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Sentencing practices in this country suggest
that offenses can be divided into two categories. When the crime is relatively serious, offenders are put behind bars; when it
is less so, they are put on probation, often
with only perfunctory supervision. This
two-fold division disregards the range of
severity in crime, and as a result, sentenca n g can err in one direction or another:
,~ither it is too harsh, incarcerating people
whose crimes are not serious enough to
warrant a sanction this severe, or too lenient, putting on probation people whose
crimes call for more severe punishment.
This need for more flexible alternativespunishments that in harshness fall between
prison and probation-led many States to
experiment with intermediate sanctions,
such as intensive supervision probation/
parole (ISP).I
Intensive supervision probation/parole is a
form of release into the community that

ntermediate sanctions are intended
to expand sentencing options beyond prison and traditional probation/
parole. They fill the gap between those
options by imposing more restrictive release conditions, often including drug
testing, and offer the potential to reduce
pressure on correctional institutions and
safeguard the community.

I

•

These and other benefits led the National
Institute of Justice (NU) in 1986 to launch
a major initiative to examine the impact of
intermediate sanctions, and the Institute has
awarded several grants for research and
evaluation. In 1990, in conjunction with the
State Justice Institute and National Institute
of Corrections, NIl sponsored a conference

emphasizes close monitoring of convicted
offenders and imposes rigorous conditions
on that release. Most ISP's call for:

better able than the traditional alternatives-prison or probation-to fit the
punishment to the crime.

• Some combination of multiple weekly
contacts with a supervising officer.

The problem

• Random and unannounced drug
testing.
• Stringent enforcement of probation/
parole conditions.
• A requirement to participate in relevant
treatment, hold a job, and perhaps perform
community service.
Interest in ISP's has been generated in part
by the increased propc5rtion of serious
offenders among the probation population,
a group whose needs and problems may
not be effectively addressed by routine
probation. Another reason for interest in
ISP's is the greater flexibility in sentencing options that they permit. They are

to explore the potential of intermediate
sanctions for improving justice and public
safety.
Intensive supervision probation and parole
(ISP), the focus of this Researclt ill Brief,
is a type of intennediate sanctior. that has
attracted widespread attention. By the mid1980's, ISP's were still largely unte:ted.
To find out how they were working, l'le
National Institute of Justice and the Bu:eau
of Justice Assistance supported a nationwide ISP demonstration and evaluation
program, conducted by RAND.
The researchers' findings suggest that the
programs were more successful in achieving some goals than others. The most

The popUlation on probation is a particular
focus of ISP's. This population has been
growing, increasing 5 to 7 percent each
year from 1985 to 1990. At the end of
1990, two-thirds of all people who were
under correctional supervision were on
probation.2 More importantly, the type of
offender on probation has also changed.
More of the current probation popUlation
consists of people convicted of felonies
than misdemeanors. 3
As a sentencing option, routine probation
was neither intended nor structured to
handle this type of offender. One reason is
that felons are not good risks for routine
probation. A recent report by the Bureau of

singular success lay in the area of controlISP's include more surveillance and other
restrictions that curtail the freedom of the
offender. These successes suggest that
continued development of ISP's is warranted. In meeting other goals, the programs were either not as successful or the
results were inconclusive. Still in the testing stage, the ISP model needs to be further
refined. One way, as the researchers suggest, is to select offenders for ISP earlier in
their criminal careers. The deterrent and
rehabilitative potential of ISP's might be
Blore fully realized for offenders who are
not as committed to a criminal lifestyle.

Michael J. Russell
Acting Director
National Institute of Justice

Types of ISP's
ISP's are usually classified as prison
diversion, enhanced probation, and
enhanced parole. Each has a different
goal.
Diversion is commonly referred to as
a "front door" program because its
goal is to limit the number of offenders entering prison. Prison diversion
programs generally identify lower risk,
incoming inmates to participate in an
ISP in the community as a substitute
for a prison term.
Enhancement programs generally
select already sentenced probationers
and parolees and subject them to
closer supervision in the community
than regular probation or parole.
People placed in ISP enhanced probation or enhanced parole programs
show evidence of failure under routine
supervision or have committed
offenses generally deemed to be too
serious for supervision on routine
caseloads.

Justice Statistics revealed that 43 percent of felons on State probation were
rearrested for another felony within 3
years. 4 This threat to public safety underscores the need for sentencing alternatives.
Moreover, the need is even greater in view
of budget cuts at probation agencies.
I

At the other extreme, reliance on imprisonment has limitations. Prison populations
have tripled since 1975. States have responded to the increased need with enormous investments in prison construction.
Yet the level of violent crime is now substantially higher than it was a decade ago,
indicating that the prospect of imprisonment has not had the deterrent effect that
investment in prisons hoped to buy.5 It has
also meant that 36 States are currently
operating all or part of their correctional
systems under court orders or consent
decrees to reduce crowding.6

The rationale for ISP's
Since neither prison nor routine probation
can fully respond to the current situation,
ISP's have increasingly been viewed as an
alternative. Indeed, these programs have
been hailed by many as the most promising
criminal justice innovation in decades.

Between 1980 and 1990 every State
adopted some form ofISP for adult offenders. 7 The Federal system has not been as
aggressive as the States in ISP experiments, although there are a few programs
in selected districts.
A growing number of jurisdictions have
come to believe that by providing increased supervision of serious offenders
in the community, ISP's can both relieve
prison crowding and lessen the risks to
public safety that such offenders poseand all at a cost savings. In addition to
these practical considerations, many believe ISP's should be adopted as a matter
of principle, to meet the need for greater
latitude in sentencing and to achieve the
sentencing objective of just deserts.
The practical argument is the one advanced most often. ISP's are believed to be
cost-effective, either in the short run or the
long run. Prison-diversion programs (see
"Types ofISP's") are thought to be able to
reduce corrections costs because they presumably cost less than prison. Probationenhancement programs are believed to
prevent crime because the close surveillance they provide should deter recidivism.
With lower recidivism, the need for imprisonment is also reduced, since fewer
offenders will be reprocessed by the
system.
Assumptions about the effect ofISP's on
crime control involve comparisons of
various types of sanctions. Prison is assumed to provide the strongest, and routine
supervision the weakest, crime control.
ISP's are a middle ground, with more
control than routine supervision but less
control than prison. Theoretically, offenders in ISP programs are deterred from
committing crimes because they are under
surveillance, and they are constrained from
committing crimes because the conditions
of the program limit their opportunities.

served as the model for programs adopted.
elsewhere, had low recidivism, maintained
employment, made restitution, and paid a
monthly supervision fee.
In other places where ISP's were adopted,
evaluations produced mixed results, with
some sites reporting cost savings (Illinois
and New Jersey, for example), while others did not (such as Massachusetts and
Wisconsin); and some reporting reduced
recidivism (Iowa, for example), while
others did not (such as Ohio and
Wisconsin).
The ambiguous results of these programs
indicate that assumptions about the ability
ofISP's to produce practical resultsrelieve prison crowding, lower costs, and
control crime-may not have been wellfounded. Reservations have been raised by
independent agencies (such as the U.S.
General Accounting Office), as well as by
a number of scholars, including proponents
of the ISP concept.1O It appears not that the
ISP's themselves have failed, but that the
objectives set for them may have been
overly ambitious, raising expectations they
have been unable to meet.
•
The evidence seems better able to support
the argument based on principle. That is,
because ISP's are more punitive than routine probation and parole and because they
provide for greater surveillance, they may
be able to achieve the goal of permitting
needed flexibility in sentencing.

The demonstration project

Initial reactions to ISP's

To test the relative effectiveness of ISP's
and traditional sanctions, NIJ evaluated a
demonstration project sponsored by the
Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA). The
demonstration, which involved 14 programs in 9 States, ran from 1986 to 1991
and involved about 2,000 offenders. NIJ
commissioned the RAND Corporation to
evaluate the programs in a project supported by the Institute as well as BJA.

Some of the enthusiasm for ISP's was
generated by early reports from programs
like that of the Georgia Department of
Corrections, which seemed to bear out
many of the assumptions and to produce a
number ofbenefits.8 Many ISP programs
claimed to have saved at least $10,000 a
year for each offender who otherwise
would have been sentenced to prison. 9
Participants in the Georgia program, which

The participating jurisdictions (see exhibit
1) were asked to design an ISP program
and were given wide latitude in doing so.
Only two sites (Marion County, Oregon,
and Milwaukee, Wisconsin) selected
prison diversion programs, in which lower
risk offenders who would have entered
•
prison were diverted into the community.
All others chose either probation enhancement or parole enhancement programs for
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Exhibit 1. The 14 Demonstration/
Evaluation Sites
Contra Costa County, California
Los Angeles County, California
Seattle, Washington
Ventura County, California
Atlanta, Georgia
Macon, Georgia
Waycross, Georgia
Santa Fe, New Mexico
Des Moines, Iowa
Winchester, Virginia
Dallas, Texas
Houston, Texas
Marion County, Oregon
Milwaukee, Wisconsin

the more serious offenders who were then
_nder community supervision.
The offenders whom the jurisdictions
chose to target had to meet only two criteria: they had to be adults and they could
not be currently convicted of a violent
crime. Once these criteria were met, the
jurisdictions were free to focus on whatever type of offender population they
wished: probationers and/or parolees,
people currently in jail, or people who
were prison bound.
They were also free to tailor their programs to meet local needs. For example,
several sites designed their programs specifically for drug offenders. However, for
a variety of reasons, the agencies were
unable to place many offenders in drug,
alcohol, or other such treatment programs.
Thus, the ISP's evaluated were not primarily service and treatment programs, but
rather were oriented more toward surveillance and supervision. (See "Study
Methods.")

Effectiveness of ISP's
The demonstration was intended to answer
. h e question of how participation in an ISP
affected offenders' subsequent criminal
behavior (that is, its effect on recidivism).
The evaluation was intended to bring to

Study Methods11
Program design
All jurisdictions selected by the Bureau oOusticeAssistance for participation in the
demonstration and evaluation were asked to design and implement an ISP program
that was to be funded for 18 to 24 montlls. The jUrisdictions also were required to
receive training and technical assistance, both provided by outside consultants. l2 In .
addition, they took part in the independent evaluation, which required their gathering
data about the program.
The population studied consisted of approximately 2,000 ~dult offenders who were
not currently convicted of a violent crime (homicide, rape, robbery, andassawt).The
vast majority of the offenders were men in their late 20's and early .30's, and most
had long criminal records. In other respects, sites varied. Some, for example, chose
offenders with more serious prison records than others. The nature of their offense~
varied, as did their racial composition. The proportion of offenders who had prison .
records varied by site. For example, 86 percent of the offenders in Dallas had served
a prison term, while for Contra Costa the figure was only 5 percent.
Because each site was allowed to design its own ISP, no two programs were identi. cal. They adopted whatever components of the general ISP model they wiShed (such .
as random urine testing, curfews, electronic monitoring, and treatment referrals).
Close supervision of offenders was. one of the few required program components. It
consisted of weekly contacts with the officers, unscheduled drug testing, and stricter
enforcement of probation/parole conditions.

Random assignment
The study was conducted as a randomized experiment. Indeed, the study may well .
be the largest randomized experiment in corrections ever undertaken in the United
States. At each site, along with the experimental group, a control group of offenders
was set up to serve as a comparison. The offenders in the control group were not.
part of the program but instead Were given .a different sanction. (either prison or .
routine probation or parole, for example),l3. After the jurisdictions selected the pool
of offenders they deemed eligible for ISP programs, th¢ researchers assigned them
randomly to one or the other of the two groups.
Haying a control gro!lP with which to. compare findings ensured .that the. results were··
the product of the manipulated variables of the ISPprogtam rather than of differences among the offenders in the two groups. Previous ISPeyaluations lacked
matching comparison groups.

Data collection
For each offender, in both the experimental andthe control groups, data collection
forms were completed by the participating agency in the respective jurisdictions. A
background assessment recorded demographic information, prior criminal record,
, drug dependence Status, and similar information. The other forms-6- and 12-month
reviews-recorded probation and parole services received; participation in treatment
and work programs, and recidivism .during the I-year followup. Also recorded on
this form were the number of drug tests ordered and taken, the types of drugs for
which the offender tested positive, and the sanction imposed.
Measuring program effects
Separate calculations were devised for estimating costs and for measuring progrll!ll
. implementation, the effect of the ISP' s on recidivism, and the effect on social adjustment (percentage of offenders who attended counseling, participated in training,
were employed, and the like).

3

light infonnation about cost-effectiveness
and extent of offender participation in
counseling, work, and training programs.
The effect of ISP' s on prison crowding
was not a study aim, but it has been a
major policy interest in all ISP programs.
The participating sites had their own objectives and interests. Most wanted to learn
whether ISP's are an effective intennediate
sanction, in which probation and parole
conditions are monitored and enforced
more credibly.
Overall, the results revealed what cannot
be expected ofISP's as much as what can
be. Most notably, they suggest that the
assumptions about the ability ofISP's to
meet certain practical goals-reduce
prison crowding, save money, and decrease recidivism-may not have been
well-founded and that jurisdictions interested in adopting ISP's should define their
goals carefully. Other study findings indicate that ISP's were most successful as an
intennediate punishment, in providing
closer supervision of offenders and in
offering a range of sentencing options
between prison and routine probation and
parole.
The programs were effective as.surveillance. The ISP programs were designed to
be much more stringent than routine supervision, and in every site they delivered
more contacts and monitoring than did the
routine supervision provided in the control
groups. Most of the ISP's were significantly higher than the control programs
in number offace-to-face contacts with
supervisors, telephone and collateral
contacts, law enforcement checks, employment monitoring, and drug and alcohol
testing. (See exhibit 2 for findings on
contacts and drug tests.)
The data reveal no straightforward relationship between contact levels and recidivism; that is, it is not clear whether the
surveillance aspect of the ISP had a positive effect on offenders' subsequent be
havior. For example, although the average
number of face-to-face contacts in Seattle
was 3.4 per month and the average in
Macon was much higher at 16.1, the
percentage of ISP offenders arrested at
both sites was about the same-46 percent
in Seattle and 42 percent in Macon.
This finding must, however, be qualified
by the nature of the data. The ISP programs were "packages" of contacts and
services, and for this reason it is difficult to

Exhibit 2. Number of Monthly Face-to-Face Contacts and Drug Tests During •
1-Year Followup
Drug Tests
ISP
Controls

Face-to Face Contacts
ISP
Controls
Contra
Costa
County,
California

2.7

0.5*

1.7

0.2*

Los
Angeles
County,
California

4.1

0.6*

0.5

0.2*

Seattle,
Washington

304

0.8*

004

0.1*

Ventura
County,
California

704

3.0*

2.7

1.3*

Atlanta,
Georgia

12.5

14.9

4.8

4.9

Macon,
Georgia

16.1

17.7

5.8

3.7*

Waycross,
Georgia

22.8

2204

14.2

1.6*

Santa Fe,
New Mexico

10.6

2.8*

2.9

1.1 *

Des Moines,
Iowa

5.8

3.8*

2.8

1.0*

Winchester,
Virginia

8.1

1.9'

1.5

004*

Dallas,
Texas

3.3

1.5*

0.1

0.0*

Houston,
Texas

4.0

1.9*

0.7

0.0*

Marion
County,
Oregon**

12.2

n/a

2.2

n/a

Milwaukee,
Wisconsin

8.8

n/a

0.7

n/a

AVERAGE

5.8

104 a

0.2 b

a

1.6

b

• Indicates that ISP and control are significantly different, p <.05.

** Based on 6-month followup only.
Weighted average of ISP in all sites.
Weighted average of routine probation in Contra Costa, Los Angeles, Seattle; routine probation/
parole in Santa Fe, Des Moines, Winchester; routine parole in Dallas and Houston.

a

b

4

•

•

•

distinguish the specific effect of individual
components of a package (such as contact
level, drug testing, and electronic monitoring) on recidivism.
The programs were effective as intermediate sanctions. In a sense, this issue
is the same as the preceding one if more
frequent contacts and drug testing are
viewed as punishment. Most of the ISP's
had significantly higher levels of the features that curtail freedom. 14 Both coercion
and enforced diminution of freedom were
higher for most ISP's than for the control
group when measured by the criminal
justice system response to offenders' technical violations. IS In fact, the response to
this type of violation gives ISP's their
greatest punitive value. The rate of technical violations was high, making the resultant coercion and diminution of freedom
experienced by the offenders an added
punitive sanction as well as creating a
public safety benefit.

•

The General Accounting Office, in its
report on intermediate punishments, noted
that if judged by a standard of zero risk, all
ISP programs fail to protect public safety. 16
However, what most of these programs try
to achieve is a more stringent punishment
for at least some of the serious offenders
who now receive only nominal supervision. Judged by that criterion, virtually all
of the sites succeeded. It is also possible
that the closer surveillance imposed on ISP
participants may increase the probability
that they are caught for a larger percentage
of the crimes they commit.
To test this effect, researchers conducted
interviews with ISP participants in the
Contra Costa site to discuss their perceptions of the harshness of the program. The
interview findings confirn1ed that these
offenders viewed the likelihood of their
being caught for probation violations to
be higher than for offenders who were on
routine probation. They felt this to be
particularly true when the violations involved drugs. In addition, the ISP offenders believed they would be treated more
harshly for most types of violations than
would their counterparts who were on
routine supervision.

•

Evidence also suggests that some offenders
may view ISP's as even more punitive and
restrictive of freedom than prison. Among
offenders at the Oregon site, 25 percent
who were eligible for prison diversion
chose not to participate. The reason may

be that Oregon's crowded prisons made it
unlikely that anyone sentenced to a year
would serve the full term, while offenders
assigned to ISP's could be certain of a full
year of surveillance in the program. As
prisons become more crowded and length
of sentence served decreases, ISP's may
come to seem increasingly punitive to
offenders.

The effect on recidivism
The major recidivism outcome measures
were officially recorded arrests and technical violations. On these measures, the ISP
programs were not as successful as on
others.
ISP participants were not subsequently
arrested less often, did not have a longer
time to failure, and were not arrested for
less serious offenses than control group
members. The findings reveal that in 11
of the 14 sites, arrest rates during the
I-year followup were in fact higher for
ISP participants than for the control group
(although not significantly so). At the end
of the I-year period, about 37 percent of
the ISP participants and 33 percent of
control offenders had qeen arrested.
(See exhibit 3.)
These findings should be interpreted with
caution, because officially recorded recidivism may not be as accurate an indicator of
an individual's criminality as it is a measure of the impact of the ISP program on
the criminal justice system. That is, officially recorded recidivism measures enforcement-the system's ability to detect
crime and act on it (through arrests).
As noted earlier, with an ISP program,
surveillance may be so stringent as to
increase the probability that crimes (and
technical violations) will be detected and
an arrest made. In this way ISP's may
increase officially recorded recidivism.
Thus, it may be that an ISP offender is
committing the same number or fewer
crimes than someone on routine supervision, who has a lower probability of being
arrested for them. The ISP offender, whose
behavior is more closely monitored, may
be caught in the enforcement net, while the
offender on routine probation or parole
may escape it.
Effect of technical violations. If technical
violations are interpreted as another measure of recidivism, the findings are also less
5

positive for the ISP's than the controls.
An average of 65 percent of the ISP clients
had a technical violation compared with
38 percent for the controls. (See exhibit 3).
However, technical violations can be interpreted as effects of the program itself
rather than as evidence of criminal activity
or recidivism. For one thing, the view of
technical violations as a proxy for crime
commission is only an assumption. Noncompliant behavior such as disregarding
curfews, using alcohol and drugs, and
missing treatment sessions may not necessarily signal that the ISP participant is
going to commit "new" or "real" crimes.
To test the hypothesis that revoking offenders for technical violations prevents
arrests for new crimes, the researchers
examined the ISP programs in California
and Texas. They computed correlations
between number of arrests and number of
'technical violations and found few statistically significant relationships. In other
words, offenders who committed technical
violations were no more likely to be arrested for new crimes than those who did
not commit them. Moreover, when convictions for arrests during the I-year followup
were examined for all sites, the researchers
found no difference in the rates of the ISP
offenders and the control group.
ISP's were consistently associated with
higher rates of technical violations because
of the closer supervision given to those in
the programs. If stringent conditions are
imposed and people's behavior is monitored, they have more opportunities for
violations and for being found out than if
there are few conditions and few contacts.
For example, the requirement of frequent
drug testing alone is virtually guaranteed to
generate a large number of technical violations. Few of the sites had many low-risk l7
offenders. The higher the risk, the more
likely that offenders are involved with
drugs. At most of the sites, drug-related
technical violations accounted for a large
proportion of all technical violations. Offenders under routine supervision were not
subjected to such close scrutiny and would
not therefore have had as many opportunities to commit technical violations of the
conditions of their probation or parole.
Effect of type of ISP program. Because
only 2 of the 14 sites implemented prison
diversion programs and their programs
experienced difficulties, the research remains inconclusive regarding the ability of

this type ofISP to relieve prison crowding. (See "The Experience of the Prison
Diversion Programs," page 7.)
The findings for parole and probation
enhancement ISP's suggest that commitments to prison and jail may actually
increase under the program. The reason is
the large number of technical violations,
which lead to a higher percentage of ISP
offenders than controls being recommitted
to jail and prison. At a minimum, ISP
programs attempt to increase the credibility of community-based sanctions by
making certain that the conditions ordered
by the court, including those considered
"technical" in nature, are monitored, enforced, and if violated, punished by imprisonment. Depending on how severely
ISP staff and their respective courts
choose to treat ISP infractions, commitrnents to prison and jails may rise
precipitously.
Data from the Houston site illustrate this
point. The Houston ISP was a paroleenhancement program that targeted people
under supervision who had a high probability of returning to prison. ISP participants were not arrested for new crimes
more often than the controls (who were
on routine parole), but were returned to
prison more frequently for more technical
violations. Fully 81 percent of the ISP
offenders had technical violations, compared with 33 percent of offenders in the
control group. As a result, five times as
many ISP offenders were returned to
prison for technical violations as those
on routine supervision (21 percent versus
4 percent), and at the end of the 1-year
followup, about 30 percent of ISP participants were in prison, compared with only
18 percent of the control group. IS
Thus, in Houston, putting people on ISP
added more offenders to the prison population than did routine parole. This is
interpreted as an effect of the ISP program
itself-which tends to generate more
technical violations-rather than the result
of differences between the ISP experimental and control groups. Any other differences were eliminated through random
assignment of offenders to both groups.

Cost benefits
Are ISP's a cost-saving alternative? Like
other questions abOl{~ ISP' s, this too has
an ambiguous answer--one that depends

Exhibit 3. Offender Recidivism During 1·Year Followup
Percentage of
Offenders With
Any Arrest
ISP
Controls

Percentage of
Offender With
Technical Violations
ISP
Controls

Percentage of
Offenders Returned
to Prison
ISP
Controls

Contra
Costa
County,
California

29

27

64

41"

2

4

Los
Angeles
County,
California

32

30

61

57

26

22

Seattle,
Washington

46

36

73

48*

6

5

Ventura
County,
California

32

53*

70

73

23

28

Atlanta,
Georgia

12

04

65

46

23

4

Macon,
Georgia

42

38

100

96

8

21

Waycross,
Georgia

12

15

38

31

4

0

Santa Fe,
New Mexico

48

28

69

62

14

17

Des Moines,
Iowa

24

29

59

55

39

23

Winchester,
Virginia

25

12

64

36*

14

8

Dallas,
Texas

39

30

20

13

28

17

Houston,
Texas

44

40

81

33*

35

20*

Marion
County,
Oregon

33

50

92

58

50

25

Milwaukee,
Wisconsin

58

03*

92

17*

35

AVERAGE

37 a

33 b

65 a

38 b

24

• Indicates that ISP and control are significantly different, p <.05.

•

•

3*
15

•

Weighted average of ISP in all sites.
Weighted average of routine probation in Contra Costa, Los Angeles, Seattle; routine probation/parole
in Santa Fe, Des Moines, Winchester; routine parole in Dallas and Houston.

a

b
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., The Experience of the Prison Diversion Programs ,
.Prison diVersion programs in this study did not provi~e data on the effect of ISP's on
prison crowding. Of the two participating sites that,implemented prison diversion
. programs' in the demonstration, one had too few eligiule offenders to yield usable
.results.ln the other, the use of randomization was overridden by the jurisdiction,
thereby foiling its pmpose. The selection process at these two sites therefore makes it
impossible to state with certainty the· effect ofISP's in reducingprisonctowding.
The experience of the two sites (Marion County, Oregon, and MilwaUkee, Wisconsin)
d~s reveal a number of insights into the issues jurisdictions face when making decisionsabout selecting convicted offenders for diversion into the corrununity~ ..

Marion County, Oregon
Marion County .,set eligibility requirements so stringent that few offenders could
qualify for the prison diversion ISP. The study's mandated criterion of excluding
offenders currently convicted of violent crimes was extended to exclude offenders
with any prior record of violence. Examination of ,the Marion County data revealed
that, in addition, a large percent of potential participants who .had current burglary
convictions were rejected. Although this offense is considered nonviolent; evidently
Marion County did not wish to place burglars into ISP programs.
The three criteria--exclusion of violent offenders, people with any history of violence,
and convicted burglars-shrank the pool of eligibles considerabiy. FurtherJllore,the
local Marion County judge imposed the requirement of informed consent from the
()ffender, producing a sample too small to yield statistically reliable results.

Milwaukee, Wisconsin
tn Milwaukee, judges and probation/parole officers overrode the researchers' random
assignment of offenders into the experimental and control groups. Milwaukee initiatly ,
had two pools of eligibles: "front-end" cases consisting of high-risk offenders newly
convicted of nonviolent felonies, and "back-end" cases consisting of probation or
parole violators who were facing revocation. Regardless ofthe'random designation'
made by the researchers, most front-end cases were sentenced to prison rather than
. ,. diversion to an ISP. Of the back-end cases, more than half were sent to routine probation or parole.
That only two sites chose prison diversion suggests the level of concern on the part of·,
the criminal justice system about the risks involved in sending convicted offenders
into the community. further evidence of this concern is the responSe of these two sites·
in. pla.cing additional restrictions on program implementation: 19

on what is being compared to what. Compared with routine probation, ISP's are
more costly because they.are highly labor
intensive. Because supervision is intensive,
ISP's require lower caseloads-typically
25 offenders per supervisor or team of
supervisors. An increase of only 100 offenders in an ISP would call for hiring and
training 4 to 8 new employees.
If the cost ofISP's is compared to that of
aimprisonment, the opposite is true. Virtu~lly no one would question the claim that it
is more expensive to keep an offender in
prison than on probation. The costs per day
for imprisonment are much higher per

offender than the costs per day for an ISP.
Obviously, ISP's cost less than building
new prisons.
Length of time under each sanction also
has to be taken into consideration when
comparing costs of prison and ISP's. The
average cost per year per imprisoned offender is $12,000 and per ISP offender
only $4,000. However, if the ISP offender
would have otherwise served time in
prison (had he or she not been placed in an
ISP) for a period of only 3 months, the cost
would be $3,OOO-less than the $4,000 it
costs for 1 year of an ISP program. In
addition, some of the ISP participants
7

spent part of the follow up year incarcerated rather than in the ISP program, thus
eliminating part of the cost savings of
diversion from prison.
Again, it should be kept in mind in interpreting these findings that the ISP programs resulted in more incarcerations and
consequently higher costs than routine
probation/parole because of the higher
number of technical violations. Across
the 12 probation/parole enhancement
programs, high violation and incarceration
rates for ISP offenders drove up the estimated costs, which averaged $7,200 per
offender for the year, compared with about
$4,700 for the control group on routine
supervision.

Results for treatment
Treatment and service components in the
ISP's included drug and alcohol counseling, employment, community service, and
payment of restitution. On many of these
measures, ISP offenders participated more
than did control group members (see exhibit 4); and participation in such programs was found to be correlated with a
reduction in recidivism in at least some
sites.
When figures from all sites are examined,
they reveal that participation in counseling
was not high in either the experimental or
control groups, but it was higher for ISP
offenders. Forty-five percent of ISP offenders received some counseling during
the followup period, compared with 22
percent of the controls.
Overall figures indicate that more than
half of the ISP participants were employed
compared with 43 percent of the offenders
who were on routine supervision. In 4 of
the 14 sites (Contra Costa, Los Angeles,
Seattle, and Winchester), ISP offenders
were significantly more likely than controls to be employed.
Participation in community service varied
considerably by site. The highest rate
(more than two-thirds of offenders) was
reported in the three Georgia sites, where
community service has historically played
a major role in the ISP design. In seven
of the ISP programs, 10 percent or fewer
offenders participated in community service, and at no site did ISP offenders participate significantly more often than
routine supervision offenders.

-

Exhibit 4. Representative Program Participation
Percentage of Offenders
in Any Counseling
During 1·Vear Followup
Controls
ISP

Percentage of Offenders
With Any Paid Employment
During 1·Vear Followup
ISP
Controls

Although restitution was paid by only a
small minority of offenders, the rate was
higher among ISP offenders than those on
routine supervision (12 percent and 3 percent, respectively, paid some restitution).

•

Analysis of the programs in California
and Texas revealed a relationship between
treatment participation and recidivism. A
summary score was created for each offender, with one point assigned for participation in any of four treatment or service
programs. Analysis revealed that higher
levels of program participation were associated with a 10- to 20-percent reduction
in recidivism. However, because offenders
were not randomly assigned to participate
in these activities within the experimental
and control groups, it is not possible to
determine whether the lower recidivism
was the effect of the treatment or of selection bias. In other words, the positive
outcomes may be a function not of the
treatment but of the type of offender who
entered the treatment program. Nevertheless, the results are consistent with
literature showing positive outcomes of
•
treatment.

Contra
Costa
County,
California

39

14*

41

26*

Los
Angeles
County,
California

16*

02

45

18*

Seattle,
Washington

42

14*

31

08*

Ventura
County,
California

78

76

80

79

Atlanta,
Georgia

48

48

54

65

Macon,
Georgia

65

50

85

71

Waycross,
Georgia

100

88,

92

96

Santa Fe,
New Mexico

100

59·

86

79

Des Moines,
Iowa

59

41*

76

70

Winchester,
Virginia

32

12

89

56*

The ISP programs in the demonstration
project were by design oriented more
toward surveillance than treatment, with
funds used largely for staff salaries rather
than for treatment service. Sites had to rely
on existing treatment programs, which in
some communities were quite minimal.
This raises the issue of whether participation in treatment would have been higher
had more resources been allocated to it.

Dallas,
Texas

04

02

37

33

Policy implications

Houston,
Texas

55

32*

61

61

Marion
County,
Oregon

50

n/a

33

n/a

Milwaukee,
Wisconsin

54

n/a

54

n/a

AVERAGE

45 a

22 b

56 a

43 b

* Indicates that ISP and control are significantly different, p <.05,
Weighted average of all sites.
Weighted average of routine probation in Contra Costa, Los Angeles, Seattle; routine probation!
parole in Santa Fe, Des Moines, Winchester; routine parole in Dallas and Houston.
a

b
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Jurisdictions that wish to adopt ISP's
might want to revise the model represented
in the demonstration to create a better "fit"
with their particular needs.
Making controls more stringent. ISP
contact levels were greater than with routine supervision, but it might be argued
that the programs were not "intensive"
enough. It appears that more stringent
cOi'lditions could be required ofISP's. In
the demonstration, ISP contacts of any
type amounted, on average, to a total of
less than 2 hours per month per offender
(assuming that 20 minutes, on average, ' .
was spent per face-to-face contact). The
same is true of drug testing-the average
for all sites was just over two tests per
month. If the amount of time spent in

.ontacts were greater (that is, if conditions were tougher), the result might be
less recidivism. Jurisdictions would have
to decide how much more restrictive the
conditions should be and would have
to weigh possible benefits against the
probable higher cost.
Increasing treatment. Jurisdictions might
want to strengthen the treatment component of ISP's in hopes of a positive behavioral effect that would lower recidivism.
As stated earlier, at the California and
Texas sites the recidivism of offenders
who received any counseling (for drugs or
alcohol), held jobs, paid restitution, and did
community service was 10 to 20 percent
lower than those who did not.

•

Overall outcomes might have been even
more positive had a greater proportion of
the offenders participated in treatment. 20
Participation in drug treatment, in particular, might have had a high payoff. In all the
sites, about half the offenders were judged
drug dependent by their probation or parole officers. Yet ISP staff often reported
difficulties obtaining drug treatment for
ese people, and at some sites a large
ercentage of all offenders in need of drug
treatment went untreated?l It comes as no
surprise, therefore, that about one-third of
all new arrests were drug-related. A high
priority for future research would be evaluation of ISP programs in which treatment
plays a major role. 22
Deemphasizing technical violations.
Jurisdictions might want to reexamine the
assumption of technical violations as a
proxy for criminal behavior. Offenders
who commit this type of violation constitute a considerable proportion of the prison
population. On any given day, about 20
percent of new admissions nationwide
consist of parole or probation violators?3
and the resultant crowding means early
release for other offenders.

The experience of the State of Washington
in rethinking parole and probation revocations is instructive. There, the State legislature, responding to the heavy flow of
technical violations attendant on stringent
parole and probation conditions, set new
rules. The rules require conditions be set
according to the specific offense and the
Aarticular offender's past criminal behav~r; they effectively bar the imposition
of conditions affecting all offenders. In
addition, the new rules state that prison

cannot be used as a sanction for technical
violations; the maximum sentence is 60
days in jai1.24
No empirical studies have been performed
yet, but Washington officials believe that
as a result of the new rules, revocations for
technical violations have decreased while
arrest rates for new crimes have remained
roughly the same. 25 If Washington is successful, it may mean that jurisdictions will
have more prison space for really serious
offenders and therefore increase public
safety by decreasing the number of people
sent to prison for technical violations of
parole and probation.
Handling costs. When considering the
issue of affordability, jurisdictions need
to keep in mind its relation to program
goals. The more constraints a program
imposes and/or the more it is service- and
treatment-oriented, the higher will be the
cost. In Ventura and Houston, for example,
stringent conditions and rigorous response
to technical violations drove up costs. On
the other hand, future evaluations might
reveal that the return on investment in
programs with these types of emphasis
may be lower recidivism.
Judging outcomes. In assessing the success ofISP's (and deciding whether to
invest further in them), jurisdictions need
to use the same criterion fqr deciding
whether a program is affordable; that is,
does it achieve the goals set? One of the
study's strongest implications is that jurisdictions need to establish very clearly their
intentions for the ISP's they develop and
structure the programs accordingly. If
jurisdictions are interested primarily in
imposing intermediate sanctions, even if
the result is not lower recidivism, that goal
should be made clear. Otherwise, the public may interpret the recidivism rates as an
indication of program failure.
If jurisdictions are primarily interested in
reducing recidivism, prison crowding, and
system costs, ISP programs as currently
structured may not meet all their expectations. These more "practical" objectives
were set on the basis of overly ambitious
assumptions and on the early results of a
few programs that received a great deal
of attention and perhaps unwarranted enthusiasm. The findings of this evaluation
provide further evidence that surveiIlanceoriented ISP's will have difficulty in fully
achieving these objectives.
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If jurisdictions target objectives based
more on intermediate sanctions principles,
ISP's hold promise. By setting this type
of objective, they may be able to impose
more stringent controls on offenders than
are possible with routine probation and
parole, and they may achieve greater flexibility in sentencing decisions by punishments that more closely fit the crimes
committed. Developing an array of
sentencing options is an important and
necessary first step to creating a more
comprehensive and graduated sentencing
structure. This goal alone can provide the
justification for continued development
of ISP and other intermediate sanctions.

Is prison diversion viable? The evaluation findings indicate that prison diversion
and, by extension, reduction of prison
crowding, is particularly difficult to implement. This difficulty is reflected in the
decision by only 2 of the 14 sites to adopt
this type of program. The criteria these two
jurisdictions used to assign offenders to the
programs also suggest a measure of reluctance. (See box on page 7.) The experience
with prison diversion in this study indicates that the criminal justice system and
the general public do not at present seem
receptive to this type of ISP. A targeted
public and judicial education campaign
would be required to overcome that
reluctance.

Future research
The major issue for further research, is
determining whether ISP, a concept that
may be sound in theory, might be structured and implemented differently to produce better results. The experience of the
California sites suggest, for example, that
certain program components could be
manipulated. At these sites, a higher level
of offender participation in treatment and
service programs was associated with
lower recidivism. In Ventura, which had
the highest levels of surveillance, arrest
rates were lower than among the controls.
A revised ISP model could answer these
and other questions:
• Would ISP's reduce recidivism if resources were sufficient to obtain treatment
drug offenders need?
• Would more intensive surveillance
lower recidivism?

• Would more selective conditions ofparole and probation lower revocation rates?

suggests that research is needed in a number of areas:

• What combination of surveillance and
treatment would produce the best results?

• Empirical evidence of the relationship of technical violations to criminal
behavior.

The study findings indicate a number of
additional areas for research:
The potential of ISP as prison diversion.
The limited number of study sites selecting
this option and their restrictions on the
programs indicate major concerns about
ISP for pri~on diversion. Researchers may
want to examine the nature of the potential
pool of eligibles, document the most commonly utilized criteria for ISP eligibility,
and depending on the criteria, simulate the
prison population that would qualify.
Testing of different offender populations. The ISP model in this study was
tested primarily on drug-involved offenders who had committed serious crimes.
Studies have shown that the more experienced the offenders, the lower, hey rate the
risk of being caught and confined. 26 For
this reason, models using a population of
less serious offenders might result in
greater deterrence.
The effects of different ISP components.
The random assignment in this study permitted testing the effect of the entire ISP
"package," but made it impossible to test
the effect of a particular program component. By extension, it was not possible to
determine how changing a component
might change the effects. Future research
could be designed specifically to test the
incremental impact of various ISP conditions (such as drug testing and drug and
alcohol treatment) on offender behavior.
Effectiveness over time. Recent research
indicates that a 1-year followup, the time
period on which the evaluation of outcomes was based, may not be long
enough.27 Future research might focus on.
whether longer followup might ultimately
result in behavioral differences between
ISP offenders and controls.
Technical violations and criminal behavior. The study revealed that technical
violations resulted in many recommitments
to prison and jail. As noted earlier, the
view that such recommitments prevent
crime may be only an assumption. The
policy significance of technical violations

• The types of technical conditions currently imposed at sentencing.
• How technical conditions are used by
community corrections to manage offenders, encourage rehabilitation, and protect
the community.
• Trends in the growth of the technical
violator population and the effect on jails
and prisons.
• Innovative programs, policies, and
statutes that have emerged to deal with
technical violators.
Appropriate outcome measures. Recidivism is a key outcome used in evt::Jating
all types of interventions, and because
success in rehabilitation has been far from
complete, it is almost the only measure
used in corrections.
In reaffirming its commitment to ISP and
to its focus on rehabilitation, the American
Probation and Parole Association issued a
position paper that identifies behavioral
change, not recidivism, as the appropriate
outcome measure. Such change includes
negotiation skills, managing emotions, and
enhanced values and attitude shifts.
Given the centrality of recidivism to research and pructice, it is essential to examine its appropriateness as a measure for
certain interventions. For some programs,
recidivism may be one of many measures,
but perhaps not the primary one.
These are not the only issues for a future
criminal justice research agenda, but they
are currently the most pressing for research
on the future of intensive supervision
probation and parole.
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