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As the size and cost of jails and prisons have grown, so too has the awareness that public investment in incarceration 

has not yielded the expected return on public safety. Today, in the United States, an opportunity exists to reexamine 

the wisdom of our reliance on institutional corrections—incarceration in prisons or jails—and to reconsider the role 

of community-based corrections, which encompasses probation, parole, and pretrial supervision. However, it could 

also be an opportunity wasted if care is not taken to bolster the existing capacity of community corrections.

States and counties are moving to shift the burden from institutional to community corrections, sending greater 

numbers of offenders to supervision agencies with heightened expectations of success but often without the ad-

ditional resources necessary to do the job that is being asked of them. The well-worn adage about building a plane 

while flying it seems an apt description of where community corrections finds itself in 2013.

There is considerable variability within and across states in the way community corrections is organized and fi-

nanced. Agency responsibilities and accountability also differ. This report begins with a summary of what consti-

tutes community corrections today and what are best practices, and then describes the efforts of some states to 

reshape their work (which are identified in the report as “state spotlights”).

While many states have begun to transform their community corrections, much remains to be done. In some states, 

efforts to build capacity, attract new resources, and contribute in significant ways to public safety are at the starting 

place of educating policymakers and stakeholders on the function and purpose of supervision. In other jurisdic-

tions, agencies are working to integrate proven practices into their operations but face challenges, including a lack 

of resources and opposition by both policymakers and agency staff to new ways of doing business. States and coun-

ties have also begun experimenting with new technologies and practices in their supervision to more efficiently 

and safely manage offenders in the community. However, some of these approaches have yet to be rigorously 

evaluated to prove their effectiveness. This report includes a discussion of practices that are attracting interest from 

the community corrections field, yet require additional research to determine if their intended outcomes are being 

achieved. 

With mounting pressure on community supervision agencies to ease strained budgets, reduce institutional crowd-

ing, and provide a greater return on public safety dollars, it is urgent that policymakers and the public work together 

to develop a much greater understanding of what is possible for these agencies to achieve and what it will take to 

get there. In  particular, leaders in the field need to develop: 

 > a major change in the culture that has dominated supervision agencies for at least the last 30 years;

 > an investment of resources to enable agencies to adopt evidence-based practices;

 > a realistic plan for agency transformation; 

 > a commitment to monitor and measure outcomes and what works; and

 > an understanding among the courts, legislature, and executive-branch agencies of their role in enabling supervi-

sion agencies to deliver on public safety expectations.

With this report, Vera’s Center on Sentencing and Corrections provides an overview of the state of community cor-

rections, the transformational practices emerging in the field, and recommendations to policymakers on realizing 

the full value of community supervision to taxpayers and communities.

Executive Summary
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FROM THE CENTER DIRECTOR

When I first began working in corrections more than 30 years ago, the 
impact of Robert Martinson’s assessment that “nothing works” in com-
munity corrections (made famous by his 1974 article, “What Works:  
Questions and Answers about Prison Reform”) was just beginning to be 
felt. Minnesota’s first-in-the-nation sentencing guidelines were starting 
to draw attention and, a few years later, in 1982, Peter Greenwood and his 
colleagues at Rand were writing for the National Institute of Justice on 
the value of selective incapacitation through incarceration in preventing 
crime. The combination of those three developments over the space of 
just a few years had a profound impact on corrections, especially commu-
nity corrections, and left the field with many of the problems described in 
this report.

But those same 30 years, with the availability of faster, cheaper data 
systems and the leadership of key researchers in Canada and the United 
States, have seen the emergence of new and compelling findings on what 
does work in community corrections and given confidence to more and 
more policymakers to put those research results into policy.

This report is a review of the current state of community corrections 
and the new practices and exciting policy changes emerging in the states.  
But it is also a caution: Change never arrives overnight; it needs support—
both political and fiscal—to succeed. Or we could be looking at a return to 
the days of  “nothing works.” 

Peggy McGarry 
Director, Center on Sentencing and Corrections
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Introduction
In the last 40 years, the number of people confined in state prisons—some-
times referred to as institutional corrections—has increased more than 700 
percent, reaching 1.4 million in 2010.1 States built prisons in response to federal 
incentives and to accommodate the impact of changes to their own sentenc-
ing laws and policies. The cost of housing prisoners grew along with the rate of 
incarceration—often becoming the second largest expenditure from a state’s 
general fund. A recent Vera Institute of Justice (Vera) study of 40 states found 
that in 2011 the average annual cost per inmate was $31,286 when all prison 
costs were included.2

In the wake of the 2008 recession, states and counties grappling with wid-
ening budget shortfalls have frequently targeted institutional corrections for 
cuts. After exhausting operational efficiencies without solving the problem, 
policymakers in a number of states have again turned to making changes in 
sentencing law and policy—but, this time, as a means to move inmates out of 
expensive prison and jail beds and into what’s known as community correc-
tions: probation, parole, or pretrial supervision.  

When adequately resourced and carefully planned, community supervision 
can be an effective response to criminal behavior for both justice-involved indi-
viduals and communities. Without additional investments, however, redirect-
ing more defendants and offenders into existing systems may not generate the 
cost-savings or public safety outcomes policymakers are seeking.  With more 
than five million adults already on probation and parole supervision in 2009, 
the population increases that will follow recent legislative efforts are likely to 
put significant stress on supervising agencies.  

As Vera staff have monitored legislation across the country over the last 
five years and assisted agencies charged with its implementation, we have 
observed a certain amount of anxiety and fear among those in the field. What 
will happen if this shift in policy fails? What will be the reaction if an inad-
equately, ineffectively managed parolee or probationer commits a terrible 
crime? Will states and counties turn their backs on the idea that they can 
achieve public safety and reduce incarceration?

Community corrections agencies that incorporate practices supported by 
good research, are adequately resourced in staff and services, and enjoy the un-
derstanding and support of the courts and policymakers have the potential to 
achieve great results. Community-based corrections supervision is less expen-
sive than prison or jail and can be a source of positive change for communities. 
By keeping individuals in the community and offering supervision, interven-
tion, and services that are responsive to their risk and needs to prevent reof-
fending, community supervision  can improve public safety and, with it, the 
viability of neighborhoods that are most affected by crime and large numbers 
of people returning from prison.

Community 
corrections agencies 
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by good research, 
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Defendants and offenders who are not incarcerated have the opportunity to 
remain with their families, retain employment, and participate in treatment 
or other programming within the natural context of their lives—as opposed to 
the unnatural setting of a prison or jail.3  Drug and mental health treatment, 
job skills training, and behavioral interventions delivered in the community 
have long been demonstrated to be more effective than those offered behind 
bars.4  

These results, however, are only possible with adequate planning and 
resources. With a larger population, the quality of supervision may suffer if 
community corrections officers have to struggle to manage increased caseloads 
without the training, support, and tools they need. In addition, an increase in 
the number of people being sent to community supervision likely means more 
higher-risk offenders who have a greater need of treatment and other assis-
tance to prevent reoffending. If resources remain unchanged, officers may be 
unable to refer to or provide needed services and treatment. Overworked and 
under-resourced officers may act more quickly to revoke to prison or jail those 
who do not meet conditions immediately and completely or those supervis-
ees whose risk they worry they cannot manage given the demands on their 
time—only delaying rather than solving over-incarceration. Finally, agencies 
that lack the resources to adequately supervise offenders may even contribute 
to increased crime in the community. Not only would this be tragic for victims 
and the community, it might also generate a backlash against community cor-
rections among policymakers, potentially setting the U.S. on another course of 
incarceration-based criminal justice policy. 

The current focus on community corrections could be a moment of enor-
mous opportunity, but desired public safety and budgetary outcomes will 
come about only if policymaking is well-informed and thoughtful, and is ac-
companied by upfront investment in capacity building for affected agencies. 

What is Community Corrections?
Community corrections supervises people who are under the authority of the 
criminal justice system but who are not in prison or jail. In 2009, more than 
five million people in the United States were supervised in the community 
by the criminal justice system.5 This figure includes people at many different 
stages of the criminal court process. Most people under community supervi-
sion fall into one of the following categories:

 > defendants on pretrial release with open, active cases in court;

 > defendants with open cases who have been diverted to a specialty court or 
diversion program and who will be convicted and sentenced if they are not 
successful in the court or program;
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 > offenders who have pled or were found guilty of their charges and are sen-
tenced to a term of community supervision, usually probation, that may in-
clude participation in specialized programs like drug courts;

 > offenders who have completed prison or jail terms but remain on commu-
nity supervision, usually parole but also probation, for a certain amount of 
time; or

 > offenders released from prison or jail to serve the remainder of their sentenc-
es in the community on work release or other programs (this may involve 
probation or parole supervision).

Community supervision includes two distinct populations with different 
sets of rights and responsibilities: defendants charged with offenses but who 
are presumed innocent until proven otherwise, and offenders who have been 
deemed responsible for an offense by a court of law.  Being placed on supervi-
sion in the community does not guarantee that no time will be served behind 
bars: virtually everyone on community supervision is at risk of being detained 
or incarcerated upon failure to comply with the conditions of supervision.  

Despite these different populations in diverse settings and statuses, commu-
nity corrections can be discussed within a common framework because many 
supervision and organizational practices, policies, and procedures are the same.

The following sections describe the different populations within community 
supervision in more detail.  

PRETRIAL RELEASE
Once arrested on suspicion of committing a crime, a person has the legal right 
to be considered by the police or an officer of the court for possible release until 
the case is disposed.6 The process by which this determination is made is gov-
erned by the policies and practices of several agencies. Law enforcement agen-
cies decide whether to arrest, then whether to cite and release or book into 
custody; if arrestees are booked, judicial officers typically determine whether 
to assign the arrestees to pretrial detention or release. Defendants may also be 
released from custody during the pretrial stage if they are able to post the bail 
or bond set by a judicial officer or by the local bail schedule.7 

For most of U.S. history, release pretrial was only possible by posting a bond 
or bail. However, in 1961, the Vera Institute of Justice was born out of a project 
that introduced the concept of release on one’s own recognizance based on an 
objective screening for risk of flight. Known as the Manhattan Bail Project, it 
was an idea that revolutionized the pretrial process.8 Today, many jurisdictions 
have pretrial services agencies that provide the court with objective investiga-
tive reports and recommendations to aid in detention and release decisions. 

An assessment of a defendant’s likelihood to return to court or be rearrested 
if released usually includes factors that have proven to be predictive of such 
results: (1) residential stability; (2) employment stability or full-time activities 
(such as full-time education); and (3) community ties (such as the presence of 
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immediate family or membership in a church).9  
Most pretrial services programs also provide alternative release options to 

bail and bond that do not penalize defendants for lacking financial resources. 
At the court’s direction, programs may monitor defendants’ whereabouts, 
remind them of their court dates, and/or supervise their participation in treat-
ment programming.  

There are significant negative consequences for people detained during 
the pretrial period.  Studies have repeatedly shown that defendants detained 
pending trial are treated more harshly than similarly situated defendants who 
are released pretrial.10 Detained defendants receive more severe sentences and 
are offered less attractive plea bargains for no other reason than their pretrial 
detention. There is no more powerful predictor of post-conviction incarceration 
than pretrial detention.11

Pretrial detention may have other collateral consequences that affect not 
only the defendant, but also his or her family and community. Defendants 
may lose jobs, housing, and custody of children or other dependents if they are 
detained for even a short time.12 Pretrial release, on the other hand, may be ac-
tively beneficial to the final outcome of a case: If a defendant has followed the 
court’s conditions, including completing treatment or receiving services prior 
to sentencing, the court may be more likely to impose a less restrictive, shorter 
sentence. Conversely, if the defendant is released and fails while in the commu-
nity, the judge may be even harsher at sentencing.

PROBATION
The largest group subject to community supervision is the probation popula-
tion. In 2009, more than 4 million people were on probation (representing 
84 percent of the community supervision population).13 Probation is a court-
ordered period of correctional supervision in the community.  Frequently, 
probation is a suspension of an incarcerative sentence, which can be imposed 
if the offender fails to complete the probation term successfully. In some cases, 
probation can be part of a combined sentence of incarceration (either in prison 
or jail) followed by a period of community supervision. A term of probation 
may be longer than the suspended jail sentence. For example, it is common for 
an offender to receive a year of probation even when the jail term would have 
been 90 days to six months. 

Probation is a creature of the courts: a judge imposes it as part or all of a 
sentence and sets the rules and conditions of supervision. Some judges man-
age their probation cases actively—ordering the probationer to come to court 
on a regular basis and overseeing adjudication of any violations of probation 
rules. If a probationer violates the terms of supervision, either by committing 
a new offense or by failing to follow a probation rule—such as failing to report 
for an appointment with his or her officer or to a treatment center—he or she 
can be arrested and held in a local jail to await adjudication of the violation. If 
a violation is found and revocation is ordered, probationers can be sentenced to 

In 2009, more than 
4 million people 
were on probation, 
representing 
84 percent of 
the community 
supervision 
population.
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serve all or part of the suspended sentence in custody. Some defense attorneys 
recommend short jail stays to clients facing less serious charges instead of the 
intensive supervision and possible longer incarceration term that could result 
from revocation because of infractions or violations.14

SPECIALTY COURTS
Specialty, or problem-solving, courts have become a common component of 
criminal justice systems.15 While specialty court participants do not comprise a 
large segment of the population under community supervision, their numbers 
are growing. Drug, mental health, homeless, and veterans’ courts exist to divert 
people with special needs from prison. Participants often have many different 
kinds of problems, legal and otherwise, and specially trained staff and judges 
“case manage” each individual and his or her varied circumstances.16 Partici-
pants are at high risk of detention if they do not comply with their conditions.17  
They have been offered an “out,” and may be penalized if they are not compli-
ant. Some jurisdictions place defendants in specialty courts pre-disposition. In 
these courts, successful completion of the program results in the eradication of 
the criminal charge.18 In other jurisdictions, specialty courts are an alternative 
to incarceration for people post-disposition, and participants face jail or prison 
time if they fail to comply with the conditions of supervision.19

For post-disposition participants, the length of supervision is usually longer 
than the original sentence. This may serve to discourage participation. For ex-
ample, a 30-day jail sentence imposed immediately may be preferred by a drug 
user over a 12-month supervision period during which he or she is exposed to 
possible incarceration for rule violations or new offenses. Someone who is sen-
tenced to drug court and fails may ultimately receive a harsher sentence than a 
similarly situated person who declined a drug court disposition.

PAROLE
Parole, or post-release supervision, is a period of conditional, supervised release 
in the community following a prison term. Parole release is typically granted 
by a state-level, executive branch parole board with mandatory supervision 
provided by a state corrections agency.  In recent decades, many states have 
abolished discretionary parole release.20 Instead, prisoners are released at the 
end of their prison terms, and then placed on shorter-term, mandatory post-
release supervision. (For purposes of this paper, we refer to both parole and 
post-release supervision as “parole”.)  By year end 2009, more than 800,000 
individuals were on parole in the U.S.21 

Similar to probationers, if a parolee violates the terms of parole, either by 
committing a new offense or by failing to follow a parole rule, he or she can be 
arrested and held in a local jail to await adjudication of the violation. In most 
states, the parole board is the adjudication body and decides whether to order 
a revocation, sending the parolee back to prison to serve all or a portion of the 
time remaining on his or her original sentence.  
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Current State of Community 
Corrections
In the more than two centuries since the first prison opened in Philadelphia, 
the United States has responded to crime with an ever-increasing reliance on 
incarceration. Lawmakers, judges, and government officials have turned to 
cells and bars to achieve an array of desired outcomes.  Penitence, punishment, 
rehabilitation, deterrence, and incapacitation have all been offered as justifica-
tion for sending more and more people to prison. By 2008, 2.3 million people—
or one in 100 adults in the United States—were behind bars.22 

While mass incarceration has received significant attention in the media, 
less well known is how many offenders are sent to community supervision. In 
2009, seven out of every ten offenders were serving all or part of their sentenc-
es in the community, a rate that has remained roughly the same over the last 
30 years. 23 This currently amounts to a very large number, however, as during 
this period, the total number of people involved in the criminal justice system 
has risen considerably. In 2009, 5.1 million—or one out of every 45 adults in the 
United States—was under some form of criminal justice supervision in the 
community.24

Costs have risen along with corrections populations. Total state spending on 
corrections is now estimated at $52 billion a year, the bulk of which is spent on 
prisons.25 The table on the next page provides information on 32 states’ 2010 
prison spending compared with community corrections spending. 

While community supervision clearly costs less than incarceration, in many 
instances, the low cost is a result of large caseloads and a lack of key services. 
Without funds sufficient to ensure that people are receiving appropriate and 
individualized supervision, communities may see high failure rates, increased 
victimization, and delayed rather than avoided costs as understaffed agencies 
return probationers and parolees to costly jail and prison beds on technical 
violations of probation or parole conditions or rules.26 Under optimal circum-
stances, community supervision costs would be somewhat higher, caseload 
size lower, and outcomes would most likely improve.

Current outcomes bear out the need for change: success rates on community 
supervision are not encouraging and most of those who fail are returned to 
prison (some for a new offense, but most due to a technical revocation).27 Of the 
2.3 million probationers exiting supervision in 2009, only 65 percent com-
pleted probation successfully.28 Sixteen percent were incarcerated for failing 
the terms of their probation (for a new offense or technical revocation); proba-
tion was extended for the remainder, or they were given more conditions and 
restrictions.29 Even more fail to complete parole: of the 579,000 parolees exiting 
supervision in 2009, only 51 percent completed parole successfully.30 In some 
states, as many as two out of every three prison admissions are for technical 

Under optimal 
circumstances, 
community 
supervision costs 
would be somewhat 
higher, caseload size 
lower, and outcomes 
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PRISON COMMUNITY SUPERVISION AVERAGE COST

State Population Expenditures Population Expenditures Prison
Community 
Supervision

Alabama 30,739 $433,745,923 62,200 $45,938,006 $14,111 $739

Arizona 2,6 38,423 $897,343,500 7,993 $12,989,300 $23,354 $1,625

Arkansas 16,147 $288,888,121 49,900 $28,342,706 $17,891 $568

Colorado 2,6 22,815 $749,093,130 11,014 $42,417,112 $32,833 $3,851

Connecticut 2,6 13,308 $607,667,376 2,894 $14,708,644 $45,662 $5,082

Delaware 1 6,598 $143,800,000 16,900 $24,916,000 $21,794 $1,474

Florida 3,7 104,306 $2,003,605,196 260,300 $240,909,947 $19,209 $926

Georgia 52,523 $1,113,443,858 482,300 $140,327,782 $21,199 $291

Hawaii 1,2,6 5,912 $187,613,165 1,850 $3,381,876 $31,734 $1,828

Illinois 2,6 48,418 $997,859,100 26,009 $50,847,900 $20,609 $1,955

Indiana 2,6 28,012 $562,247,665 10,872 $9,215,074 $20,072 $848

Kentucky 19,937 $286,381,151 71,400 $37,074,773 $14,364 $519

Louisiana 39,444 $610,880,240 70,000 $60,166,708 $15,487 $860

Maine 1,942 $93,225,747 7,300 $8,805,889 $48,005 $1,206

Maryland 22,275 $733,670,238 101,400 $101,873,275 $32,937 $1,005

Massachusetts 2,6 10,027 $514,150,199 3,260 $19,006,816 $51,277 $5,830

Michigan 44,113 $1,517,903,300 206,800 $223,889,300 $34,409 $1,083

Missouri 30,614 $533,210,722 76,900 $90,639,112 $17,417 $1,179

Montana 3,716 $74,625,506 11,100 $58,400,264 $20,082 $5,261

Nebraska 2,6 4,498 $158,190,135 941 $3,538,366 $35,169 $3,760

Ohio 51,712 $1,265,011,710 263,900 $88,700,000 $24,463 $715

Oklahoma 24,514 $441,772,058 28,300 $34,897,398 $18,021 $1,233

Oregon 4 13,971 $568,476,929 31,347 $107,371,389 $40,690 $3,425

Pennsylvania 7 51,075 $1,867,230,000 275,200 $96,496,000 $36,559 $351

Rhode Island 1 3,357 $152,666,473 25,700 $10,843,932 $45,477 $422

South Dakota 2,6 3,431 $57,967,921 2,843 $3,785,177 $16,895 $1,331

Tennessee 27,451 $622,011,500 72,100 $74,644,600 $22,659 $1,035

Texas 164,652 $2,471,827,691 521,400  $449,682,860 $15,012 $862

Utah 6,795 $130,653,000 14,500  $44,928,500 $19,228 $3,099

Virginia 37,410 $980,674,412 57,900  $73,540,055 $26,214 $1,270

Washington 5,7 18,212 $638,568,378 18,690  $124,342,088 $35,063 $6,653

West Virginia 2,6 6,642 $154,936,305 1,796  $3,589,371 $23,327 $1,999

Wisconsin 20,812 $738,334,059 63,900  $188,417,956 $35,476 $2,949

PRISON AND COMMUNITY CORRECTIONS POPULATIONS AND EXPENDITURES IN FISCAL YEAR 2010

(1) Prison population includes only inmates under state jurisdiction; (2) Community correction population includes parole only; (3) BJS community correction 
populations were not comparable to the figures provided to Vera by the state; (4) Community correction population figures obtained from the Oregon Department 
of Correction; (5) Community correction population figures include only offenders supervised by the Washington State Department of Correction; (6) Community 
correction expenditures include parole expenditures only; (7) Does not reflect all community corrections expenditures. 

Source: Ram Subramanian and Rebecca Tublitz. Realigning Justice Resources: A Review of Population Spending Shifts in Prison and Community Corrections. New 
York, NY: Vera Institute of Justice, 2012.
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violations of probation and parole.31 
The reasons for these failures are many. The next section describes some of 

the current problems facing community supervision agencies.  

LARGE CASELOADS
In the 1970s, parole officers supervised an average caseload of 45 parolees.32 
By 2003, parole officers were responsible for approximately 70 parolees, and 
probation officers for 130 probationers.33 Not only are caseloads higher today, 
but the restrictions and conditions placed on supervisees have also become 
more complex. These can include the imposition of fines and fees, sex offender 
registration requirements, living restrictions, curfews, and GPS monitoring.  
Offenders today are also more likely to fall into higher categories of risk for 
reoffending, with pressing criminogenic needs to be addressed (criminogenic 
needs are those personal deficits and circumstances known to predict criminal 
activity if not changed).34 Thus officers have more offenders on their  caseloads, 
with each offender requiring more attention.35  Budget constraints also force 
officers to supervise offenders with fewer resources—from a lack of clerical 
support to outdated technology—while being asked to enforce new conditions 
and requirements.

Supervision agencies cannot deliver expected public safety outcomes if state 
legislatures pass laws requiring more restrictive requirements for probationers 
and parolees without providing for adequate agency budgets and capacity.  

“ONE-SIZE-FITS-ALL” CONDITIONS
The job of probation and parole officers is further complicated by a number of 
factors outside their control, such as:

 > the long terms to which offenders are sentenced on probation and placed on 
parole;

 > lengthy, standardized sets of conditions for all of those on supervision;

 > fines, fees, restitution, and community service obligations that officers must 
monitor and enforce; and

 > mandated treatment for which offenders must pay.

Conditions of release—whether onto pretrial supervision, probation, or 
parole—are set by judges and parole boards. For many decades, these officials 
have used long lists of standardized conditions that apply to everyone, regard-
less of offense or perceived need. Many are obvious and important, such as 
“Report as directed by your officer” and “Parolees may not possess a firearm.” 
However, others range from the near-impossible to the merely very difficult, 
such as “Do not associate with known felons” (many offenders have family 
members who are felons) and  “Refrain from possessing or consuming alcohol-
ic beverages.”36  In some jurisdictions, the conditions can number 30 or more. 
The lists are often in use for years without review.

Not only are 
caseloads higher 
today, but the 
restrictions and 
conditions placed 
on supervisees have 
also become more 
complex.  
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In addition to their number and difficulty, conditions are imposed that re-
search has demonstrated are more harmful than helpful: for example, requir-
ing the probationer or parolee to submit to drug testing or participate in treat-
ment when there is no indication that substance abuse is a factor in his or her 
criminality. Even when treatment is deemed necessary, it may only be avail-
able from private agencies that charge fees too high for many to afford. These 
kinds of conditions can frustrate offenders, expose them unnecessarily to more 
high-risk people and lifestyles, and provide grounds for violation and revoca-
tion. In some instances, conditions can even become impediments to finding 
and retaining employment since mandatory treatment programs, curfews, 
driving restrictions, and check-ins with parole and probation officers can make 
it difficult for individuals to schedule work hours. 

When viewed in isolation, each of these conditions may seem worthy or 
reasonable. In the aggregate, however, and when applied universally—even 
to low-level, low-risk offenders—they become untenable. Non-compliance 
with any one of them is theoretically grounds for a violation and could result 
in revocation to jail or prison. When coupled with long probation and parole 
terms—two, five, ten years—these conditions can become extremely difficult 
to live by: avoid alcohol, observe a curfew, do not move without permission, do 
not secure a driver’s license, etc. Long supervision terms expose probationers 
and parolees to the threat of violation and revocation for years. In some cases, a 
single violation can result in a loss of all earned credit for the time they lived in 
the community without violations.

SUPERVISION AS LAW ENFORCEMENT
For decades, what’s often referred to as “tail ‘em, nail ‘em, and jail ‘em” was 
the prevailing approach to supervision in many jurisdictions. With increasing 
caseloads and limited resources, this surveillance and enforcement approach 
may have appeared to be the most prudent way to supervise offenders. Officers 
without the means or time to meaningfully assess risk and needs, provide case 
management, purchase or provide services and treatment, or follow-up with 
families, employers, or program staff would resort to the “safest” avenue avail-
able to them: register a violation and recommend revocation at the first sign of 
troubling behavior. That sign might be anything from a missed appointment, a 
curfew violation, or a single failed drug test.  

Although it may appear safe, exclusive reliance on surveillance has repeat-
edly been shown to have little impact on recidivism. According to a Wash-
ington State Institute of Public Policy analysis of adult corrections programs, 
supervision programs without a focus on treatment do not, in general, produce 
a reduction in recidivism rates. 37 Community supervision in some jurisdictions, 
however, continues to focus heavily on individual probationer accountability 
rather than on providing officers with the skills, tools, and resources necessary 
to reduce the risk of recidivism among their supervisees.38 

Supervision 
programs without a 
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THE DEFINITION OF SUCCESS FOR OFFICERS
In a search for fair and objective means of evaluating officer performance, 
many supervision agencies measure success using what are called contact 
standards, which direct officers to maintain a certain frequency and type of 
contact with their supervisees. In these agencies, contact standards are a key 
benchmark in assessing agency and officer performance, and quick returns of 
violators are often a measure of vigilance.39 Reliance on contact standards can 
result in an emphasis on outputs (such as the number of contacts officers have 
with their supervisees), at the expense of the outcomes (such as reduced vic-
timization and enhanced public safety) that matter most. Increasing the num-
ber of contacts, moreover, has not been shown to produce better outcomes for 
parolees.40  This is not surprising since most offender supervision consists of 
interviews conducted by officers from their desks.41  It is not uncommon for the 
average contact to last five to fifteen minutes—with much of it spent by the of-
ficer checking on the offender’s payment of fines and fees and the completion 
of community service hours.42 

LACK OF DIFFERENTIATION IN CASE SUPERVISION
The combination of a long list of standard conditions of release and the use of 
contact standards in defining success can lead to supervision that is delivered 
uniformly, regardless of the risk the individual parolee or probationer presents 
or the issues that might be driving that risk.  Decades of research confirm, how-
ever, that overly supervising (by number of contacts, over-programming, or 
imposing unnecessary restrictions) low-risk probationers and parolees is likely 
to produce worse outcomes than essentially leaving them alone.43  The oppo-
site is true of high-risk people. Thus, uniform supervision will invariably have 
a negative impact on recidivism rates for some sector of the supervised popu-
lation. In addition, if the supervision strategy and case plan are not matched 
to the individual’s assessed risk and needs, the supervision may very well be 
ineffective.

USE OF INCARCERATION AS A PRIMARY SANCTION
Many people are sent to prison or jail for breaking the rules of probation or 
parole—a so-called technical violation—even though they did not commit a 
new offense. In 2009, 24 percent—or 3,205 of South Carolina’s prison admis-
sions—were for revocations of probation and parole. Of those, 66 percent, or 
more than 2,100, were for technical violations, such as failure to show up at 
the probation office, or for alcohol or drug use.44 In Louisiana that same year, 
technical violations of community supervision accounted for 24 percent of all 
prison admissions.45 Correspondingly, in fiscal year 2010 Kentucky noted that 
the number of its parolees who were sent back to prison and who did not have 
new felony convictions nearly doubled as a percentage of prison admissions. 
Such parole violations accounted for 10.2 percent of total prison admissions in 
fiscal year 1998, yet rose to 19.5 percent of all admissions in fiscal year 2010.46  
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In many cases, a return to jail or prison is unnecessary to protect public safety 
and may make things worse as serving time in prison has been shown to in-
crease the risk of future offending, not to decrease it.47 

Too often, probationers and parolees are revoked because previous lesser 
infractions were met with little or no response—which encouraged the super-
visee to think that the rules do not matter and produced an officer exasperated 
by repeated rule breaking. Such exasperation can provoke responses that are 
out of proportion to the immediate violation.  Officer responses to rules viola-
tions that are consistent and appropriate are important to reinforcing desired 
behavior and discouraging negative behavior.

Incarcerating technical violators is costly, both in time and money. Super-
vising officers have to spend time writing reports and attending hearings; 
the court or parole board must make time in crowded calendars. In terms of 
expense, a 2003 report in California—where parole violators accounted for 
two-thirds of all prison admissions—revealed that the state had paid almost 
$900 million to re-incarcerate parole violators. Some estimate that by reducing 
the return-to-custody rate by 20 percent for non-serious, non-violent parole 
violators, corrections costs in California could have been cut by $71 million.48

FAILURE TO ACKNOWLEDGE CYCLES OF ADDICTION AND 
RECOVERY
Judges and parole boards frequently impose supervision conditions on long-
time alcohol or drug abusers that require them to remain abstinent. This 
requirement ignores the reality that recovery is a process that usually involves 
relapsing into alcohol or drugs use.49 A more realistic condition would be to 
enforce treatment completion and to monitor work toward abstinence. Simi-
larly, alcohol and drug testing has become a commonly imposed condition that 
might have little to do with an offender’s pattern of offending, but nonetheless 
requires officer time to conduct, monitor, and respond to.50 

Emerging Best Practices
Part of the U.S.’s long-standing reliance on incarceration stems from the belief 
that “nothing works” and that the most that the justice system can do to 
promote public safety is to keep known perpetrators locked up for as long as 
possible. Today, that belief is widely challenged as a growing body of research 
demonstrates the positive impact that a variety of community-based interven-
tions can have on individual behavior. 

Although policymakers traditionally paid little attention and provided lim-
ited resources to community supervision agencies, some practitioners in the 
field have been engaged in efforts to bring the past three decades of research 
to bear on their agencies. Clearly, business as usual is not working, and recent 
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policy changes that shift the burden from institutional to community correc-
tions without addressing resources and practices are raising alarms among 
agency officials.

When intractably high offender failure rates are coupled with concerns 
about the size of prison populations and the current economic crisis, the pres-
sure on corrections agencies to make more effective use of shrinking resources 
is heightened.51 A number of state legislatures have gone so far as to pass bills 
requiring state parole, probation, and other community corrections agencies to 
revamp their supervision practices to use those that research has shown to be 
effective. 

REDEFINITION OF AGENCY GOALS AND OFFICERS’ ROLES
Implementing research-based practices requires more than simply adopt-
ing new techniques and programs: agencies must reshape their mission, 
restructure supervision, and redefine the role of supervision officers. Because 
so many agencies were previously encouraged to take an enforcement and 
surveillance approach to supervision, shifting to a mission of producing public 
safety through the success of supervisees (rather than through punishing their 
failures) is a significant undertaking.  Everything from job descriptions, offi-
cer training, promotion criteria, and reward structures must be reviewed and 
adapted. In many ways, the transformation being asked of these agencies mir-
rors what agencies are encouraging their parolees and probationers to under-
take: new values, new ways of thinking, new skills.

A significant part of this transformation involves developing in officers the 
skills to assess their supervisees accurately, interact with them effectively, 
motivate them to change, and understand the services and interventions that 
will support the desired change. For many agencies facing budget restraints, 
investing in extensive officer training is difficult to justify.  However, without 
it, other investments—whether in assessment tools or service contracts—will 
fall short of their potential impact. 

A BEHAVIORAL-MANAGEMENT APPROACH TO 
SUPERVISION
As part of supervision restructuring, some agencies are implementing a 
behavioral-management approach to supervision that prioritizes assisting of-
fenders in leading successful, crime-free lives in the community. 52 The role of a 
supervision officer in a behavioral-management model combines enforcement 
responsibilities with a duty to instruct and model pro-social behavior. 

By reframing the routine interactions between community corrections of-
ficers and the people they supervise as an intervention, the supervisee becomes 
an active participant in developing his or her supervision and treatment plan. 
This approach also requires officers to establish goal-directed contacts: each 
interaction—whether interview, collateral contact (contact with key people 
in an offender’s life, such as an employer, neighbor, or family member), phone 
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call, etc.—should have a clear purpose in securing behavior change. The 
 supervisee’s success in the community becomes the definition and measure of 
the officer’s success.

RISK AND NEEDS ASSESSMENT TOOLS 
The foundation of good correctional practice is the administration of a vali-
dated risk or risk and needs assessment tool to defendants and offenders. Risk 
assessment instruments measure the probability that a person will reoffend if 
or when released into the community. Needs assessments identify a person’s 
criminogenic needs, such as education, mental health counseling, or positive 
social peers. Today’s assessment tools measure static (those things that can’t 
be changed: age, criminal history, etc.) and dynamic (those that can: drug ad-
diction, anti-social peers, etc.) risk factors, criminogenic needs, and strengths 
or protective factors present in an individual’s behavior, life, or history.  These 
provide the basis for individualized case plans to guide supervision, program-
ming, and interventions. There are a variety of assessment tools available for 
different purposes. Some are proprietary while others are available at no cost.  
Whatever tool is used in whatever context, states and counties must validate 
them using data from their own populations. 

Assessment tools are used to some degree in all states and in many counties 
at a number of decision points and in a variety of settings. Judges and releasing 
authorities use information from assessment tools to guide decisions regard-
ing pretrial release or detention, and release on parole; corrections agencies 
use them for placement within correctional facilities, assignment to supervi-
sion level or to specialized caseloads, and for recommendations regarding 
conditions of release. Since the best tools evaluate the individual’s dynamic or 
changeable risk factors and needs, they should be re-administered routinely to 
determine whether current assignments and plans are still appropriate.

A recent survey conducted by Vera found that a majority of community 
supervision agencies and releasing authorities routinely utilize assessment 
tools. Responses from 72 agencies across 41 states indicated that 82 percent of 
respondents regularly assessed both risk and need.53 While these self-reported 
numbers may be inflated, the responses do indicate agency awareness of the 
importance of assessments.

SUPERVISION BASED ON LEVEL OF RISK
Research over many decades demonstrates that supervision and intervention 
resources are used to best effect on those who pose the highest risk to public 
safety. In terms of promoting law-abiding and pro-social behavior, the greatest 
return on corrections dollars can be realized by supervising moderate-to-high-
risk offenders more intensively—in terms of the number and frequency of con-
tacts and the range and intensity (or dosage) of services and interventions.54 

Researchers and practitioners note that increased and more intensive 
contacts and programming benefit this population because they intervene in 
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established patterns of thought and socialization, and serve to structure super-
visees’ time in more conventional ways, leaving less time for aimless “hanging 
out.” The moderate-to-high-risk group is also operating with the greatest num-
ber of deficits (such as addiction, anti-social attitudes, low educational achieve-
ment, etc.) so addressing even some of these is likely to improve behavior and 
outcomes.

Conversely, as noted previously, research has shown that assigning low-risk 
offenders to intensive supervision and programming can be counterproduc-
tive. Intensive interventions risk disrupting already established pro-social be-
haviors, activities, or relationships (such as jobs, school, parenting, or religious 
observances), as well as exposing low-risk offenders to anti-social attitudes 
and subcultures in group programs. In doing so, agencies can in fact increase 
these supervisees’ risk of offending.55 

These research findings often run counter to the beliefs of many judges, 
paroling authorities, and other decision makers who consider treatment and 
programming resources wasted on high-risk offenders and who tend to over-
intervene with low-risk offenders. Their beliefs can make it difficult to imple-
ment practices supported by the evidence.

 DELAWARE A state with a unified prison and jail system, Delaware is 
in the process of adopting a pretrial risk assessment instrument to inform 
detention and release decisions with the intention of holding fewer low-risk 
defendants and freeing resources for high-risk populations. Delaware is using 
this and other changes to be able to spend its limited public safety dollars on 
programming that addresses offenders’ risks and needs more comprehensive-
ly. Furthermore, through earned compliance credits Delaware has created an 
incentive for probationers to comply with supervision conditions in exchange 
for a reduction in their probation terms.56

 GEORGIA The Georgia Department of Corrections is utilizing technology 
to monitor its low-risk offenders. Low-risk probationers are required to call 
into an automated system at a probation reporting contact center (PRCC). 
Should a probationer provide nonstandard responses to the system’s ques-
tions, the call is directed to his or her probation officer. This provides an 
incentive to probationers to comply with the rules of their probation in order 
to maintain or gain the liberties that PRCC offers. The system has allowed 
Georgia to allocate more resources and time to its high-risk probationers, 
thereby increasing public safety and improving supervision quality.57

SUPERVISION TIED TO NEEDS
Impacting criminal behavior requires a nuanced understanding of a supervis-
ee’s educational, social, and cognitive needs.  For example, research conducted 
by Vera on a large cohort of parolees found that unless officers understand the 
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reasons why a parolee cannot maintain stable housing or keep a job, they can-
not help change the situation. Depending on the case, impediments to success 
can be anything from characteristics of the supervisee—such as an inability to 
get along with or take simple directions from others—to a lack of skills or rent 
money.58 

As explained above, the assessment instruments in use today measure a 
person’s criminogenic needs as well as his or her strengths. This information 
forms the basis of the individualized case management plan that prioritizes 
the supervisee’s treatment, education, and service needs and identifies the 
most effective ways to address these. Incorporating both strengths and needs 
in the case plan ensures the officer does not order an intervention that will in-
terfere with or disrupt protective factors, while also guiding the officer in how 
to recognize and reinforce positive behavior during the  supervision process. 

ENHANCED RESOURCES FOR THE RISKIEST CASES
Too many supervision agencies waste valuable resources—staff time and pur-
chased services—on low-risk offenders who actually may be harmed by exces-
sive supervision and programming. By redirecting existing resources agencies 
can provide more intensive supervision, treatment, and services to medium 
and high-risk parolees and probationers. 

However, redirected resources alone are not always sufficient to substantial-
ly improve public safety. Securing this requires more officers, lower caseloads, 
better training, and funds to purchase services and treatment for medium and 
high-risk offenders. Therefore, states and counties may need to invest addi-
tional resources upfront to make communities safer.  

GRADUATED RESPONSES AND INCENTIVES 
Revocation to jail or prison is a severe, expensive, and mostly ineffective sanc-
tion for some supervision violations. Yet officers often express the fear that, if 
they do not revoke for lower-level violations, a supervisee may commit a more 
serious offense later on for which the officer and his or her agency will be 
held liable. Many jurisdictions have addressed this concern by formally adopt-
ing policies that support a system of graduated responses for rules violations 
and offer individual officers legal protection. These policies are grounded in 
a growing body of research showing the importance of responding to every 
 infraction; the key is to respond appropriately and proportionately. From a 
missed appointment to a failed drug test, there are many behaviors that can be 
safely met with prompt, defined sanctions that are proportional to the viola-
tion and address the reasons the violation occurred.59 Providing a continuum 
of responses that includes both programming interventions and sanctions 
(such as an official reprimand from a senior supervising officer, more frequent 
reporting, a new curfew, or time-limited travel restrictions) gives officers the 
tools to respond to every violation while allowing them to continue interacting 
and working with their supervisees through difficult periods.  
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Some states supplement these community-based responses with secure 
residential options, known as “half-way back” programs. Recent research casts 
doubt on the usefulness and cost effectiveness of these programs for technical 
violations unless there is a demonstrated need for intensive, residential treat-
ment and parolees are placed in them immediately following a violation.60 
A less disruptive and expensive alternative is day reporting, which requires 
supervisee to report to a center daily, weekly, or otherwise, depending on his 
or her level of risk and needs.61 These centers structure free time by offering 
rehabilitative programming, such as substance abuse treatment, educational 
and vocational skills trainings, together with surveillance and accountability 
activities (such as drug testing). Research demonstrates that day treatment 
centers can reduce recidivism and keep communities safer.62 

In addition to sanctions, an effective system of graduated responses should 
also incorporate incentives and rewards. Research indicates that a ratio of at 
least four positive to each negative verbal response (4:1) is most effective for 
reinforcing behavior change.63 Corrections agencies can use positive reinforce-
ment to encourage offenders to accomplish pro-social goals and other posi-
tive behavior change.  In addition to verbal praise, these can include a letter of 
commendation or certificate of achievement from a supervising agent or office 
director, a small gift card or transportation allowance, or similar inexpensive 
item.  

 OREGON The Oregon Department of Corrections has used a graduated 
response system since 1993.64 It allows officers to promptly apply graduated 
sanctions for certain violations without having to go through a court hearing 
process. To make the system less subjective, the department utilizes a grid to 
determine appropriate sanctions for various types of behavior. In 2002, the 
department conducted a study of the effectiveness of this system and found 
that: (1) individuals sanctioned with community service were the least likely to 
recidivate in the future; (2) increased jail time was associated with higher rates 
of recidivism; and (3) treatment and rehabilitation interventions were more 
successful than surveillance or enforcement sanctions.65

 KANSAS Kansas has developed a Behavior Adjustment Response Guide 
(BRAG) to help officers make informed decisions regarding sanctions and re-
wards.66 It works in conjunction with a comprehensive case plan that includes 
goals and action steps that target particular risks and needs. Negative re-
sponses may include a more restrictive curfew, GPS monitoring, or day report-
ing. Positive responses are included in the guide and might include a letter of 
recognition, a certificate of progress for remaining substance-free, or small 
gift or transportation card to ensure that officers reward compliant behavior 
and achievements.67 
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Current Practices That Need 
More Research
If research-based practices that improve lives and enhance public safety are to 
advance and help change the national reliance on incarceration, then research-
ers, policymakers, and practitioners must continue to test their hypotheses 
and evaluate their programs and interventions. Encouraged by practices that 
appear to produce results in other states, some agencies are implementing 
(and some states are mandating) practices that have not yet been validated by 
research. Many of these practices are ripe for further exploration and research, 
as the following seven examples demonstrate. 

USE OF TECHNOLOGY
The rapidly growing number of people placed each year on probation, parole, 
and pretrial supervision pushes the caseloads of many community supervi-
sion agencies far beyond their capacity. In an effort to cope with increasing 
 caseloads and shrinking resources, agencies are seeking innovative solutions 
that use technology while maintaining effective and safe supervision. 

Kiosk reporting. Some jurisdictions have implemented automated kiosk 
reporting systems for low-risk offenders as a strategy to shorten case process-
ing time and to reduce the expense of data collection. 68 Kiosks are automated 
machines through which individuals can report to supervising officers. Enter-
ing a password or other identifier, offenders can update their information, 
receive messages from their supervising officers, be assigned to drug testing, or 
ask questions about the conditions of their supervision. Designed for low-risk 
offenders, the kiosk system allows flexibility in reporting times to offenders 
who may be in school or working. This can prevent interruptions in what may 
be activities that support successful reentry. The agency saves staff time and 
costs by requiring the offender to input information directly into the machine, 
which uploads it into agency data systems. In-person meetings can also be 
scheduled when necessary. Very little is known, however, about the extent that 
kiosk systems are used across the country or about the safety and cost effec-
tiveness of these systems compared to traditional supervision. Further research 
is needed on the effectiveness of kiosk supervision and other automated sys-
tems and the circumstances under which these should be used in community 
corrections. 

Electronic monitoring. The number of offenders monitored electronically has 
grown significantly since the introduction of such technology in the 1980s. 
Electronic monitoring (EM) is now used in a variety of community supervision 
settings, including parole, probation, and pretrial supervision. EM was origi-
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nally introduced to monitor offender compliance with curfews, but the devel-
opment of EM with global positioning systems (GPS) added the ability to track, 
with considerable precision, the movements of supervisees. EM with GPS has 
been used most frequently with those convicted of sexual offenses. 

The potential for cost-savings in using EM as an alternative to incarceration 
suggests that its use is likely to continue to grow.69 Despite its proliferation, the 
field still lacks a solid evidence base from which to learn about EM best prac-
tices.70 Most evaluations conducted to date have relied on small samples and 
lacked a satisfactory control group.71 Given the variety of correctional settings 
in which EM is used and the range of offenders it is used with, much research is 
still needed to determine the fiscal and social impact of EM and to identify the 
practices that lead to the best outcomes.

OFFENDER REGISTRIES AND COMMUNITY NOTIFICATION
Since 1996, community notification regarding the presence of registered sex 
offenders has been mandatory in all states. Despite the impact on offend-
ers and their families and the significant costs incurred by states in meeting 
notification requirements, research into the efficacy of offender registries has 
been slow to emerge and contradictory in its findings. While some studies have 
found a reduction in the number of arrests made for first-time sexual offenses 
following implementation of public notification laws, other studies have not 
found any impact.72  

Even without reliable evidence, however, some states have extended their 
use of public registries beyond sex offenders. At least eight states require public 
registration of violent felony offenders, and other jurisdictions are considering 
registries in response to crimes such as murder and domestic violence. Since 
little is known about whether and under which circumstances public registries 
add to public safety, further research is needed to inform ongoing debates.

COMMUNITY SUPERVISION PROGRAMS AND VIOLATION 
RESPONSE TECHNIQUES 
Although limited research suggests that programs designed to increase su-
pervision and treatment services for parolees and probationers who violate 
their supervision conditions can effectively reduce recidivism, increase access 
to treatment, and limit reliance on incarceration as a sanction, these programs 
would benefit from full-scale evaluations of their effectiveness.73 

Day reporting centers. Some states have demonstrated that day treatment 
centers are effective at reducing risk level and future recidivism.74 Day centers 
are, however, used for a variety of purposes and populations. As jurisdictions 
increase their use of day treatment centers, they will need to evaluate their in-
dividual programs to demonstrate their effectiveness (with which populations 
and with what kind of programming) in order to sustain political and agency 
support for such efforts. 
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Graduated responses. Graduated responses provide swift and certain conse-
quences for rules violations without having to resort to incarceration.  To the 
extent that they incorporate interventions and programming, they may have 
an enhanced, positive effect on recidivism.  However, there is little research on 
the effects of graduated responses on recidivism (compared to their impact on 
revocations to prison).75  Evaluating the effectiveness of the range of sanctions 
can inform agencies which sanctions and interventions are effective for spe-
cific violations and populations, based on their risk level and treatment needs.

Reentry courts. Although several states and the federal government have 
established reentry courts as another approach to supervision and service 
coordination for parolees, research into their impact and effectiveness has 
been limited. Reentry courts apply the promising features of drug courts, such 
as graduated sanctions and positive reinforcements, to the management of 
offenders reentering the community after prison. A small number of stud-
ies suggest that these courts have the potential to increase rates of successful 
community reintegration but the evidence is inconsistent.76  Further research is 
needed to establish the extent to which reentry courts can improve outcomes 
for parolees and to identify the specific populations and program elements 
that are associated with these improved outcomes.  More information is also 
needed on the impact of using the courts for this purpose on their day-to-day 
operations and responsibilities.

HOPE courts. By using short (no longer than a few days), swift, and certain jail 
sanctions in response to the misconduct of medium-to-high-risk supervisees, 
Hawaii’s Opportunity Probation with Enforcement (HOPE) program decreased 
technical violations and re-arrest rates.77 Many jurisdictions have since fol-
lowed suit—with Arkansas, Kentucky, Maryland, and Vermont all passing leg-
islation with HOPE provisions in 2011 alone. Despite wide adoption, no research 
has been conducted on the effectiveness of the program in jurisdictions outside 
Hawaii. 

COMBINATIONS OF PROGRAM INTERVENTIONS
Many in the research community believe that successful evidence-based inter-
ventions would have a much greater impact on recidivism if they were used to-
gether, rather than in isolation. For example, a recent study of transitional jobs 
programs, conducted for the Joyce Foundation, reviewed programs provided to 
those recently released from jail or prison that combined temporary work with 
hard and soft employment skills training.  The authors found limited utility 
in this approach one year after the individuals’ release.78 However, in review-
ing the study’s results, a group of researchers and experienced practitioners 
meeting in Washington speculated on the likely impact of a similar program if 
it included additional programming responsive to participants’ other, non-em-
ployment needs.79  This is difficult research as it is a challenge to tease out the 
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precise combination of interventions and programs that will be most effective 
with particular populations.

PRETRIAL SUPERVISION
Pretrial release programs that use validated risk assessments to target supervi-
sion can reduce incarceration and allow defendants to maintain stability in 
their lives without endangering the public. Given their status as defendants 
and the presumption of innocence, there is a particular need to ensure that 
conditions of release place the minimum burden possible on supervisees. In 
addition, many jurisdictions also refer pretrial supervisees to treatment or 
other interventions (drug treatment, counseling, or mental health services, for 
example) aimed at reducing their levels of risk and need. Because pretrial pro-
gramming varies considerably between counties and states, more research is 
needed into the impact of different pretrial supervision practices.80 Continued 
research is also needed to identify the most effective conditions, combinations 
of conditions, and responses to misconduct to ensure public safety and de-
crease failure-to-appear rates. Such research would strengthen and expand the 
current evidence base and would be of great value to future policymaking.81 

ENHANCING SOCIAL SUPPORT
Research suggests that family ties, social networks, and social support deters 
criminal behavior. For many, social networks are often more effective in meet-
ing employment and accommodation needs than are social-welfare organiza-
tions.82

Social support. Many programs designed to lessen the risk of offending focus 
on the development of human capital—individual attitudes, skills, and educa-
tion—to the almost total exclusion of social capital—the value inherent in and 
between social networks.83 Finding employment, for example, is not only aided 
by acquiring new skills (human capital), but by the cultivation of social net-
works that provide access to job opportunities (social capital), many of which 
are not publicly advertised but found through word-of-mouth. Social isolation 
can therefore greatly inhibit successful job-seeking.84 

Research suggests that providing ex-prisoners with opportunities to help 
others can also lessen the risk of offending.85 Offender mentorships may there-
fore be an important addition to traditional community supervision program-
ming.86 

Further research is needed to determine the impact of programs that at-
tempt to support social reintegration and to identify ways in which officers can 
promote social support without jeopardizing public safety.  

Family support. Offenders often find themselves incarcerated many miles 
from their homes. Maintaining meaningful contact with their families can be 
financially and logistically challenging, to the point that contact may be lost 
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entirely. In the community, public housing policy and conditions of supervision 
can further limit supervisees’ ability to participate actively in family life (for 
example, restrictions on associating with known felons when family mem-
bers are felons). However, research demonstrates that family support can be a 
highly influential factor in the success of ex-prisoners.87 For example, securing 
employment and abstaining from drugs are both related to intimate partner 
and family relationships.88 

Efforts to promote family ties need to start before release. Family visitations 
in prison can both delay and reduce recidivism upon reentry, but encouraging 
such visits requires training corrections staff to understand the importance of 
family contact and a review of policies and practices that may help or hinder 
them.89 More research is needed into the impact of family-focused interven-
tions and training in order to demonstrate their value and identify important 
program components and best practices. Various policies can also prevent 
family reunification in the community. For example, public housing authorities 
can exclude criminal-justice involved people from their properties, preventing 
both adults and juveniles from living with their families. Research is needed to 
understand how the potentially negative consequences of these policies might 
best be mitigated and to support possible changes to the policies.

OFFICER WORKING STYLES AND PRACTICES
Improving community supervision outcomes requires a shift in the way of-
ficers approach their work. Focusing solely on the enforcement of rules and 
imposing sanctions without attempting to develop motivation, engagement, 
or a sense of responsibility in supervisees can decrease the effectiveness of 
officers’ supervision and threaten the success of community interventions, 
despite other efforts to implement practices proven effective through research. 
When departments emphasize skill-building among their officers and place 
importance on their relationships with those they supervise, officers are likely 
to have greater job satisfaction and stay in their positions longer.

Officer skills. More research is needed into the skills, competencies, and inter-
actional styles of officers that best promote offender success and the efficacy 
of training programs that aim to support these. While there is some research 
available that seeks to address these questions, much remains unknown. For 
example, the use of pro-social modeling by officers correlates with offend-
ers’ compliance with supervision requirements and desistance from crime.90 
The use of motivational interviewing techniques has some impact on future 
offending, offender retention and engagement in treatment programs, and 
motivation to change.91 Research has also shown that officers are responsive 
to training and support that assists them in applying core correctional prac-
tices during face-to-face interactions with supervisees.92 But further research 
is needed to identify supervision styles that work best with different types of 
offenders; there is qualitative evidence to suggest, for example, that female 
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offenders take greater benefit than men from a relationship-oriented style of 
supervision.93 Further research into the impact of officer qualities and interac-
tional styles could inform the development of more effective training programs 
for officers and encourage corrections agencies to view officer development as 
a worthwhile investment of their often limited funds.  

Officer-supervisee working relationships. In recent years, policymakers and 
researchers have recognized the importance of the officer-supervisee rela-
tionship to successful community reintegration and corrections outcomes.94 
Research suggests that strong, positive working relationships that are based 
on mutual respect, openness, honesty, and warmth, among other qualities, can 
increase compliance and engagement with supervision and decrease recidi-
vism.95 Successful working relationships should be well balanced between the 
dual roles of rehabilitative care and rule enforcement, as officers who develop 
a ‘firm, fair, and caring’ relationship with supervisees see a decrease in recidi-
vism.96 Positive and consistent working relationships are related to improved 
outcomes in correctional treatment programs, and are also thought to improve 
officers’ ability to gather information and monitor their supervisees.97 More re-
search is needed to better understand what constitutes good working relation-
ships, how these can be fostered, and which policies or practices threaten or en-
courage their development. Without giving serious consideration to this aspect 
of community supervision, other evidence-based interventions may well fail to 
live up to their full potential.98 

Recent Policy Changes in 
Community Corrections
As state revenues have foundered, and recognition of the impact of probation 
and parole failures on jail and prison populations and budgets has grown, 
states have looked for ways to encourage and sustain the development of effec-
tive community-based sanctions that keep offenders safely in the community. 
Following are some of the multiple strategies states are pursuing to achieve 
this end, along with some state models. 

MANDATORY USE OF EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICES
With wider dissemination of research findings on how to impact criminal be-
havior, legislatures are passing bills that require corrections agencies to direct 
funds to programs that employ evidence-based practices. In some states, such 
as Oregon, the legislation specifies that a percentage of allocated funds must 
be used for evidence-based programming.
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 ARKANSAS In 2011, Arkansas enacted the Public Safety Improvement 
Act, which requires the Department of Community Corrections to implement 
evidence-based practices across the agency. The law mandates the agency 
to use specific practices. For example, probation and parole officers must 
develop individualized case plans for everyone designated moderate- or high-
risk by an assessment tool that targets interventions for specific criminal risk 
factors, such as antisocial thinking, low levels of education or employment, 
and substance abuse.99 

 KENTUCKY Part of a broad legislative package recently passed in Ken-
tucky explicitly requires the Department of Corrections to use risk assessment 
tools to evaluate all probationers and parolees and to place low-risk offend-
ers on administrative caseload supervision—a program designed to monitor 
those designated low-risk only to ensure they have not engaged in criminal 
activity and are fulfilling any court-ordered financial obligations ordered by 
the court. The new laws also permit people at a higher level of supervision to 
eventually move onto the administrative caseload by their consistent compli-
ance with conditions.100 

 WASHINGTON The state’s Offender Accountability Act requires clas-
sifying offenders according to their risk for future offending and allows the 
Department of Corrections to deploy more staff and resources to the super-
vision of offenders identified higher risk. It also encourages the department 
to develop partnerships with local law enforcement and social services to 
provide appropriate services in the community.101 

AUTHORIZATION FOR USE OF ADMINISTRATIVE 
RESPONSES TO PROBATION AND PAROLE VIOLATIONS
Many states are looking for ways to stop the flow of technical violators into 
their prisons.  Revocation to prison is not effective at preventing future crime 
and is very expensive.  However, for many of the reasons discussed earlier, too 
many officers recommend revocation for technical violations. Therefore, some 
states have legislated alternative sanctions for rules violations.  

 LOUISIANA In 2011, the Louisiana Sentencing Commission, after study-
ing the impact of revocations on the state’s prison population, recommended 
administrative sanctions, which the legislature authorized.102

 DELAWARE While Delaware had already implemented many evidence-
based practices in its responses to violations of supervision conditions, it 
recently took additional steps to enhance its practice, including assuring that 
those who violate supervision terms receive sanctions that are proportional to 
the violation. These changes will reduce the state’s reliance on incarceration 
and administrative jail time and thus save taxpayer dollars without threat to 
public safety.103
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LIMITATIONS ON PROBATION AND PAROLE TERMS
As noted earlier, long terms on community supervision can expose even com-
pliant parolees and probationers to possible revocation. Five years, for example, 
of needing permission to move, to travel, to get a driver’s license, or of having to 
report regularly and observe a curfew might tempt anyone to break the rules. 
Legislators in some states have moved to limit probation and parole terms to 
avoid this risk when it is no longer needed. 

EARNED DISCHARGE
Similar to the good time credits inmates can earn to shorten their periods of 
incarceration, earned discharge policies give those on supervision a way to 
shorten their terms of supervision by meeting the goals and conditions of su-
pervision. These policies differ from laws that permit officers to petition judges 
or parole boards to reduce the supervision time of individual parolees or proba-
tioners. Rather they are automatic, eliminating the political pressures that can 
influence the judge, parole agency, and supervising agent.  

For those on community supervision, earned discharge is the ultimate incen-
tive for compliance.104 For community corrections agencies, moving lower-risk 
probationers and parolees to less-intensive levels of supervision, or off  super-
vision altogether, allows them to allocate resources more efficiently to less 
compliant, moderate-to-high-risk offenders who present a greater threat to 
public safety.

 ARIZONA The Safe Communities Act of 2008 granted the court the 
authority to adjust a probationer’s term of supervision based on earned time 
credit. Specifically, a probation sentence can be reduced by 20 days for every 
month the probationer exhibits progression toward the goals of his or her 
treatment plan, has no new arrests, and is current on payments of restitution 
and fines.105 Data released in 2010 indicate that, since the policy’s implemen-
tation, there has been a significant decline in the number of probationers 
convicted of new crimes, as well as a 29 percent decline in the overall number 
of probation revocations.106

 ARKANSAS In 2011, Arkansas passed the Public Safety Improvement 
Act, which allows probationers and parolees to earn credits equal to 30 days 
off their sentences for every month they comply with court ordered condi-
tions and a set of pre-determined criteria established by the Department of 
Community Correction, in consultation with judges, prosecutors, and defense 
counsel.107 

 DELAWARE Delaware’s Senate Bill 226, signed into law in 2012, created 
“earned completion credits” for those under community supervision. The 
law permits the Delaware Department of Correction to award supervisees 
up to 30 days of credit for each 30 days of compliance with conditions of 
 supervision.108
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PERFORMANCE INCENTIVE FUNDING
Performance incentive funding programs reward local supervision agencies 
with some of the savings that states accrue when community supervision 
agencies successfully reduce the number of offenders revoked to prison for 
violating a rule or a condition of supervision. The funding can then be used to 
maintain or expand an agencies’ use of evidence-based practices.

States, including California, Illinois, and Kansas, have implemented perfor-
mance incentive funding in their adult justice systems. While each state has a 
slightly different incentive structure, they have in common the goal of reduc-
ing the number of people on parole or probation who are sent to prison on a re-
vocation. California ties the receipt and amount of funds to estimated savings 
to the state, while Kansas awards grants based on targeted reduction goals. 
More recently, Arkansas, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, and Texas all 
created performance incentive funding programs.  

 ILLINOIS In the Crime Reduction Act of 2009, Illinois created a financial 
incentive for the reduction of prison commitments from local jurisdictions 
called Adult Redeploy Illinois. The Adult Redeploy Illinois Oversight Board is 
tasked with overseeing the development or expansion of community-based 
sanctions and creating a formula to determine how much each local jurisdic-
tion will receive in reallocation funds. In return for the funds, each county 
must sign a pledge with the oversight board to reduce its commitments by 25 
percent.109

 CALIFORNIA The California Community Corrections Performance Incen-
tives Act of 2009 requires the use of evidence-based practices in probation 
supervision in order to qualify for incentive funding.110  

Moving Forward: 
Recommendations to the Field
Community-based supervision has always had the potential to support indi-
vidual change, help make communities safer, and reduce public costs; but, for 
all the reasons already noted—the pressure of falling revenues, the more than 
700 percent increase in the prison population, and the high post-release failure 
rates—governors and legislators are just now beginning to pay attention. 
Community corrections can only be effective, however, when the necessary 
resources and capacity are available to incorporate research-proven principles 
of offender and systems change. The challenge to the full realization of all that 
potential is securing those resources and capacity.

Given the enormous pressure that states have faced from shrinking budget 
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dollars and rising costs, many states have focused primarily on legislative and 
policy changes aimed at producing a swift reduction in the prison population, 
such as increasing earned good-time credit, reducing the time to parole eligi-
bility, making a larger group of offenses—particularly drug offenses—eligible 
for community-based sentences, and rolling back release dates with a require-
ment of post-release supervision. These reforms not only expand the number 
of people community corrections agencies must supervise but also increase the 
levels of risk and needs in the population to be supervised.  

In addition, counties are facing their own budget woes. To save on jail beds, 
many local jurisdictions are revamping their pretrial policies and speeding up 
case processing to move cases through the courts more quickly.111 These chang-
es mean greater numbers of individuals are placed on pretrial supervision in 
the community or on probation more quickly.

While these legislative and policy changes are good and important, there is 
a risk that they will not be implemented as intended or will prove ineffective 
without the necessary oversight and resources.

Some states and counties have embarked on this process under the rubric 
of “justice reinvestment”— the promise of reallocation of institutional cost-
savings to community-based treatment, education, and other services aimed 
at crime prevention or recidivism reduction. Beyond reallocation of existing 
corrections’ dollars, new investment is also needed. In these times, when every 
extra dollar is typically needed to fill a hole in some part of the budget, it has 
been hard to find examples of truly new spending on these items.  

WHAT IT TAKES
The opportunity to steer the country away from its reliance on incarceration 
and towards the careful and effective use of community corrections exists to-
day but may very well be missed without a full appreciation of what it is going 
to take to create success. The investment of budget resources is essential, but so 
are a number of other ingredients. 

Collaboration with key stakeholders. Securing the outcomes sought by policy-
makers—in public safety, dollars saved, communities improved—is more likely 
if key stakeholders are part of the process. Corrections agencies cannot affect 
desired outcomes on their own; police, judges, prosecutors, paroling authori-
ties, and others play an important role as well. Legislators and executive branch 
policymakers can provide needed outreach to these constituencies to build 
their understanding of why change is needed and to encourage their coopera-
tion. They can also convene forums through which corrections agencies and 
other stakeholders can discuss the progress and impact of change. 

Realistic expectations. Elected officials must not expect anticipated outcomes, 
such as a reduction in prison population, to happen overnight. For some agen-
cies, the kinds of changes needed to achieve the outcomes envisioned may take 

Corrections agencies 
cannot affect 
desired outcomes 
on their own; police, 
judges, prosecutors, 
paroling authorities, 
and others play an 
important role as 
well. 
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a long time. Changes in hiring, training, case classifications, caseload assign-
ments, staff reward structures, and so on all require extended, focused effort on 
the part of agency leadership.  

Skilled, bold leaders. Effective community supervision requires agency lead-
ers who have the support of policymakers to produce systemic change. Lead-
ers need vision, freedom to create an executive team of their own choosing, 
support from above, and the ability to withstand the pressure to maintain the 
status quo. Governors and county executives also need help: corrections should 
warrant the same kind of professional recruiting guidance that most execu-
tives would look for in hiring an education or health official. Once hired, these 
agency heads need ongoing support to implement fully mission, policy, and 
practice changes throughout their agencies. 

Culture change. Changing supervision practices within agencies includes 
changing the ethos of the entire operation: mission, vision, values—everything 
from policies to job descriptions and staff promotion criteria. This process is 
long and arduous: not only is there predictable resistance to changes to the 
way things have always been done, but recalibrating an agency toward the 
success of probationers and parolees (as opposed to just avoiding or catching 
failure) can be a fundamental challenge to the way an agency’s employees 
see themselves, their work, and their purpose. There are many proven ways 
to make these changes successfully, from using vertical implementation task 
groups drawn from different levels of staff and different divisions within an 
agency to providing rewards and incentives to employees, but the process must 
be carefully thought out.  

An additional challenge may be frequent changes in leadership and, hence, 
approach. Staff may resist change in anticipation that this new person and 
his or her team will not be in place for very long. This attitude makes it all the 
more imperative that hiring and promotion criteria be overhauled quickly, and 
policy changes be developed with input from line staff and institutionalized as 
rapidly as possible. Support from outside experts is usually helpful in identify-
ing and managing the many different aspects of the change process—from 
coaching leaders and framing messages to staff to creating new hiring and 
promotion criteria and developing policies that reflect new goals. 

Training for staff. Training that provides staff with the knowledge and skills 
they need to meet new job expectations is critical: research findings, motiva-
tional interviewing, communication skills, and risk and needs assessments are 
just some of the needed training areas. Training, however, is resource intensive 
and takes staff away from their regular duties. Agency leaders must make its 
value clear across the agency, particularly to its mid-level managers. 
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