DOES COGNITIVE
BEHAVIORAL THERAPY
WORK IN CRIMINAL
JUSTICE? A NEW
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BY THOMAS FEUCHT AND TAMMY HOLT
An analysis of programs and practices in CrimeSolutions.gov finds that cognitive behavioral therapy can
deter crime, assist victims and prevent recidivism.

erhaps no other intervention has attracted more attention
across the criminal justice system than cognitive behavioral
therapy (CBT). First widely used in the latter half of the 20th
century, as large numbers of people with mental illness
were deinstitutionalized and treated in community settings, CBT has
since found its way into nearly every aspect of the justice system,
often supplementing or displacing other programs and interventions.
Practitioners today use CBT to reduce recidivism among adults
and juveniles; help victims deal with the aftermath of crimes;
and address substance abuse, depression, violence and other
problematic behavior.’

So what is CBT? And more importantly, does it work?

CBT is a class of therapeutic interventions based on a common

theory about the connection between our thoughts, attitudes and
beliefs — cognitions — and our behavior. The core premise of CBT is simple: The way we think about situations
shapes our choices, behavior and actions. If flawed or maladaptive thoughts, attitudes and beliefs lead to
inappropriate and even destructive behavior, then changing those thoughts, attitudes and beliefs can lead to more
appropriate, pro-social behavior. That is the therapeutic promise of CBT.


https://www.crimesolutions.gov/

2 Does Cognitive Behavioral Therapy Work in Criminal Justice? A New Analysis From CrimeSolutions.gov

(or meta-analysis results) in CrimeSolutions.gov that
incorporate CBT as a central part of the intervention.®
These programs and practices address a range

of issues and populations, and they differ in their
CrimeSolutions.gov ratings. But the overall evidence in
CrimeSolutions.gov is clear and consistent: Individual
CBT programs that have been rigorously evaluated

To better understand what the
evidence tells us about using CBT
in criminal justice, we reviewed
and tabulated 50 individual

programs and eight “practices.”

CBT focuses on providing, through individual

or group therapy, the means to correct flawed
cognitive-behavior processes. A key goal of CBT

is to help people make better behavioral choices
by understanding the way they think. Once people
become more cognitively self-aware, CBT theorists
argue, they can learn strategies to help them
refrain from problematic behavior and make wiser
behavioral decisions.

Rigorous evaluations have examined CBT-based
interventions in criminal and juvenile justice.

You can find many of these evaluations in NIJ's
CrimeSolutions.gov, the U.S. Department of Justice
clearinghouse for what works, what doesn’t and
what’s promising in criminal justice, juvenile justice
and crime victim services. CrimeSolutions.gov uses
research to rate the effectiveness of programs and
practices in achieving outcomes as “Effective,”
“Promising” or “No Effects.” Programs and practices
may also be classified as “Insufficient Evidence.”?

To better understand what the evidence tells us
about using CBT in criminal justice, we reviewed and
tabulated 50 individual programs and eight “practices”

are effective at deterring crime, assisting victims and
preventing recidivism.

You can perform a similar analysis using
other GrimeSolutions.gov topics of interest.

A Closer Look at the CBT Programs

Focusing first on the 50 CBT programs, we looked

for program features that might be linked to
effectiveness, such as clients served, topic area, and
whether CBT was the program’s primary or secondary
focus. We also looked for any common attributes
among programs rated “Effective.”

The CBT programs in CrimeSolutions.gov serve
juveniles, adults or both (see Table 1). About half

(n = 24) focus on juveniles.® Programs serving
juveniles or both juveniles and adults were somewhat
more likely to be rated “Effective” than programs
serving only adults. Seven CBT programs targeting
only adults received a “Promising” rating, but only one
was found to be “Effective.”

We also examined the gender of clients served by CBT
programs but found little variation: CBT programs are
comparable in effectiveness for either gender.®

Table 1. Age Group of Clients Served

Age Group Total %:r f;:::itsii\:legor Effective Promising  No Effects In;?;:::t}:t
Juveniles 24 79.2 6 13 1 4
Adults 15 5O 1 7 4 3
Both 11 90.9 g 9 1 0
Total 50 74.0 12 25 6 7
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Table 2. Program Topic Area

o . . .
Topic Total* & Effec.tl_v e or Effective Promising No Effects Insqfflment
Promising Evidence
Courts 5 60.0 1 2 2 0
Corrections and 1 714 » 13 6 0
re-entry
Crime andlcrlme o6 692 ; 11 5 3
prevention
Drugs and substance 19 631 5 10 5 5
abuse
Victims and 14 786 5 6 1 2
victimization
Sex related/sex 5 833 0 5 0 1
offenders
Domestic violence 2 50.0 0 1 1 0

*The total counts add up to more than 50 because programs fall into multiple categories.

The CBT programs cover seven topic areas (see
Table 2), and nearly every topic area includes
programs rated “Effective” and “Promising.” However,
corrections and re-entry, crime and crime prevention,
and victims and victimization have larger numbers
— and higher proportions — of “Effective” or
“Promising” interventions. Only a small number of the
CBT programs in CrimeSolutions.gov deal with sex
offenders or domestic violence, and although most

of these are rated “Promising,” none are

rated “Effective.”

Thirty-five of the 50 GBT programs in CrimeSolutions.gov
feature CBT as the primary focus of the intervention
(see Table 3). The remaining 15 interventions use CBT

along with other intervention strategies or therapeutic
modalities, such as lifestyle and life skills training,
medication management, or day treatment programs.
The programs in which CBT is a primary feature
were more likely to receive “Effective” ratings than
were programs in which CBT is a secondary

feature or is used in combination with other
therapeutic approaches.

We also found this pattern among the 24 programs
targeting juveniles: Programs using CBT as a primary
feature received more “Effective” ratings than those
using CBT as a secondary feature. The pattern did not
hold among the 15 adult-focused CBT programs.

Table 3. CBT as a Primary or Secondary Program Feature

CBT Level Total %Ifr f;:::itsii\:gor Effective Promising  No Effects I"Esvli';f;flf:t
Primary 35 771 10 17 4 4
Secondary 15 66.7 8 2 3
Total 50 74.0 12 25 6 7
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What Do the CBT Practices Tell Us?

We also examined evidence from eight
CrimeSolutions.gov GBT practices, which incorporate
results from 18 different meta-analyses. These meta-
analyses, in turn, contain results from 299 evaluations
of individual programs. (See sidebar, “‘Practices” and
Meta-Analyses in CrimeSolutions.gov.”) The eight
practices focus on six different justice topics (see
Table 4):

e Helping crime victims recover from trauma
e Treating sex offenders

e Preventing truancy

e Reducing substance abuse

e Using incarceration-based adult therapeutic
communities to prevent recidivism

e Preventing domestic violence reoffending

CrimeSolutions.gov’s practices can examine evidence
for multiple outcomes as long as the underlying
studies provide evaluation evidence for those
outcomes.” In Table 4, the number of outcomes
assessed reflects the total number of outcome ratings
across all practices on that topic. For example, the
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two practices on victim trauma each reported on two
outcomes, for a total of four outcomes.

The columns to the right show the frequency with
which the practices received “Effective,” “Promising”
and “No Effects” ratings for individual outcomes. For
instance, the two victim trauma practices were rated
“Effective” for all four outcomes. In contrast, neither
of the practices on treating sex offenders received
“Effective” ratings for any of the six outcomes,

and the practice for preventing domestic violence
reoffending received a “No Effects” rating for both
intended outcomes.

Limitations to Our Analysis

Studies we may have excluded:
CrimeSolutions.gov reviews and screens crime and
justice research to find studies showing program
effectiveness. The screening process intentionally
focuses on finding, reviewing and rating programs
with strong research designs. Thus, programs
using less robust designs — such as weak quasi-
experimental comparisons or case studies — are
not in CrimeSolutions.gov.

Table 4. CBT Practices in CrimeSolutions.gov

Number of
Topic ':uml:?r of Outcomes  Effective Promising No Effects
ractices  pgsessed
Crime victim trauma 2 4 4 - -
Treating sex offenders 2 6 - 4 2
Preventing truancy 1 1 1 - -
Reducing substance abuse 1 1 1 - -
In-prison therapeutic
communities to prevent 1 1 1 - -
recidivism
Preventing domestic 1 5 i i 5

violence reoffending

National Institute of Justice | www.NIJ.gov
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Though we strive for breadth and inclusiveness in
our search, we may miss some publications that are
outside the mainstream channels. More problematic,
however, may be the tendency to publish research
findings that confirm results from evaluations of
effective programs while banishing “null” or mixed
findings from journals. Thus, there may be “No
Effects” studies that do not show up in our

literature searches.

In addition, due to resource limitations,
CrimeSolutions.gov cannot review and rate every
evaluation study. NIJ prioritizes recent studies that are
most likely to provide strong evidence on the question
of effectiveness, based on evaluation design. As a result,
CrimeSolutions.gov may not show a complete picture of
all available program evaluations, but it likely provides
a guide to the best, most rigorous evidence.®?

Making comparisons across CBT programs: Part
of the challenge of compiling evidence across individual
studies is that we might overlook subtle program
differences. For example, we examined 26 programs
focused on crime prevention and 19 programs focused
on substance abuse prevention. These are compilations
of results from evaluations of different interventions
attempting to prevent crime or stop substance abuse.
The programs all use CBT, but they may differ in
important ways.

Multiple independent studies of the same intervention
or program (typically referred to as “replications”), in
which the CBT intervention is delivered the same way
with fidelity in all studies, would be ideal, but that just
has not occurred in criminal justice research. So our
challenge is to try to discern patterns of effectiveness
across a variety of interventions that use CBT in some
way, on some population, to prevent crime or
substance abuse.

The power and complexity of meta-analyses:
Crime and justice evidence gets more complicated
yet potentially much more powerful when we turn to
meta-analyses. Meta-analyses typically have strict
parameters for the sources scanned, the types of
studies included (for example, randomized controlled
trials or quasi-experimental designs), the range of
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publication dates included, how program effects are
calculated and weighted, and other considerations.
These parameters often differ from one meta-analysis
to the next. A single practice in CrimeSolutions.gov

can incorporate results from several meta-analyses,
bringing together dozens — even hundreds — of
individual evaluations with varying parameters. As such,
it is difficult to boil down all of this fine-grained research
and provide a simple answer to a complex question like
“Does CBT work?”

So Does CBT Work in Criminal Justice?

Several months ago, a colleague asked us, “So don’t
we have enough evidence to say that CBT works in
a justice context?” That discussion led to this article.
Our conclusion, based on our examination of the

58 CrimeSolutions.gov programs and practices, is
“yes — in some cases.”

CBT appears to be more effective with juveniles. This
is consistent with the conceptual basis of CBT: Adults
may have developed more deeply rooted maladaptive
cognitive processes that may be more difficult to
change. CBT also appears to be consistently effective
in helping crime victims deal with trauma. And there is
good evidence that CBT, in the controlled setting of a
prison therapeutic community, can reduce the risk of
reoffending.

But CBT doesn’t always work.

The practices offer mixed evidence on the use of CBT
for treating sex offenders, and we found “No Effects”
ratings for CBT in preventing domestic violence
reoffending. Among the individual programs, even in
the areas with the strongest evidence that CBT works,
there are still ineffective CBT programs: Of the 50
programs we reviewed, six received “No Effects” ratings
and seven offered “Insufficient Evidence” to reach a
conclusion about program effectiveness (see Table 1).

Crime and justice policies and programs should be
informed by the most rigorous evidence available.

The goal of CrimeSolutions.gov is to help clarify the
growing body of evidence for interventions like CBT for
practitioners and policymakers. Overall, we found that
CBT is effective at deterring crime, assisting victims and

National Institute of Justice | www.NIJ.gov


http://www.NIJ.gov
https://www.crimesolutions.gov/
https://www.crimesolutions.gov/
https://www.crimesolutions.gov/
https://www.crimesolutions.gov/
https://www.crimesolutions.gov/

6 Does Cognitive Behavioral Therapy Work in Criminal Justice? A New Analysis From CrimeSolutions.gov

preventing recidivism. Some of the strongest evidence [f program evaluations — particularly rigorous

we found about CBT offers effective strategies to help designs, like randomized controlled trials — are
crime victims recover from the trauma of victimization. powerful jet engines that deliver strong evidence for
Our analysis is consistent with what researcher Mark policy and practice, then meta-analyses are jet-fueled
Lipsey pointed out in his seminal work on the subject: supertankers, capable of carrying more payload and
Like other therapeutic interventions, CBT is more traveling farther to bring a rich bounty of evidence
effective than punishment-based responses to prevent to bear on policy and practice decisions. Yet often in
reoffending. Also, by effectively addressing recidivism criminal justice, we do not have the evidence payload
and reoffending, CBT programs can provide additional we need — individual rigorous evaluations, performed
benefits to potential crime victims by preventing with exacting care on stable intervention models and

future victimization.®

“Practices” and Meta-Analyses in CrimeSolutions.gov

A meta-analysis combines results from multiple program evaluations to assemble a composite of the
evidence about what works to obtain a desired outcome. Meta-analyses can be particularly powerful
when there are repeated evaluations of a single intervention (or minor variations of an intervention) in
different settings or with different samples of the target population. Even when the studies evaluate
slightly different interventions, a meta-analysis can provide powerful evidence.

Typically, the meta-analysis author sets specific inclusion criteria and then conducts a wide-ranging
literature search to find all of the studies, published and unpublished, that fit those criteria. Like the
evaluations they combine, most meta-analyses focus on causal evidence to show what works to achieve
a certain outcome.

A meta-analysis is usually conducted on a group of similar programs targeting comparable outcomes.
However, even similar programs might vary in terms of what the exact intervention is, how it is
implemented, and how outcomes are measured. The meta-analysis inevitably conceals some of this
variation, which can make it challenging to determine exactly what it is about the programs’ features
that achieves or fails to achieve a desired outcome.

The methods of a meta-analysis are fairly demanding and typically exclude studies with weaker designs.
CrimeSolutions.gov places a premium on strong designs; consequently, meta-analyses that set a low
evidence standard often score lower or are simply excluded from the clearinghouse.

At the time of this writing, CrimeSolutions.gov includes 50 “practices,” which present results from one or
more meta-analyses on a given topic. The meta-analyses focus on causal evidence for specific criminal
or juvenile justice outcomes, such as desistance or stopping truancy. Studies included in a single
meta-analysis tend to focus on the same outcomes, and their programmatic features, such as dosage
and target population, tend to be similar. Frequently, however, the programs differ in important ways.

For instance, some programs may use CBT as the main intervention, while others in the same meta-
analysis may use CBT in conjunction with other intervention strategies. Some programs may provide a
higher dosage of the intervention or target a lower-risk population. (Some meta-analyses might include
additional analyses to determine these differences and their potential impact on outcomes.)

Thus, although meta-analyses assemble a great deal of evidence in a single calculation of effectiveness,
important details often lie beneath the CrimeSolutions.gov practice rating. It is always a good idea to
read the entire practice profile on CrimeSolutions.gov to get a complete understanding of what works
and what does not.

National Institute of Justice | www.NIJ.gov
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replicated with fidelity — to deliver the evidence

to inform practice and policy. Although the body of
evidence for CBT in justice settings is relatively large,
there remain research gaps, diverse program models
with few strict replications, and failed evaluations that
provide insufficient evidence of effectiveness.

Some might say these different studies provide a
useful diversity of CBT strategies from which we can
try to learn whether CBT works. However, bringing
evidence to bear on policy and practice also means
informing choices of which version of CBT is more
effective in a given setting, for a given issue, on a
specific population, or which modifications of a given
CBT program are linked to greater effectiveness. For
CBT and other justice interventions and programs
with even less evidence, we must do much more to
cultivate and assemble a coordinated, interrelated and
comprehensive body of applied research if we are to
answer the practical question “Does it work?”
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For More Information

For the latest on what works in criminal justice, juvenile
justice and crime victim services, visit
CrimeSolutions.gov.

Read a related NI/ Journal story, “Preventing Future
Crime With Cognitive Behavioral Therapy,” at NIJ.gov,
keyword: 229888.

Notes

1. Milkman and Wanberg (2007) provide a concise history of
the rise of CBT out of two distinct traditions in psychology:
behavioral theory, with its emphasis on altering or
“conditioning” behavior to specific stimuli, and cognitive
theory, which stresses that behavior must be understood
in the context of internal cognitive processes. The National
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Institute of Corrections produced the 2007 publication,
which serves as a good handbook on CBT in a corrections
context. See Milkman, Harvey, and Kenneth Wanberg,
Cognitive-Behavioral Treatment: A Review and Discussion
for Corrections Professionals, Washington, D.C.: National
Institute of Corrections, 2007, available at http://static.nicic.
gov/Library/021657.pdf. See also Lipsey, Mark W., James C.
Howell, Marion R. Kelly, Gabrielle Chapman, and Darin Carver,
Improving the Effectiveness of Juvenile Justice Programs: A
New Perspective on Evidence-Based Practice, Washington,
D.C.: Center for Juvenile Justice Reform, Georgetown
University, 2010, available at http://cjjr.georgetown.edu/
wp-content/uploads/2014/12/ebppaper.pdf; and Ndrecka,
Mirlinda, Kristin Bechtel, Christopher T. Lowenkamp, and
Edward J. Latessa, “Effectiveness of Juvenile Cognitive
Behavioral and Family-Oriented Interventions—A Meta-
Analysis,” in Cognitive Behavioral Interventions for At-Risk
Youth, ed. Barry Glick, Kingston, New Jersey: Civic Research
Institute, 2009: 14-1-14-16.

. “Insufficient Evidence” programs were determined to

have insufficient evidence for a rating to be assigned; the
program could not be judged effective or ineffective. See
http://www.crimesolutions.gov for detailed information about
program and practice ratings.

. Other programs and practices in CrimeSolutions.gov may

include elements of CBT. For this analysis, we focused on a set
of programs and practices in which CBT is a central part of the
intervention being tested. The data presented here are based on
holdings as of March 4, 2016. CrimeSolutions.gov continues
to curate new programs and review and rate new evidence on
the use of CBT. Readers should visit the website for the latest
information on CBT programs and other information about
“what works” in criminal justice.

. A detailed listing of these 58 CBT programs and practices can

be found at NIJ.gov, keywords: cbt list.

. CrimeSolutions.gov combines the evidence database on adult

criminal justice programs with evidence on juvenile justice
programs from the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention’s Model Programs Guide, which uses the same
rating system as CrimeSolutions.gov. This accounts for the
parity between adult- and juvenile-focused programs

in CrimeSolutions.gov.

. Thirty-seven of the 50 CBT programs in CrimeSolutions.gov

serve both males and females; the remaining programs are
about equally divided between male-only and
female-only clients.

. For more information about specific outcomes and other

practice features, see the list of practices on CrimeSolutions.gov
at http://www.crimesolutions.gov/programs.aspx#practices.

. Generally, CrimeSolutions.gov includes all recent rigorous

evaluations on a given crime or justice issue. Exceptions may
occur when many evaluations have already been conducted,
and additional studies may largely be redundant with evidence
already included in CrimeSolutions.gov.

. Lipsey, Mark W., “The Primary Factors that Characterize

Effective Interventions with Juvenile Offenders: A
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