
If you want to have BETTER RESULTS for LESS MONEY…Evidence-Based Strategies can 
help.                                                          
  Read on to learn more→→→ 

 
An Evidence-Based Justice System 
Supports…Core Values and Key Goals: 

 

An Evidence-Based Justice System 
Promotes…the Effective and Efficient Use 
of Limited Resources: 
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Evidence as in evidence-based decision 
making, policies, practices, programs, is a term 
most of us hear dozens of times a day.  

 
Yet, do we really know what it means?   

 
Too often, the term is overused and misused.  
Even when it is used correctly, we might not 
know how to translate the knowledge into 
reasonable strategies, policies, procedures and 
protocols that help us to Reduce Harm and 
Reduce Risk.   

 
Understanding what evidence is and using tools 
and resources designed to aid practitioners in 
applying evidence, can make a substantial 
difference in the impact we have in our 
communities and it can help us focus our daily 
activities on people who can benefit the most 
from our assistance. 

 
Evidence is used to describe findings from 
empirically sound social science research.   
 
In order for a criminal justice program or 
practice to receive the label “evidence-based” 
from a recognized body such as the National 
Institute of Justice, the research arm of the U.S. 
Department of Justice, there must be multiple 
studies, either random assignment or very 
high quality quasi-experimental designs, with 
heterogenous or intended (e.g. female 
offenders) populations in different locations, 
which show consistent positive results towards 
the goals the practice or program was set-up to 
accomplish.  

 
Common goals of initiatives in the justice 
system include:  

 attainment of educational and vocarional 
credentials 

 securing and retaining employment 
 compliance with supervision conditions 
and court orders 
 remaining drug-free  
 desisting from criminal activity. 
 
 

Promising practices are those for which there 
is some evidence of a beneficial effect, but 
more studies are generally needed to ensure 
that positive results can be found across 
populations and in different locations.     

 
 

There are two general types of research and 
evaluation studies, process and outcome.   
 
Process evaluation can be summarized as “who 
does what to whom and under what 
circumstances.”  Process evaluation allows us 
to understand why we see the results we do in 
outcome studies.   
 
There are two primary methods of conducting 
outcome evaluations.  The first is using 
experimental design which involves the 
random assignment of participants to a control 
group and a treatment group.  
 
Random assignment is considered the “gold” 
standard of methodology because it is the best 
way to ensure that the study’s results are due to 
an impact of the “intervention” being studied 
and not to differences between the treatment 
and control groups.  
  
The second major methodology is called quasi-
experimental design in which researchers use 
statistical techniques to match the treatment 
and control groups in an experiment as closely 
as possible on key variables.  Quasi-
experimental designs are often used in criminal 
justice and other settings.  The limitation of 
quasi-experimental design is that no matter how 
sophisticated the statistical controls employed, 
there is always the chance that any effects 
found are due to chance or differences between 
the control and treatment groups and not to the 
thing being studied.  

 
 
The term meta-analysis is found throughout 
the criminal justice “What Works” literature.  
Researchers use meta-analysis to aggregate 
the results from numerous studies on a 
particular topic and then re-analyze the data to 
see how a particular effect holds up.   
 
Systematic reviews are used to summarize 
the best available research on a particular topic.  
The criterion for studies to include in the 
reviews, along with all methods and data 
sources, are carefully and completely 
articulated in systematic reviews. This approach 
allows for transparency and for other 
researchers to replicate the study.    
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Evidence may be used to inform the discretion 
of decision-makers at key points along the 
justice continuum.  A few examples: 

 Bail decisions  
 Eligibility for pretrial diversion 
 Appropriateness for intermediate 

punishment and problem-solving courts 
 Plea bargains 
 Sentencing 
 Work release  
 Conditions for community supervision 
 Eligibility for early release  
 Priorities for treatment interventions, 

supports and services 
 Type, duration and intensity of treatment 

services for individual offenders. 
 

 
 
In the last few decades, more time, attention 
and funding has been dedicated to conducting 
evaluation research in criminal justice.  As a 
result of academic and practitioner partnerships 
and more emphasis on translational 
criminology, we know more about what works 
in prevention, early intervention, juvenile and 
adult criminal justice.  Our field has further 
identified certain approaches, programs and 
practices, which have no effect and those which 
do harm.   
 
However, the knowledge we have gained is 
uneven in its distribution across disciplines and 
even when we do have evidence, it may not be 
applied at all or when it is, not as well as it 
might be.  
 
Policing is an area that has benefited from 
significant focus by academic/practitioner 
partnerships. From multiple, highly rigorous 
studies we know that hot spot and community 
policing can be quite effective in preventing 
crime as can strategies based on “broken 
windows” theory. The evidence available in 
policing has been incorporated into practice to a 
far-higher degree than in some other justice 
domains such as sentencing. 
 
 

 
In spite of the fact that 70 percent of 
correctional populations in the United States 
are under community supervision, we know 
surprisingly little about core practices.  For 
example, there are few scientifically rigorous 
studies on the impact of contacts between 
probation officers and offenders, so we really 
can’t say the extent to which contacts impact 
anti-social behavior.  We also don’t know 
enough about how best to structure contacts in 
number and type. 

 

Prevention and Early Intervention 
What WORKS What DOESN’T 

WORK 

Nurse Family 
Partnerships 

 

Scared Straight 

 Functional Family 
Therapy 

 

Boot Camps 

Youth Mentoring 
Programs 

Intensive interventions 
which target lower risk 
offenders 

Incredible Years: 
Parent and Child 
Training 

 

Drug Education 
programs such as 
D.A.R.E. 

Drug Court Approaches based on 
“shaming” offenders 
and those which target 
factors not proven to 
be related to criminal 
behavior 

 

 
Measuring the effectiveness of correctional 
interventions is much more complex than 
pursuing an answer to a simple question: Does 
it work?  Even for those interventions that have 
earned the label evidence-based, they vary 
tremendously on the extent of the impact you 
might expect to see if they are implemented 
with fidelity.  Many interventions show 
improvements on key indicators in the single 
digits.  Some effects hold up better over time 
than others. 
 
Equal in importance to the effectiveness 
question is that of efficiency.  In other words, 
“is the juice worth the squeeze?”                      
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FUNDAMENTAL PRACTICES OF EVIDENCE-BASED CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEMS 

 

1. Assess offenders using actuarial risk and need instruments designed and validated for 

correctional populations. Evidence-based systems are built on the understanding that offenders 

have individual needs, risks and protective factors.  A ONE SIZE APPROACH DOES NOT FIT 

ALL.   

2. Use the results of assessments and clinical impressions to target medium and high risk 

offenders for services, supports and interventions. 

3. Avoid providing intensive services to lower-risk offenders as doing so can increase the 

probability of failure. 

4. Target multiple, current crime-producing needs of mid to high risk offenders through 

interventions, services and supports.   

5. Be realistic in setting conditions.  Respond to violations with swiftness and certainty.  Use more 

carrots than sticks. 

6. Collaborate with systems such as workforce development, mental health, drug and alcohol 

treatment, public housing, which serve the same clients. Identify and close gaps in services.  

Work to leverage, blend and sustain funding.   

7. Partner with non-profit, faith-based and community groups to mentor offenders particularly 

during transitions. Seek to hook offenders with pro-social people, organizations, businesses and 

activities. 
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Risk is the statistical probability that a given offender will commit additional crimes.  The most 
widely used actuarial risk/need instruments such as the Level of Service Inventory – Revised (LSI-R), 
the LSI-CM, the Ohio Risk Assessment System (ORAS), the Wisconsin Risk/Need and COMPAS, 
measure the general risk of recidivism not the risk to commit specific offenses.   
 
A Risk Profile includes both dynamic factors, which might be targeted for change, and static factors.       

 
Dynamic Factors Related To Criminal Behavior – Criminogenic Needs 

 
 Antisocial attitudes, beliefs, values and associates 

 Poor problem-solving and decision making skills 

 Low levels of impulse control 

 Educational deficits 

 Limited vocational skills and work history 

 Alcohol and other drug dependence and addiction 

 Poor use of leisure time 

 Few or no attachments to pro-social people 

 

 
Static Factors and Their Impact 
  The best predictor of future behavior is past behavior. 

 Early onset of criminal activity (arrest under 15) is very predictive of future criminal behavior. 

 The number of arrests in a person’s history is likewise predictive with five or more arrests 

indicating significant probabilities of reoffending. 

 Current age is a robust predictor.  Both violent and non-violent offending peeks in the teens/early 

twenties with most offenders desisting from crime.   For those who continue committing crimes, 

they may age-out as the older an offender, the less likely he/she is to commit additional offenses. 

 The current offense of conviction is not a good predictor of future criminal behavior. 

 As a group, offenders incarcerated for drug and alcohol and/or property offenses have higher 

probabilities (higher risk) of committing additional crimes than those whose instant conviction is for 

a violent offense. 

 

Other Important Considerations 

 In addition to risk and need factors, each offender has strengths which may serve as protective 

factors.  Risk factors, needs, and strengths should be taken into consideration when developing an 

individual case plan in conjunction with the offender. 

 Factors which may affect an individual’s ability to respond to various strategies and specific 

interventions, should be measured and taken into account when developing case plans.  This is 

called the responsivity principle.  

 Those who maintain contact with family and/or have a support system do better on release from 

incarceration. 

 “Informal social controls” have significant positive impacts on offender behavior and have much 

more promise for safeguarding communities and enhancing successful offender transitions, than 

any formal controls. 
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For more information about evidence-based 
practices and risk/needs assessments in criminal 
justice contact: 

 

Kathleen Gnall, Owner 
Gnall Consulting 
38 Sycamore Dr. 
Mechanicsburg, PA  17050 
717-795-1753 
 
Kathy.gnall@gmail.com 
www.gnallconsulting.com 
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