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field operations resulted in some states having a disproportionate impact on the
national estimates. A state-level analysis of the survey results provides a more nuanced
view of parole practices and, despite differences in population and structure of justice
systems, shows the varying strengths, weaknesses, and similarities across states.

The survey results and analysis identified four key findings:

n Widespread use of evidence-based practices and many components of effective
parole supervision were reported. In 27 of the 36 states included in this analysis,
more than half the respondents indicated that their parole office employs some
EBPs. Fundamental tools supporting effective parole practices—such as risk/needs
assessment and sanctioning grids and guidelines—also appear to be in wide-
spread use.

n Uncertainty was common in the parole field regarding the definition of “evidence-
based practices.” In 11 of the 36 states, a quarter or more of respondents indicated
that they were uncertain whether their parole office employs EBPs. Similar
uncertainty was found regarding the use of motivational interviewing and agency
efforts to track recidivism.

n Many parole field offices do not know whether parolee recidivism is being
tracked. In 10 of the 36 states, a quarter or more of respondents were unsure
whether their agency tracked the recidivism of current parolees. In 28 states, a
quarter or more were unsure whether the recidivism of former parolees was
tracked. This suggests that recidivism is not a key outcome for assessing field
office performance in many states.

n Approaches to enhance parolee motivation and engage the parolee’s pro-social
supports are not common practice in many states. Responses indicate that involv-
ing parolees in setting supervision goals, using motivational interviewing, and
engaging significant others in the parolee’s life were occurring less than half the
time in the majority of states included in this analysis. In the majority of states, most
respondents indicated that earned discharge from supervision was not available.

Results revealed significant variation across states with each one reporting a unique
mix of strengths and weaknesses. A number of states including Oklahoma, South
Dakota, and Georgia reported widespread use of a number of evidence-based strate-
gies. Case studies of South Dakota, Tennessee, and Arkansas supplement these find-
ings, demonstrating how parole practices are changing over time and highlighting
successful strategies policymakers and practitioners have taken to improve the adop-
tion and implementation of EBPs. The lesson from these three states, which reported
very different prevalence of evidence-based and promising practices, is that state pol-
icymakers can undertake significant efforts to successfully improve parole practice
regardless of their state’s starting point.

These findings, at both the national and state levels, are a starting point, not an ending
point, in the understanding of parole practice. Though evidence-based practices have
been widely accepted in principle, implementation of these practices is the central chal-
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lenge to making progress in the parole field. These challenges can be characterized in
the following ways:

n Systems approaches are required to change many practices. Moving in the direc-
tion of effective parole practice is likely to require engaging institutional correc-
tions, field supervision, the releasing authority, and other key stakeholders to
develop a unified systems approach to facilitating reentry and supervision success.

n Where uncertainty exists, clear communication and training are necessary.
Integrating new concepts into supervision is a continuous process of training and
messaging. Resolving differences in interpretation and understanding of practice
requires ongoing training and skill development, consistent messaging, and
clear communication (often written) from agency leadership.

n Barriers may exist to implementing motivation enhancement techniques. There
are many reasons parolee motivation techniques, such as involving parolees in
case planning and using motivational interviewing, are not prevalent in the
states. It may be that parole leadership has not emphasized the use of these
practices, that line officers lack sufficient skills to use them, or that officer time
needs to be freed from other workload requirements or large caseloads.

Efforts to gather information about parole supervision practice must continue, to help
policymakers, parole leaders, and other stakeholders gauge the state of parole prac-
tice in their jurisdiction—where progress has been made and what must be improved
to advance the challenging but essential field of parole supervision.
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This situation has led to greater emphasis on the emerging principles of effective
parole supervision as a way to realize more benefits from the resource investment in
post-prison community supervision (see Solomon et al. 2008; National Research Council
2007; and Taxman, Shepardson, and Byrne 2004). These principles are intended to
reorient parole supervision away from a singular focus on constraining the ability of
parolees to reoffend through surveillance and monitoring (risk control) to incorporate
methods of changing parolee behavior in ways that will persist beyond the term of
supervision (risk reduction). There have been increasing demands that parole supervi-
sion practices be “evidence-based”—consistent with and based on empirical findings
regarding whether they work. (See Bourgon et al. 2010 for a good overview of the
“what works” literature within the context of community supervision.) State and local
jurisdictions across the country have undertaken concerted efforts to embed evidence-
based practices for risk reduction into the daily operations of parole supervision.
Adopting such practices can be a difficult task, as parole agencies nationwide struggle
to manage increasingly large caseloads and expanding workloads with limited resources.

Despite these challenges, there are encouraging signs that outcomes for parolees
are improving. The share of parolees successfully completing supervision rose from
45 percent in 2006 to 51 percent in 2009 (Glaze and Bonczar 2010a). The number of
adults under state parole supervision declined from 2008 to 2009, the first observed
decline in the parole population since 1996 (Glaze and Bonczar 2010b). It is difficult
to determine whether a relationship exists between changes in parole supervision
practice and parolee outcomes, and whether parole supervision practice is in fact
changing. The 2008 Parole Practices Survey was deployed in an attempt to obtain
some basic information regarding the state of parole supervision practice in the
United States.

The Parole Practices Survey
The Parole Practices Survey was designed to document practices at the field office
level; determine the extent to which parole practitioners are using evidence-based
practices (EBPs) and the 13 parole supervision strategies for enhancing reentry out-
lined in Putting Public Safety First (Solomon et al. 2008, see box 1); and identify the
organizational factors that might play a role in determining the use of these prac-
tices and strategies. The survey was sent to all 1,550 parole field offices identified in
50 states and the District of Columbia. It contained questions on office structure,
emphasis on EBPs, mission, collaboration, culture and climate, training and resources,
responses to parole violations, and supervision policies and practices. The individ-
ual responsible for administering each parole office was asked to complete the sur-
vey. We received responses from 751 offices in 49 states (see table 1 for response
rates by state). An aggregate national portrait of parole practice based on the results
of the survey was presented in An Evolving Field (Jannetta et al. 2009), which also
contains details on the methodology used in fielding the survey as well as a full copy
of the survey instrument.
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with populations between 50,000 and 249,999 were categorized as midsize cities;
those with populations between 10,000 and 49,999 were categorized as small towns
or cities; and areas with populations of less than 10,000 were categorized as rural.
Using the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Uniform Crime Report data, field offices
were classified as located in a city with a high (upper 25 percent), medium (middle
50 percent), or low (lower 25 percent) crime rate based on whether they fell into the
upper 25 percent, middle 50 percent, or lower 25 percent of crime rates. Responding
offices in the states included in the analysis were reasonably representative of all
offices in the same state on these dimensions. The exceptions are Alabama (less
populous and lower crime areas overrepresented), Hawaii (less populous areas over-
represented), Illinois (more populous areas overrepresented), Iowa (less populous
and lower crime areas overrepresented), and North Carolina (less populous areas
overrepresented).

Key Findings
An Evolving Field looked at the results of the 2008 Parole Practices Survey from a
national perspective and described parole supervision as a field in flux, one that
had made significant progress in adopting evidence-based and promising prac-
tices to enhance its ability to deliver public safety, but also with room to improve in
a number of areas. This report supplements and extends that analysis by looking at
American parole supervision practice as a mosaic composed of the varied parole
supervision circumstances in the individual states. This view allows us to see parole
practice in a more nuanced way, and to recognize the varying strengths and gaps
in each state’s parole practice, as well as areas of parole supervision practice that
are fairly consistent across states.

Four broad findings emerged from this analysis:

n Widespread use of evidence-based practices and many components of effective
parole supervision were reported. In 27 of the 36 states included in this analysis,
more than half the respondents indicated that their parole office employs some
EBPs. Fundamental tools supporting effective parole practice—such as risk/
needs assessment and sanctioning grids and guidelines—also appear to be in
widespread use.

n Uncertainty was common in the parole field regarding the definition of “evidence-
based practices.” In 11 of the 36 states, a quarter or more of respondents indi-
cated that they were uncertain whether their parole office employs EBPs. Similar
uncertainty was found regarding the use of motivational interviewing and agency
efforts to track recidivism.

n Many parole field offices do not know whether parolee recidivism is being
tracked. In 10 of the 36 states, a quarter or more of respondents were unsure
whether their agency tracked the recidivism of current parolees. In 28 states, a
quarter or more were unsure whether the recidivism of former parolees was
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tracked. This suggests that recidivism is not a key outcome for assessing field
office performance in many states.

n Approaches to enhance parolee motivation and engage the parolee’s pro-social
supports are not common practice in many states. Responses indicate that
involving parolees in setting supervision goals, using motivational interviewing,
and engaging significant others in the parolee’s life were occurring less than half
the time in the majority of states included in this analysis. In the majority of
states, most respondents indicated that earned discharge from supervision was
not available.

The report is structured around these findings. After we elaborate on each of them,
we present profiles of South Dakota, Tennessee, and Arkansas that show how the
process of parole practice change can unfold in specific contexts. We conclude with
some broad statements about the implications of these results for the direction of
parole practices in the years to come.

A Note on Interpretation
While the state-level aggregate data on parole practices in this report shed valuable
light on parole supervision in the United States and in individual states, there are
important limitations to consider in interpreting results. As shown in table 1, response
rates varied across the states, and interpretations of results for states with lower
response rates should be considered more provisional. Although it seems clear that
the field of parole supervision is increasingly adopting evidence-based practices and
practices consistent with the 13 strategies, it is difficult to ascertain from these results
how ingrained these practices are in day-to-day supervision. Lasting changes in prac-
tice require policy setting at the agency level, diffusion to field units, and integration
into the work of supervision line officers. The survey discussed in this report gathered
data from the field unit level; it is suggestive but raises many questions regarding what
is actually happening on the front lines. Data gathering on this level would substan-
tially extend the understanding of parole supervision as experienced by parolees.

There are also challenges in interpreting what it means that practices are used “most
of the time” or “some of the time.” This variation could reflect practices in the process
of being implemented at the time of the survey, practices employed only for certain
parolees for strategic reasons, or more arbitrary variation in practice. Distinguishing
among these possibilities requires additional data collection and study.

Caution is also warranted in drawing comparisons between states on the basis of these
results. Differences in criminal justice populations and structures make comparisons
between states inherently problematic and not necessarily beneficial. Most of the
states included in the analysis operate parole supervision through a single state
agency, but some, such as Oregon, do so largely at the county level (albeit in partner-
ship with the Oregon Department of Corrections). States such as Minnesota have a
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hybrid system in which the state Department of Corrections handles parole supervi-
sion in some parts of the state, while counties handle it in others. Thus, results pre-
sented in this study reflect practice under central administration in some cases and
more decentralized practice in others, although variation within states is present in
both cases. Thirty-five state parole supervision agencies supervise adult probationers
as well as parolees (Bonczar 2008); although the survey questions clearly address prac-
tice for parolees only, consideration of practice for both populations may have skewed
responses in some cases.

Table 1 also illustrates differences across states in the reach of parole supervision prac-
tices, in terms of the total number of parolees and the proportion leaving and return-
ing to prison who are touched by parole supervision. For example, in California, almost
everyone who leaves the prison system receives parole, while in Virginia, only a small
proportion of those who exit prison are released to supervision, meaning that most of
the challenges of facilitating reentry must be met outside the context of supervision.

Finally, the results of this survey reflect a snapshot of a moment in time in a field under-
going substantial change, and the survey was conducted just before most states
began to feel the budget effects stemming from the global financial crisis. The pro-
files of Arkansas, South Dakota, and Tennessee indicate how much change can occur
in just three years. The parole supervision field is evolving rapidly, and practice today
may look significantly different than it did only three years ago.
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n Office provides incentives for meeting case-specific goals of supervision (yes/no).
n Parolees allowed to earn discharge from parole for meeting case-specific goals

(yes/no).
n Office uses risk/need assessment tool (5-point scale).
n Office focuses additional resources on high-risk parolees (yes/no).
n Supervision requirements and activities routinely incorporate parolee treatment

needs (5-point scale).
n Parolee plays a role in development of supervision goals and case plans (5-point

scale).
n Office uses motivational interviewing (5-point scale).
n Officers involve significant others in the parolee’s life and community in developing

supervision goals (5-point scale).
n Office assigns officers to specific geographic areas or a satellite office in the

neighborhood where parolees reside (yes/no).
n Agency tracks recidivism rates of current and former parolees (separate items,

yes/no).
n Office uses sanctioning grid or guidelines to determine appropriate sanctions

(yes/no).

Figure 1 shows the distribution of scores by quintile. Oklahoma had the highest aggre-
gate score (10.92), followed by South Dakota (10.00), Georgia (9.63), Ohio (9.41), and
Indiana (9.38). The 13 strategies are a mix of EBPs and promising practices identified
by leading practitioners and researchers, so it would not be inconsistent for a state to
report a high level of EBP use and still have a low aggregate practice score (or vice
versa). Among the five states with the highest aggregate practice scores, only Ohio had
lower than average reported levels of use of EBPs (50 percent said yes, 40 percent were
unsure).

Each state’s mix of practices is different, but as the scores indicate, all the states
included in the survey are employing at least some of the practices in some offices.
The 10 states with the highest aggregate practice scores (8.73 and above) are a dis-
parate group in terms of size, number of parole offices, and regions, and include states
with centrally administered and decentralized parole functions. To the extent that the
aggregate score gauges the extent of effective parole practices, it suggests that these
practices can be advanced in very different operational environments. States through-
out the range of overall scores show strengths and gaps. Two-thirds of the states with
the highest aggregate scores (i.e., the six in the top quintile) have scores among the
10 lowest for an individual practice measured in the survey, while two-thirds of the
states with the lowest aggregate scores have scores among the 10 highest for at least
one practice.

The foundation of evidence-based approaches to supervision is directing supervision
by risk (likelihood of reoffending), need (individual deficits that must be addressed in
order to reduce risk), and responsivity (tailoring interventions to suit individual parolee
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Similarly promising results emerged in the reported use of risk and need information
to inform decisions about resource allocation and case planning. The survey asked
whether parole offices focused additional supervision resources on high-risk parolees,
and the answer was yes for 90 percent or more of offices in 31 of the 36 states. In no
state did fewer than 60 percent of respondents say yes to this question. (This result may
be partially an artifact of the question defining focusing on higher risk parolees “in con-
trast to equal amounts of resources dedicated to all parolees regardless of risk level,”
an approach unlikely to be found in many parole offices.) Results were slightly more var-
ied for another form of resource allocation based on risk: front-loading resources to the
initial period following release, when the risk of failure is greatest (Ball, Weisberg, and
Dansky 2009; Rosenfeld, Wallman, and Fornango 2005). When asked whether they
devoted additional resources to parolees in the days and weeks after release, at least
75 percent of respondents said yes in 25 of the states. In only five states did fewer than
half the respondents say yes.

Supervision Conditions and Activities

In an RNR framework, supervision varies according to the risk and need factors of the
individual parolee. Conditions of parole supervision are most effective in contributing
to behavioral change when they are realistic (parolees are capable of complying with
them and the parole agency has the resources to track them), relevant (all are related
to the parolee’s criminogenic risk and need factors), and research based (supported by
evidence of effectiveness) (Wicklund 2005). The survey asked whether parole offices
tailored conditions of supervision to individual parolees. The results are presented in
figure 2. Only seven of the states in the analysis had aggregate scores of 3 or higher;
10 had scores below the midpoint of 2, indicating that this is the case less than half the
time. These results suggest that while tailoring conditions occurs to some extent in
many states, it is an area with substantial room for progress. The survey also asked to
what degree parolee treatment needs were integrated into supervision requirements
and activities in addition to surveillance and enforcement priorities. This practice is
reported to be much more common than tailoring of conditions: 31 of the 36 states
scored at or above 3, and only two states scored at or below the midpoint.

Structured Response to Violations

Sanctioning grids or guidelines ensure that sanctions for parole violations are applied
consistently and appropriately. They often incorporate risk and need information. As
with risk/needs assessment, sanctioning grids and guidelines appear to be in wide-
spread use, at least in terms of a presence in many states. As shown in figure 3, only
two states had no respondents saying they were in use, and in another four states a
quarter or fewer said so. Yet the lack of agreement within states is an interesting find-
ing, and a challenging one to interpret. One possible explanation is that the results
reflect variation based on a staged implementation process, as was happening with
California’s rollout of the Parole Violation Decision Making Instrument in the fall of
2008, the same period during which the survey was in the field. In states where parole

17

P A R O L E  S U P E R V I S I O N  P R A C T I C E S  I N  T H E  S T A T E S

15593_UI_04_.qxd  8/22/11  1:07 PM  Page 17







supervision is decentralized, it may be that some counties/supervision districts have
such a tool and others do not.

Finding 2. Significant Uncertainty Regarding
Evidence-Based Practices
Perhaps the most significant finding regarding EBPs was the extent to which respon-
dents expressed uncertainty about them. A higher proportion of respondents indi-
cated “unsure” when asked if their office used EBPs (19 percent) than indicated “no”
(15 percent), meaning that lower levels of reported use of EBPs were more often the
result of uncertainty than of negative responses (see table 2). This was a consistent
finding in the survey: At least 15 percent of respondents answered “unsure” to the
seven questions that asked directly about EBPs. Among the states included in this
analysis was a subset that had even higher proportions of uncertain respondents.
In 12 states, a quarter or more of respondents were unsure whether their office
employed EBPs.

This level of uncertainty differentiated EBPs from most of the other realms of practice
covered in the survey. Only the items about use of motivational interviewing (13 per-
cent of respondents were unsure whether their office used it) and recidivism tracking
(discussed in the next section) produced comparable levels of uncertainty.

The uncertainty may derive from an unclear definition of EBPs. The idea that commit-
ment to evidence-based practice is an indispensible part of effective correctional
practice is widespread, but clarity on which practices are supported by research evi-
dence, or even what constitutes meaningful evidence, may be in short supply in the
field. In fact, it appears that uncertainty regarding EBPs can coexist with their use. The
four states in this analysis with the highest levels of uncertainty regarding whether their
offices use EBPs also scored higher than 3 (“most of the time”) for the question on use
of risk/needs assessment, which qualifies as an EBP. While this finding suggests that
clearing up uncertainty about EBPs at the field office level is not a precondition to
using them, a greater understanding of EBPs throughout parole agencies will put
them in a stronger position to reap the full benefit of the developing literature on what
works in community supervision.

Reducing uncertainty about EBPs is partly a task for agency leaders, who must com-
municate clearly and consistently what evidence-based practice is if they expect field
units to integrate it fully into their operations. Field personnel should be engaged in
a discussion of the rationale behind putting new practices and policies into place,
whether through agency initiative or legislative mandate. The uncertainty we found
through the survey also suggests a challenge to the research and expert communities
to provide clear and consistent guidance regarding what are and are not evidence-
based practices, and to get that information into the hands of field practitioners.
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Finally, this gap can be addressed by agencies (or state and local governments) them-
selves; they need to set up structures to measure the effectiveness of their practices
and feed that information back to their field-level parole staff.

Finding 3. Many Parole Field Offices 
Do Not Know Whether Parolee Recidivism 
Is Being Tracked
Defining success as reducing recidivism and measuring the agency’s performance in
meeting that goal is the first of the 13 strategies; it is fundamental in a focused agency
approach to delivering on public safety. “What gets measured gets done” is a common
mantra of performance measurement, so the survey included items asking whether the
agency tracks recidivism of current and former parolees. The survey did not frame this
question in terms of a standard definition of recidivism but rather asked what measure
(or measures) of recidivism the responding office used.

Table 3 summarizes the responses to this question. Tracking recidivism appears to be
common practice across the country: Only four states had 20 percent or more “no”
responses, although responses of “unsure” were prevalent. Regardless of whether
agencies are tracking parolee recidivism, if field office administrators are not aware of
it, that information is not being used for performance management.

Tracking recidivism of current parolees is obviously important, but the proof of a
behavior-change approach is in what happens after formal criminal justice control ends.
As control through parole supervision pulls back, informal social controls provided by the
parolee’s contacts in the community (family, employers, etc.) come to the fore to cement
behavior change. Determining whether this is happening requires tracking the recidivism
of former parolees. Because of the resources involved and the fact that the data neces-
sary to track post-supervision recidivism may reside outside the supervision agency, this
is much less common than tracking recidivism for current parolees. As with tracking recidi-
vism of current parolees, the most striking issue is how many respondents are unsure
whether recidivism of former parolees is being tracked.

Finding 4. Approaches to Enhance Parolee
Motivation and Engage Pro-social 
Supports Are Uncommon
The underlying logic of adopting a risk reduction approach to parole supervision is
that eventually the term of supervision will end for almost all parolees, and informal
social controls must take on the role of facilitating and reinforcing positive parolee
behavior change. Informal social controls include individual self-control and problem
solving, but family, social networks, employers, and others in the community play a
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Another method of enhancing parolees’ motivation is involving them in the develop-
ment of their supervision goals and case plans. Motivational Interviewing uses routine
interactions to enhance parolee motivation. The survey asked whether parole offices
used these techniques; the results—on a 5-point scale from 0 (never) to 4 (always)—are
presented in figure 4.

Both involvement of parolees in case planning and use of motivational interviewing are
much less common than many other practices assessed by the survey. In the majority of
states in the analysis, both practices are used less than half the time (scores of less
than 2). Only six states had a score of 3 or higher (“most of the time”) for involving
parolees in the development of supervision goals and case plans; five states had a score
of 3 or higher for use of motivational interviewing. There was also a degree of uncer-
tainty regarding motivational interviewing: more than 20 percent of respondents in
the following states selected “unsure” for that item: Delaware, Georgia, Kentucky,
Louisiana, Michigan, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Texas.

Social supports can be invaluable reinforcers of parole supervision goals and expecta-
tions, provided they are aware and supportive of those goals and expectations.
However, engagement of social supports appears to be an uncommon practice. Only
12 states had a score at or above the midpoint on the 5-point scale for the item on involv-
ing the parolee’s significant others in developing supervision goals or achieving posi-
tive outcomes, by far the lowest proportion of any item scored in this way (see figure 5).
One strategy that can alleviate the difficulty of engaging informal social supports is
neighborhood- or place-based supervision, in which officer caseloads correspond geo-
graphically to areas where high concentrations of parolees live. According to the survey
results, this is a common, though far from universal, practice. In only eight states did
fewer than half the respondents say their office conducted place-based supervision. As
might be expected, location has a considerable impact on whether this practice is used.
Among offices in large cities, 71 percent of respondents said “yes” to this item, com-
pared with 67 percent in midsized cities, 60 percent in small towns, and 59 percent in
rural areas.

Clearly, more work is needed to implement these practices at the field level. The survey
data do not enable us to examine whether the relative rarity of these practices reflects
a lack of consensus in the field about whether they should be part of parole supervision
or the difficulty of integrating them. Involving parolees in setting supervision goals, using
motivational interviewing, and engaging pro-social supports are all labor-intensive activ-
ities, requiring parole officer “face time” that may be in short supply. Many officers man-
age large caseloads and heavy workloads; it could be that these practices are
recognized as valuable but are crowded out by the daily work of keeping up with dozens
of parolees and other tasks. These interpersonal practices also require resource invest-
ment, such as training on motivational interviewing techniques and creation of a case
planning structure to support parolee input on supervision goals. South Dakota has the
highest score for use of motivational interviewing, because it committed to training all
parole agents in this technique.
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Though not without challenges, these efforts promise to institutionalize EBPs in the
state and improve agency and parolee outcomes, including reducing the number of
parolees who are returned to a costly prison bed.

South Dakota: Committing to 
Continuous Improvement
South Dakota has been working systematically for a decade to implement effective
parole practices. One of two states with a 100 percent response rate to the survey,
South Dakota was second only to Oklahoma in its aggregate practice score. This score

reflects a change process well under way in 2008, when the
survey was administered, and continuing in the years since.

South Dakota initiated its systems approach to parole super-
vision in 2003 in an attempt to reduce parole violations and
enhance public safety (see Ligtenberg and Clark 2006).
Targeting violations was timely; as the recent Pew Center on
the States study (2011) found, returns to prison were steady
between the 1999 and 2004 release cohort (11 percent and
12 percent), but returns for technical violations were sub-
stantially higher for offenders released in 2004 (34 percent,
compared with 23 percent for the 1999 release cohort). The
systems approach recognized that parole violations could
not be reduced by parole supervision staff alone but required
a joint effort with institutional corrections and the parole
board.

The systems approach included use of objective risk/needs
assessment tools (the Level of Service Inventory-Revised and
a locally developed and validated community risk/needs
tool); the development of a Supervision Accountability Plan
(SAP); and a Policy Driven Responses to Technical Parole
Violations (PDR) initiative. Through the PDR initiative, viola-
tion responses were guided by assessment information and
a tool to standardize responses, including alternative place-
ment in the community for violators. Regular review of the
SAP allowed officers to engage parolees in the goals of their
supervision. All South Dakota parole agents received train-
ing in motivational interviewing, which explains why South
Dakota had the highest score for use of motivational inter-
viewing of any state in the survey analysis.

The state made a commitment to focus specific programming, case management, and
community resources on moderate- to high-risk offenders, and to reserve intensive
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“The South Dakota Department

of Corrections and the Parole

Board are committed to reducing

recidivism through organizational

competency development and

the incorporation of the thirteen

parole supervision strategies to

enhance reentry outcomes. This

requires the collaboration of 

the correctional system and

community partners, the creation

of a more effective and efficient

service delivery system, the

application of cost-benefit

analysis, and the use of research

to examine results.”

ED LIGTENBERG, DIRECTOR OF PAROLE
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case supervision and treatment plans for high-risk offenders. The Department of
Corrections coordinates with the Department of Human Services to set up chemical
dependency aftercare and mental health follow-up appointments for inmates before
they leave the institution. For low-risk parolees who are doing well on supervision,
discharge is available through the Parole Board’s Earned Discharge Program. South
Dakota also developed a COMPSTAT performance management process (based on
the New York City Police Department system) that includes a “report card” for parole
agents, indicating how well they are meeting performance goals linked to recidivism
reduction.

South Dakota was not content to rest at this stage of progress. The secretary of cor-
rections responded to the release of Putting Public Safety First by requesting that the
Parole Division outline current compliance with the 13 strategies and draft plans to
improve practice consistent with each strategy. The governor convened a statewide
Reentry Council in 2009 to coordinate reentry policy. The state received a Second
Chance Act grant to increase use of institutional and community resources to target
higher risk offenders. In 2010, the secretary of corrections announced a goal of reduc-
ing recidivism by 50 percent over five years. Even with all the progress South Dakota
had made in improving parole practice, meeting that aggressive goal required con-
tinuous improvement. The state applied for and received technical assistance through
the National Parole Resource Center (NPRC)4 to enhance parole practice in both
release decisions and field supervision, and secured training for agents in the Effective
Practices in Community Supervision model to change agent-parolee interactions into
directed interventions focused on criminogenic need.

South Dakota requested that NPRC’s technical assistance focus on a number of key
areas in which state practice was not yet up to the desired standard. The Parole Board
now receives risk assessment, release planning, and programming information, which
allows it to tailor conditions of supervision; however, most parolees still receive a set
of generic conditions, while only a small number receive conditions tailored to indi-
vidual criminogenic needs. Integrating the case management and release planning
activities between prison and field supervision to create a seamless handoff is a work
in progress, as is integrating parolee family members into a collaborative case man-
agement process. As South Dakota addresses these gaps in practice, the results are
promising: Parole revocations declined by 19 percent from 2009 to 2010.

Tennessee: Moving Rapidly to Improve Practice
The 2008 Parole Practices Survey caught Tennessee on the cusp of a leap forward in
parole supervision practice on a number of fronts. The Tennessee Board of Probation
and Parole (BOPP) began its Think BIG (Behavior Intervention Goals) initiative in 2007,
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4 See www.nationalparoleresourcecenter.org.
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focused on case management to facilitate offender success and encourage parole
officers to do more work in the field. Tennessee also launched a Technical Violator
Diversion Program (TVDP) to reduce the 14-month average length of stay in prison
for technical parole violators. BOPP extended the Think BIG work by collaborating
on a Joint Offender Management Plan (JOMP) with the Tennessee Department of
Correction (TDOC) beginning in 2009.

The focus of JOMP was reducing correctional costs to the state, particularly through
reducing parole and probation revocations. To do this, monies were shifted from TDOC
to BOPP to support treatment interventions in the community through the treatment
services network developed by the Department of Mental Health and Developmental
Disabilities. BOPP and TDOC integrated their case planning into a unified process,
TAP (Transition and Assessment Plan)/BIG. TDOC provided funding for BOPP to imple-
ment the LS/CMI so that a consistent risk/needs assessment would underpin the TAP/
BIG process across the two agencies. Many elements of JOMP are consistent with the
13 strategies and effective parole practices generally, including reliance on assess-
ment (using the LS/CMI), development of a transition plan (the TAP/BIG), and use of
motivational interviewing to enhance individual commitment to change.

As the JOMP work unfolded, Tennessee joined the Transition from Prison to Community
(TPC) Initiative5 to further enhance its transition and supervision work. The TPC model’s
comprehensive approach to reentry gave the state a framework to build on, enabling
it to expand beyond the tight focus of JOMP on fiscal goals and reduction in revoca-
tions. By early 2011, all parolees had a completed LS/CMI, and TDOC was trying to
ensure that every person who came before the Parole Board for a release decision
had a completed assessment. The board was eager to have this information to
incorporate into its decisionmaking and condition-setting. The board requested assis-

tance from the National Parole Resource Center to revise
and update its release decisionmaking guidelines to align
with changes in practice, such as targeting conditions of
supervision to criminogenic needs as established by the
LS/CMI. Training for BOPP field staff was well under way
to support a “motivational interaction” approach to inter-
actions with parolees. BOPP also emphasized gender-
responsive approaches as part of supervising female
parolees in the community.

The budget crisis in Tennessee has reinforced the push to
improve parole practice by increasing the necessity to reduce
returns to custody among the supervised population. JOMP
generated significant savings for Tennessee in its first year,

with much of the BOPP savings attributable to fewer parole revocations and increased
use of local community corrections programs. The average length of stay for parole
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5 See www.prisontransition.com for details.

“We’re supposed to be motivating

parolees to change, and at the

same time we’re motivating

ourselves. If we don’t believe it,

we won’t help the offender.”

CHARLES TRAUGHBER, CHAIRMAN, 
BOARD OF PROBATION AND PAROLE
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violators returned to TDOC has also declined substantially (from 14 months to just
over 6 months) since 2006, when the TVDP began enrolling participants.

Now that the assessment and case planning base is largely in place, the focus has
shifted to ensuring that interventions are available to meet identified criminogenic
needs. Insufficient housing, employment, drug treatment, and mental health resources
in the community present a continuing challenge. Both BOPP and TDOC are focus-
ing TPC efforts on culture change in both organizations to ensure that the operational
changes they have made are fully understood and embraced by staff at all levels and
that progress will be enduring.

Arkansas: Institutionalizing Parole Practice
through Policy Change
To ensure that parole supervision agencies are employing EBPs, state policymakers
are increasingly mandating them in law. States such as Arizona, Arkansas, Kansas,
Kentucky, and South Carolina have passed legislation that requires community cor-
rections to define success as recidivism reduction and to implement EBPs such as
risk/needs assessment, graduated sanctions, and earned discharge.

In March 2011, Arkansas Governor Mike Beebe signed the Public Safety Improvement
Act into law. The act is based on the recommendations of the Arkansas Working
Group on Sentencing and Corrections, which included the former director of the
Department of Community Correction (DCC), David Guntharp, and the current direc-
tor, David Eberhard. The working group was established by Governor Beebe, Chief
Justice Jim Hannah, and legislative leadership in 2010 to analyze sentencing and cor-
rections data, audit community supervision policies, and recommend a package of
legislative reforms to contain prison growth and improve public safety.

The Public Safety Improvement Act will strengthen parole supervision by requiring
DCC to do the following:

n Conduct risk/needs assessment at intake and use the results to set conditions of
supervision and assign programming.

n Focus on high-risk offenders by implementing earned discharge.
n Use swift, certain, and proportional sanctions—day reporting, community 

service, and short jail stays—and a graduated sanctioning grid to determine
responses to violations.

n Direct an increase in parole fees to a “best practices fund” that can only be
spent on evidence-based programs.

According to the consensus report of the working group, the policy recommendations
were designed to “reinforce one another in a virtuous cycle: efforts to reduce recidivism
fuel reductions in the prison population that will, in turn, sustain progress by allowing
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for investments that will further improve public safety.” In other words, by implement-
ing EBPs in community corrections, the state will reap significant cost savings through

reduced revocations to prison; these savings can then be
invested in the community-based supervision, sanctions,
and services provided by parole agencies.

These recommendations stemmed from the working group’s
review of the literature on what works in community super-
vision; data suggesting that parole and probation failures
were a leading driver of increases in the prison population;
and anecdotal evidence that criminal justice stakeholders
had lost faith in the DCC because it lacked the authority to
effectively supervise probationers and parolees.

In fact, the working group’s assessment of community super-
vision revealed many of the same gaps as the Parole Practices
Survey. In 2008, Arkansas had one of the lowest compos-
ite EBP scores, and respondents reported very low use of
important strategies such as tailoring conditions of super-
vision, providing incentives for meeting supervision goals,
and incorporating treatment needs into case plans.

Arkansas is a prime example of a state that needed legis-
lation not just to commit agency leadership and line staff to
the principles of evidence-based practice but to give them
the necessary authority and mandate to do so. Without
changes in the law, the DCC could not have implemented
earned discharge or administrative sanctions, or created

the best practices fund. Perhaps most important, the legislation makes it clear that
state policymakers are measuring agency performance and expect results.
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“While the Department of

Community Correction had been

steadily moving toward the use of

evidence-based practices prior to

the passage of the Public Safety

Improvement Act, the adoption

of the Act into law ensures the

acceleration of that movement,

and, to the extent that additional

resources are realized, will lead to

the continued and more effective

use of such practices in the future.”

DAVID EBERHARD, DIRECTOR, 
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY CORRECTION
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be the sole responsibility of the parole supervision agency. For example, tailor-
ing conditions of supervision will require the cooperation of the releasing author-
ity, and implementing earned discharge could require changes in sentencing or
state law. Within a supervision agency, the focus for changing practice will be at
the agency policy level in some cases; at disseminating practice to field offices in
others; and at ensuring that a practice is understood, embraced, and carried out
at the line level in still others. Moving in the direction of effective parole practice
is likely to require engaging institutional corrections, field supervision, the releas-
ing authority, state policymakers, and other key stakeholders to develop a unified
systems approach to facilitating reentry and supervision success.

n Where uncertainty exists, clear communication and training are necessary.
Integrating new concepts into supervision is a continuous process of training and
messaging. In areas where the survey found much uncertainty regarding con-
cepts and practices (such as those relative to EBPs), additional efforts to ensure
that field supervisors understand the concept and how it applies to them will
increase uptake. Resolving differences in interpretation and understanding of
practice requires training, consistent messaging, and clear communication from
agency leadership.

n Barriers may exist to implementing motivation enhancement techniques. In most
states, techniques to enhance parolee motivation—such as involving them in
case planning and motivational interviewing—are not prevalent. The question is
why these practices are not widespread in states that want to incorporate them.
It could be that parole leadership has not emphasized them, that line officers
need to develop new skills to apply them, or that officer time needs to be freed
from other workload requirements or large caseloads.

The results of the Parole Practice Survey at both the national and state levels are a start-
ing point in understanding parole practice. Efforts to gather information about parole
supervision practice must continue, to help policymakers, parole leaders, and other
stakeholders gauge where they stand, what progress had been made, and what remains
to be done to advance the challenging but essential field of parole supervision.
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Provides 
Tailors parole Concentrates incentives Uses Focuses

conditions resources for meeting Allows risk/needs resources
State to individual at point of supervision earned assessment on high-risk State 
(response rate) parolee release goals discharge instrument parolees (response rate)

All Offices (48%) 2.25 80% 71% 52% 3.31 94% All Offices (48%)

Alabama (21%) 1.58 85% 77% 58% 3.67 92% Alabama

Alaska (54%) 2.33 43% 57% 43% 3.86 100% Alaska (54%)

Arizona (83%) 3.67 93% 40% 0% 3.67 100% Arizona

Arkansas (92%) 1.45 93% 95% 30% 3.44 98% Arkansas

California (37%) 3.63 90% 72% 93% 3.03 92% California

Connecticut (50%) 4.00 100% 100% 0% 3.50 100% Connecticut

Delaware (100%) 2.60 40% 60% 60% 4.00 100% Delaware

Georgia (71%) 2.17 94% 83% 86% 3.61 97% Georgia

Hawaii (60%) 1.67 100% 100% 100% 3.33 100% Hawaii (60%)

Illinois (42%) 3.00 9% 100% 100% 1.00 100% Illinois (42%)

Indiana (75%) 2.67 83% 67% 0% 3.67 100% Indiana

Iowa (30%) 2.45 73% 64% 64% 3.82 82% Iowa (30%)

Kentucky (53%) 2.10 90% 90% 50% 3.44 90% Kentucky

Louisiana (65%) 1.92 77% 62% 0% 3.75 100% Louisiana

Maine (75%) 2.33 33% 33% 33% 4.00 100% Maine (75%)

Maryland (60%) 1.52 63% 83% 42% 3.19 92% Maryland

Massachusetts (63%) 2.00 80% 20% 0% 2.00 100% Massachusetts

Michigan (54%) 2.74 91% 57% 91% 3.35 93% Michigan

Minnesota (22%) 2.47 82% 65% 0% 3.59 100% Minnesota

Missouri (76%) 1.39 74% 57% 63% 3.13 95% Missouri

Montana (64%) 2.29 86% 93% 36% 3.07 86% Montana

Nebraska (71%) 2.50 20% 40% 0% 2.20 60% Nebraska

New Mexico (41%) 2.10 91% 64% 45% 3.89 91% New Mexico

North Carolina (29%) 1.00 67% 58% 8% 3.58 75% North Carolina

Ohio (53%) 3.30 80% 90% 80% 4.00 90% Ohio (53%)

Oklahoma (67%) 3.00 100% 100% 100% 4.00 100% Oklahoma

Oregon (71%) 2.38 82% 73% 45% 2.76 100% Oregon

Pennsylvania (59%) 2.20 64% 64% 34% 2.28 93% Pennsylvania

South Carolina (80%) 1.51 84% 78% 8% 3.52 97% South Carolina

South Dakota (100%) 2.90 89% 100% 100% 4.00 100% South Dakota

Tennessee (71%) 1.40 68% 75% 7% 3.27 72% Tennessee

Texas (23%) 2.00 79% 57% 86% 3.31 100% Texas (23%)

Virginia (79%) 1.09 79% 82% 68% 3.45 97% Virginia

Washington (58%) 2.45 83% 69% 21% 3.79 97% Washington

Wisconsin (34%) 3.00 88% 79% 58% 3.37 94% Wisconsin

Wyoming (43%) 2.44 78% 67% 89% 3.89 100% Wyoming

Scaled items scored according to the following scale: never = 0, some of the time = 1, about half the time = 2, most of the time = 3, always = 4
**Excluded because it did not meet the response rate for inclusion.
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Parolee plays 
Supervision role in Involves Assigns Tracks Tracks Uses 
incorporates supervision Uses parolee officers by recidivism recidivism sanctioning 

State treatment goals and motivational social geographic of current of former grid or 
(response rate) needs plans interviewing supports area parolees parolees guidelines

All Offices (48%) 3.23 2.04 1.57 1.78 63% 74% 23% 60%

Alabama (21%) 2.82 1.38 1.27 2.08 23% 77% 33% 42%

Alaska (54%) 3.57 1.29 2.00 1.29 14% 14% 0% 43%

Arizona (83%) 2.93 1.00 1.40 0.87 80% 100% 0% 100%

Arkansas (92%) 3.44 2.32 2.36 1.41 50% 95% 20% 69%

California (37%) 3.03 1.54 1.06 2.52 73% 78% 10% 39%

Connecticut (50%) 3.50 3.50 1.00 0.50 100% 100% 0% 100%

Delaware (100%) 4.00 2.50 0.75 1.20 40% 40% 0% 0%

Georgia (71%) 3.63 2.26 1.75 2.20 77% 94% 20% 79%

Hawaii (60%) 3.00 1.67 3.00 2.00 67% 67% 0% 33%

Illinois (42%) 1.27 0.91 0.00 1.00 91% 100% 100% 100%

Indiana (75%) 3.33 3.17 2.83 2.67 83% 67% 60% 83%

Iowa (30%) 3.36 3.64 3.18 1.36 64% 80% 38% 40%

Kentucky (53%) 3.20 1.56 1.00 1.10 60% 80% 40% 56%

Louisiana (65%) 3.46 2.92 0.75 2.15 92% 69% 29% 42%

Maine (75%) 3.33 2.67 3.33 1.00 67% 100% 33% 0%

Maryland (60%) 3.22 1.86 2.70 1.48 83% 67% 0% 29%

Massachusetts (63%) 3.40 0.80 ** 1.60 60% 100% 60% **

Michigan (54%) 3.02 2.28 1.00 2.24 30% 80% 0% 98%

Minnesota (22%) 3.24 2.18 2.06 2.35 53% 75% 31% 81%

Missouri (76%) 3.17 2.78 1.62 1.71 57% 88% 33% 65%

Montana (64%) 3.64 1.71 1.85 1.86 57% 79% 0% 20%

Nebraska (71%) 2.00 1.80 1.60 1.40 20% 75% 100% 25%

New Mexico (41%) 3.82 2.82 2.73 2.00 18% 40% 25% 50%

North Carolina (29%) 3.45 2.91 1.30 1.91 77% 69% 0% 31%

Ohio (53%) 3.30 1.80 0.78 2.10 60% 90% 29% 100%

Oklahoma (67%) 4.00 3.67 3.00 3.00 75% 100% 33% 33%

Oregon (71%) 3.32 2.19 2.32 1.82 43% 90% 65% 95%

Pennsylvania (59%) 3.20 1.80 0.76 1.20 59% 50% 2% 21%

South Carolina (80%) 3.28 1.03 0.83 1.25 70% 51% 7% 65%

South Dakota (100%) 3.80 1.40 3.70 1.20 70% 40% 0% 100%

Tennessee (71%) 3.00 1.61 1.32 1.48 55% 72% 8% 33%

Texas (23%) 2.79 1.07 0.82 1.77 67% 73% 14% 92%

Virginia (79%) 3.52 3.30 1.19 1.73 70% 59% 28% 62%

Washington (58%) 3.31 1.63 1.43 2.31 86% 79% 55% 96%

Wisconsin (34%) 3.44 1.75 1.25 1.91 85% 50% 16% 67%

Wyoming (43%) 3.78 3.00 1.00 1.89 44% 78% 75% 11%
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