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• Two-thirds of those who are released from prison are re-arrested within 3 years

• Breaking this incarceration cycle is a top policy priority

• There is relatively limited evidence to guide practitioners who want to implement evidence-
based policies

• This talk will give you the highlights from a literature review I’ve been working on

• Focus is on well-identified studies (since 2010) that measure the causal effect of programs on 
recidivism

• That is, they need a good control group (this is a higher bar than you might think!)

• Hopefully will give you a sense of what we know — but also how much we still don’t know 
— about what works

• Let’s start out with a description of the problem

What does the best evidence say about what works?



1.5 million people were incarcerated as of December 2015



Most are in prisons but a large share are in jails



Vast majority of people incarcerated are working-age men



A substantial share of black men are NLF because they are incarcerated

Source: Doleac (2016)



• Strong evidence of employer discrimination against job applicants with criminal records

• Pager (2003):

Does having a criminal record reduce employment after release?

Criminal 
record

No criminal 
record

• Does this mean that employer stigma is preventing work-ready individuals from working?

• It’s not clear

• “Individuals who pass through the nation’s prisons tend to come from poverty, suffer 
disproportionately from physical and mental health problems as well as substance abuse 
problems, and come from minority groups with historically poor relative outcomes in the 
U.S. labor market” — Steven Raphael (2010)



Men who were ever incarcerated have low levels of education

Source: Doleac (2016)



High rates of substance abuse



High rates of mental illness



• Court debt and child support arrears

• Substantial tax on already-low incomes, disincentivizing work

• Often result in driver’s license suspensions that can make it harder to find & keep a job

• Lack of stable housing — makes it harder to find & keep a job

• Emotional trauma, poor interpersonal skills — possibly made worse by the experience of 
incarceration

• Risk to employers if they hire someone with a criminal record who commits another crime on 
the job — negligent hiring lawsuit or at least bad press

Many other challenges that make it difficult to build a stable life



What can we do about it?

• Lots of challenges = lots of potential avenues for intervention



Transitional jobs

• What is it? 
• Provide temporary (e.g. 6 mos.) employment after release, to help individuals build soft 

skills and job-specific skills that might make them more appealing to employers

• Usually at non-profits; goal is to find private sector employment after program ends



Transitional Jobs Reentry Demonstration

RCT: Effect of transitional employment in midwestern cities
Valentine & Redcross (2015)

No significant effect on recidivism.



Center for Employment Opportunities evaluation

RCT: Effect of transitional employment in New York
Valentine & Redcross (2015)

Significant reduction in misdemeanor convictions.



Transitional jobs upon reentry

Effect of wrap-around services + transitional employment in Milwaukee
Cook et al. (2015)

No significant effect on likelihood of re-incarceration.



Why small effects? Even top incomes are very low

• There’s evidence that a strong low-skilled labor market at time of release reduces recidivism

• Schnepel (forthcoming), Yang (2017)

• How to reconcile? Mechanism could be that friends and family are better off financially, 
more able to support recently-released individuals



Transitional jobs

• Punchline: 
• Transitional jobs do not have a long-term effect on employment, and in most cases do not 

reduce recidivism

• Caveats: 
• If employment is valued for its own sake, then these programs demonstrate that the hard-

to-employ will show up to work every day as long as the subsidy lasts

• Maybe we should consider a jobs-of-last-resort program

• Open questions: 
• Ongoing “enhanced” transitional job pilots are testing whether changing the model (e.g. 

adding CBT, placing people directly with private employers) can increase its effectiveness



Ban the Box

• What is it? 
• Prevents employers from asking job applicants about their criminal record until late in the 

hiring process

• Goal is to allow people with records to get their foot in the door, and signal their work-
readiness during an interview



Agan and Starr (2018) — BTB increases racial discrimination

• Field experiment in NJ and NYC: Submitted thousands of fake job applications before and after 
BTB, randomizing race and criminal history

• Found BTB increased racial disparities in callbacks six-fold; big increase in callbacks for white 
applicants with records



Doleac and Hansen (2016) — BTB reduces employment for young black men

• Used gradual rollout of Ban the Box across the country as a natural experiment

• Tested effect of the policy on employment for young, low-skilled men

• We find that:

• reduces employment for black men by 3.4 percentage points (5.1%, p < 0.05)

• reduces employment for Hispanic men by 2.3 percentage points (2.9%, p < 0.10)

• has no effect on white men (positive effect when restrict attention to private BTB laws)

White Black



BTB is not helping people with criminal records

• Rose (2017) — Measures effect of BTB on people with criminal records in Seattle

• Jackson & Zhao (2017) — BTB reduced employment for people with criminal records in 
Massachusetts



Ban the Box

• Punchline: 
• Ban the Box reduces employment for young, low-skilled black men (due to an increase in 

statistical discrimination that hurts those without records).

• It does not increase employment for people with criminal records. 

• Other policies are likely to be more effective, with fewer unintended costs

• Figure out what employers are worried about, and invest in policies that directly address 
their concerns



• What is it?
• Court-issued certificates provided to individuals with criminal records who demonstrate 

rehabilitation 

• May provide a credible signal about work-readiness

• May provide protection from legal liability

Rehabilitation certificates



Leasure & Stevens Andersen (2016) — Certificates increase access to employment

• Audit study testing effect of rehabilitation certificates in Ohio

• Measured effect on callbacks from employers



Leasure & Martin (2017) — Certificates increase access to housing

• Audit study testing effect of rehabilitation certificates in Ohio

• Measured effect on landlords’/property managers’ stated willingness to consider a housing 
application



• Punchline: 
• Court-issued rehabilitation certificates get people with criminal records in the door for job 

interviews and housing.

• Caveats: 
• No evidence yet on effects on recidivism.

• Open questions: 
• Are these certificates valuable because they provide information about work-readiness? Or 

because they protect employers/landlords from lawsuits? Or both?

• Will they be as effective if they come from non-profits instead of courts?

Rehabilitation certificates



Addressing mental health needs

• Mental illness, emotional trauma, and related issues are a problem for a large share of people in 
jail and prison

• What if we invested more in addressing their needs?



• What is it? Form of psychotherapy that helps patients identify negative or inaccurate thinking 
so that patients can respond to challenges in a more effective way 

• Can be administered in individual or group settings

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)



Heller, et al. (2017) — CBT reduces reincarceration for juveniles

• RCT of Becoming a Man (BAM) in Cook County Juvenile Detention Center

• BAM reduces 18-month readmissions by 0.7 per person — 32% of the baseline

• Benefits in avoided social costs of crime are at least 5-times the cost of the program



• Other rigorous evidence:
• Bahr et al. (2016)

• RCT in the U.S. — CBT + post-program phone calls for juveniles

• No effect on rearrests vs. standard probation

• Pearson, et al. (2016)

• RCT in England

• Reduced reconvictions for high-risk probationers

• Barnes et al. (2017)

• RCT in Philadelphia

• Reduced recidivism for high-risk probationers

• de Vries et al. (2018)

• RCT for at-risk youth in the Netherlands

• No effect on recidivism

Other rigorous evidence



• Punchline: 
• In multiple, large U.S. studies, CBT has been very effective. But there are some places where 

the programs were not effective as implemented.

• Open questions: 
• Is CBT more effective for some groups than others? 

• Will it be as effective when instructors have less training? (This will be necessary if we want 
to scale it.)

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)



• What is it? Mental health treatment that includes the family & communities of targeted youth

Multisystemic Therapy (MST)



• RCT in Missouri in 1980s, 176 court-involved youth (originally age 18-23) tracked for 22 years

• Other studies found MST also reduced crime committed by the caregivers and siblings of the 
targeted youth

Sawyer, et al. (2011) — MST reduced criminal behavior in U.S.



• Randomized families of 11-17 year olds with moderate to severe antisocial behavior to receive 
MST or treatment as usual

• Large study: 684 families in England

• No significant differences in subsequent out-of-home placements or criminal convictions

Fonagy, et al. (2018) — Recent, large RCT in England found no effect



• Other rigorous evidence:
• Glisson et al. (2010)

• RCT in rural U.S.

• Reduced out-of-home placements for youth with mental illness

• Olsson (2010)

• RCT with youth in Sweden

• No effect on placement services

• Butler et al. (2011)

• RCT with youth in urban UK

• Reduced future convictions

• Asscher et al. (2013)

• RCT in Netherlands

• Reduced self-reported recidivism

• Cuellar & Dave (2016)

• Regression discontinuity based on risk score, in Washington state

• Increases educational attainment

Other rigorous evidence



• Punchline: 
• Several RCTs have found that MST reduces subsequent criminal behavior of juveniles in the 

short and long run (relative to individual therapy). 

• Follow-up studies also show MST reduces criminal behavior but the siblings and caregivers of 
those initially randomized.

• However, a recent, large RCT found no significant effects.

• Caveats: 
• Several of these studies were conducted in Europe, where the criminal justice context (and 

treatment-as-usual received by the comparison group) are very different. 

• Sample sizes tend to be small.

• Open questions: 
• For which groups is it cost-effective?

• Will it still be effective if therapists have less training?

Multisystemic Therapy (MST)



Substance abuse treatment

• Substance abuse is also a problem for a large share of people in jail and prison

• What if we invested more in helping them manage their addictions?



Medicaid expansions increase access to treatment & reduce crime

• Wen, Hockenberry, and Cummings (2017):

• Medicaid increases access to substance 
abuse treatment

• Medicaid expansions reduce crime, 
2001-2008

• Effects on employment for this group?

• See also Vogler (2017) for similar findings from 
ACA Medicaid expansions



• What is it? Long-term residential treatment for substance abuse, with a focus on self-help, 
group support, and mentoring

Therapeutic communities



Sacks, et al. (2012) — TC upon reentry reduced reincarceration

• RCT of released individuals with mental illness & substance abuse

• TC reduced recidivism when compared with a standard reentry program



• Sacks et al. (2012)

• RCT of female inmates while incarcerated

• No impact on recidivism vs. CBT

• Welsh et al. (2014)

• RCT of prison-based program

• No effect on recidivism vs. standard outpatient treatment

Other rigorous evidence is on prison-based TC — no benefits



• Punchline: 
• Suggestive evidence that therapeutic communities can be effective as a reentry program, but 

prison-based TC programs do not appear more effective than common alternatives

• Caveats: 
• TC reentry program study had a small sample: N = 127

• Open questions: 
• Will the benefits found in Sacks, et al. (2012) replicate?

Therapeutic communities



• What is it? Providing medication (e.g. methadone, buprenorphine, naltrexone) to help 
individuals limit substance abuse

Medication-assisted treatment



• Rigorous evidence is very limited:
• Lee et al. (2015)

• Pilot RCT of extended-release naltrexone for opioid-dependent men, beginning 1 week 
before release from NYC jail 

• Comparison group: No medication

• No significant effect on re-incarceration but N=34

• Lobmaier et al. (2015)

• RCT of naltrexone implant beginning 1 month before release

• Comparison group: Methadone

• 46 volunteers with histories of heroin use were randomized to each treatment

• No significant difference in self-reported criminal activity across interventions

• Gordon et al. (2017)

• RCT comparing various combinations of buprenorphine and counseling, before and after 
release, for inmates with histories of opioid dependence

• Follows participants for 12 months after release

• No significant difference in self-reported criminal activity across interventions

Medication-assisted treatment



• Punchline: 
• This evidence is too thin to tell us much at all

• Caveats: 
• Samples are very small

• Studies typically don’t track administrative data on recidivism (indeed many other studies 
exist that only look at drug use)

• Comparison group is often another form of treatment that could be equally effective

• Open questions: 
• Everything

Medication-assisted treatment



What if we combine lots of strategies into one?

• Since the formerly-incarcerated have many needs, perhaps we need to address all of them at 
once in order to reduce recidivism



Wrap-around services

• What is it? 
• Multi-faceted programs that aim to address a variety of needs after release (e.g. housing, 

employment, substance abuse, CBT, case management)

• Very labor-intensive, expensive intervention — but if it works it might be worth it



Grommon, et al. (2013) — no effect on rearrest or reincarceration

• RCT of a highly-respected program prioritizing drug treatment, for medium- and high-risk male 
parolees

• No significant effects on rearrest or reincarceration

• The treatment group did worse on average



Cook, et al. (2015) — no effect on reincarceration

• Recall from discussion of transitional jobs programs:

• RCT of a highly-respected program prioritizing employment, for high-risk offenders in 
Milwaukee

• Very small reduction in rearrest, no effect on reincarceration



Wrap-around services

• Punchline: 
• The best evidence on this category of intervention suggests it is not effective

• Caveats: 
• Some aspects of wrap-around services may be more cost-effective than others, but trying 

to do everything at once may make it impossible to do anything well

• Open questions: 
• Many, since these programs are common but the evidence is slim



What if less is more?

• Many people involved in the criminal justice system could benefit from high-quality rehabilitation 
programs

• But perhaps many would do better if we left them alone — especially if our current programs 
aren’t effective!



Reducing intensity of supervision

• What is it?
• Reducing required contact with the criminal justice system while on probation or parole

• Intensive supervision for probationers and parolees could provide connections to services 
and catch problems early, but might do more harm than good if supervision interferes with 
work or harms self-image



Georgiou (2014) — Considers effect of jump in supervision on outcomes

• Regression discontinuity analysis in Washington state

• Compares probationers assigned risk scores on either side of several thresholds, to measure the 
effect of supervision intensity on recidivism



Georgiou (2014) — higher risk score increases hours of supervision



Georgiou (2014) — risk score has no impact on recidivism



Hyatt & Barnes (2017) — Randomized probationers’ risk scores(!)

• RCT in Philadelphia

• Relabeled a random subset of high-risk probationers as moderate-risk

• Otherwise-identical probationers now receive different levels of supervision

• No one involved in supervision knew about the relabeling

• Compared outcomes for the two groups to measure impact of intensive supervision



Hyatt & Barnes (2017) — Intensive supervision doesn’t affect recidivism



Hyatt & Barnes (2017) — Intensive supervision doesn’t affect recidivism

• Hyatt & Barnes, 2017 
• RCT in Philadelphia

• Relabeled a random subset of high-risk probationers as moderate-risk

• No effect of those probationers’ recidivism rates



Hyatt & Barnes (2017) — Intensive supervision increases technical violations



Reducing intensity of supervision

• Other rigorous evidence on changing intensity of supervision:
• Hennigan et al. (2010)

• RCT of intensive supervision probation program in Los Angeles

• No effect on most, compared to supervision-as-usual

• Detrimental effects for young, low-risk boys — more likely to remain involved in the 
criminal justice system

• Barnes et al. (2012)

• RCT of reduced supervision for low-risk probationers in Philadelphia

• Random subset of probationers were assigned to probation officers with higher-than-
usual caseloads (so they’d be forced to reduce supervision)

• No effect on subsequent recidivism

• Boyle et al. (2013) 

• RCT of Day Reporting Centers in urban areas of New Jersey

• Random subset of parolees was required to spend their days at the DRCs

• Treatment group did no better — and sometimes did worse — in terms of recidivism 
than those assigned to traditional parole



Reducing intensity of supervision

• Punchline: 
• There is substantial evidence that reducing intensity of supervision for probationers and 

parolees would be helpful

• Reducing supervision has no impact on public safety and (in the case of low-risk 
probationers) could actually reduce criminal behavior

• Open questions: 
• How much can supervision be reduced for each risk level before recidivism begins to 

increase?

• Would these results be the same if our programs were more effective?



• What are the most promising strategies that cities should pursue?

• Rehabilitation certificates

• Cognitive behavioral therapy

• Reducing intensive supervision

• What programs seem promising but the evidence is mixed or limited?

• Multisystemic therapy

• Medication-assisted substance abuse treatment

• Which strategies are bad bets?

• Transitional jobs

• Ban the Box

• Wrap-around services

Putting it all together



• Emphasis on employment might be misguided
• A job may be nice to have, but not necessary or sufficient

• Addressing other challenges first may make it easier to build a stable life that includes 
steady employment

• But trying to address all needs at once may make it impossible to address any needs well

• This is a really tough problem to solve
• We need to get serious about rigorously evaluating what we try — even the programs that 

currently have some evidence behind them

• We should assume that most things we try will fail 

• Be humble and aim to fail quickly

• Keep trying until we figure out what works

Moving forward



Thank you!

Email: jdoleac@virginia.edu


