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By Ginger Martin

ommunity corrections has long been seen as

either a legitimate alternative to incarceration in a

state prison or local jail or, perhaps more often, a

poor substitute for higher levels of punishment
and incapacitation. Correctional system decision-makers
often feel compelled to increase their use of community-
based sanctions, not because they are seen as good or
better than incarceration, but because they are less expen-
sive. Complicating the choice are the multiple policy goals
inherent to the local criminal justice and correctional sys-
tems. Communities want their local correctional system to
accomplish many things. They want reduced recidivism, as
well as offenders to be punished for breaking the law or
violating their supervision conditions, incapacitated so
they do not inflict harm on the public and rehabilitated.
However, community-based and jail sanctions may or may
not be effective in carrying out these various functions.

Given these multiple goals and functions, any analysis of
the effectiveness of community-based sanctions must
begin with defining the desired outcome. The Oregon
Department of Corrections recently completed a review of
the effectiveness of community-based sanctions used most
often in the state — work crews and community service,
electronic monitoring and house arrest, day reporting cen-
ters, work release centers and jail. The Legislature asked
the department to review effectiveness based on how well
community sanctions protected the public and reduced
recidivism. In other words, how do community alternatives
compare with custody in protecting the public from contin-
ued criminal behavior inflicted on them by the offenders
who enter the correctional system?

In order to answer this question, the DOC reviewed
both national research on the effectiveness of community
sanctions, including jail, and the effect sanctions have on
recidivism in Oregon. The Oregon system review examines
three different kinds of recidivism: reconviction of a felony,
resanctioning for a violation and rearrest for any violation
or new crime.
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Review of the Literature:
What Works?

Reducing Recidivism. For reducing recidivism, treatment
and rehabilitation are more likely to be successful than sur-
veillance and enforcement. In a meta-analysis involving
53,614 subjects, the addition of a treatment component to a
community-based sanction produced a 10 percent reduc-
tion in recidivism.!

Alternative Sanctions. In the absence of treatment ser-
vices, alternative sanctions result in no worse recidivism
than jail for many offenders. Alternative sanctions compare
favorably to jail in terms of cost in that they are almost
always less expensive to deliver. The selection and assign-
ment of appropriate offenders to appropriate sanctions is
key to the effective use of jail and alternative sanctions.

Length of Jail Stay. Brief periods of incarceration are as
effective at curbing new violations as more costly pro-
longed detention.?

Community Service. Community service is the most
underused intermediate sanction in the United States. It is
inexpensive to administer, produces public value and can
be scaled to the seriousness of a crime.? In national studies,
recidivism following a community service sanction is no
higher than recidivism following jail.!

Restitution/Work Release Centers. Findings on work
release centers were mixed in terms of recidivism. The
major benefits derived from the use of work centers are in
their potential for both incapacitation and rehabilitation,
the latter depending on the delivery of appropriate treat-
ment.’

Electronic Home Detention. The findings on electronic
house arrest were also mixed in terms of recidivism, with
most of the outcomes more the result of the selection
process than the intervention. It may be that the greatest
value of electronic house arrest is its lower cost and its
ability to be used as a community-based program in which
treatment services can be delivered.®



The overall conclusion from a broad reading of the
available literature is that for reducing recidivism, treat-
ment and rehabilitation are more likely to be successful
than surveillance and enforcement. For this reason, com-
munity-based sanctions that involve an appropriate treat-
ment component should be more effective at reducing
recidivism than jail sanctions. In the absence of treatment
services, multiple studies show that alternative sanctions
result in no worse recidivism than jail for many offenders.
A number of the studies reported outcomes related to the
proper selection and assignment of appropriate offenders
to appropriate sanctions.
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The Oregon Review

All offenders receiving their first-ever sanction following
a violation of the conditions of either felony probation or
parole between Jan. 1, 1999, and Dec. 31, 2001, were includ-
ed in the study. These offenders were then followed for 12
months after that first sanction to determine its outcome
on several types of recidivism. The study group totaled
13,219 offenders from throughout the state. What follows
are the results based on the type of recidivism.

Criminal Activity

Reconviction rates are based on the conviction of a
felony crime within the study year. This indicator measures
involvement in criminal behavior leading to conviction.

e Comparing groups of offenders who have committed
the same type of crime and who have the same risk
to re-offend, for every group, the reconviction rate is
higher following a jail sanction than it is following a
community-alternative sanction. The differences are

significant for all groups except medium-risk person
offenders (convicted of person-to-person crimes) and
high- and medium-risk sex offenders (see Table 1).

e Comparing types of sanctions, all community sanc-
tions have lower rates of reconviction than jail (See
Figure 1).

e Work crew/community service has the lowest rates
of reconviction for all high/medium-risk offenders (10
percent).

¢ All high-risk offenders have similar rates of reconvic-
tion no matter how long they are in jail (see Figure 2).

¢ For all medium-risk offenders, the longer the jail stay,
the higher the rate of recidivism following jail.

e For all crime types, longer jail stays are associated
with higher rates of recidivism following jail.

Percentage convicted of a new felony
within 12 months of a jail sanction
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Violating Supervision Conditions

This measure of recidivism is based on whether the
offender was again sanctioned for a violation during the
year following the original sanction. The indicator mea-
sures compliance with the conditions of supervision.

e There is no clear indication that either jail or commu-
nity sanctions compel future compliance. Comparing
groups of offenders who have the same crime type
and same risk to re-offend, the differences are not
statistically significant.

¢ There is no clear pattern relating length of jail stay to
rates of resanctioning. In other words, longer jail
stays do not result in better compliance than shorter
jail stays.

Rearrest

This measure of recidivism reflects any arrest in the
study year, without distinguishing between misdemeanors,
felonies or violations.



e There is no clear indication that either jail or commu-
nity sanctions affect arrest rates. Comparing groups
of offenders who have the same crime type and same
risk to re-offend, the differences are not statistically
significant.

e Restitution/work centers have the highest rates of
rearrest for high- and medium-risk offenders. This is
likely a function of the close supervision and oppor-
tunity for noncompliance inherent to these settings.

¢ For high- and medium-risk offenders, assignment to
work crew or community service as an alternative to
jail has the lowest rearrest rate.

¢ No community sanction is more effective at reducing
the rearrest rate for low- and limited-risk offenders.

e There is no pattern relating length of jail stay to rates
of rearrest. In other words, longer prison terms do
not reduce arrests more than shorter ones.

Discussion

The way that community alternative sanctions are being
used in Oregon results in lower recidivism than using jail as
a sanction. To understand the results, the role of profes-
sional judgment in choosing a sanction must be taken into
account. Since offenders are not randomly assigned to
sanctions, some difference in outcome may be the result of
the professional judgment about which sanction to use or
which offender to place in which type of sanction. One
could assume that jail sanctions have higher rates of recidi-
vism because the correct choice has been made regarding
which offenders should go to jail, and that they are most
likely to re-offend. There is some support for this assump-
tion: In the study group, 84 percent of high- and medium-
risk offenders were sanctioned to jail compared with 76
percent of those at low or limited risk to re-offend. Thus, 8
percent more of the higher-risk group were sanctioned to
jail. However, the vast majority of all the offenders in the
study group were sanctioned to jail, so there may be fac-
tors other than risk to re-offend influencing the choice of
sanction.

Some jurisdictions use a variety of sanctions, while oth-
ers do not. In fact, some smaller counties do not have alter-
natives to jail. The choice of jail as a sanction ranges from
50 percent to 100 percent, depending on the county. The
choice of sanction can be more reflective of county prac-
tices and the resources available than it is to the choice
about which particular sanction to impose on which partic-
ular offender.

The judgment used by an individual judge or officer in
imposing a particular type of sanction could not be deter-
mined from the data available for this study. Instead,
offenders with similar crime types and similar risks to re-
offend were grouped together to find patterns in outcomes
within similar groups. For every like group of offenders, i.e.
same crime type and risk to re-offend, community alterna-
tive sanctions have lower rates of recidivism than jail sanc-
tions.

Based on the evidence found in Oregon and consistent
with national studies of the effectiveness of community
sanctions, community-based sanctions used as alternatives
to incarceration are a good investment to public safety.
Compared with incarceration, they do not result in higher
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Notes:

! Recidivism is defined as the total percentage of a sanctioned group that
was convicted of any felony at any time within 12 months following the
end of the first sanction. The recidivism pool consists of those who
received their first sanction between Jan. 1, 1999 and Dec. 31, 2000.

*p< .05, **p< .01, ***p<.001

Source: DOC Research and Evaluation ® Monroe

rates of criminal behavior and, thus, public harm; in fact,
they were clearly associated with lower recidivism rates
for matched groups of offenders. Community-based sanc-
tions are an effective and even preferred option in respond-
ing to supervision violations, and they are usually less
expensive than incarceration. The following are recommen-
dations based on the research:

¢ Local jurisdictions should include a range of sanc-
tions including but not limited to jail to be both effec-
tive and cost-effective in their response to violations.

¢ To reduce recidivism over the long term, the
response to violations should also include services
aimed at rehabilitation. Pair sanctions with treatment
interventions when possible.

¢ Include the use of community service and/or work
crews as an available sanction. This sanction had the
lowest rates of reconviction for high- and medium-
risk offenders in Oregon and is less expensive than
residential or custody sanctions. In addition, commu-
nity service work provides something of value to the
community.

¢ Review length of stay in jail and adjust to improve the
cost-effectiveness of this more/most expensive
sanction. Shorter jail stays cost less than longer ones
and have the same or better results in terms of
recidivism.



Criminal justice sanctions have multiple purposes
beyond the reduction of recidivism. For example, Oregon’s
Community Corrections Act directs community corrections
to “promote the use of the most effective criminal sanc-
tions necessary to protect public safety, administer punish-
ment to the offender, and rehabilitate the offender.” Thus,
sanctions are used to incapacitate and to punish offenders,
as well as to rehabilitate.

Jail is most often the preferred setting for providing
both incapacitation and punishment. This analysis shows
that longer jail stays either have no effect on recidivism or
result in increasing recidivism. Length of a jail sanction
does not affect either future compliance or future arrest. It
would appear that carrying out the functions of punish-
ment and incapacitation with shorter (and thus, less expen-
sive) jail sanctions could be accomplished without putting
the public at greater risk.

It seems clear, then, that local criminal justice systems
should include sanctions other than jail in order to be both
efficient and cost-effective. At the same time, jail remains
an important part of the sanctioning continuum. There is
anecdotal evidence from jurisdictions throughout Oregon
that having a jail bed as a back-up improves compliance
with alternative sanctions, making them more successful. If
reducing recidivism is one of the primary goals of the
correctional system, then the national research provides
overwhelming evidence that sanctions paired with rehabili-
tation would probably have the greatest effect on reducing
it.
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