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Preventing Parolees From Returning to Prison
Through Community-Based Reintegration

Sheldon X. Zhang
Robert E. L. Roberts
Valerie J. Callanan

In the late 1990s, California legislators funded a statewide, community-based correc-
tional program intended to reduce parolee recidivism. Overseen by the California
Department of Corrections, the Preventing Parolee Crime Program (PPCP) provided lit-
eracy training, employment services, housing assistance, and substance abuse treatment
to tens of thousands of parolees. The study found that the PPCP produced modest reduc-
tions in reincarcerations and parole absconding, creating the potential for substantial
long-term cost savings for California taxpayers. Because the PPCP’s positive effects
were strongest for parolees who completed their services, future program designers and
administrators should consider including mechanisms to improve parolee retention and
service utilization. This study also points out the potential benefits of incorporating rig-
orous evaluation plans into the design and implementation of correctional rehabilitation
programs.

Keywords: parole reentry; correctional services; community-based corrections; eval-
uation research

This article reports findings from an evaluation of one of the largest
parolee reintegration efforts recently attempted in the United States. Reversing
a decades-long erosion of efforts to rehabilitate offenders, the California
Department of Corrections (CDC) instituted a multidimensional, community-
based program during the 1990s that aimed to reduce parolee crime and
returns to prison by facilitating parolees’ successful reintegration into soci-
ety. This program—known as the Preventing Parolee Crime Program or
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PPCP—provided drug abuse treatment and education, job training and
placement services, and math and literacy training in community and resi-
dential environments.

BACKGROUND

There has been renewed interest among policy makers, corrections adminis-
trators, and researchers in community-based programs to reduce the return-
to-prison rates of parolees. This spark of interest rose against a backdrop of
recalcitrant, high parolee return-to-prison rates, and the growing sense that
changes in parole practices such as determinate release and an emphasis on
surveillance over assistance were ineffective in reducing recidivism (Seiter &
Kadela, 2003). The search for more effective parole practices gained urgency
as states experienced dramatic increases in their numbers of prisoners and
parolees amid steady decreases in the availability of community services
(Austin, 2001).

California was among the first states to reexamine the merits of community-
based parole rehabilitation programs. This was, in large part, a reaction to
dramatic increases in the state’s prisoner and parolee populations, and the
failure of other methods to break a stable pattern in which roughly two of
every three parolees returned to prison (Little Hoover Commission, 2003).
To grasp the scope of the problem, consider that California prisons currently
house more than 160,000 inmates and that more than 110,000 former
inmates are typically on parole—amounting to about 18% of the U.S. parole
population.

Because of reductions in prison and community rehabilitation programs,
and increasingly strict supervision guidelines, by the early 1990s parole in
California had ostensibly been transformed into “doing time” on the streets
(Petersilia, 2001). Two decades of pessimism among policy makers and
some criminologists about the efficacy of inmate rehabilitation had led cor-
rections departments across the country to emphasize surveillance and “inca-
pacitation” as the primary means of controlling parolee crime (Lipton,
Martinson, & Wilks, 1975; Martinson, 1974; Sherman et al., 1997; Zimring
& Hawkins, 1995). In her book, Petersilia (2003) described a corrections
landscape beset by a dearth of prerelease and postrelease programs to support
inmates’ successful reentry into society. She noted that many parolees
are released to society with few job skills, low education, drug and alcohol
problems, and a host of psychosocial adjustment issues. Released to control-
oriented parole regimes that emphasized surveillance and punishment, these
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parolees became fodder for the vicious cycle of serial prisoner reentry at the
heart of high parolee reincarceration rates.

In view of the changing parole landscape, some corrections researchers
argued for increasing efforts to prepare prisoners to successfully reenter soci-
ety and for building stronger community-based support networks to build on
these efforts after release (Andrews et al., 1990; Cullen & Gendreau, 2001;
Martin, Lurigio, & Olson, 2003; McDonald, 1989; Sherman et al., 1997;
Tonry, 1997). Meta-analyses of research on adult and juvenile reintegration
efforts identified several characteristics of effective programs (Andrews
et al., 1990; Lipsey, 1992, 1995). Perhaps the most critical determinant of
a program’s success was whether its services matched the needs of the
offender, particularly those at highest risk of recidivating. Programs that
matched offender needs with offered services were estimated to reduce recid-
ivism risk by as much as 50% (Andrews et al., 1990). Other important charac-
teristics of successful programs included (a) intensive behavioral treatment
that consumed offenders’ daily schedules, (b) ample positive reinforcement
for prosocial behavior, and (c) providing prosocial contexts to encourage and
reinforce offenders’ attempts to maintain law-abiding lifestyles (Gendreau,
Little, & Goggin, 1996).

Within this context, California experimented on a relatively small scale
with a multidimensional, parole-based reintegration program during the
early to mid-1990s. The program—named the Preventing Parolee Failure
Program (PPFP)—consisted of a network of services encompassing sub-
stance abuse treatment, literacy training, employment readiness training, and
job placement assistance. Services were delivered in community settings on
an “outpatient” basis, as well as, on a smaller scale, in residential settings.
Parole agents were encouraged to identify parolees with needs consistent
with PPFP services and to refer them to appropriate service providers. An
internal CDC evaluation in 1997 concluded that this program led to reduced
return-to-prison rates.

Encouraged by the positive evaluation results, the California legislature
voted to fund a nearly threefold expansion of the program in 1998—at which
time the program was renamed the Preventing Parolee Crime Program
(PPCP). The increased funding significantly expanded the geographical
scope of the program and the numbers of parolees it supported. The expanded
program provided six networks of service providers supporting four skill
areas and/or life domains: employment, substance abuse education and
recovery, math and literacy skill development, and housing.
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The PPCP Service Provider Networks

Employment. The PPCP was supported by two community-based employ-
ment programs, both of which aimed to help parolees gain steady full-time
employment. The first—named Jobs Plus (JP)—consisted of 12 subcontrac-
tors in nine counties who developed listings of local employers willing to hire
parolees. JP providers conducted 1- or 2-day employment workshops that
focused on resume writing, interviewing strategies, and proper attire. Because
attendance was not mandatory, many parolees did not participate in the work-
shops, preferring only to seek out job leads. JP providers received payment
for their services on a per capita basis for each successful job placement.
The second employment program—the Offenders Employment Continuum
(OEC)— took a somewhat different approach. The OEC consisted of six sub-
contractors in six counties who provided mandatory 40-hour workshops that
sought to improve parolees’ interest and aptitude for work, identify and cor-
rect barriers to long-term employment, and encourage entry into vocational
training. OEC providers received payment from the state based on the work-
shop enrollments, irrespective of eventual job placements.

Substance abuse. The PPCP’s substance abuse education and recovery
services were provided by two networks of providers. The first network—
Substance Abuse Treatment and Recovery (STAR)—provided a 4-week-
long educational program that sought to help parolees recognize, acknowl-
edge, and prevent substance abuse problems. The program also aimed to help
parolees change antisocial attitudes and behaviors (e.g., habitual lying, steal-
ing, and aggression), improve self-control, and develop problem-solving and
conflict resolution skills. STAR classrooms were housed in 25 parole offices
statewide and were capable of serving more than 6,500 parolees per year.

The second substance abuse–related network—The Parolee Services Net-
work (PSN)—provided four modalities of substance abuse treatment: (a)
short-term detoxification, (b) long-term (180 days) residential drug treat-
ment, (c) “sober living” support that provided up to 90 days of drug-free and
alcohol-free community-based housing, and (d) outpatient services. The
PSN operated in eight counties with a total of 500 treatment slots; not all
treatment sites offered all four treatment modalities.

Math and literacy education. Math and literacy training services were
provided by the Computerized Literacy Learning Center (CLLC) network: a
self-paced, computer-assisted instructional program designed to increase
parolees’ literacy and mathematic skills. Students could enroll and exit at any
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time. The main goal of the CLLC was to increase the math and reading skills
of participating parolees by a minimum of two grade levels. In addition to a
traditional curriculum, CLLC also developed custom curricula to assist
parolees in obtaining and retaining employment. Most CLLC labs were
located in parole offices. In total, the CLLC provided more than 200 com-
puter workstations in 19 sites across the state.

Housing. During the period of the evaluation, the PPCP also included a
network of six Residential Multi-Service Centers (RMSCs) providing a resi-
dential therapeutic environment supporting homeless parolees’ transition to
independent living in the community. Along with providing a stable residen-
tial environment, the RMSCs provided employment, math and/or literacy
skill development and substance abuse education and/or recovery services,
as well as help developing communication and problem-solving skills.
Employed parolees were required to save a percentage of their earnings to
support their eventual transition to independent living. Parolees could reside
in a RMSC for 6 months (up to a year with parole agent approval). The cen-
ters also provided aftercare—in most cases, 60 to 90 days. During the obser-
vation period, the six multiservice centers had a combined capacity of
approximately 225 residents.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Although the individual PPCP service networks varied in their specific
treatment goals, together they constituted an integrated, statewide program
designed to decrease high rates of parolee recidivism and reincarceration. As
Sherman et al. (1997) argued to the U.S. Congress, crime prevention pro-
grams should be evaluated not by their intention or methods but by their
results. Thus, the central question is whether a program or institutional prac-
tice results in fewer criminal events than would otherwise occur. The current
evaluation employed such a result-oriented approach, focusing on the fol-
lowing three questions:

Research Question 1: To what extent did the PPCP as a whole reduce recidivism
and reincarceration?

Research Question 2: To what extent did each of the individual programs affect
recidivism and reincarceration?

Research Question 3: To what extent did the duration and quality of a parolee’s
participation in the PPCP services affect the likelihood of his or her recidivism
and/or reincarceration?
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Recidivism, a central theme in most correctional research efforts, can be
defined in several different, methodologically valid, ways (Maltz, 1984;
Schmidt & Witte, 1988). In the current study, recidivism was defined as any
unfavorable movement of a parolee out of active parole supervision. In Cali-
fornia, there are three types of movements out of active parole supervision:
(a) formal discharge from parole because of satisfactory completion of
the parole term, (b) reincarceration because of new convictions or parole vio-
lations, and (c) suspension from parole because of absconding. Our evalua-
tion focused on the latter two recidivism outcomes: reincarceration and ab-
sconding.1

METHOD

Participants and Unit of Analysis

The population of participants consisted of all California parolees who
were released to parole between July 1, 2000, and June 30, 2002, and who were
not designated as “second strikers” (who were the subject of a separate evalua-
tion), or members of subpopulations, such as sex offenders, who were not eli-
gible for certain PPCP services.2 The primary unit of analysis was the time
spent on active parole (“parole spell”) between the parole release date and the
earlier of the following: (a) an exit from parole because of reincarceration or
absconding and (b) June 30, 2003. The latter date was selected to ensure at
least a 1-year observation period for every parole spell. By focusing on parole
spells as the unit of analysis, rather than on distinct individuals, the current
evaluation took an approach commonly used to study stratification and social
mobility (such as movements in and out of the labor force). This approach
was viewed as superior because of the existing pattern of serial short-term
incarceration-release cycles and the need to determine whether parole spells
that included PPCP services were substantively different in process and out-
comes than non-PPCP spells.

Data Sources

Data for the evaluation came from two primary sources. The first source
was the CDC’s official record of parolee movements into and out of parole,
electronically stored in two databases: the Offender-Based Information Sys-
tem (OBIS) and the Statewide Parole Data Base (SPDB). These data track the
movements of parolees throughout the California prison and parole systems
and also contain some criminal history and background demographics about
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the parolees. The second source of data was service provider records of
parolee participation in the program. Each PPCP service provider was
required to keep an extensive record of each parolee’s level of service utiliza-
tion and performance in meeting treatment goals.

Comparison Groups

As noted above, the study population consisted of parole release spells
that began between July 1, 2000, and June 30, 2002. Within the population,
the evaluation distinguished between a treatment group and a comparison
group. The treatment group consisted of all release spells in which the
parolee was enrolled in PPCP services. The comparison group consisted of
all release spells in which the parolee did not enroll in PPCP services and had
never enrolled in PPCP services during a prior parole spell. This approach
was viewed as superior to the alternative practice of comparison case match-
ing because it leveraged all available information for the parolee population
and maximized the ability to measure and statistically control for any differ-
ences between the two groups on known risk factors for recidivism (e.g., age,
gender, race, number of prior incarcerations, type of crime committed).3

Dependent Variable

The dependent variable was whether the parolee recidivated within 1 year
of release to parole. The major indicator of recidivism employed in the evalu-
ation was whether the parolee was reincarcerated prior to the 1-year anniver-
sary of his or her release to parole. This information was extracted from the
CDC’s OBIS database.

Independent Variables

There were two primary independent variables. The first was participation
in PPCP services. This was measured by determining whether the parolee
enrolled in PPCP services during the parole spell. The second independent
variable was the intensity of participation in services. There were two major
indicators of intensity of participation: (a) duration of time receiving pro-
gram services and (b) whether the parolee met the service provider’s bench-
marks for success. Information on time in treatment and benchmark perfor-
mance was garnered from service provider reports to the CDC. These
benchmarks varied across the PPCP service providers.
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The CLLC benchmark was set at a two grade-level improvement in read-
ing and math skills. The STAR benchmark was the completion of its 40-hour
substance abuse and recovery education workshop.

The JP program met its benchmark when a parolee completed a job devel-
opment workshop and then began stable full-time employment. However,
because the workshop was optional, a relatively low percentage of clients
met this strict definition. Thus, for the purposes of this evaluation a success-
ful JP episode was defined as one that resulted in a job placement, whether
the participant completed the workshop. In contrast, the other employ-
ment program—OEC—had a mandatory workshop, so their ultimate bench-
mark was defined as having completed the workshop and having gained
employment.

The benchmarks for the residentially oriented services were a bit more
complicated to define. As noted above, the standard course of treatment in
the RMSC was a 180-day stay, followed by a successful transition to inde-
pendent living. However, a very low proportion of RMSC clients met this
benchmark. The current evaluation thus employed a graduated metric for
assessing the intensity of treatment based on the number of days actually in
residence at an RMSC.

Because the PSN subsumed multiple drug treatment and recovery modali-
ties, and clients could move from one modality to another, benchmarks for
success were often client specific. For example, a client might meet the
benchmark for the detoxification modality but then fail to meet the bench-
mark for residential or outpatient treatment. The evaluation thus focused on
whether a client had met a specific treatment goal (as defined in the client’s
treatment plan) and the number of treatment goals met.

Control Variables

Seven known recidivism risk factors were measured and statistically con-
trolled in the evaluation: gender, race and/or ethnicity, age, number of life-
time prior adult prison incarcerations, parole region, the number of the
parolee’s parole releases since the most recent “first” release following a new
court commitment, and a recidivism risk score associated with the parolee’s
principal commitment offense. Measurement of gender, race and/or ethnic-
ity, age, and number of lifetime prior prison incarcerations was straightfor-
ward. Parole region was included as a control variable because California’s
Region III (Los Angeles County) has historically had a much lower prison
return rate than the rest of the state’s parole regions. In the current evaluation,
parole region was operationalized as a dummy variable that differentiated
between parolees released to Los Angeles County parole offices and all other
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parolees. The number of releases since last first release was an indicator of
serial parole returns, reflecting the number times the parolee had already
been returned to prison during the current parole term. The recidivism risk
score was developed by CDC researchers and refined for the current evalua-
tion. It reflects a ranking of 36 different categories of principal commitment
offenses in terms of the proportion of parolees within each category who
have historically been reincarcerated within 1 year of release to parole.

Statistical Approach

A multivariate linear modeling approach was employed to assess the
effects of program participation on recidivism, while controlling for poten-
tial differences in recidivism risk factors across the treatment and compari-
son groups. Because the dependent variable was dichotomous, estimates of
PPCP effects were calculated using logistic regression. The logistic transfor-
mation was chosen because the underlying functional form of the log-odds
distribution provided a closer match to the observed recidivism distribution
than alternatives such as the tobit and probit distributions.

ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

Table 1 presents demographic profiles of the PPCP participants and the
comparison population. For the most part, the two groups were quite similar,
especially with regard to age, prior incarcerations, and principal commitment
offense for the most recent prison term. However, the PPCP population had
slightly higher proportions of women and African American parolees than
the statewide comparison population. It should be noted that the participation
rates by race varied significantly across services. For example, African
Americans enrolled at a higher rate in the OEC than in the JP program and
were far less likely to enroll in the PSN relative to their participation in other
PPCP services. By contrast, White parolees were more likely to enroll in the
PSN relative to their proportion in the statewide parolee population.

Did the PPCP Reduce Returns to Prison?

Did PPCP participants return to prison at a lower rate than their non-PPCP
counterparts? Table 2 presents 12-month reincarceration rates for all PPCP
participants and the statewide comparison group. Table 2 also presents
reincarceration rates for subsets of PPCP participants that varied in the extent
to which they met the treatment goals of the service programs. The results
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indicate that PPCP participants, as a whole, had a recidivism rate 8 percent-
age points lower than non-PPCP parolees (44.8% vs. 52.8%). Moreover,
increasing levels of immersion in the PPCP services was associated with
even lower return-to-prison rates. PPCP participants who met at least one
program’s treatment goal had a recidivism rate 20.1% below non-PPCP par-
ticipants. Furthermore, PPCP participants who met more than one treatment
goal, though relatively small in number, had a reincarceration rate 47.1%
below the comparison group.

It is noteworthy that only about 40% of the PPCP participants met one or
more of their treatment goals during the parole spell. The nearly 60% of
PPCP participants who failed to achieve any program goals were reincar-
cerated at the same rate as the statewide non-PPCP population. These initial
results suggested that although PPCP participation was related to lower
recidivism, most of any positive effects were concentrated among parolees
who received at least one full “dose” of services.

To validate the above findings, multivariate logistic regression was em-
ployed to estimate the association between PPCP participation and reincar-
ceration after controlling for any recidivism risk differences between the
treatment and comparison groups. Table 3 reports odds ratios (ORs) reflect-
ing the association between each variable and whether the parolee recidi-
vated within 1 year of release to parole. ORs enable straightforward quantifi-
cation of group differences in the likelihood of returning to prison. The ORs
presented in Table 3 reflect the relative magnitude of the probability of
reincarceration for the PPCP group versus the comparison population. An
OR of 1.0 would thus indicate no difference in the likelihood of reincar-
ceration across the two groups. By contrast, ORs below or above 1.0 would
mean that the likelihood of reincarceration for the PPCP group was lower or
higher, respectively, than that of the comparison group.
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TABLE 2: 12-Month Reincarceration Rates for All PPCP Participants

Base Number Percentage

All parole spells with at least one PPCP enrollment 28,708 44.8
Those who met treatment goal of one or more
programs 11,484 32.7
Those who met treatment goal of one program 11,004 33.6
Those enrolled in multiple services who met two
or more program goals 480 13.8
Those who failed to meet any treatment
program goals 17,224 52.8
Statewide non-PPCP parole spells 211,211 52.8

NOTE: PPCP = Preventing Parolee Crime Program.
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Table 3 presents ORs derived from two separate logistic regression analy-
ses. The first compared reincarceration rates of the PPCP and comparison
groups, overall and irrespective of the level of program participation. The
second assessed the relative impact of the PPCP across different levels of par-
ticipation. The results of the first analysis confirm the overall advantage
experienced by all of those who enrolled in PPCP services. Taking the inverse
of the OR of .726 (p < .001) indicates that the odds of being reincarcerated
within 12 months of parole release were 1.38 times higher for the non-PPCP
group. The results of the second logistic regression analysis also confirm the
earlier findings that showed decreasing reincarceration risks with increasing
immersion in the PPCP services. The odds that a parolee who met one PPCP
treatment goal would be reincarcerated were about 41% of those for non-
PPCP parolees. Stated differently, the odds of reincarceration were 2.46
times higher (1/.407) for non-PPCP parolees. The advantage for PPCP parol-
ees who met more than one treatment goal was even larger. Non-PPCP parol-
ees were 7.87 (1/.127) times more likely to be reincarcerated after 1 year than
members of this select group of PPCP participants.

Zhang et al. / COMMUNITY-BASED REINTEGRATION 563

TABLE 3: Logistic Regression Tests of Group Differences in 12-Month
Reincarceration Controlling for Demographic Factors Associated
With Recidivism

Group Comparisons Odds Ratio Odds Ratio

PPCP parolees vs. non-PPCP parolees .726*** .—
PPCP parolees who met no program

goals vs. non-PPCP population .— 1.010
PPCP parolees who met one program

goal vs. non-PPCP population .— .407***
PPCP parolees who met more than one program goal .— .127***
Control variables

Gender (female vs. male) .593*** .593***
Age .973*** .973***
Prior prison incarcerations 1.159*** 1.158***
Number of parole releases since most

recent “first” release after new court commitment 1.065*** 1.063***
Recidivism risk of principal commitment offense 1.008*** 1.008***
Paroled to Los Angeles County .585*** .582***
African American 1.195*** 1.193***
Latino 1.040** 1.033**
Mexican .484*** .483***
Asian .410*** .412***

NOTE: PPCP = Preventing Parolee Crime Program.
**p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Individual Program Effects

Program effects were further delineated by treatment services and are
shown in Table 4. Meeting treatment goals was consistently associated with
lower rates of return to prison, irrespective of service type. The 12-month
reincarceration rate was lowest for parolees that met the treatment goals of
the RMSCs (15.5%), reflecting their de facto removal from the “at-risk” pop-
ulation during their stay at the residential facility. The rate of return to prison
for parolees that met the treatment goals of the substance abuse network was
25.7%, 26.5% for the literacy program, and 28.5% and 33.1% for the two
employment programs. Participants who completed the substance abuse
education program enjoyed the least advantage relative to the non-PPCP
population (40.4% vs. 52.8% return rate, respectively).4

Levels of Participation and Incremental Effects

Were there any incremental benefits of increasing program participation,
short of meeting a defined treatment goal? In other words, to what extent did
reincarceration risk decline given small increases in program participation?
Table 5 presents results of an analysis in which subsets of participants in each
PPCP program were differentiated by the intensity and duration of services
received. As shown in Table 5, PPCP participants were grouped into three
categories: (a) those who had minimum participation in the program (i.e.,
early dropouts), which varied by program; (b) those who received substantial
services but did not reach the treatment goal (i.e., service goal partially
achieved); and (c) those who completed the treatment goal (i.e., service goal
achieved). To partially control for the effect of delay between parole release
and the onset of services on the likelihood of reincarceration within 12
months of release, a second observation period was included for comparison
purposes: 12 months from the onset of services. The data revealed consistent
monotonic incremental benefits of increasing participation for all of the
offered services. In general, the longer the parolees stayed in a program the
less likely they were to recidivate. For each program, early dropouts had the
highest return to prison rates (for both observation periods), followed by
those who partially achieved the treatment goal, and those who met the treat-
ment goals, in that order.5

DISCUSSION

Meeting PPCP treatment goals was consistently associated with reduced
likelihood of reincarceration and absconding, across all service components.
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Those who enrolled and completed multiple treatment services fared even
better. Parolees unable to complete their enrolled services still benefited
incrementally from their exposure to the services. However, those who failed
to complete the enrolled treatment goals as a group returned to prison at about
the same rate as the non-PPCP parolee population, even when individual-
level characteristics were controlled. Although the overall effect of the PPCP
was positive, it is important to note that there are certain drawbacks in
attempting an evaluation study by using these databases despite their large
sizes. Although the ability to control for known recidivism risk factors and
access to population-level data strengthen confidence in the findings, a few
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TABLE 5: 12-Month Recidivism Rates Among Participants of Five Service
Programs

Reincarcerated Within Reincarcerated Within
12 Months of 12 Months of

Release to Parole Service Admission

Base Number % Base Number %

All JP admissions 8,246 39.8 8,707 44.0
Early dropout 3,409 48.7 3,569 53.2
Service goal partially achieved 311 40.5 377 41.4
Service goal achieved 4,526 33.1 4,761 37.3

All OEC admissions 3,390 39.0 3,683 42.4
Early dropout 62 53.6 71 56.3
Service goal partially achieved 1,055 48.2 1,122 52.0
Service goal achieved 2,273 34.3 2,490 37.6

All RMSC admissions 1,494 42.5 1,564 47.3
Early dropout 599 55.2 634 59.0
Service goal partially achieved 708 39.1 736 40.9
Service goal achieved 187 15.5 194 19.6

All CLLC admissions 7,648 44.4 8,211 48.1
Early dropout 903 50.1 929 53.4
Service goal partially achieved 5,670 46.8 6,092 50.7
Service goal achieved 1,075 26.5 1,190 30.3

All STAR admissions 8,812 56.2 9,891 62.2
Early dropout 3,999 68.7 4,471 73.1
Service goal partially achieved 1,137 63.3 1,293 68.6
Service goal achieved 3,676 40.4 4,127 48.5

All PSN admissions 3,286 46.3 3,646 52.9
Early dropout 130 70.8 138 76.1
Service goal partially achieved 2,202 53.7 2,456 60.8
Service goal achieved 954 25.9 1,052 31.5

Non-PPCP parolee population 211,211 52.8 NA NA

NOTE: JP = Jobs Plus; OEC = Offenders Employment Continuum; RMSC = Residential
Multi-Service Center; CLLC = Computerized Literacy Learning Center; STAR =
Substance Abuse Treatment & Recovery; PSN = Parolee Services Network; PPCP =
Preventing Parolee Crime Program.
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potentially significant limitations should be considered prior to making
generalizations.

Policy Implications

Two main policy implications derive from the current findings. First,
because the current study supports the argument that community-based cor-
rectional services, as implemented in the PPCP, can be effective in reducing
parolees’ reincarcerations, these types of services should be expanded to
reach more parolees, within and outside California. Although the PPCP’s
annual enrollment reached about 25,000 parolees, this is a small propor-
tion (less than 20%) of the California parolee population. Although parolees
and parole agents alike resort to local resources when state-funded ser-
vices are unavailable, state departments of corrections and parole remain the
logical place to contract, oversee, and coordinate such multidimensional,
community-based service delivery.

Second, although most benefits accrued to those PPCP participants who
met their treatment goals, incremental effects, short of reaching these goals,
were evident. The longer parolees stayed in a program the less likely they
were to be reincarcerated within 12 months of parole release and within 12
months of treatment onset. This is particularly evident in residential treat-
ment programs but is also substantially true of other program types. So, what
strategies can be deployed to encourage more program participants to com-
plete their treatment? Possible strategies may include graduated incentives to
those who stay in the program and sanctions against those who refuse to par-
ticipate. These strategies may also include coerced treatment, which has been
found to be effective, albeit controversial, in increasing participation and
retention in substance abuse treatment (Farabee, Prendergast, & Anglin,
1998; Polcin & Greenfield, 2003) and in achieving treatment outcomes that
are similar to or even better than those who voluntarily participate (Miller &
Flaherty, 2000). Because of the tremendous discretionary power of parole
agents, coerced program participation (such as in lieu of filing for parole vio-
lations) can and probably should be used as a tool to encourage parolees to
receive services.

Evaluation Design and Selection Bias

The strength of one’s conviction to the policy implications drawn from
this evaluation must be tempered by consideration of the potential for alter-
native interpretations of the findings. One potential alternative is that the pat-
terns uncovered in the current evaluation do not reflect the efficacy of the
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PPCP but some other process or set of processes that operate indepen-
dently of the PPCP. One potential alternative interpretation is that selection
bias accounts for the differential reincarceration rates of the PPCP and non-
PPCP populations. In other words, PPCP participants may have fared better
because they were more motivated to succeed than other parolees and/or
parole agents were more likely to send parolees they thought more likely to
succeed to the programs. Accounting for the potential for this kind of selec-
tion bias is a common methodological challenge in evaluation research. The
design of the current study does not provide maximum leverage against this
potential source of bias—only a true experiment with random assignment to
the control and treatment groups could achieve that goal. Without informa-
tion about PPCP clients’ motivations or parole agents’ perceptions, it is
impossible to estimate completely the extent to which self-selection bias
affected the results observed. However, the fact that the current study exam-
ined data from the entire parolee population and controlled for major
predictors of recidivism provided some leverage in partially controlling for
self-selection bias. The logic for this claim is that parolees’self-motivation is
substantially correlated with the recidivism risk factors that served as statisti-
cal controls.

Furthermore, the significant treatment effects in the STAR program might
offer additional insight into this issue and the effectiveness of the PPCP. Most
parolees enrolled in this drug education program did so in lieu of return to
prison after a dirty drug test. These parolees were not self-selecting into the
program because they wanted to change but, instead, were opting out of
incarceration. If anything, parolees who violate drug conditions are probably
more likely to recidivate yet again, compared to those who have had a posi-
tive test. This supposition is supported by the higher recidivism rates for
parolees who did not complete STAR, compared to the non-PPCP parolee
population. These parolees apparently benefited from this “coerced” treat-
ment. The unanswered, and perhaps unanswerable, question is whether the
parolees who were sufficiently motivated to achieve their program goals by
their desire to stay out of prison would have been able to do so without these
services.

Advocating a “Clinical Trials” Model for
Evaluating Community-Based Rehabilitation Efforts

As Sherman et al. (1997) noted in their report to Congress, most correc-
tional programs are plagued by two problems: (a) inadequate research meth-
ods that undermine the ability to ascertain with a great degree of cer-
tainty what actually works and (b) poor program implementations that
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significantly weaken and change the original design of the treatment ser-
vices. Community-based rehabilitation programs such as the PPCP are not
immune to these problems. One solution to the first problem would to incor-
porate true experimental evaluation designs into the design and implementa-
tion of community-based rehabilitation programs; however, in reality, this
approach will likely be unfeasible for most evaluators. Although in recent
years there have been an increasing number of studies that assess correctional
interventions through rigorous experimental designs, most researchers must
still adjust their designs to accommodate the needs, resources, and con-
straints faced by justice agencies and program administrators, rendering
evaluation results vulnerable to alternative interpretations (Lipsey & Cordray,
2000; Sherman et al., 1997).

Sherman (2000) likened this lack of concerted efforts by social scientists,
policy makers, and funding agencies to use randomized assignment to treat-
ment and control groups in field trials of crime control strategies akin to prac-
ticing medicine without clinical tests. Weisburd (2003, p. 337) argued that it
is not only ethical and moral but also imperative for the scientific community
to make randomized experiments the standard method for evaluating jus-
tice programs and that our current failure to institutionalize experimental
research is in violation of our professional standards. Without empirical
guidance based on scientifically sound research, justice agencies will con-
tinue to devise and implement interventions that are rooted in “common
sense,” in personal experiences, and in tradition (Latessa, Cullen, & Gendreau,
2002). An efficient approach would be to do what some states have been
doing, thus reducing the need to reinvent the wheel; for instance, the Mary-
land Scale of Scientific Method was found helpful in determining the effec-
tiveness of program categories (Seiter & Kadela, 2003). As more prisoners
are released to communities, more will be violated and returned to prison. It
is, therefore, important for correctional researchers to identify reentry pro-
grams that work to reduce the rate of returns to prison.

NOTES

1. Although parolees can be jailed at local jurisdictions for parole violations or other criminal
offenses, the lack of statewide access to local databases limited the current study to reincarcer-
ations in the state prison system.

2. Although the PPCP received its funding in fiscal year 1998-99, the start-up phase of the
program expansion took much of the first 2 years. Consequently, our observation period began at
the start of California’s 2000-2001 fiscal year.

3. Case matching is a method in which a comparison group is selected by matching cases, one
for one, with members of the treatment group. The main criterion for matching cases is to ensure
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that each pair of cases (treatment and comparison) are as similar as possible on background char-
acteristics that are related to the process under study, in this case recidivism.

4. Multivariate logistic regression was also used to estimate the individual program effects
after controlling for measured risk factors. Because the results were consistent with the raw pop-
ulation percentages, only the latter figures are presented to streamline the presentation.

5. Additional measures of program participation were also developed, whenever possible.
For instance, for the Residential Multi-Service Center (RMSC) participants, participants were
grouped in increments of 30 days residency (i.e., 30 days or less, 31 to 60 days, 61 to 90 days) for
a more refined analysis of lengths in program and rates of return to prison. For CLLC partici-
pants, a learning gain average was devised for the entire group to create two additional groups: (a)
those who performed below the average learning gain and (b) those who performed at or above
the group average but fell short of the program goal (i.e., two instructional levels of improvement
in math and reading). In all cases, there was consistent evidence of incremental benefits associ-
ated with greater participation or longer stay in the enrolled services.
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