Are Drug Courts Effective:
A Meta-Analytic Review
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The Proliferation and
Funding of Drug Courts

Over the last 10 years, the United States’
correctional landscape has changed dra-
matically with respect to the processing and
treatment of the drug-using offender. Of par-
ticular note has been the rapid, nationwide
proliferation of the “drug court.” As of 2002,
47 of 50 states had implemented drug courts,
while the remaining three states had nearly
finalized plans for drug court implementa-
tion. In addition, the vast majority of states
had drug court programs that had been in
operation for at least two years (Office of
Justice Programs, 2002). By June 2001,
there were nearly 700 drug court programs
in operation, serving approximately 226,000
offenders (Office of Justice Programs, 2001).

Although the drug court movement has
been and continues to be supported through
federal funding, individual states have begun
to take over fiscal responsibility. One exam-
ple of federal support occurred in fiscal year
1999, when the Drug Courts Program Office
was given $40 million in funding for the
purpose of drug court development and
research (Belenko, 2001). Currently how-
ever, 30 states have implemented legisla-
tion designed to support the planning, oper-
ating, and funding of drug courts (Office of
Justice Programs, 2001). Despite the aston-
ishing level of proliferation from one exper-
imental drug court in Dade County, Flori-
da, much needs to be learned regarding the
definition of the drug court process, and,
more important, the effectiveness of the drug
court model.

Reasons for Growth of the
Drug Court Movement

The reasons for the growth of the drug
court movement have been fairly well doc-
umented over the last decade. The three
commonly cited reasons for drug court
development are:
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* The continuation of the criminal justice
(and societal) “crack-down” on drug use;

e Increased interest in treatment-based cor-
rectional options; and

 Systemic pressure created by over-incar-
ceration of drug-using offenders (Boldt,
1998).

The War on Drugs. The “war on drugs”
was a response to perceived and measured
increases in the use of illegal drugs. Cou-
pled with increases in perceived drug use
was the belief that other illegal activities
(crime) were strongly correlated with fluc-
tuations in drug use. As a response, all seg-
ments of the criminal justice system were

using offenders (DiMascio, 1997; Finn &
Newlyn, 1997; Kleiman & Smith, 1990).
Shift in Case Processing. If nothing
else, drug courts represent a shift in case
processing, and many attempts over the last
several years have been made to conduct
“process evaluations” (e.g., Goldkamp et
al., 2001; Logan et al., 2000; Senjo & Leip,
2001). During the early 1990s, the rapid and
widespread implementation of drug courts
generated a perceived need not only for these
process evaluations, but also for the devel-
opment of standards and procedures relat-
ed to the processes that were identified
(Goldkamp, 1995). In addition, the call has
also been made for research that can identify

The field of criminal justice, and corrections in particular,
has a history of panaceaphilia, an inclination to blindly
support the latest and greatest treatment intervention

regardless of what is empirically known (or in question)

about the program.

called upon to intervene with drug use and
trafficking. The result has been that drug
control has continued to be at the forefront
of both criminal justice policy and public
concern (Maguire & Pastore, 1998).

Increased Interest in Treatment-
Based Options. Besides the war on drugs,
there has been an increased interest in cre-
ating treatment-based options for drug-using
offenders. Evidence for this lies not only in
drug courts’ involvement of the communi-
ty for the enhancement of resources, but also
the outgrowth of drug courts into “commu-
nity drug courts” or “family drug courts”
with a more restorative theme (Boldt, 1998;
Drug Courts Program Office, 1997; Senjo
& Leip, 2001).

Response to Systemic Needs. Final-
ly, the use of drug courts may have resulted
as a response to systemic needs presented
by the aforementioned shifts in focus toward
the drug-using offender. On all counts,
toward the end of the 1980s, every level of
the criminal justice system (police, courts,
and, particularly, correctional institutions)
were burdened by issues surrounding drug-

the effectiveness not only of drug courts in
general, but of the major components con-
tained within them. Many of the evaluations
that have been conducted have been limited
in scope, either due to low sample size (e.g.,
Mullany & Freeman-Wilson, 2002) or lack
of an experimental or quasi-experimental
design (Goldkamp, 1994).

Effectiveness of Drug
Courts

Success in Meeting Some Initial
Goals. In 2001, Stephen Belenko conduct-
ed a critical review of 37 published and
unpublished evaluations of drug court pro-
grams (Belenko, 2001). It is fairly clear from
his review that drug courts are effective in
meeting some of their initial intentions.
Specifically, drug courts:

e Garner much support from the commu-
nity (mobilizing and partnering with local
agencies to serve the drug-using offend-
er);

 Offer and provide long-term treatment
services to offenders who have long his-

See META-ANALYSIS, next page
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tories with the criminal justice system,
as well as with drug use, treatment fail-
ures, and general disenfranchisement;
and

* Seem to reduce drug use and criminal
activity while offenders are involved in
drug court processing and programming
(although this is not an uncommon occur-
rence for a number of different commu-
nity correctional options).

Long-Term Impacts Less Clear. What
is less clear than the appearance of the deliv-
erables noted above are the long-term post-
program impacts of drug courts on recidi-
vism and future drug use. Nonetheless,
several of the studies reviewed by Belenko
indicate an effect size regarding post-pro-
gram reductions in recidivism. A majority
of the studies reviewed found lower recidi-
vism rates for drug court participants. This
finding, coupled with within-program mea-
sures involving reduced recidivism, has gar-
nered a stamp of approval in many venues
regarding the utility and effectiveness of the
drug court model (Belenko, 2001).

Problems in Evaluation. The lack of
knowledge regarding long-term drug court
effectiveness may be attributable to a num-
ber of different factors:

¢ Lack of measurement regarding any
number of outcome variables;

* Failure to follow up on drug court par-
ticipants (particularly once they are out
from under the supervision of the crim-
inal justice system); and

* Variation in methodological designs
across studies.

Despite these and other potential limita-
tions, drug courts have continued to thrive
and proliferate within virtually every juris-
diction within the United States.

Crisis Situation in Social
Science Research

Most recently, however, assertions have
been made indicating that drug courts in
general show little to no treatment effect
when examining comparative evaluation
research (Anderson, 2001). Given that re-
search in the social sciences is often unstan-
dardized and difficult to digest when taken
together, however, it is not uncommon that
two traditional literature reviews come to
very different conclusions.

As Wolf (1986) notes, the state of re-
search in the social sciences is in a crisis sit-
uation. A lack of standardization in mea-
surement and methods has often led to
conflicting conclusions when investigating

See META-ANALYSIS, next page
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the same issues and to problems in tradi-
tional reviews of the literature. Sometimes,
however, it is bias or a misreading of the lit-
erature that leads to conflicting conclusions
in literature reviews. Many methodologists
and researchers now support meta-analytic
techniques to overcome the problems and
deficiencies associated with traditional lit-
erature reviews (see Lipsey & Wilson, 2001,
for a review of the strengths and weakness-
es of meta-analyses).

Using Meta-Analysis to
Evaluate Studies

Both Treatment Effects and Sam-
ple Size. Meta-analysis is a statistical tech-
nique that synthesizes the findings of many
research studies. The significance of such a
technique is that it takes into consideration
both the treatment effects of each study and
the size of the sample included in each study.
Therefore, studies that include more partic-
ipants are given a greater weight that is
directly related to the size of the study sam-
ple (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). That such a
task is nearly impossible to do accurately
when conducting a traditional literature
review may help to explain the divergent
conclusions found in the literature reviews
of drug court evaluations by Anderson
(2001) and Belenko (2001).

Study and Program Characteristics
and Treatment Effect Size. Another
important aspect of meta-analysis is that the
technique allows the researcher to investigate
the exact nature of the relationship between
characteristics of the study, the program char-
acteristics, and the treatment effect size. These
types of analyses are quite important when
used to inform policy (Lipsey, 1997).

Method of Enquiry

Outcome Evaluations Identified.
Given the questions this research set out to
answer, the authors searched several elec-
tronic databases for articles on drug court
effectiveness. By searching the Social Sci-
ences Citation Index, PsychInfo, the Crim-
inal Justice Periodical Index, Dissertation
Abstracts, National Drug Court Websites,
and the websites of state and local govern-
mental research agencies, more than 50 arti-
cles and reports were identified. Of these
50, only 22 were outcome evaluations that:

¢ Included a comparison group; and
¢ Used some measure of criminal behav-
ior as one of the outcome measures.

Three studies included data on multiple
samples from different time periods or from
different jurisdictions. Two articles provid-
ed two comparison groups. In both of these

STUDIES, from page 6
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cases, an effect size using the comparison
group that was most similar to the treatment
group (based on descriptive statistics pre-
sented in the articles) was calculated. Over-
all, the 22 studies involved in the current
analyses included 13,494 offenders.

Each Study Coded. Each study was
coded based on its source, year of article or
report production, group assignment method,
similarity of the comparison group, average
age of participants, risk level of participants,
drug court program duration, drug court pro-
gram setting, and length of follow-up (see
Table 1). The variables and coding schemes
were developed based on measures used in
previous meta-analyses (see Lipsey & Wil-
son, 2001). Although every effort was made
to fill in the complete coding form for each
study, several studies failed to provide the
necessary information or, by aggregating
distinct samples and drug courts, made com-
pleting the coding form impossible.

Effect Sizes Calculated. Once each
study was coded, effect sizes for each inde-
pendent sample were calculated. The effect
size calculated is the logged odds ratio,
which is well suited for measuring the rela-

tionship between two dichotomous vari-
ables. The odds ratio was calculated with
the equation ES.; = ad/bc, in which a and
b are the number of offenders in the treat-
ment group that were not recidivists (a) or
were recidivists (b), and d and ¢ are the num-
ber of offenders in the comparison group
that were not recidivists (c) or were recidi-
vists (d). Because the odds ratio is centered
on 1 rather than zero, which convolutes
interpretability, the log of the odds ratio is
taken to center the odds ratio effects size on
zero with a mean of 0 and a standard devi-
ation of 1.83. The formula for the log odds
ratio is ES, o = 10ge(ESor)-

Ratios Converted to Percentage
Reductions. Although the logged odds
ratio has certain characteristics that make it
appealing for meta-analyses, it is not always
intuitive. In order to make the logged odds
ratios more interpretable, they were con-
verted into percentage reductions in recidi-
vism; to calculate the change in the recidi-
vism rate, the following equation is used:

eESL()R/] + eESL()R _ 0.50

Weights calculated were based on the
See META-ANALYSIS, next page

Table 1: Study Coding Scheme

Variahle

Response Codes

Document type/source

Book, book chapter, dissertation/thesis, article, technical report,
conference paper, other

Year of publication

Year report produced

Group assignment method

Random, non-random matched, non-random other

Similarity of comparison group

No differences, differences exist unsure of impact, differences on
important characteristics

Average age of participants

29 and under, 30 and over

Risk level

Greater than or less than 50% of participants with a prior arrest or
incarceration

Drug court program length

11 months or less, 12 months or more

Drug court program setting

Outpatient, combination of outpatient and residential

Follow-up period

One, two, or three years

Document type/source

Book, book chapter, dissertation/thesis, article, technical report,
conference paper, other

Year of publication

Year report produced

Group assignment method

Random, non-random matched, non-random other

Similarity of comparison group

No differences, differences exist unsure of impact, differences on
important characteristics

Average age of participants

29 and under, 30 and over

Risk level

Greater than or less than 50% of participants with a prior arrest or
incarceration

Drug court program length

11 months or Tess, 12 months or more

Drug court program setting

QOutpatient, combination of outpatient and residential

Follow-up period

One, two, or three years

Fall 2005

JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY CORRECTIONS 7

© Civic Research Institute. No reproduction or distribution without permission.




META-ANALYSIS, from page 7

inverse of the effect size variance and were
used in all calculations. The formulas for
the standard error of the effect size and the
inverse variance weight (used to control for
sample size) are:

SE, or = SQRT(1/a+1/b+1/c+1/d); and

Wior =1/ SEZLOR

As stated above, the variation in sample
size means that the effect sizes must be
weighted prior to any calculations. The
weight that will be used is the inverse of the
effect size variance, which is calculated by
using the above two equations. This weight-
ing takes into account the sample size asso-
ciated with each effect size. The superiori-
ty of using the inverse of the effect size
variance as the sample weight has been
demonstrated elsewhere and is therefore
chosen over the use of sample size or some
simple derivation of the sample size (for a
complete discussion, see Hedges, 1982;
Hedges & Olkin, 1985; and Lipsey & Wil-
son, 2001).

Special Syntax Programs Used. Spe-
cial syntax programs were used that applied
the weights appropriately so as not to inflate

2001. All but one study used a non-random
method of group assignment, and most used
comparison groups that were not equivalent
to the treatment group (63%). For many
studies (24%), significant and substantial
differences existed between the treatment
and comparison groups (e.g., criminal his-
tory, unemployment rates, or age). About
half of the studies involved participants
whose average age was over 30, used sam-
ples in which fewer than half of the partic-
ipants had a prior record, and indicated that
the drug court program was 12 months or
longer in duration. Only one-third of the
studies reported that treatment was a com-
bination of inpatient and outpatient pro-
gramming. Finally, 49% of the studies had
a follow-up period of between 13 and 24
months, 24% had a follow-up period of less
than one year, and 12% had a follow-up peri-
od of 25 months or longer.

Effect Size. The descriptive statistics
for the effect size associated with drug court
programming are contained in Table 3. The
mean weighted effect size (logged odds

ratio) is 0.29, which would correspond to a
7.5% reduction in recidivism. Although this
reduction is not large, it is not negligible.
This 7.5% reduction in recidivism, accord-
ing to a study completed by the Washing-
ton State Institute for Public Policy (1999),
is larger than the 6.6% reduction in recidi-
vism needed for taxpayers to “break even”
when comparing financial costs and benefits
of a drug court. What is interesting to note
about the distribution of effect sizes is that
they are not homogenous. The effect sizes
vary substantially, from negative values indi-
cating increased recidivism for the treatment
group, to large positive values indicating
reductions in recidivism much larger than
the average of 7.3%. Therefore, the next line
of inquiry focused on identifying which fac-
tors were related to the magnitude of the
effect size.

The first bivariate analyses involved an
examination of the relationship between the
source of the data and the effect size. As
indicated in Figure 1, published articles pro-

See META-ANALYSIS, next page

Tahle 2: Descriptive Statistics for Coding Variables

the number of cases used in significance Variable Frequency Percent
b Document type/source
tests and standard errors. In addition to cal- Article 10 30
culating the mean effect size for each of the Technical report 20 61
drug court programs under investigation, a Other ___ 8 9
. . Year of publication
number of ANOVA (analysis of variance 1998 9 6
between groups) models were also calcu- 1999 1 3
lated. These models provided information 2000 4 12
: p 2001 18 58
on the relationships between the character- 2002 8 21
istics of the Study and participants listed in Gruup assig“ment method
Table 1 and the effect size. With the Random 1 3
ANOVA models, syntax was also used that Ngﬂ{gggm gﬁt;hed ;g gg
applied the appropriate weights and main- Similarity of comparison group
tained the actual number of effect sizes No differences . 12 36
(rather than weights) when calculating tests Differences unsure of importance 13 39
o Important differences 8 24
of significance and standard errors. Age of participants
It is important to note that the meta-analy- Under 30 8 24
ses are limited to the research studies that 30 and over 15 46
are included in them. While the information Risk level .
L. L . Less than 50% w/ prior record 18 55
presented in this article is of potentially great 50% or more w/ prior record 14 4
value, controlled studies of drug courts Drug court program length
should undoubtedly continue in an effort to | 0to 11 months 6 18
12 or more months 18 55
add to the knowledge base about drug courts -
. c Drug court program setting
and effective drug court programming. Outpatient 6 18
. Mixed 11 33
Results Of Al‘lalySIs Fu"ow.up perind
Frequency Distributions. Table 2 dis- 1% {g%ﬂhrf] gnrtLe:S 12 i;
plays the frequency distributions for the 25 or more months 4 12
measures used in these analyses. It reveals
that more than half of the studies found were  yap16'3 "pescriptive Statistics for Weighted Effect Size
technical reports, followed by published arti- Mean Lower Upper Minimum Maximum
cles and other sources (unpublished data and Cogged 0dds ratio 0.29 022 0.38 083 7
an Internet report). It also shows that the Percentage reduction in
majority of studies (58%) were completed in recidivism 730 5.47 9.39 -15.25 3455
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duced the smallest average effect size, fol-
lowed by technical reports and, finally, by
other sources of data. The relationship
observed here is most likely a result of other
factors associated with the publication
process, such as methodology and similar-
ity of the comparison group.

Figure 2 displays the average reductions in
recidivism associated with the similarity of
the treatment and comparison groups. Note
that in studies where there were no differences
between the comparison and treatment groups,
small reductions (2%) in recidivism were
noted. When considering only those studies
where a difference was noted but the impact of
the difference was unknown or where no mea-
sures comparing the two groups were provid-
ed, the effect size increases to a 10% reduc-
tion. The highest treatment effects were found

The treatment effect seen
for drug courts is strongly
related to the methodo-
logical quality of the
study, whether the study
was published, the risk
level of the sample, and
the length of follow-up.

Figure 1: Relation Between Treatment Effects and Source of Data
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Figure 2: Relation Between Treatment Effects and Comparison Group Similarities
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to come from studies where important differ-
ences between the treatment and comparison
group were observed (e.g., differences in risk,
unemployment rates, age, sex).

It should be noted that a cross-tabulation
of publication type and differences in the
comparison group indicates that 60% of the
published studies have equivalent compar-
ison and treatment groups. Only 25% of the
technical report studies and 33% of the other
sources of data included analyses in which
the comparison and treatment groups were
equivalent on relevant measures. This find-
ing supports the assertion that it is not pub-
lication type that is actually related to effect
size, but the other characteristics of studies
that are typically associated with the publi-
cation process that have impacts on the aver-
age effect size. Such an assertion is sup-
ported by other meta-analytic reviews and
research on the impacts of methodology on
research findings (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001;
Shadish & Heinsman 1997).

Figure 3: Relation Between Treatment Effects and Length of Follow-Up
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Length of Follow-Up Period. The last
significant factor from the methodological
characteristics was the length of follow-up.
Figure 3 displays the average reductions in
recidivism associated with the differing
lengths of follow-up periods. Those studies
that used a follow-up period of more than

two years demonstrated the greatest reduc-
tions in recidivism. Also note that with each
increase in follow-up time (from one to two
years and from two to three years), there is
an increase in average reduction in recidi-
vism. This is a very important and interest-

See META-ANALYSIS, next page
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ing finding and immediately calls into ques-
tion whether or not the overall effect size
noted in this research would increase if
extended follow-ups were conducted on
each individual study contained herein. More
importantly, however, the current findings
may indicate that long-term behavioral
changes are an outcome of the drug court
programs and that these changes do not
begin to dissipate within three years.
Program Characteristics and Effect
Size. Two characteristics of the drug court
programs themselves were analyzed in rela-
tion to the effect sizes. Duration of the pro-
gram (less than one year vs. one year or
longer) and program setting (outpatient vs.
combination) were coded and analyzed. The
analysis indicated that programs that were 0
to 11 months in duration were more effective
than programs that were 12 months or longer
in duration. This difference was not statisti-
cally significant. Similarly, those programs
that were categorized as outpatient were slight-
ly more effective than those programs that
used a combination of treatment settings.
Again, the observed difference for program
setting was not statistically significant.
Participant Characteristics. The last
two variables examined related to the char-
acteristics of the participants in the study.
The first characteristic captures, in a curso-
ry fashion, the risk level of the participants,
and the second captures the average age of
the participants. Although the analyses indi-
cated that the drug court programs are more
effective with younger participants (under
30 compared to 30 and over), this difference
was not statistically significant. The other
measure relating to the characteristics of the
participants—risk level—was a significant
predictor and was associated with a dou-
bling of the effectiveness of the drug court
programs (see Figure 4). Studies where less
than 50% of the participants had a prior
record produced an average reduction in
recidivism of 5%. This is in comparison to
an average 10% reduction associated with
studies where half or more of the partici-
pants had a prior record. As noted above,
the Washington State Institute on Public
Policy (1999) indicated that the costs of drug
courts were offset once a reduction in recidi-
vism of 6.6% was reached. This informa-
tion suggests that drug courts are most like-
ly not cost effective for lower risk offenders.
A similar conclusion has been reached in
traditional literature reviews of the drug
court evaluations (see Belenko, 2001).

Some Answers Regarding
Efficacy

The current findings may
indicate that long-term
behavioral changes are
an outcome of the drug

court programs and that

these changes do not
begin to dissipate
within three years.

Although this meta-analysis contains a
limited number of studies and findings, the
analyses contained in this research provide
some answers to important questions about
the efficacy of drug courts. First, it is neces-
sary to echo the sentiments of other review-
ers of drug court research who state that the
quality and methodological rigor of drug
court evaluations are variable and, when
these evaluations are taken as a whole, cause
some concern. Meta-analyses—including
the research reported here—are always lim-
ited by the information and methodology of
the studies included within them.

Drug Court Participation Associat-
ed With Recidivism Reduction.
Nonetheless, this meta-analysis provides a
mathematical synthesis of a good portion of
the outcome evaluation research on drug
courts now in existence. A total of 33 find-
ings from 23 sources were included in these
analyses. Overall, a 7.3% reduction in recidi-
vism was associated with drug court partic-
ipation. The effect sizes, as a group, were
fairly heterogeneous, ranging from a 15%
increase in recidivism to a 35% reduction
in recidivism. This information indicates

that there are likely characteristics of the
studies, the drug court programs, and the
participants that relate to treatment effects.
The present research was conducted on fac-
tors that were both relevant to treatment
effectiveness and possible to code for a sub-
stantial number of studies.

Data Source and Group Similarity
Related to Treatment Effects. The bivari-
ate analyses indicated that the source of data
and similarity of the comparison group were
significantly related to treatment effects. Stud-
ies appearing in journals showed lower aver-
age effects, as did studies that had compari-
son groups that were similar to the treatment
group on important characteristics. It is impor-
tant to note that the journal studies were the
ones that were most likely to have compari-
son groups that were similar to the treatment
group. The analyses also found that those
studies with longer follow-up periods had
greater average treatment effects.

Length of Follow-Up Related to
Long-Term Behavioral Changes. Length
of follow-up appears to be indicative of long-
term behavioral changes that persist longer
than the effects associated with other alter-
nate forms of treatment. Another alternate
explanation is that the highest risk offenders
in both categories are likely to be the first to
re-offend, paring the “treatment group” down
to include only low- to moderate-risk offend-
ers. It may be the moderate-risk offenders
who offend in subsequent years. Perhaps the
impacts of drug court programs are strongest
among that group of offenders when com-
paring them to offenders who are processed
in the usual way or through alternate means.

Shorter and Outpatient Programs
Slightly More Effective. Two measures
relating to the drug court programs them-

See META-ANALTSIS, page 28

Figure 4: Relation Between Treatment Effects and Risk Level of Participants
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META-ANALYSIS, from page 10

selves were investigated in this research. Both
the length of the program (under a year and
one year or more) and the program setting
(outpatient vs. a combination of outpatient
and residential) were coded and analyzed.
Neither one of these factors proved to be a
significant predictor, but the direction of the
relationship favored programs of shorter dura-
tion (under one year) and those programs that
were outpatient rather than a combination of
program settings.

Participant Risk Level, but Not Age,
Related to Effect. Finally, the character-
istics of the participants in the studies were
examined to determine if effects differed by
these characteristics. Specifically, the risk
level of the participants and the age of the
participants were considered. Although age
(under 30 vs. 30 and over) was not signifi-
cantly related to drug court treatment effects,
the risk level of the participants was. In fact,
the effectiveness of drug courts doubled
when 50% or more of the drug court par-
ticipants had a prior record.

Looking Forward

As the database of studies and information
on each study continues to grow, it will become
more possible to ascertain how these differ-
ent factors interact and work together to influ-
ence drug court treatment effects. For exam-
ple, based on the direction of the relation
between age and effectiveness (non-signifi-
cant difference favoring the under 30 group),
a variable was created that coded those stud-
ies in which the participants were high risk
and under 30 as opposed to studies that had
one such characteristic, and studies that had
neither characteristic. Two studies had both
characteristics, 16 had one or the other, and
four had neither. The two studies that met both
criteria reduced recidivism on average by 25%,
those that met one or the other criterion reduced
recidivism on average by 9%, and those that
met none of the criteria increased recidivism
by 8%. This is just one example of several that
may be examined in the future as the body of
literature on drug court effectiveness (both
published and unpublished) continues to grow.

These findings are not immediately sur-
prising for two potential reasons:

o First, it is now well established that treat-
ment programs should be reserved for
higher risk cases (Andrews et al., 1990;
Bonta et al., 2000; Lipsey & Wilson,
1998; Lowenkamp & Latessa, 2002);

 Second, there is now considerable evi-
dence that the aging-out process begins
sometime around or shortly after the age
of 30. The natural maturation process

could possibly minimize the variation in
criminal and substance-abusing behavior.

Overall, this research indicates that drug
courts provide a very modest reduction in
recidivism at present. This reduction is com-
promised by programs that fail to target high-
risk offenders. It appears from the above
analyses that the drug court program is most
effective with younger and higher risk
offenders. Reductions of over 10% and up
to 25% are observed when focusing on these
groups. These conclusions must be tempered
by the small number of analyses included in
this research and the fact that the quality of
the research on drug court programs is, over-
all, of poor methodological quality.

In the future, the database of drug court
studies used in the current analyses will be
increased. In addition, attempts will be made
(as they become possible) to code for such
characteristics as:

* Type of treatment provided (e.g., cur-
riculum);

¢ Theoretical basis of treatment;
* Involvement of the drug court judge;
¢ Intensity of treatment; and

e Other factors that may relate to the qual-
ity and integrity of the treatment.

It may also be possible to code for addi-
tional methodological factors and charac-
teristics of the comparison groups. This may,
in turn, lead to more definitive answers about
the effectiveness of drug courts through the
provision of ongoing meta-analytic reviews
of the drug court research.
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