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Recidivism in America

• 95% of inmates will be released from jail and prison 

(Hughs and Wilson, 2018)

• Recidivism has implications for public safety and 

community stability

• 2018 Bureau of Justice Statistics report (Alper et al., 2018)

• 412,731 state prisoners across 30 states

• 83% rearrested within 9 years of release (5 out of 

every 6 released)
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Federal Interagency Council on Crime 

Prevention and Improving Reentry

• Established by Executive Order 13826 

• 12 federal agencies

• Recommendations for evidence-based reforms:

• Prevent crime

• Facilitate reentry

• Reduce recidivism
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The need for rigorous research design

• The importance of evidence over anecdote 

• Randomized controlled trials are the gold standard of 

evaluation

• Methods matter: not all research methods are equal

• Consider the rigor of research and evaluation methods 

when interpreting study results
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Defining Reentry Programs

• For the purposes of this review of the scientific 

literature, prisoner reentry programs are defined as 

programs that provide services to recently released 

inmates. 

• By this definition, corrections programs that provide 

services only to currently incarcerated individuals are 

excluded from this review. 

• However, programs that provided services inside 

prison and outside correctional institutions are 

included as prisoner reentry programs.

5



Evidence-based programs 

• Programs with effectiveness demonstrated by causal 

evidence obtained through high-quality outcome 

evaluations and that have been replicated and evaluated 

in at least three sites

o Replication is crucial

• High-quality outcome evaluations are those using 

rigorous, randomized controlled trials on programs 

implemented with fidelity
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Do Reentry Programs Work?

• No reentry programs meet the “evidence-based” definition

• Primarily because of the lack of replications

• Based on RCTs, the evidence is mixed, at best for 

reducing recidivism.

• In particular, employment-focused reentry programs have 

had little success in reducing recidivism

• This means that prisoner reentry efforts that rely mainly on 

job training and subsidized jobs are not likely to succeed.
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Second Chance Act 

RCT

Sample 

Size/

Sites

Recidivism Results

Evaluation of Seven 

Second Chance Act 

Adult Demonstration 

Programs (D’Amico 

and Kim, 2018)

N=966

7 Sites

18-Month Follow-Up 30-Month Follow-Up

Arrests – No Effect Arrests – No Effect

Convictions – No Effect Convictions – No Effect

Incarcerations – No Effect Incarcerations – No Effect
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RCTs of Employment-Focused Reentry 

Programs

Sample 

Size/Sites

Recidivism Results

Reintegration of Ex-Offenders (RExO) 

Program (Wiegand et al., 2015)

N=4,655

24 Sites

2-Year Follow-Up

Arrests – No Effect

Incarceration – No Effect

Center for Employment Opportunity 

Prison Reentry Program (Redcross et al., 

2009; 2012)

N=997

New York City

2-Year Follow-Up 3-Year Follow-Up

Arrests – No Effect Arrests – No Effect

Convictions – Beneficial 

Effect

Convictions – No 

Effect

Incarceration – Beneficial 

Effect

Incarceration – No 

Effect
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RCTs of Employment-Focused 

Reentry Programs

Sample Size/Sites Recidivism Results

Transitional Jobs Reentry 

Demonstration (Jacobs, 2012)

N=1,813

Chicago, Detroit, Milwaukee, St. Paul

2-Year Follow-Up

Arrests – No Effect

Convictions – No Effect

Prison admissions – No Effect

Technical violations – No Effect

Southern California 

Employment-Focused Reentry 

Program (Farabee et al., 

2014)

N= 217

Southern California city

1-Year Follow-Up

Arrests – No Effect
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RCTs of Employment-Focused 

Reentry Programs

Sample Size/Sites Recidivism Results

Milwaukee Safe Streets Prisoner 

Release Initiative (Cook et al., 

2015)

N=236

Milwaukee

1-Year Follow-Up

Arrests – Beneficial Effect

Incarceration – No Effect

Washington State Work Release 

(Turner and Petersilia, 1996)

N=218

Seattle

1-Year Follow-Up

Arrests – No Effect

Incarceration – No Effect
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CrimeSolutions.gov Ratings of Corrections & Reentry 

Programs (Reentry and Release)
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RCT Quasi-

Experiment

Natural 

Experiment

Total

Effective 0 (0%) 4 (100%) 0 (0%) 4

Promising 11 (19.6%) 45 (80.4%) 0 (0%) 56

No Effects 21 (56.8%) 15 (40.5%) 1 (2.7%) 37



Promising Alternatives to Employment-Focused 

Reentry Programs
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• Minnesota Comprehensive Offender Reentry Plan (Duwe, 

2012)

• High-Risk Revocation Reduction Program (Clark, 2015; 

McNeely, 2018)

• Amity In-Prison Therapeutic Community (Wexler et al., 

1999; Prendergast et al., 2004)
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RCTs of Promising Reentry  

Programs

Sample Size/Sites Recidivism Results

Minnesota Comprehensive 

Offender Reentry Plan (Duwe, 

2012)

N=269

5 Minnesota Counties

16-Month Follow-Up

Arrests – Beneficial Effect

Convictions – Beneficial Effect

Incarceration – Beneficial Effect

Technical violations – No Effect
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RCTs of 

Promising 

Reentry  

Programs

Sample 

Size/Sites

Recidivism Results

Minnesota High-

Risk Revocation 

Reduction 

Program (Clark, 

2015; McNeely, 

2018)

Phase 1: 

N=239

Phase 2: 

N=282

2 MN prisons

1-2 Year Follow-Up 

(Phase 1)

46-Month (Average) Follow-Up

Phase 1 Phase 2 Combined

Arrests No Effect No Effect No Effect Beneficial Effect

Convictions Beneficial Effect No Effect No Effect No Effect

Incarceration No Effect No Effect No Effect No Effect

Revocations Beneficial Effect No Effect No Effect No Effect
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RCTs of 

Promising In-

Custody Program

Sample 

Size/Sites

Recidivism Results

Amity In-Prison 

Therapeutic 

Community 

(Wexler et al., 

1999; 

Prendergast et al., 

2004)

N=478

San Diego 

3-Year Follow-Up 5-Year Follow-Up

Arrests – Not Measured Arrests – Not Measured

Convictions – Not Measured Convictions – Not Measured

Incarceration – Beneficial Effect Incarceration – Beneficial Effect

Technical Violations – Not 

Measured 

Technical Violations – Not Measured



Looking forward
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• Additional rigorous research will help us determine what 

works

• We need to use the term “evidence-based” properly

• Employment programs are not a panacea

• Pressing need for additional research to better understand 

what works



References

19

• Alper, Mariel, Matthew Durose, and Joshua Markman. 2018.“2018 

Update on Prisoner Recidivism: A 9-Year Follow-Up Period (2005-

2014),” U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau 

of Justice Statistics.  

• Clark, Valerie A. 2015. “Making the Most of Second Chances: An 

Evaluation of Minnesota’s High-Risk Revocation Reduction Reentry 

Programs.” Journal of Experimental Criminology 11:193–215. 

• Cook, Philip J., Songman Kang, Anthony A. Braga, Jens Ludwig, and 

Mallory E. O’Brien. 2014. “An Experimental Evaluation of a 

Comprehensive Employment-Oriented Prisoner Re-entry Program.” 

Journal of Quantitative Criminology 31(3):355–82.



References

20

• D’Amico, Ronald and Hui Kim. 2018. Evaluation of Seven Second Chance 

Act Adult Demonstration Programs: Impact Findings at 30 Months. Social 

Policy Research Associates.

• Duwe, Grant. 2013. An Evaluation of the Minnesota Comprehensive 

Offender Reentry Plan (MCORP) Pilot Project: Final Report. St. Paul, 

Minn.: Minnesota Department of Corrections. 

• Farabee, David, Sheldon X. Zhang, and Benjamin Wright. 2014.  “An 

Experimental Evaluation of a Nationally Recognized Employment-

Focused Offender Reentry Program,” Journal of Experimental 

Criminology, Vol. 10, No. 3, pp. 309–322.



References

21

• Hughes, Timothy and Doris James Wilson. 2018. “Reentry Trends in the 

U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics,” Available: 

https://www.bjs.gov/content/reentry/reentry.cfm

• Jacobs, Erin. 2012. Returning to Work After Prison: Final Results from the 

Transitional Jobs Reentry Demonstration. MDRC.

• McNeely, Susan. 2018. “A Long-Term Follow-Up Evaluation of the 

Minnesota High Risk Revocation Reduction Reentry Program. Journal of 

Experimental Criminology. Published online. 

• Pendergast, Michael L., Elizabeth A. Hall, Harry K. Wexler, and Gerald 

Melnick, and Yan Cao. 2004. “Amity Prison-Based Therapeutic 

Community: 5-Year Outcomes. The Prison Journal, Vol. 84, No. 1, pp. 36-

60.



References

22

• Redcross, Cindy, Dan Bloom, Gilda Azurdia, Janine Zweig, and Nancy 

Pindus. 2009. Transitional Jobs for Ex-Prisoners: Implementation, Two-

Year Impacts, and Costs of the Center for Employment Opportunities 

(CEO) Prisoner Reentry Program, MDRC.

• Redcross, Cindy, Megan Millenky, Timothy Rudd, and Valerie Levshin. 

2012. More Than A Job: Final Results from the Evaluation of the Center 

for Employment Opportunities (CEO) Transitional Jobs Program. MDRC.

• Turner, Susan, and Joan Petersilia. 1996. “Work Release in Washington: 

Effects on Recidivism and Corrections Costs,” The Prison Journal, Vol. 76, 

No. 2, pp. 138–164.



References

23

• Wexler, Harry K., George De Leon, George Thomas, David Kressel, and 

Jean Peters. 1999. “The Amity Prison TC Evaluation: Reincarceration

Outcomes.” Criminal Justice and Behavior 26(2):147–67.

• Wexler, Harry K., Gerald Melnick, Lois Lowe, and Jean Peters. 1999. 

“Three-Year Reincarceration Outcomes for Amity In-Prison Therapeutic 

Community and Aftercare in California.” The Prison Journal 79(3):321–

36.

• Wiegand , Andrew, Jesse Sussell, Erin Valentine, Brittany Henderson. 

2015. Evaluation of the Re-Integration of Ex-Offenders (RExO) Program: 

Two-Year Impact Report, Social Policy Research Associates.



24

David Muhlhausen, Ph.D.

Director

National Institute of Justice

David.Muhlhausen@ojp.usdoj.gov


