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Introduction

In the United States, community-based
supervision is a regularly used alterna-
tive to incarceration, and in the past sev-
eral decades, the community corrections
population has experienced major growth
(DeMichele & Payne, 2007). Probation has
been one of the fastest growing practices in
the criminal justice system, with 3,053,700
people being on probation at the end 0f 2020
(U.S. Department of Justice, 2021). Proba-
tion may be offered if the instant offense,
coupled with the offending party’s crimi-
nal history, does not warrant incarceration.

cognitive behavioral therapies, and attention
to compliance issues through sanctions and
rewards (Blasko et al., 2022).

Literature Review

From Nothing Works to What
Works. Much like knowledge in other dis-
ciplines, research in the field of corrections
has evolved over the past several decades. His-
torically, some officers have supported more
emphasis on monitoring and enforcement
rather than on attempts to change the proba-
tioner’s behavior (Viglione, 2019). In 1974,
Robert Martinson produced a provocative

Probation has been one of the fastest growing practices
in the criminal justice system, with 3,053,700 people
being on probation at the end of 2020.

In other cases, probation may be granted
because of outside variables, such as pris-
on overcrowding (Hyatt & Barnes, 2017).
Scholars have attempted to understand the
relative effectiveness of community super-
vision (Bonta et al., 2008), which is usually
measured as an individual’s completion of
probation without reoffending. This defi-
nition alone, however, cannot account for
variables such as the probationer’s moti-
vation or personality, for individual char-
acteristics of the probation officer such as
training, expertise, and use and adherence
to evidence-based practices, or even for an
agency’s practice of specialized caseloads
(Blasko et al., 2016). Evidence-based prac-
tices are formed by rigorous research that
should then guide policy and practice deci-
sions (Blasko et al., 2016). Evidence-based
supervision typically includes the use of a
risk and needs assessment, case planning,
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correctional piece claiming that prison reform,
specifically correctional programming, was
grossly unproductive and did not result in the
rehabilitation of the offending population. For
example, Martinson (1974) said that even if
providing education and vocational training
could help incarcerated populations upon
release, there was little empirical evidence
to show that it affected recidivism. Similar
claims were made regarding the impact of
counseling, and the reviewed studies were
said to lack support for the rehabilitative
method. Martinson believed that sanctioning
behavior would markedly reduce criminal
behavior and suggested that time and money
be spent on methods of deterrence (Martin-
son, 1974). Later scholars who attempted to
replicate his work, however, found that the
studies he reviewed were flawed, with, for
example, incomplete theory and a lack of
credible data (Sarre, 2001). Consequently,
researchers began to isolate programs and to
identify those that were effective if delivered
as intended.

Although punishment-based supervision
lacks consideration for addressing the needs
of the client, the risk-need-responsivity
(RNR) model seeks to provide interventions

to reduce recidivism (Labrecque & Smith,
2017).The risk principle measures the chanc-
es or prediction that a person will commit
another offense; the need principle suggests
that programs should target criminogenic
needs to reduce the risk of reoffense; and
the responsivity principle offers guidance
on how to provide the treatment or program-
ming within the need principle to reduce risk
(Viglione, 2019). The RNR model is used to
guide the findings of an actuarial assessment
to appropriately match the treatment for the
probationer (Viglione, 2019). For the risk
principle, one should use a reliable and vali-
dated risk assessment instrument to assess
the probability of future criminal behavior.
Next, the risk principle says that the assessed
risk level should be matched to the appro-
priate dosage of treatment/programming
(Viglione, 2019). Moderate- and high-risk
clients should receive more treatment and
services than low-risk clients (Labrecque &
Smith, 2017).

This model’s approach is to rehabilitate the
client rather than use a punishment-oriented
response (Viglione, 2019). Case plans that
adhere to this model show lower recidivism
rates in all types of offending populations,
with some studies finding reductions of 10%
to 50% (Dyck, Campbell & Wershler, 2018).
Although failure to use the RNR model for
moderate- and high-risk caseloads can result
in increased recidivism for these clients
(Labrecque & Viglione, 2021), research has
also shown that providing a high level of
treatment to low-risk clients can increase
recidivism for this specific group (Viglione,
2019)—that is, more harm can be done by
issuing too much treatment/programming to
low-risk clients (Andrews, Bonta & Hoge,
1990; Andrews, Bonta & Wormith, 2011).
The third RNR principle, the need principle,
focuses on the identification of, and targeted
intervention toward, criminogenic dynamic
needs driving criminal behavior (Dyck,
Campbell & Wershler, 2018).

Dynamic risk factors are areas of one’s
life that can change. Andrews, Bonta & Hoge
(1990)—the scholars who (along with others)
initially created the RNR model—identified
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the “Central Eight” risk factors most predic-
tive of reoffending. These risk factors are:

. A history of antisocial/criminal behavior;
. Antisocial personality;

. Antisocial cognition;

. Antisocial associates;

. Problematic family/marital circumstances;
. Problems at school/work;

. Problematic leisure/recreation activities; and

. Substance use (Dyck, Campbell &
Wershler, 2018; Viglione, 2019).

The first four of these risk factors (the
“Big Four”) are most predictive of criminal
behavior: antisocial/criminal behavior, anti-
social personality, antisocial cognition, and
antisocial associates). The Big Four should
drive the focus of probation appointments
and correctional interventions because
focusing on these risk factors has been
shown to provide the greatest reduction in
recidivism (Andrews, Bonta & Hoge, 1990;
Bonta et al., 2011).

As noted above, the responsivity prin-
ciple gives guidance on how to overcome
barriers to increase the likelihood that
treatment/programming will be success-
ful (Dyck, Campbell & Wershler, 2018).
This principle is broken down into general
and specific responsivity (Viglione, 2019).
General responsivity suggests that cogni-
tive behavioral therapy and social learn-
ing techniques are most effective in caus-
ing behavioral change for individuals in
the aggregate (Chadwick, Dewolf & Serin,
2015; Dyck, Campbell & Wershler, 2018;
Viglione, 2019). The responsivity principle
also encourages providers to consider the
learning styles and abilities of the client to
determine the best treatment style and deliv-
ery (Viglione, 2019). In specific respon-
sivity, it is recommended that staff adapt
treatments to fit the client’s specific and/
or unique characteristics and needs (e.g.,
addressing mental illness) (Viglione, 2019).

Although the responsivity principle is
important within the RNR model, it has
received the least empirical attention (Dyck,
Campbell & Wershler, 2018). However,
being mindful of the responsivity principle
can help providers engage difficult-to-reach
clients (e.g., those with developmental delays
or cognitive impairments) in meaningful
supervision appointments. Overall, adhering
to the RNR model in case planning results in
reductions in recidivism (Dyck, Campbell &
Wershler, 2018; Viglione, 2019).

A final component included in the RNR
model is the notion of fidelity. Fidelity seeks
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to ensure that implementation of evidence-
based practices is conducted as supported
in the research (Sperber, 2020). In other
words, these principles call attention to the
importance of implementing programs in
the manner in which they were designed
(Sperber, 2020). Research shows that pro-
grams and staff lacking the fidelity principle
produce inferior results compared to those
that have strong fidelity (Sperber, 2020). For
example, Lowenkamp, Latessa, and Smith
(2006) examined data from residential cor-
rectional programs for adults and found a
relationship between poor program fidelity
and reincarceration after program release.
Similar results have also been found for the
juvenile justice system. Schoenwald et al.
(2003), studying youth and their families
served by different therapists, found that
therapist adherence to the model predicted
successful completion of treatment as well

models found that supervision guided by
the RNR model showed a 16% reduction
in recidivism compared to supervision not
adhering to the RNR model (Blasko et al.,
2022). These findings also suggested that the
characteristics of the probation officer influ-
enced recidivism. Another meta-analysis
found that when officers are trained on core
correctional practices—a set of skills that
are shown to increase community supervi-
sion efficacy—their clients demonstrate
reductions in recidivism (Chadwick, Dewolf
& Serin, 2015).

Effective Supervision Practices.
Historically, community supervision adhered
to amore law enforcement-centered approach
focused on compliance conditions only, an
approach that was shown to be ineffective
at reducing recidivism (Labrecque & Smith,
2017). Community supervision can be a com-
plex task, based on the unique characteristics

When officers are trained on core correctional
practices—a set of skills that are shown to increase
community supervision efficacy—their clients
demonstrate reductions in recidivism.

as reductions in negative behaviors both
immediately following treatment as well as
four years post-treatment (Schoenwald et
al., 2003, 2010). In other words, recidivism
is higher when there is low fidelity.

Recidivism for Probationers.
Supervision is extremely complex because
it can focus on monitoring individuals,
enforcing court requirements, ensuring pub-
lic safety, and reducing recidivism (Smith
et al., 2018). If individuals are on inten-
sive supervision probation (ISP), they will
likely experience more contact visits with
their officer, increased drug testing, more
stringent curfew requirements, and a zero-
tolerance policy toward minor infractions
(e.g., visiting an establishment that sells
alcohol) (Hyatt & Barnes, 2017). These
conditions result in more technical viola-
tions and increased levels of incarceration
(Hyatt & Barnes, 2017). A technical viola-
tion occurs when a client does not comply
with the conditions of supervision (e.g.,
failing a drug test) (National Conference
of State Legislatures, 2023).

Trotter (2013) found that when proba-
tion officers used evidence-based practices,
recidivism rates declined. Trotter’s (2013)
definition of recidivism included rearrest,
reconviction, further offense, or failing to
abide by the conditions of the court order.
A meta-analysis of effective supervision

of each client (Smith et al., 2018). Therefore,
using actuarial risk assessments and adhering
to the RNR model with a focus on crimino-
genic risk factors is the best approach (Smith
et al., 2018). In addition to addressing the
“Central Eight” criminogenic risk factors, core
correctional practices can also lead to a reduc-
tion in recidivism. These practices include:

* Relationship skills;

* Anticriminal (prosocial) modeling;
* Structured learning;

* Cognitive restructuring;

* Problem solving;

« Effective reinforcement;

* Effective disapproval; and

 Effective use of authority (Dowden &
Andrews, 2000; Trotter, 2013).

Prosocial modeling and reinforcement are
skills that are consistently related to reducing
recidivism in the offending population (Trot-
ter, 2013). Research suggests that use of these
skills is the most frequently used method of
change in clients and is related to reductions
in recidivism and sustained change (Bonta et
al., 2008; Trotter, 2013). Anticriminal mod-
eling focuses on fairness, reliability, and a
noncriminal lifestyle and supports activities
that reflect those principles (Trotter, 2013).
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This approach also challenges the indi-
vidual’s comments and actions, changing
antisocial mindsets into prosocial ones (Trot-
ter, 2013). Doing this provides a concrete
direction for change, and having probation
officers who are trained in prosocial model-
ing can make a difference in client probation
outcomes (Bonta et al., 2008).

Evidence-Based Programs.
Research has found that probation officers
rarely use assessment information for their
clients and generally make mostly restrictive
decisions (Labrecque & Viglione, 2021).
In response to this research, some com-
munity supervision programs have imple-
mented core correctional practices and other
evidence-based programs (Labrecque &
Viglione, 2021). Some of these programs
include the Proactive Community Supervi-
sion model (PCS), the Strategic Training
Initiative in Community Supervision model
(STICS), the Effective Practices in Com-
munity Supervision model (EPICS), and the
Staff Training Aimed at Reducing Rearrest
(STARR) model (Labrecque & Smith, 2017,
Labrecque & Viglione, 2021). The content
of these programs varies, but all are built
on the same learning theories and cognitive
behavioral programming and have relatively
the same goals. The goals are to increase the
officer’s adherence to the principles of effec-
tive intervention to reduce recidivism for
clients (Labrecque & Viglione, 2021). Offi-
cers should also apply the RNR principles
(Labrecque & Smith, 2017). After the initial
training, many programs include coaching
sessions where the officers are encouraged
to talk about the concepts and skills to fur-
ther reinforce learning (Labrecque & Smith,
2017). This is helpful because learned skills
may diminish when the knowledge learned
is transferred into the “real world” of their
job (Labrecque & Smith, 2017). Addition-
ally, training alone may not change staff atti-
tudes and behavior, but coaching and feed-
back might. The results of these coaching
sessions lead to the sustained use of effective
supervision skills that will enhance the qual-
ity of service, improve client motivation,
help develop a strong client relationship,
and use resources for the improvement of
structured supervision sessions (Chadwick,
Dewolf & Serin, 2015).

Training Supervision Officers.
Training staff and ensuring that they main-
tain fidelity affects probationers’ outcomes
(Trotter, 2013). Probation officers often
have full and demanding caseloads, and
there may not be enough resources for
officers to effectively supervise each cli-
ent (Chadwick, Dewolf & Serin, 2015).

Failure to have an organized structure for
each meeting can result in a reduction in
the success rates for supervision comple-
tion (Chadwick, Dewolf & Serin, 2015).
Building and maintaining a collaborative
relationship is pivotal for probationers
and probation staff (Smith et al., 2018).
Focusing on collaboration, client goals, and
strengths, and having a sense of meaning is
more important than focusing on compli-
ance conditions alone (Trotter, 2013).

Key positive officer characteristics
include warmth, empathy, likability, and
respect (Smith et al., 2018). These char-
acteristics can help form a connection in
the client-officer relationship and make a
strong bond (Smith et al., 2018). Because
probation officers’ caseloads are so full, they
often focus only on the conditions of each
client’s probation, rather than on trying to
form a relationship (Chadwick, Dewolf &
Serin, 2015). It is essential to promote com-
munication and motivational interviewing
in contact with their clients (Blasko et al.,
2022). While forming a quality relationship
with the client, officers still need to balance
the goals of care and control (Labrecque &
Smith, 2017). Staff may believe they can-
not serve in both the helper role and the
accountability role at the same time, but
research finds that they are most effective
when moving between these roles (Skeem
et al., 2007). This balancing approach, or
“dual role,” can also be seen in programs
noted above, such as EPICS.

Policy Suggestions

Policy One Implication. When the
“get tough” movement emerged in the crim-
inal justice system, probation shifted toward
a more punitive, control-oriented model of
supervision (Viglione, 2019). Within this
model, probation officers focused more on
monitoring and enforcement in their super-
vision strategies rather than on attempting to
influence behavioral change in probationers
(Viglione, 2019). After several decades of
using this model of supervision, increased
attention focused on the ineffectiveness of
this approach led to a resurgence in reha-
bilitative practices for probation (Viglione,
2019). Throughout the last decade, there
have been several approaches to improve
probation effectiveness that focus on using
the principles of effective intervention
(Labrecque & Smith, 2017).

Research suggests that probation officers
do not always use risk assessments at the
beginning of a client’s probation sentence
(Labrecque & Viglione, 2021). The risk
assessments are based on the RNR model,
which is used to generate effective interven-
tions for those on supervision, with the goal

of aligning evidence-based treatment with
criminogenic risk and the need to reduce
recidivism (Viglione, 2019). Using the
RNR model to create and execute a case
plan for clients is in line with established
evidence-based practices. A major aim of
using this model to conduct assessments is
to understand a client’s needs, concerns, and
attitudes that may negatively influence his or
her behavior (Smith et al., 2018). Once the
officer knows those criminogenic needs,
evidence-based practices can be used to help
rehabilitate the client and reduce recidivism.

Probationers make up the largest share
of the correctional population in the United
States (Turner, Scheyett & Allen, 2022),
with 3.5 million people on probation in any
given year. Therefore, many officers have
high caseloads (DeMichele & Payne, 2007;
Turner, Scheyett & Allen, 2022). Reducing
caseloads for officers, as well as implement-
ing evidence-based practices, can reduce
recidivism (Turner, Scheyett & Allen, 2022).
Although reducing caseloads may be a chal-
lenge, agencies could hire more officers,
reduce probation lengths for clients, require
fewer conditions of clients, have risk-based
caseloads, and have alternative sanctions
for low-risk clients. Using evidence-based
practices for clients will increase their suc-
cess during supervision and enable them
to stay out of the criminal justice system in
the future (Turner, Scheyett & Allen, 2022).

Policy One Strengths and Limi-
tations. There are many strengths in using
evidence-based practices for probationers.
Adhering to the RNR model and core cor-
rectional practices has been shown to have
the greatest impact on recidivism (Sperber,
2020). Using evidence-based practices for
probationers can produce better outcomes,
which may keep clients from being reincar-
cerated. This can lead to fiscal savings for
stakeholders (Chadwick, Dewolf & Serin,
2015). In sum, if probation is successfully
completed, communities will be safer, and
areduction in the overcrowding in jails and
prison will save money.

Although using evidence-based practices
is advantageous, some limitations may exist.
To ensure fidelity to these practices, agen-
cies need systems and procedures to code,
store, analyze, and report fidelity data, but
they may not have such systems or trained
and available staff in place (Sperber, 2020).
Evidence-based practices also take time to
create a widespread routine (Prendergast,
2011). In addition, it takes time to discard
discredited treatments, and the transition
to using evidence-based practices requires
significant adjustments, such as changing
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the agency’s mission and goals and chang-
ing staff members’ daily routines (Boppre,
Sundt & Salisbury, 2018). Probation offi-
cers might not be ready for change, and it
will also take time for the officers to learn
evidence-based practices and implement
them in their work with their clients.

Policy Two Implication. In addi-
tion to structuring supervision around the
RNR model, officers should also be trained
in core correctional practices. There is a
growing body of research showing that hav-
ing officers trained in correctional super-
vision programs is associated with the
increased use of evidence-based practices
and lower rates of recidivism (Labrecque &
Viglione, 2021). Community supervision
officer training programs generally focus
on three outcome categories: client interac-
tions, officer use of core correctional prac-
tices, and recidivism (Labrecque & Viglio-
ne, 2021). It is the officers’ job to achieve
more than compliance-based conversations
and responses by also helping to rehabilitate
clients as much as they can, so that clients
can successfully complete supervision.

Specific community supervision models
such as STICS, EPICS, PCS, and STARR
should be required for probation officers
(Labrecque & Smith, 2017; Labrecque &
Viglione, 2021). Each program applies the
principles of the RNR model within the
context of the individual case management
meeting between the officer and probation-
er (Labrecque & Smith, 2017). These pro-
grams also help to improve the relationship
between the officer and client and have been
shown to reduce recidivism.

Community supervision programs work
to manage the dual roles of the probation
officer of balancing the needs of rehabilitat-
ing the client while protecting the community
(Labrecque & Smith, 2017). These commu-
nity supervision models help officers build
quality relationships with their clients as
well as balance the goals of care and control
(Labrecque & Smith, 2017). Officers who
go through these trainings must pay attention
to how these programs are implemented in
the real world (Labrecque & Smith, 2017).
To ensure effectiveness, coaching sessions
should be included after the initial trainings
are done (Labrecque & Smith, 2017).

Studies on the effectiveness of such
programs have included comparisons of
those who are trained in the curriculum and
those who are not. Trained officers are more
likely than untrained officers to talk about
criminogenic needs and less likely to talk
about noncriminogenic needs (Labrecque
& Viglione, 2021). As Bonta et al. (2008)

found, probation staff who spent too much
time on the enforcement of compliance con-
ditions had clients with higher recidivism
rates than those who focused on crimino-
genic needs (Bonta et al., 2008). Addition-
ally, after being trained, officers do not
focus on the conditions of probation for
their clients as much as they focus on areas
of need. Trained officers are more likely
to effectively structure their meetings with
their clients using bridging skills, applying
relationship-building strategies, and imple-
menting cognitive behavioral techniques
(Labrecque & Viglione, 2021).

Clients of officers trained in the PCS
model had lower rates of rearrest (30% vs.
42%) and fewer technical violations (35%
vs. 40%) (Labrecque & Viglione, 2021).
In one study, officers who were trained in
the STICS model showed a 16% reduction
in new conviction rates for their clients
(Labrecque & Viglione, 2021). Clients who
were supervised by officers trained in the
EPICS model were also less likely to be
reincarcerated or arrested for a new offense
(Labrecque & Viglione, 2021). Finally, offi-
cers who were trained in the STARR model
showed an 8% decrease in one-year recidi-
vism rates among their clients. The clients
were also less likely to have their proba-
tion revoked for a new crime (Labrecque &
Viglione, 2021). A meta-analysis concluded
that, on average, officer training in these pro-
grams was associated with a 14% reduction
in client recidivism (Chadwick, Dewolf &
Serin, 2015; Labrecque & Viglione, 2021).

Policy Two Strengths and Lim-
itations. There are many strengths to
requiring that probation officers be trained
in core correctional practices. One strength
is that research has indicated that when pro-
bation officers are trained in core correc-
tional practices, the clients reoffend at lower
rates (Chadwick, Dewolf & Serin, 2015;
Labrecque & Viglione, 2021). Research
also shows that those who implement any of
these training programs are better equipped
to handle higher risk clients (Chadwick,
Dewolf & Serin, 2015). If officers can suc-
cessfully handle higher risk clients, more
people might be released from correctional
institutions. This could help reduce the
overcrowding issue in jails and prisons as
well as result in substantial fiscal savings
(Chadwick, Dewolf & Serin, 2015).

Although it may seem that utilizing com-
munity supervision officer training pro-
grams is an effective approach to reducing
recidivism, there are some limitations. One
challenge is that trained officers might apply
the skills to all, some, or none of their client
interactions, and that there may be variation
in the quality of their skill usage (Labrecque

& Viglione, 2021). Another related chal-
lenge is figuring out how to increase officer
adherence to the core correctional practices
beyond what is attained through the train-
ing programs alone (Labrecque & Viglione,
2021). A supervisor, director, another officer,
and so forth, will not be able to attend each
supervision meeting to ensure fidelity to the
core correctional practices; however, some
cognitive behavioral programs (e.g., EPICS)
offer options such as video/audio recording
sessions that then provide feedback. Another
weakness is time and money. It has already
been established that most probation offi-
cers have very high caseloads, and additional
training means officers must find time both to
meet with clients and to be out of their offices
for training (DeMichele & Payne, 2007).

Conclusion

The roots of community corrections can
be traced back to the 1850s (Labrecque &
Smith, 2017) and an initial intent to bring a
“new spirit of humanitarianism and a new
capacity for rehabilitation to every stage of
the post-conviction process” (Labrecque
& Smith, 2017, p. 233). Through the years
of building community supervision, ques-
tions have been raised about its effectiveness
(Turner, Scheyett & Allen, 2022). Research
produced in the 1970s suggested that it had a
minimal impact for any rehabilitative efforts
(Martinson, 1974), and the research of this
time was labeled “Nothing Works.” In the
decades that followed, the community cor-
rections industry sought ways to identify and
implement programs that work in reducing
recidivism. This era of research is still known
as the “What Works” body of literature. The
What Works literature was guided by the
findings of the RNR model whereby match-
ing an individual’s risk to the level of need,
while being mindful of responsivity factors,
did result in promising reductions to recidi-
vism. Matching risks and needs should result
in appropriate placement and programming
recommendations. However, the U.S. crimi-
nal justice system has continued to show
waves of punitive action by seeking incapaci-
tation for offending populations even when
this may go against the RNR model.

Probation may be a better alternative for
certain offenses than being incarcerated
because it is more cost-effective and rehabil-
itation-oriented (Turner, Scheyett & Allen,
2022). However, one might question why it
is an ideal alternative if probationers are fre-
quently unsuccessful in complying with the
terms of their supervision (Turner, Scheyett
& Allen, 2022). Case plans that adhere to the
RNR model show lower recidivism rates in
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all types of clients, with reductions of 10%
to 50% (Dyck, Campbell & Wershler, 2018).
RNR approaches have been found to be effec-
tive in increasing officer use of core correc-
tional practices (Labrecque & Smith, 2017),
and when all three principles of the RNR
model are in operation, reductions in recidi-
vism are clearly evident (Bonta et al., 2008).
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