not be considered the official position of the Justice Center, the members of 
the Council of State Governments, or the funding agency supporting the work.  
 



Recognized best practices for parole 

1. Validated tools to assess risks and criminogenic needs of 
offenders  
 Structured assessment tools can predict risk of re-offense more effectively 

than professional judgment alone. (Harris, 2006)  

 The best predictive outcomes are derived from the administration of 
empirically based actuarial tools combined with clinical (professional) 
judgment. (Harris, Andrews, Bonta, and Wormith, 2006; Grove et al.,2000) 

2. Evidence-based, policy-driven decision-making practices reflect 
the full range of a paroling authority's concerns 
 Parole board members come together and reach agreement on the goals 

and methods to achieve their desired outcomes as a group. The decision 
making approach aligns best with the goals of effective transition and 
reentry of offenders. (Comprehensive Framework for Paroling Authorities in an Era of 
Evidence-Based Practice, NIC, Nancy M. Campbell, 2008) 
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Source: National Parole Resource Center: Strategic Management and Use of Evidence Based Practices for Parole Authorities, 2012. 



Recognized best practices for parole 

3. Partnerships to encourage a seamless transition process and the 
availability of evidence-based programs  
 Parole and corrections as partners with same goals  

 Sensitive to protection of victims, support for treatment providers, and 
responsive to individual and community risk 

4. Leverage resources for medium- and high-risk offenders 
 Use evidence based parole guidelines to promote risk reduction and reentry 

planning for parole 

 Apply risk principle using a validated risk and needs assessment that target 
higher-risk cases to maximize recidivism reduction 

Council of State Governments Justice Center 31 
Source: National Parole Resource Center: Strategic Management and Use of Evidence Based Practices for Parole Authorities, 2012. 



Recognized best practices for parole 

5. Consider release of low-risk offenders at the earliest stage 
possible  
 Preserve use of resources to higher-risk offenders 

 Low-risk cases pose minimal statistical likelihood of reoffending; their risk is 
increased when engaged with higher-risk individuals 

6. Use the parole process to enhance offender’s motivation to 
change 
 The parole hearing or interview is of enormous importance to inmates 

Council of State Governments Justice Center 32 
Source: National Parole Resource Center: Strategic Management and Use of Evidence Based Practices for Parole Authorities, 2012. 



Recognized best practices for parole 

7. Create policy to ensure conditions and requirements of 
supervision align with criminogenic risk and needs  
 Selective use of conditions targeting criminogenic needs 

 Unnecessary conditions distract from both parolees and parole officers 
focus on behaviors related to risk of future offending 

8. Graduated responses to parole violations assure even-handed 
treatment of violators and utilize resources wisely 
 Evidence-based principles are effective in changing behavior 

 Response model insures consistency based on risk-related factors 

Council of State Governments Justice Center 33 
Source: National Parole Resource Center: Strategic Management and Use of Evidence Based Practices for Parole Authorities, 2012. 



Recognized best practices for parole 

9. Develop and strengthen case-level decision making in these 
areas:  
 Parole interviews and case evaluation prior to parole hearing 

 Parole-hearing case evaluation for release decisions 

 Parole-supervision case management, responding to behaviors 

 Revocation hearings by parole-hearing decision makers 

 Decisions related to early discharge 

Council of State Governments Justice Center 34 
Source: National Parole Resource Center: Strategic Management and Use of Evidence Based Practices for Parole Authorities, 2012. 



Recognized best practices for parole 

10. Develop and strengthen agency level policy making, strategic 
management, and performance measurement  
 Operational and decisional principles 

 Strategic planning, complementary with corrections  

 Implement guidelines with capacity to collect decision-making data, analyze 
to assess performance 

 Professional development of workforce—decision makers, parole officers, 
and other key staff 

Council of State Governments Justice Center 35 
Source: National Parole Resource Center: Strategic Management and Use of Evidence Based Practices for Parole Authorities, 2012. 
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