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 The landscape of American cor-
rections is littered with the 
bones of rehabilitative efforts 

that failed. This is certainly no sur-
prise, given some of the novel efforts 
at rehabilitating criminal offenders, 
some of which, unfortunately, remain 
part of corrections even today. 

In a 2008 seminar at the Institute 
for Excellence in Justice at the Ohio 
State University Criminal Justice 
Research Center, Ed Latessa of the 
University of Cincinnati reviewed 
several high profile programs that 
claimed to be rehabilitative.1 These 
included such efforts as dance 
instruction for juveniles, drum circles 
for parolees, yoga for probation-
ers, gardening, dog sledding and 
Handwriting Formation Therapy. To 

be clear, we have nothing against 
dance instruction, drum circles, yoga, 
gardening, dog sledding or handwrit-
ing, but their rehabilitative efficacy 
seems questionable. Although such 
programs are clearly not the norm, 
one has to wonder how well the con-
cept of “evidence-based practice” 
has truly filtered down to inform  
correctional practice.

We have moved forward a great  
deal over the last decade in what  
we know about intervening with 
criminal offenders. The bulk of the 
research evidence clearly indicates 
that the programs most likely to 
produce robust results in reducing 
criminal recidivism have cognitive-
behavioral foundations that target 
behaviors related to offending  
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and amenable to change, and that 
use social learning strategies.2 In 
addition, the principles of correctional 
interventions suggest that programs 
should target medium- and high- 
risk offenders and that program 
implementation should be a key  
consideration for any new program. 

However, even interventions with 
substantial empirical support do 
not always produce consistent 
results and may even be associ-
ated with negative outcomes.3 One 
of the more prominent interventions 
recently linked to negative outcomes 
was Project Greenlight.4 The origi-
nal evaluation of Project Greenlight 
examined its effect on the recid-
ivism rates of participants at 12 
months compared with offenders 
who received standard prerelease 
programming and offenders who 
received no prerelease programming. 
It found that Greenlight participants 
had higher rates of arrests and  
parole revocations.

We reassessed Project Greenlight 
by analyzing data over a 30-month 
period. In this reanalysis, we spe-
cifically examined differences by 
the level of offender risk. Although 
the longer-term assessment con-
firmed the original evaluation findings, 
we also found that outcomes var-
ied by risk level — low-risk offenders 
appeared to benefit most from the 
program, whereas medium- and high-
risk offenders were harmed the most. 

An Overview of  
Project Greenlight
The Greenlight program was devel-
oped and operated by the Vera 
Institute of Justice in conjunction  
with the New York State Department 
of Correctional Services and the 
Division of Parole. The program 
was built on the Reasoning and 
Rehabilitation (R & R) cognitive-
behavioral program model. The 

The new results suggest 
a mismatch between 
the structure of the 

Greenlight program and 
the population to which  

it was delivered.

cult to deliver effectively. However, 
the restructured program’s appeal 
should be obvious: more individuals 
can participate with the potential for 
sizeable reductions in cost. 

The original assessment of 
Greenlight’s effectiveness evalu-
ated the combined rate of arrests 
and parole revocations 12 months 
after subjects were released from 
a correctional facility. In our re-
assessment, we looked at a longer 
follow-up period of 30 months, and 
reanalyzed the outcomes by the risk 
of the study participants. Principles 
of correctional intervention sug-
gest that programming should be 
reserved for medium- and high-risk 
inmates, so it is plausible to  
think that the intervention might  
have differential effects by the 
risk level of the participants, with 
medium- or high-risk individuals 
showing some benefits.

evaluation Design
The treatment group consisted 
of the 345 individuals transferred 
to the pilot facility and participat-
ing in the Greenlight intervention 
before release (GL). A second group 
of 278, who were also transferred 
to the pilot facility but assigned to 
the N.Y. Department of Corrections 
Transitional Services Program (TSP), 
constituted our primary control 
group. A third group met the criteria 
for participation, but these inmates 
were not transferred to the pilot facil-
ity due to space limitations. They 
were released directly from upstate 
facilities (UPS) and received no prere-
lease programming. The assignment 
process constitutes a relatively rig-
orous research design but has been 
described extensively elsewhere, so 
we do not discuss it here.5 

Because both the GL and TSP groups 
were transferred to the pilot facility  
and had similar experiences with the 

literature on correctional interven-
tions shows that cognitive-behavioral 
approaches, such as R & R, are asso-
ciated with reductions in recidivism 
rates. Cognitive-behavioral programs 
typically address attributes most 
related to criminal behavior and most 
amenable to change. These include 
such factors as impulsivity, maladap-
tive patterns of thinking, antisocial 
peers and attitudes, poor social  
skills, and drug use. In addition to the 
cognitive-behavioral foundation, the 
program also incorporated a num-
ber of other program elements with 
empirical or anecdotal support in 
reducing recidivism, including employ-
ment assistance, housing assistance, 
drug education and relapse preven-
tion, development of a release plan, 
practical skills training, and release 
documentation that included identifi-
cation and insurance coverage.

For the Greenlight intervention, the  
R & R program was modified in three 
important ways:

n The intervention period was short-
ened to eight weeks from four to 
six months.

n Class sizes were increased to 26 
participants from the recommended  
eight to 10.

n Additional modules were incorpo-
rated, as outlined above. 

As a result, the program can be  
considered more intensive than the 
standard formulation, and the com-
pressed time frame and increased 
class sizes likely make it more diffi-
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exception of the programming, we 
largely expected the intervention to 
account for any differences in out-
comes. However, the UPS group 
deserves a short discussion because 
we can speculate that the effects 
could run in two different directions. 
To the degree that prerelease pro-
gramming has net positive benefits, 
and UPS received no programming, 
we might expect the GL group (and 
to some degree, the TSP group) to do 
better. However, to the degree that 
the forced transfer and coerced par-
ticipation in the program right before 
release might be disruptive and other-
wise negatively experienced without 
achieving a therapeutic effect, we 
might expect the UPS group to do 
better than both GL and TSP. 

reconsidering the evidence 
The evaluation of Project Greenlight 
followed-up with inmates one year 
after they were released. At that 
time, the investigators’ analysis 
found significant negative outcomes 
associated with the intervention — 
the GL participants had more arrests 
and parole revocations than either 
the TSP and UPS groups. In this 
reanalysis, we look at outcomes at 
30 months and examine them by the 
participants’ risk level. (See sidebar: 
Developing the Risk Instrument.)

Results by Risk Level

In Exhibit 1, we show the percent-
age of participants who were living 
in the community at 30 months and 
had not been rearrested.6 Within 
each group, we examine the per-
centages by risk level. The data for 
the full sample, shown on the first 
row of the table, are consistent with 
the results of the one-year evalu-
ation. Participants in the GL group 
had the highest recidivism rate, with 
less than half (47.5 percent with no 
rearrest) still in the community at 30 
months. The difference of nearly 20 
percentage points between it and 

Greenlight TSP UPS

Risk Level (N = 345) (N = 278) (N = 113)

Total Sample 47.5  51.8  66.4 **

Low-Risk 80.4  70.0 ̂  86.4

Medium-Risk 44.0  51.7  69.0 **

High-Risk 23.7   33.8 *  32.1

exhibit 1. Percent of Participants Without a rearrest after 30 Months

Note: All comparisons of statistical significance are with the GL group. 
^ p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01

Developing the risk instrument

We developed our risk instru-
ment from data on indi-

vidual attributes that have been 
strongly associated with criminal 
recidivism.1 Our data include 
numerous measures of criminal 
history such as current offense; 
numbers of misdemeanor and 
felony arrests and convictions; 
bench warrants; and database 
indicators for drugs, weapons and 
firearm offenses. Standard demo-
graphic data such as age, race/
ethnicity and educational level, 
as well as some information on 
substance use were contained in 
the data files originally provided by 
the New York State Department 
of Correctional Services. We esti-
mated a number of different mod-
els for constructing a risk scale. In 
doing so, we paid special attention 
to the literature on the predictors 
of offender recidivism, but we also 
tested all of the variables avail-
able to us and considered their 
potential meaning for respondent 
outcomes. 

Following Gottfredson and Snyder, 
we used logistic regression to 

obtain unstandardized coefficients 
for variables that predicted new 
arrests.2 Variables that were statisti-
cally associated included prior parole 
revocations, prior felony arrests, 
bench warrant indicators, substance 
use measures, release age and 
borough of release.3 We included 
borough of release because it could 
potentially indicate opportunities 
and networks available to individuals 
recently released from prison. Given 
the lack of dynamic risk predictors 
(i.e., predictors amenable to change, 
such as antisocial attitudes and peer 
associations, substance use, poor 
social control/impulsivity, family 
environment, and education/employ-
ment), geographic location may be 
the next best thing because it sug-
gests neighborhood characteristics 
such as employment opportunities, 
living arrangements and exposure to 
pro-social peers. Once our scale was 
constructed, we defined three risk 
levels for sample size reasons, but 
rather than simply dividing the scale 
into thirds, we selected the bottom 
30 percent as “low risk,” the top 30 
percent as “high risk,” and the mid-
dle 40 percent as “medium risk.”4 
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the UPS group (66.4 percent with  
no rearrest) is statistically significant. 

However, recidivism rates vary 
depending on risk level. The “risk 
principle” suggests that the most 
intensive programming should be 
reserved for medium- and high-
risk offenders, but it is the low-risk 
offenders who appear to benefit 
most from the GL program. In con-
trast, high-risk TSP participants were 
more likely to avoid rearrest than 
high-risk GL participants. 

Individuals in the UPS group were 
less likely to be arrested again  

compared with either GL or TSP  
participants for every risk level 
except high, in which results for UPS 
and TSP participants were similar. 
Further, despite the lack of statistical 
significance (largely due to inade-
quate statistical power due to small 
sample sizes), most of the contrasts 
suggest reasonable reductions in 
recidivism. The 25 percentage point 
difference between medium-risk  
GL and UPS (44 percent to 69 per-
cent) offenders is substantial. The 
question is, how do we explain  
these differences and what are  
the implications for correctional  
programming? 

Making Sense of the results
A number of explanations are pos-
sible for the results we present 
here. The most obvious is that the 
research design was flawed and that 
individuals who are more prone to 
crime were differentially assigned 
to each of the three groups — in 
short, the GL group has more high-
risk participants than the TSP group, 
which has more than the UPS group. 
Although some differences in risk 
levels are evident, the strength of 
the research design and multivariate 
analyses with controls suggest that 
demographic and criminal history 

Figure 1 is a very basic illustration 
of how well our risk instrument dis-
criminates between those classified 
as low, medium and high risk. A 27 
percentage point difference distin-
guishes the difference between low 
and medium risk, and a 22.3 percent-
age point difference exists between 
medium and high risk. The degree of 
discrimination across risk categories 
for any arrest is statistically signifi-
cant. To our knowledge, no one has 
established specific criteria for what 
constitutes low-, medium- and high-
risk offenders, but we believe our 
scale represents, to a reasonable 
degree, these conceptual categories. 
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figure 1: assessing the risk scale: rearrest by risk level of study Participants

Note: Drawn from Figure 1b in Wilson and Zozula, “Risk, Recidivism and  
(Re)Habilitation: Another Look at Project Greenlight,” The Prison Journal  
(forthcoming, 2012).
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differences don’t account for the dif-
ferences in recidivism rates. We also 
affirm that attrition is not at issue: All 
individuals assigned to the treatment 
group completed the mandatory GL 
programming and were followed for 
the full period after release. 

In the initial evaluation, discussions 
about the negative effects associ-
ated with the GL program centered 
on program design and implemen-
tation. The new results suggest a 
mismatch between the structure of 
the GL program and the population 
to which it was delivered.

Several factors support this conclu-
sion. First, speculation about poor 
program implementation was bol-
stered by evidence that certain GL 
case managers accounted for nearly 
all of the negative program effects 
reflected in the original one-year  
follow-up figures. Such differences 
would suggest problems with the 
delivery of the program. However, in 
the most recent assessment of the 
data, variation among case manag-
ers shows much smaller differences 
across the board. 

In addition, if the program were 
poorly structured or poorly delivered, 
it seems reasonable to think that 
the negative effects of the program 
due to problems with implementa-
tion would apply to all risk levels. At 
the very least, one might expect the 
lowest risk individuals to be most 
negatively affected if the program 
had been poorly structured or poorly 
delivered. However, in this case, the 
lowest risk individuals don’t exhibit 
the same negative effects as the 
medium- and high-risk offenders 
when the comparison is between  
GL and TSP. 

So what can explain our findings? 
We would argue that the 30-month 
findings show low-risk individuals 
are the most amenable to the inten-

sity of the Greenlight intervention. 
By definition, low-risk individuals 
are likely to be less impulsive, have 
better attention spans, better cog-
nitive skills, better social skills and 
better verbal ability — in short, they 
are more likely to have the skills that 
serve one best in a classroom envi-
ronment. Thus, it seems reasonable 
to think they would be better situated 
to process the more intensive and 
more compressed intervention that 
Project Greenlight provided. 

Why would the medium- and high-
risk individuals do so much more 
poorly with Greenlight? Perhaps, 
just as low-risk individuals possess 
the attributes that make them more 
suited for such intensive and com-
pressed programming, medium- and 
high-risk individuals are more likely 
to possess traits that make them 
less suitable. The risk principle holds 
that the most intensive programming 
should be reserved for those who 
are at medium-to-high risk. However, 
treatment programs should be deliv-
ered in a style and mode consistent 
with the ability and learning style of 
the offender (the responsivity prin-
ciple). As we have already noted, 
the GL intervention might be con-
sidered “very” intensive given its 
compressed delivery time, increased 
class sizes and additional program 
elements. This intensive program-
ming, however, may not have been 
clinically appropriate. With high-risk 
offenders, programming can initially 
engender more resistance, creating 
anger, resentment and frustration at 
being forced to participate.7 Wilson 
and Davis8 noted that “if the inter-
vention is not of sufficient length for 
a therapeutic effect to be realized, 
offenders may be released directly 
to the community still suffering the 
ill effects of coerced programming” 
rather than its intended therapeutic 
effects. In other words, the program 
might just be too short for interven-
ing with high-risk offenders. 

The other major question is why 
the UPS group, released directly 
from prison with no prerelease pro-
gramming whatsoever, did so well, 
compared not only with the TSP 
group, but also to the GL group. For 
lack of a more plausible explanation 
at this point, one must consider the 
possibility that transferring individuals 
right at the end of their incarcer- 
ation and coerced programming 
might be detrimental to their well-
being. To the degree that inmates 
form social bonds and networks,  
are embedded within a specific  
community and a stable institutional 
life, and have some semblance of 
control over their lives, an involun-
tary transfer to another facility, with 
coerced programming to follow, may 
be disruptive and counterproduc-
tive. A diverse literature suggests 
that situations and events that create 
stress, especially those that gener-
ate a sense of powerlessness such 
as involuntary moves, can nega-
tively impact a host of life outcomes, 
including recidivism. GL program 
designers assumed that transfer-
ring individuals to an institution in 
their home community right before 
release would help them in the  
prerelease planning process, espe-
cially in connecting participants to 
community-based service providers. 
Our data suggest that prison trans-
fers or coerced programming just 
before release, or some combination 
of the two, might be counterproduc-
tive in significant ways. 

Lessons for the future
We believe the patterns of suc-
cess between the three different 
groups across the different risk lev-
els suggest important considerations 
for correctional program develop-
ers. It seems clear in hindsight that 
the GL developers failed to con-
sider several important principles of 
effective correctional programming 
despite drawing from that literature. 
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Listen to Edward Latessa talk about evidence-based knowledge in  
corrections: http://www.nij.gov/multimedia/presenter/ 
presenter-latessa.

Learn more about Project Greenlight and its evaluation at http://www.nij.
gov/journals/257/habilitation-or-harm.html.
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One of the most important failures 
was to ignore participants’ risk lev-
els. Despite the notion that the most 
intensive interventions should be 
reserved for medium- and high-risk 
individuals, a notion that is intuitively 
and theoretically sound, our analysis 
suggests that some intensive inter-
ventions, especially those that are 
compressed into a very short time 
frame, may not be suitable for such 
offenders. They simply may not be 
capable of processing large amounts 
of material in such a compressed 
period of time. The structure of the 
GL program seems to have been 
much more suitable for the abilities 
of those at lowest risk. The positive 
performance of the low-risk group 
also suggests that such condensed 
programming has potential for reha-
bilitative efforts with such individuals.

We also note that our findings may 
not be too disparate from other seg-
ments of the literature regarding 
correctional interventions. At least 
one meta-analytic review reports  
that results from evaluations of the  
R & R program show positive effects 
for both low- and high-risk offenders, 
with slightly stronger effects for low-
risk offenders, although differences 
between the two groups are not  
statistically significant.9 In this case, 
the more condensed “intensive” 
program might still have yielded posi-
tive effects for low-risk inmates, but 
exceeded the tipping point for what 
is suitable for medium- and high-risk 
individuals. 

Our analysis also raises questions 
about the wisdom of forced trans-
fers and coerced programming 

immediately before release. Despite 
the potential benefits of connecting 
offenders to local service provid-
ers, disrupting social networks and 
existing routines, and creating or 
heightening any number of negative 
emotional states may be counterpro-
ductive, especially if sufficient time 
isn’t allotted to counteract the more 
negative effects. At the very least, we 
think this explanation for the worse 
outcomes of the GL and TSP groups 
compared with the group that was 
not transferred is plausible and that 
these issues warrant a harder look.
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