Communications

Programs to aid ex-offenders:
we don’t know ‘nothing works’

PAMELA K. LATTIMORE AND ANN D. WITTE

In his article, ‘‘Helping ex-offenders enter the labor mar-
ket,”” Frederick Englander surveys some of the recent re-
search on how employment programs affect the behavior of
offenders and former offenders.' He concludes that the avail-
able evidence on the effectiveness of the various programs
indicates that nothing works when it comes to rehabilitation.
Englander suggests that it may be time to shift resources
from programs for offenders and ex-offenders to education
and training of young people with limited access to those
services.

We believe that Englander’s conclusions are premature.
Our own reading of the literature and work with a number
of employment programs support different conclusions: (1)
we don’t know what does work and (2) available research
does not suggest abandoning employment programs for pris-
oners or parolees but rather initiating different types of pro-
grams that will build on what has been learned over the past
12 years.

Nothing works?

The rehabilitation literature has been evaluated exten-
sively.? Most researchers, like Englander, find that only a
few methodologically sound studies indicate that any single
rehabilitative program significantly alters the behavior of
large segments of the offender population. There are, how-
ever, marked differences in the conclusions that are drawn
from this finding. Douglas Lipton, Robert Martinson, and
Judith Wilks, like Englander, conclude that nothing works.?
However, James Wilson states: ‘‘The conclusion that Mar-
tinson was right does not mean that he or anyone else has
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proved that ‘nothing works,” only that nobody has proved
that something works.’"*

Our response to Englander’s findings is similar to Wil-
son’s reaction to Martinson’s. Although Englander has been
careful in reporting the results of the major evaluations of
employment programs conducted during the last 10 years,
his conclusion that nothing works is not merited.

In his assessment of the rehabilitation literature, En-
glander concentrated on the methodology used in each of
the studies surveyed and also on the significance of behav-
ioral differences. While these aspects are extremely impor-
tant to any program evaluation, other things also need to
be considered. We suggest that the strength and the degree
of program implementation must be considered before con-
cluding that ‘‘nothing works."’

Some of the programs surveyed by Englander consisted
of only very weak interventions. Consider a few examples.
Work-release programs generally place inmates in very low-
level jobs for relatively short periods of time.> The transi-
tional aid programs consisted of providing financial assis-
tance to newly released ex-offenders for up to 6 months.
Most prison programs provide little or no training and often
what is provided is not relevant to today’s labor market (for
example, making mailbags or license plates). In evaluating
the effects of correctional programs, it is necessary to con-
sider the strength of the treatment along with expected re-
sults. For many of the programs considered by Englander,
insignificant effects on behavior should have been expected.

Even a ‘“‘strong’’ intervention will not be effective if it
is not implemented. In assessing the strength of the program
being evaluated, it is necessary to obtain detailed infor-
mation on how the program was conducted. It is rare, in-
deed, that a program is implemented precisely as planned.
Englander should have considered the degree of program
execution, as well as the merits of the methodology used
in evaluating it.

Englander appears to believe that only the results of ran-
dom experiments should be considered valid. While sym-
pathetic to this position, we realize that there are often



reasons to question the results of random experiments and
to applaud carefully conducted quasi-experiments. For ex-
ample, Gordon Waldo and T. G. Chiricos’ study of work
release used an experimental design that had a comparatively
large sample size (281 individuals). Even so, given the
reasonably small effects on recidivism that could be ex-
pected to accompany a short (2-to-6 month) timespan on
work release (placement in low-skill jobs), the probability
that they incorrectly concluded that work release had no
significant effect on recidivism (measured by post-release
arrest) was approximately 60 percent.® Conversely, the good
quasi-experiments when carefully compared and contrasted
can provide valuable insight and should not be dismissed
as providing no information.’

Programs for offenders?

Abolishing employment programs for offenders will not
decrease the prison population but could increase the cost
of running the prison systems.® Employment and other re-
habilitative programs currently carried out in the prison sys-
tems serve a number of functions: (1) lowering the costs
of running the prison system; (2) facilitating prison man-
agement; (3) attracting suitable personnel; and (4) improv-
ing the post-release behavior of participants. These goals
often conflict. For example, a work-release program which
places a large number of prison inmates in low-skilled jobs
may be effective in lowering prison costs but may have little
or no effect on post-release behavior. Perhaps we should
honestly admit that the major goal of most prison ‘‘reha-
bilitation programs’’ has not been rehabilitation. These pro-
grams should be continued if they meet other goals but they
should not be expected to rehabilitate inmates.

Promising research directions

Although the existing literature does not suggest that there
is a single employment program that ‘*will work’” for large
segments of our prison population, various studies suggest
that some strategies are workable for certain types of of-
fenders. Transitional aid and programs which provide work
in supportive environments have met with limited success.’
This literature provides a basis on which to build more
successful rehabilitative programs within our prison sys-
tems. However, it does not yet provide any basis for di-
verting large amounts of resources into another untested
“‘rehabilitative’’ program.

Instead, we believe that limited resources should be pro-
vided to develop, implement, and evaluate programs that
have as their primary purpose the rehabilitation of offenders.
We believe that employment programs will be best devel-
oped through the coordinated efforts of social scientists,
employment professionals, and correctional officials. !°

Some social scientists’ models of human behavior indi-
cate programs which may be effective for certain types of
offenders. For example, an economic model of crime sug-

gests that economically motivated offenders may reduce their
criminal activity if they are provided with desirable legit-
imate means of satisfying their economic needs.'' Specifi-
cally, the model suggests that participants who find and
keep ‘‘good jobs’’ are less likely to commit crimes than
those who cannot find suitable work. The model implies
that we select a subset of offenders who relied on illegal
means to fulfill their economic needs.'? It also suggests that
the program must be of sufficient duration and thoroughness
so that participants are able to find and keep *‘good’’ jobs.

Manpower programs for offenders are founded on the
following model.

Manpower  leads to  Improved leads to  Lessened

program - labor - criminal
market activity
performance

This model has not been fully tested because it is often
implicitly rather than explicitly stated. We do not know if
the programs surveyed by Englander ‘*failed”’ because labor
market performance was not improved or because it did not
affect criminal activity, or both. It is important from both
a programmatic and theoretical perspective to know whether
the causal relationships hold and, if so, to what extent.
Available literature indicates that certain types of programs
(for example, on-the-job training) result in greater improve-
ments in labor market performance than others. Further, the
existing criminological literature suggests that job satisfac-
tion may have a stronger effect on recidivism than increased
wages.

With social science theory providing only general guid-
ance for program development, the participation of em-
ployment professionals in program development becomes
extremely important. These professionals are familiar with
the labor markets to which ex-offenders may return and they
have the ability to develop and administer programs that
will allow former inmates to successfully participate in these
markets.

Correctional officials have expertise in dealing with
offenders who are often unstable and have many needs. In
some cases, there may be a need for counseling, drug and
alcohol treatment, as well as vocational training.

Once developed, the employment program must be care-
fully implemented. Implementation is a serious problem in
many employment programs. In recent years, researchers
have considered implementation issues and have come up
with various methods for documenting program implemen-
tation.

Following implementation, the effects of the program on
the behavior of ex-offenders must be assessed. Evaluation
of the impact of the program should be carefully planned
at the same time that the program is developed. The eval-
uation should involve random assignment, a sample size
sufficient to assure the detection of small effects, and mea-
surement of the post-release labor market performance as
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well as criminal activity.'* An indepth study considering
theory, institutions, effectiveness of interventions, and re-
quirements of evaluation research would assist in resolving
some of the questions concerning offender rehabilitation.
We believe it is too early to abandon employment programs
for offenders.

EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS take on important roles in our
prison systems including (1) cost reduction; (2) ensuring
that inmates are occupied, thereby assisting in prison man-
agement; and (3) the rehabilitation of offenders. Each role
needs to be considered when assessing the effectiveness of
employment programs for offenders.

To date, we believe that only a few prison employment
programs hold the rehabilitation of offenders as their major
objective. But if rehabilitation is to be a primary goal for
at least some of the prison employment programs, current
literature provides guidance for the development of more
successful programs. Most importantly, perhaps, we should
learn from the literature that weak interventions, which do
not consider the need to accommodate different types of
offenders, have little chance of working. Before eliminating
offender employment programs, their effectiveness should
be given a full and careful trial. O
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