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Abstract
We synthesize 53 meta-analyses on the effectiveness of correctional treatment applied to a wide

variety of offender groups delivered in either custodial or community-based settings. Those meta-

analyses revealed positive overall effects on reoffending of correctional treatment delivered in

both settings. However, the treatment setting is also associated with complex moderator effects.

With respect to effect size, for most groups, community-based correctional treatment is asso-

ciated with statistically significant larger reductions in reoffending than treatments delivered in cus-

todial settings. With respect to effect precision, custodial treatments report more consistent effects

on reoffending than community-based treatments. The findings extend and develop the insight that

treatment flexibility, such as is found among community-based treatments, can optimize program

effectiveness. Likewise, the opportunities for monitoring and treatment fidelity that custodial set-

tings enable can homogenize outcomes. Nonetheless, the promising results observed among treat-

ments delivered both inside and outside institutional settings implicate a complex policy tradeoff

between prioritizing strong performance and consistent effects.
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Introduction

Criminologists have long sought to pry open punishment’s black box to understand the
prospects of meaningfully rehabilitative criminal justice. To that end, meta-analytic evi-
dence on the effects of correctional treatment consistently shows mean positive effects in
reducing reoffending. Yet those meta-analytic insights often skirt thorny questions about
the role of custodial and community settings in rehabilitative criminal justice.
Consequently, hard battle lines have developed over the propriety of offender rehabilita-
tion programs within correctional institutions and outside them. In particular, prior cor-
rectional research leaves few cues to inform policy-makers who are balancing complex
tradeoffs between policy imperatives extending from strong performance to consistent
effects. We therefore compare meta-analytic findings on the effectiveness of correctional
treatment applied to a wide variety of offender groups delivered in either the community
or institutional settings: if meaningful rehabilitation is among criminal justice’s goals,
then does the treatment setting matter?

Proponents of community-based rehabilitation doubt that sound correctional treatment
can overcome the criminogenic influences that custodial settings foster. These qualities
include, but are not limited to, “contagion” effects within criminal subculture (e.g.,
Bayer et al., 2009; Ouss, 2011; Stevenson, 2017); instruction in skills conducive
toward offending (e.g., Damm and Gorinas, 2020); adoption of antisocial values and
identities (e.g., Pyrooz and Decker, 2019; Skarbek, 2014); defiance and resentment
(e.g., Beijersbergen et al., 2016; Bierie, 2013); desensitization to deterrent effects
through continued exposure to severe punishment (e.g., Kleiman, 2009; Robinson and
Darley, 2004); social isolation and stress (e.g., Liebling and Arnold, 2004; Phillips,
2012); loss of supportive social bonds (e.g., Crewe, 2012); stigmatization in the commu-
nity (e.g., Goffman, 2014; Jones, 2018); individual-level obstacles to secure employment,
financial and housing problems (e.g., Chesney-Lind and Mauer, 2003; De Giorgi, 2017;
Western, 2018); and structural-level cumulative disadvantage (e.g., Clear, 2009; Kirk and
Wakefield, 2018).

On the other hand, research suggests that some custodial conditions may even be con-
ducive to desistance or rehabilitation. Examples of the potential benefits include, but are
not limited to, specific deterrence due to the experience of harsh punishment (at least for
some offender groups; e.g., Sherman and Berk, 1984; Weinrath and Gartrell, 2001); tem-
porary incapacitation (e.g., Blumstein, 2005; Lee and McCrary, 2017); “growing out” of
crime due to aging (e.g., Piquero et al., 2007; Sampson and Laub, 1993); reduced access
to alcohol and drugs and custodial measures against addiction (e.g., Mitchell et al., 2007;
Shapland et al., 2012); separation from previous gangs and deviant cliques (e.g., LaFree
et al., 2018); new life chances due to education and vocational training (e.g., Bozick et al.,
2018; Wilson et al., 2000); opportunities to cultivate prosocial skills in correctional treat-
ment (e.g., Bonta and Andrews, 2024; Lipsey and Cullen, 2007); and support for resettle-
ment and aftercare in the community (e.g., Maguire and Raynor, 2006; Markson et al.,
2015).

Two practical problems beset policymakers seeking to balance these competing
claims. The first practical problem is that both sets of claims are partially confounded
—and besides, they may be relevant for only some groups under specific conditions
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(for differentiated reviews, see Nagin et al., 2018). For example, research that directly pits
the two sets of claims against one another is legally and practically difficult because the
individuals in both settings are different, especially in terms of risk and seriousness of
offending. Accordingly, there is limited research on direct comparisons, and this research
shows mixed results. Some studies that compared community sanctions with incarcer-
ation observe a criminogenic rather than deterrent effect of custody (e.g., Abramovaite
et al., 2019; Cid, 2009; Jolliffe and Hedderman, 2015). Thorough reviews of the literature
encompassing various research designs affirm incarceration’s null or mildly criminogenic
effect (Durlauf and Nagin, 2011; Nagin et al., 2009; Wermink et al., 2010). There is,
however, some apprehension about the methodological foundations on which those con-
clusions rest. Most of the empirical studies relied on quasi-experimental designs of
varying levels of quality. Randomized controlled trials are rare. A meta-analysis of
studies on custodial versus noncustodial sanctions showed that a majority favored non-
custodial sanctions (Villettaz et al., 2015) but there was no significant difference in
mean recidivism rates in the few experiments contained in the sample.

True experiments that compare the effects of custodial versus noncustodial sanctions
are impracticable. It is rarely possible to allocate people convicted of serious and violent
offenses randomly to one condition or the other. People sentenced to prison are not com-
parable to those who receive a community sanction in their risk of reoffending and harm.
Therefore, most experimental and quasi-experimental studies focus on less serious offen-
ders or first-time prison sentences. Studies that use propensity score matching or other
matching procedures aim for the equivalence of custodial and noncustodial groups by
eliminating cases at the upper end of offense seriousness. This is only one of the
various problems of these matching procedures (e.g., Jann, 2017; King and Nielsen,
2019; Lösel et al., 2020; Luellen et al., 2005). A focus on shorter prison sentences in
the respective comparisons is likely to inflate reoffending rates. International data
show that recidivism rates for shorter sentences are typically higher and often less
harmful than for longer sentences (e.g., Jehle et al., 2016; Mews et al., 2015; Nagin
et al., 2009; Uhrig and Atherton, 2020). Notwithstanding the foregoing concerns, the
brevity of short sentences often forestalls rehabilitative programming in practice.

Policymakers weighing competing claims from prior correctional research also con-
front a second practical problem, namely, in relating those insights to certain pressing
policy imperatives. For instance, effect heterogeneity bedevils the policy-maker entrusted
with balancing a policy’s performance (such as by calling for correctional treatments that
maximize effect size) with its precision (such as by calling for correctional treatments that
maximize consistent and predictable effects). Where effect magnitude and variance point
in different policy directions, as we find below, the stakes of striking such a balance press
even more acutely. It is therefore important to extend research on those characteristics
known to reduce reoffending best, such as treatment modality, offender type, fidelity,
and evaluation design (Lösel, 1995, 2012), to generate policy-informing insights about
which treatment settings promise which outcomes.

Criminologists are aware of how some characteristics known to reduce reoffending
may sit uneasily alongside one another. We extend and develop that preoccupation by
concentrating on the moderator effects of the treatment setting. For example, correctional
research consistently indicates that positive outcomes follow from maintaining treatment
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fidelity, tailoring treatment to participants’ specific needs, and mimicking contexts where
(especially cognitive-behavioral) lessons will ultimately be put to use. But although all
three can promote reductions in reoffending, nonetheless different treatment settings
may pit those characteristics at cross purposes. On one hand, community settings can
accommodate flexible treatment delivery in ways that promote sensitivity and responsiv-
ity; on the other hand, custodial settings can contain and control variation in ways that
promote monitoring and fidelity. A strong program of correctional research should distin-
guish between these policy desiderata and should also clarify for policy-makers how
treatment characteristics and settings relate to either one.

A sharper focus is therefore warranted on the specific association between correctional
treatment’s effects and the setting in which that treatment is delivered. As mentioned above,
for the same reasons that preclude a direct comparison of penal sanctions in different set-
tings, so too a direct comparison of a given treatment’s effectiveness delivered in different
settings is by extension impracticable as well. Treatments delivered inside a custodial facil-
ity tend to be delivered to different people presenting different profiles of risk and need than
in the community; the content of treatment between these settings differs; the staff admin-
istering those treatments in custody are differently positioned and trained than those in the
community; and besides, the very character and quality of treatment itself carries different
meaning inside a closed facility than outside one. Methodological wisdom therefore coun-
sels against comparing treatment’s effects between settings directly.

But it would be unwise to dismiss outright prior meta-analytic research on offender
rehabilitation, which can contribute to an understanding of correctional treatment’s
promise in different settings. Doing so requires proceeding with clear eyes about what
the data can and cannot say. That is to say that prior meta-analytic research has imagined
treatments delivered in both settings as susceptible to coherent and meaningful summar-
ies. Likewise, moderator analysis can usefully tease apart custodial treatment’s effect
compared to treatment-as-usual in custody on one hand, and community-based treat-
ment’s effect compared to treatment-as-usual in the community on the other. Although
treatment-as-usual is a complex concept that suggests an “absence” of intervention
which is hard to square with the realities of criminal justice contact, nonetheless investi-
gating the relationship between treatment setting and effectiveness in this way promises
valuable insights into the conditions under which settings might relate to furthering
rehabilitative ends.

To ensure a broad database, we extend a rich criminological precedent that leverages
prior meta-analyses of correctional research in the form of a “meta-synthesis” (e.g.,
Farrington et al., 2017; Lipsey and Cullen, 2007; Lösel, 1995; Weisburd et al., 2017;
Wilson, 2016). To do so, we integrate meta-analytic findings from moderator analyses
on correctional treatment’s effects across custodial and noncustodial settings.
Moreover, we explore the extent to which findings varied across four different groups,
namely young people convicted of general (often violent) crimes, adults, individuals spe-
cifically convicted of sex offenses, and people presenting drug misuse or mental health
problems. Synthesizing meta-analyses carries tradeoffs: the advantage is that a
“meta-meta-analysis” accounts for outcomes that differ not only between primary
studies but also between meta-analyses on the same or a similar topic. This approach
also bestows the advantage of drawing on visible and accessible meta-analytic research
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that is less vulnerable to threats associated with searching for unpublished and “gray”
scholarship. The disadvantage of “meta-meta-analysis,” however, analogizes at a
higher level of abstraction to the challenge that researchers confront when conducting
meta-analysis; namely, that low descriptive validity in the sampled studies can obscure
important features such as overlap between studies or information about causal processes
that might further open evaluation’s black box.

Method

Search of studies: We conducted an electronic search of meta-analyses on correctional
treatment, correctional rehabilitation, and offender treatment. In addition, we carried
out a bibliographic search of previous reviews of systematic reviews (e.g., Caudy
et al., 2013; Gill, 2016; Grietens and Hellinckx, 2004; Lipsey and Cullen, 2007; Lösel,
1995; McGuire, 2002; Wilson, 2016). Although low descriptive validity in most
meta-analyses impeded thorough scrutiny of their primary study samples, we excluded
meta-analyses if the sample of primary studies was comprehensively incorporated into
another more recent meta-analysis. For example, Andrews et al. (1990) analyzed a
sample of studies that incorporated and expanded upon the sample used in Whitehead
and Lab (1989); we therefore excluded the latter to minimize double-counting primary
studies. However, where studies analyzed overlapping but distinct samples, we included
both (e.g., Koehler et al., 2013; Redondo et al., 1999). While this necessarily introduces
some issues of “double-counting” studies, the differences in eligibility criteria, coding,
national background, study dates and other variations between meta-analyses justified
an examination of the different findings observed in each meta-analysis. For example,
close scrutiny of a selection of meta-analyses that most likely threatened to introduce
double-counting revealed limited overlap: there was an overlap of 6 evaluations out of
58 between Redondo et al. (1999) and Koehler et al. (2013); there was an overlap of
21 evaluations out of 73 between Lösel and Schmucker (2005) and Schmucker and
Lösel (2017); and there was an overlap of 0 evaluations out of 49 between Tong and
Farrington (2006) and Ferguson and Wormith (2013).

Types of programs: We focused on meta-analyses that had synthesized the effects of
evaluations of correctional treatment on recidivism. The primary comparison of interest
was the effectiveness of correctional treatment delivered in community settings as
opposed to that delivered in custodial settings. Therefore, the study had to report com-
parative effects, typically as an outcome of a moderator analysis, between community
and institutional settings. Study authors operationalized these categories differently,
with varying terminology. We coded as “community” any treatments that were delivered
exclusively or primarily in nonsecure settings, such as when the treatment context was
labeled “ambulatory,” “probation,” or “parole.” We coded as “institutional” any treat-
ments that were delivered exclusively or primarily in secure settings, such as when the
treatment context was labeled “custodial,” “prison,” or “jail.” The terms “residential”
and “forensic clinic” were used ambiguously, as were outdated terms like “intramural”
and “extramural,” so we collaboratively coded those only after thoroughly examining
how authors applied them to the respective meta-analysis. Meta-analysis study authors
rarely described in detail coding practices concerning the setting of treatments in their
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primary study samples. Our use of terms such as “institutional” or “community” may
therefore be necessarily somewhat constrained by a presumption of homogeneity
between study authors’ uses of those terms.

To maximize generalizability, we included meta-analyses that reported no moderator
analysis of the treatment setting but the sample of primary studies comprised evaluations
of treatments that were delivered exclusively in the community (e.g., Visher et al., 2005)
or exclusively in an institutional setting (e.g., Wilson et al., 2000). These studies,
however, were included only if clear analogs existed for the assessed treatment in the
opposite setting. Therefore, we excluded meta-analyses if the sample included exclu-
sively evaluations of drug courts, boot camps, or intensive probation supervision. We
found no eligible meta-analyses or systematic reviews that compared the effectiveness
of domestic violence perpetrator programs between custodial and community settings.
The results of the meta-analyses that contained only custodial or noncustodial programs
appear separately.

We grouped studies according to five broad categories. These included meta-analyses
of treatments applied to juvenile and young offenders below the age of 25, adult offen-
ders, sex offenders, drug-involved offenders, and offenders with mental illness.
Meta-analytic outcomes for studies dealing with the first four sets of offenders appear
in the tables; we present results from the few meta-analyses on mentally disordered offen-
ders in the text alone. To enhance comparability of effects, outcomes of studies for young
and adult offenders were disaggregated by treatment approach when possible. Most study
authors presented overall data for comparisons between community and custody-based
treatment, aggregated across all treatment modalities. Those studies appear as “mixed
treatments.” Results were analyzed separately when study authors provided disaggre-
gated information for “cognitive-behavioral and behavioral treatments,” or “nonbeha-
vioral treatments.” Cognitive-behavioral and behavioral treatments were understood to
include thinking skills programs and treatments based on reinforcement of behavioral
change, and nonbehavioral treatments were understood to include counseling and psy-
chodynamic treatments, in addition to vocational training and educational curricula.
Because we synthesized meta-analyses, we had to rely on the categories and coding con-
tained in the selected studies and—also for reasons of parsimony—could not address
other moderators. For example, a comparison between mandatory and voluntary treat-
ment may also have been relevant, but this was neither our focus nor reliably assessable
across different meta-analyses.

Methodological quality: Prior correctional research indicates a non-linear relationship
between research design and effect size (e.g., Wilson, 2016). We therefore proceeded
cautiously with a two-step analytic strategy: first, we were lenient with respect to the
methodological rigor of primary studies that a meta-analysis could include in its
sample. Since standard reporting practices in this area of research rely on the
Maryland Scale of Methodological Rigor (Farrington et al., 2003), we included syntheses
that contained primary studies at Level 2 (i.e., doubtful equivalence of comparison
groups) and above. To ensure transparency we report the Maryland Scale level for
each meta-analysis in our study, while also being careful not to take such scores at
face value. Nonetheless, to mitigate risks the first step might have been introduced, as
a second step we compared meta-analytic results from the full sample to results from a
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further meta-analysis of a subsample that included meta-analyses with primary studies
only at Level 3 or above. Those sensitivity checks did not alter the results we describe
below. We therefore report the results from the full analysis.

Reoffending outcome: We placed no restrictions on the measure of reoffending: We
included meta-analyses that reported outcomes relating to rearrest, reconviction, rein-
carceration, or self-reported reoffending. Study authors reported effect sizes differen-
tiated by outcome type too rarely to support further sensitivity analysis on this
measure; we therefore relied on the integrated summary effects available to us.
Further to this point, since descriptive validity is an important correlate of effect size
and reproducibility (Farrington, 2003; Lösel, 2018; Weisburd et al., 2017; Wong and
Bouchard, 2022), we coded the information presented in the meta-analyses as a trich-
otomous variable:

1. High descriptive validity: Studies reported an effect size and corresponding
measure of precision (e.g., standard deviation, standard error, or confidence inter-
val) for both community-based and custodial treatment outcomes. Alternatively,
studies reported a coefficient comparing the effectiveness of treatment in different
settings, accompanied by both a measure of precision and a means of assessing
the baseline level of effectiveness.

2. Medium descriptive validity: Studies reported an effect size but no measure of pre-
cision, or they reported a measure of comparative effectiveness but no baseline
measure of effectiveness against which such comparison could be assessed
(e.g., a regression coefficient without an intercept). In rare instances (e.g.,
Wilson et al., 2005), secondary study authors did not conduct the moderator ana-
lysis of interest in this study, but they provided sufficient information for us to
perform those calculations ourselves. Such meta-analyses were coded as having
“high” descriptive validity.

3. Low descriptive validity: Studies provided a narrative report of the comparative
effectiveness of treatments in different settings, but did not provide a discernible
metric of comparative treatment success. This criterion thus meant that we
included studies that may have performed the moderator analysis of interest,
but the secondary study authors chose not to provide information about the
calculation.

Only those secondary studies that fell within the first level of this variable permitted the
meta-analysis that is the core of our study. However, we also report the outcomes of
studies falling within the other two categories. Outcomes of studies with high and
medium levels of descriptive validity appear in the tables; for the studies with high
levels of descriptive validity, outcomes were statistically synthesized. Outcomes for
those studies with low levels of descriptive validity appear in the text alone.

Effect size computation: Effect sizes presented in any format were eligible. When
study authors reported both unadjusted (raw) and adjusted (e.g., for sample size bias or
methodological quality) meta-analytic outcome effects we collected the adjusted out-
comes. To increase comparability, we presented outcomes as odds ratio (OR) effect
sizes. When studies reported a standardized mean difference (Cohen’s d or Hedges’ g)
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those values were converted to a logged OR using conversion formulae found in
Borenstein et al. (2009). Correlation coefficients (Pearson’s r or phi) were converted to
a standardized mean difference and then into an lnOR. These were then exponentiated
to yield the desired OR.

Because most meta-analyses had calculated moderator effects based on heterogeneous
primary studies, fixed-effects models yield a more defensible estimate of our
meta-meta-analytic effects; although fixed-effects models fail to account for the
overlap between the primary study samples across meta-analyses, the summary outcomes
and associated Q statistics convey the best crude estimate of the overall impression.

We convert OR into a Pearson’s r to gain some purchase on the effect sizes’ practical,
policy-informing significance. Assuming a base rate of reoffending of 50%, for example,
an r of .20 equates to a recidivism rate of 60% in the control groups and 40% in the treat-
ment groups, which represents a reduction of 20 percentage points or 33%. We report the
latter statistic. Although we follow a standard criminological convention in doing so, the
practice requires rather tall assumptions about true base rates of reoffending, many of
which can disperse widely beyond the assumed 50% (Prins and Reich, 2021: 589).
Nonetheless, when meta-analysis authors reported the baseline rate of reoffending in
primary studies, we calculated the percent reduction reoffending based on that value;
otherwise, we deferred to the conventional assumption of a base rate of 50% (see
Lipsey and Cullen, 2007). Although calculating the percent reduction based on this
assumption is a common practice in effect size comparisons, it understates the true
gains associated with the intervention whenever the base rate of specific outcome mea-
sures is low—with that said, the heuristic’s policy-informing value is neither more nor
less than an imperfect, if convenient, shorthand.

Results

We retrieved 53 meta-analyses and reviews of the effectiveness of correctional treatment.

Programs for juvenile and young offenders

Twenty-one meta-analyses reported outcomes on the effectiveness of programs applied to
juvenile and young offenders on reoffending. The 19 studies that provided information on
the effectiveness of treatment appear in Table 1.

Aggregated effects across all meta-analyses: Ten meta-analyses provided sufficient
descriptive detail to allow the computation of a combined effect size across all the
studies. In both community-based and custodial settings, correctional treatments reported
statistically significant positive effects (ORCommunity = 1.35 [CI95% 1.24–1.47];
ORCustody = 1.31 [CI95% 1.24–1.38]), which equates to reductions in reoffending
amounting to 15.2% for community-based treatment and 13.8% for custodial treatment
(see Figure 1). The difference in treatment effectiveness between settings was not statis-
tically significant.

Behavioral and cognitive-behavioral treatments: Nine meta-analyses comprising
primary studies with some level of between-group equivalence provided information
with which to compute subset analyses of the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral
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and behavioral treatments. With one exception (De Swart et al., 2012), meta-analyses
reported that community-based treatments performed moderately to substantially better
than custodial treatments. More recent meta-analyses reported a decline, compared to
older meta-analyses, in both the size of overall effects and in the observation of stronger
effects for correctional treatment delivered in the community than in custody. Indeed, our
subset analysis of the relevant primary studies by Andrews et al. (1990) and Koehler et al.
(2013) significantly drove the observation that community-based treatment effect sizes
were greater than those observed among evaluations of custodial treatment. The mean
effect for cognitive-behavioral and behavioral treatments delivered in the community
(OR= 2.11 [CI95% 1.66–2.70]) was higher than what was observed among treatments
delivered in custody (OR= 1.42 [CI95% 1.29–1.57]. These effect sizes equate to a
33.6% reduction in reoffending among community-based treatments and a 17.6% reduc-
tion in reoffending among custodial treatments. This difference was statistically signifi-
cant (QBetween= 8.68, p < .01).

Mixed treatments: Seventeen studies provided data for the effectiveness of mixed treat-
ment types integrating multiple modalities. Among those meta-analyses, fifteen contained
sufficient descriptive validity to calculate a summary effect. With two exceptions (Latimer
et al., 2003; Scherrer, 1994), all meta-analyses reported stronger effects for treatment deliv-
ered in the community than those delivered in custody. The mean effect for mixed treat-
ments delivered in the community (OR= 1.23 [CI95% 1.13–1.33]) was approximately
similar to what we observed among treatments delivered in custody (OR= 1.26 [CI95%

Figure 1. Synthesized meta-analytic outcomes of correctional treatment on recidivism among

offender groups, expressed as percentage reduction in reoffending assuming a 50% base rate of

reoffending in control groups.
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1.19–1.34]). These effect sizes equate to a 10.8% reduction in reoffending among
community-based treatments and a 12.0% reduction in reoffending among custodial treat-
ments. This difference was not statistically significant (QBetween= .32, p> .05).

Evaluations of mixed program types were heterogeneous both with regard to treatment
modality and methodological rigor. That heterogeneity calls for further caution in inter-
preting treatment effects in different settings. For example, in a subset analysis of only
those evaluations with higher levels of methodological quality, Garrett (1984) observed
that positive mean effects among community-based treatments disappeared (dropping
from OR= 3.19 to a null effect of .98), while modest positive effects for institutional
treatments persisted (dropping from OR= 1.82 to 1.57). We observed the same decline
in treatment effects in our subset analysis of behavioral and cognitive-behavioral treat-
ments in Andrews et al. (1990), which had reported the highest mean effect for CBT treat-
ments in both settings. There, the difference in effects between the two settings was
attenuated when the analysis was limited to only those evaluations with high methodo-
logical quality (ORCommunity dropped from 4.67 to 2.63 [CI95% 1.37–5.26]; ORCustody

dropped from 2.87 to 2.86 [CI95% 1.69–4.54]).
The heterogeneity of treatment types is also substantively meaningful when interpret-

ing the findings. For example, James et al. (2013) analyzed the effectiveness of aftercare
programs applied to offenders released from institutions. It therefore does not provide a
pure comparison between community-based and custodial treatments, as even the parti-
cipants who completed community-based treatments may have experienced the effects of
institutional confinement. They attribute the similar outcomes they observed between set-
tings to the possibility that youths negatively associate aftercare with the contaminated
environment of a correctional facility.

Two meta-analyses (Antonowicz and Ross, 1994; Knorth et al., 2008) provided insuf-
ficient information with which to report the relative effectiveness of treatments delivered
in different settings; they therefore do not appear in Table 1. Knorth et al. (2008) analyzed
four quasi-experimental studies that evaluated treatments delivered in residential settings,
and observed ORs ranging from 1.00 to 2.92, although the authors highlighted the hetero-
geneity among the comparison groups in their sample. Antonowicz and Ross (1994)
observed positive treatment effects in both community and custodial settings among
44 “rigorously controlled” primary studies, and remarked that treatments delivered in
an institution ‘can be effective … if they somehow escape from or diminish the usual
prison ambience and create an “alternative community” within the institution.’
(Antonowicz and Ross, 1994: 101).

Programs for adult offenders

Twenty-two meta-analyses reported the effectiveness of correctional treatment applied to
adult offenders. Twenty-one of those studies contained sufficient descriptive validity to
appear in Table 2.

Aggregated effects across all meta-analyses: Seventeen meta-analyses provided suffi-
cient descriptive detail to allow the computation of a combined effect size across all the
studies. In both community-based and custodial settings, correctional treatments reported
statistically significant positive effects (ORCommunity = 1.16 [CI95% 1.14–1.17];
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ORCustody = 1.39 [CI95% 1.35–1.44]), which equates to reductions in reoffending
amounting to 7.9% for community-based treatment and 16.6% for custodial treatment.
The difference in treatment effectiveness between settings was statistically significant
(QBetween= 103.13, p < .001).

Behavioral and cognitive-behavioral treatments: Four meta-analyses comprising
primary studies with some level of between-group equivalence provided information
with which to compute subset analyses of the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral
and behavioral treatments. All reported that community-based treatments performed
moderately to substantially better than custodial treatments. The mean effect for
cognitive-behavioral and behavioral treatments delivered in the community (OR= 2.34
[CI95% 1.83–2.99]) was higher than what was observed among treatments delivered in
custody (OR= 1.55 [CI95% 1.40–1.71]. These effect sizes are equivalent to a 37.2%
reduction in reoffending among community-based treatments and a 21.4% reduction in
reoffending among custodial treatments. This difference was statistically significant
(QBetween= 9.50, p< .01).

WSIPP (2014a) did not report outcomes in a manner that could be tabulated in Table 2.
The authors noted that CBT programs delivered in an institutional setting performed
better than those delivered in the community, although this relationship was not statistic-
ally significant (p = .57).

Mixed treatments: The mean effect for mixed treatments delivered in the community
(OR= 1.16 [CI95% 1.14–1.17]) was lower than what was observed among treatments
delivered in custody (OR= 1.38 [CI95% 1.33–1.43]. These effect sizes are equivalent to
a 7.9% reduction in reoffending among community-based treatments and a 16.3% reduc-
tion in reoffending among custodial treatments. This difference was statistically signifi-
cant (QBetween= 46.47, p < .001).

Redondo et al. (1999) observed smaller effects in adult prisons (OR= 1.35 [CI95%
1.21–1.50]; k = 7) than in psychiatric units (OR= 2.48 [CI95% 1.81–3.40]; k = 4), but
the combined effect for both of those institutional settings remained lower than the
mean effect for community-based treatments. Parhar et al. (2008) analyzed the effect
of different types of participant recruitment to treatment, and observed that treatment
effectiveness was significantly higher in community-based settings than in custodial set-
tings when comparisons were isolated to mandated, coerced, and voluntary settings. They
observed significant main effects between community and institutional treatments, and
between voluntary and mandated treatments, but did not observe an interaction of
setting by level of coercion.

Five meta-analyses provided the outcomes of mixed treatment types in different
settings. Both Smith et al. (2002) and Villetaz et al. (2006) compared the effects on
adults of an institutional sentence and a community-based sanction. The effects
were small in Smith et al. (2002) and Villetaz et al. (2006) failed to reject the null
hypothesis.

Programs for sex offenders

We located ten meta-analyses that provided outcomes of treatment applied to sex offen-
ders. Table 3 shows that with few exceptions (Grønnerød et al., 2015; Hanson et al.,
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2009; WSIPP, 2014b), all meta-analytic summary effects were statistically significant,
positive, and reported superior effects for correctional treatment delivered in the commu-
nity than in custody. All nine studies with high levels of descriptive validity reported
higher mean effects for treatments delivered in the community (OR= 1.94 [CI95%
1.66–2.28]) than for treatments delivered in custodial settings (OR= 1.44 [CI95% 1.30–
1.60]). This difference was statistically significant (QBetween= 9.47, p < .01). These
effect sizes are equivalent to a 30.5% reduction in reoffending among community-based
treatments and an 18.2% reduction in reoffending among custodial treatments, assuming
50% baseline reoffending in the control groups. However, the baseline rate of reoffending
among sex offenders is typically far lower; consequently, true reduction in reoffending
attributable to sex offender treatment is likely higher.

Three studies (Lösel and Schmucker, 2005; Reitzel and Carbonell, 2006; Schmucker
and Lösel, 2015) provided mean effects for treatments delivered in mixed settings such as
hospitals; in all three studies the OR for treatments delivered in hospitals fell in between
what was observed for treatments delivered in community and custodial settings (OR=
1.37 [CI95% .78–2.41], k = 10 in Lösel and Schmucker, 2005; OR= 3.28 [CI95% 1.13–
9.57], k = 3 in Reitzel and Carbonell, 2006; OR= 1.77 [CI95% 1.00–3.14], k = 5 in
Schmucker and Lösel, 2015). Only Polizzi et al. (1999) had low descriptive validity
and therefore does not appear in Table 3. While they did not provide the outcomes of
moderator analyses in their report, they observed generally higher effects among evalua-
tions of nonprison-based treatments than for prison-based treatments; however, the low
methodological quality of the prison-based treatment evaluations attenuated the
authors’ confidence in those outcomes.

Programs for substance-involved offenders

Six meta-analyses provided information on the effectiveness of treatments applied to
substance-involved offenders. Table 4 shows that the mean effects across all the
meta-analyses showed a statistically significant positive effect for treatment delivered
in the community (OR= 1.22 [CI95% 1.14–1.31]) that was lower than the effect for
treatment delivered in custody (OR= 1.34 [CI95% 1.27–1.42]), which equates to
reductions in reoffending amounting to 10.4% for community-based treatment and
14.9% for custodial treatment. This difference was statistically significant (QBetween

= 4.14, p < .05).
The QBetween analysis’ sensitivity to model specification attests both to imprecision

and inconsistency in the relative effectiveness of correctional treatments between settings.
On one hand, two meta-analyses reported superior effects in the community. Koehler
et al. (2014) observed greater effects for treatments delivered in the community than
among those delivered in custody; however, they noted that the effectiveness of custodial
treatment was driven in significant part by an evaluation of a program delivered with low
levels of fidelity whose interpretation warranted caution. WSIPP (2014b) compared the
effectiveness of therapeutic communities on substance-involved adults in custodial and
community-based settings and observed slightly larger effects in the community. The
community-based evaluations principally comprised studies that measured outcomes
after varying periods of release from the institutional environment of the therapeutic
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community. WSIPP (2014b) also compared the effectiveness of nonintensive outpatient
treatments and intensive in-patient treatments applied to substance-involved offenders in
both settings. For treatments of both levels of intensity, they reported slightly higher
effects for custodial settings than for community-based settings, although neither of
the community-based treatments was statistically significant.

On the other hand, the remaining meta-analyses reported superior effects when
treatment was delivered in custody. Perry et al. (2006) included the most rigorously
controlled studies in their meta-analysis, and observed a statistically nonsignificant
effect for treatment in both settings. However, there was likely a confounding
effect of treatment type with the setting, as the studies in their custody-based
sample both evaluated therapeutic communities, whereas the studies in their
community-based sample evaluated the effectiveness of intensive supervision-based
programs. WSIPP (2014a) also compared therapeutic communities in custodial set-
tings to other community-based treatments applied to juveniles alone. They observed
statistically non-significant effects in both settings and a smaller difference between
settings than was found in Perry et al. (2006).

Programs for offenders with mental illness

Two meta-analyses reported the effectiveness of treatments for offenders with mental
illness and were therefore not tabulated. Martin et al. (2012) synthesized 25 studies

Table 4. Meta-analytic outcomes of correctional treatment on recidivism among

substance-involved offenders.

Study

SMS

(QBetween)

Community Custody

OR [95% CI] k OR [95% CI] k

Aggregated effect across all meta-analyses
Meta-analysis (4.14*) 1.22 [1.14–1.31] 1.34 [1.27–1.42]

Perry et al. (2006) 5 1.22 [0.65–2.26] 4 1.52 [0.87–2.63] 2

Mitchell et al. (2007) 3 1.37 [1.24–1.51] 66

Holloway et al. (2008) 2 1.28 [1.11–1.47] 18 1.44 [1.24–1.66] 19

Koehler et al. (2014) 2 2.53 [1.75–3.67] 13 1.72 [1.29–2.29] 2

WSIPP (2014a) 3 1.09 [0.83–1.42]
(Non-TC)

6 1.12 [0.85–1.46] (TC) 4

WSIPP (2014b) 3 1.15 [0.98–1.35]
(nonintensive)

4 1.37 [1.16–1.62]
(nonintensive)

8

1.09 [0.95–1.25]
(intensive)

5 1.37 [1.13–1.66]
(intensive)

6

1.31 [1.11–1.53] (TC) 8 1.24 [1.12–1.38] (TC) 18

Note: Non-TC: treatments other than therapeutic communities; TC: therapeutic communities.
†p< .10, *p< .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001.
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with minimum levels of internal validity equivalent to SMS Level 2, with a total sample
size of 15,678. The authors reported roughly equivalent mean effects for evaluations of
treatments delivered in the community (OR= 1.39 [CI95% 1.27–1.52]; k = 22) as among
those delivered in custody (OR= 1.41 [CI95% 1.14–1.75]; k = 6). They observed substan-
tially higher effects for treatments delivered in settings that mixed both institutional and
community components (OR= 1.82 [CI95% 1.49–2.18]; k = 9). WSIPP (2014a) located
an additional study that was published after Martin et al. (2012), which found slightly
higher effects in the community (OR= 1.52 [CI95% .88–2.60]) than in custody (OR=
1.46 [CI95% .85–2.50]); adding this to Martin et al. (2012) had negligible effect in distin-
guishing the effectiveness of treatment between different settings (QBetween= .02; p> .05).

Discussion

We synthesized the effects of correctional treatment on reoffending and further conducted
moderator analysis differentiating outcomes between treatments delivered in custody or
in the community. In doing so, we drew together meta-analytic evidence on the effects of
correctional treatments delivered to a wide variety of offender groups. We find that cor-
rectional treatments in both settings display moderate to substantial positive effects on
reducing reoffending, and that those positive effects hold when treatments are delivered
to different groups. We also find that correctional treatments delivered in community set-
tings display stronger effects on reoffending than treatments delivered in custodial set-
tings. However, only rarely did meta-analytic evidence point to a criminogenic effect
of correctional treatment in either setting, and we observed no statistically significant evi-
dence of criminogenic effects from custodial treatments.

Our review of meta-analyses points to two further differentiations. First, differences in
treatment content and participant type moderated the magnitude of correctional treat-
ment’s relative effectiveness between settings. In particular, treatments delivered in the
community outperformed those delivered in custody to the greatest extent when the treat-
ment was narrowly tailored to a specific population, and when the treatment applied
behavioral and cognitive-behavioral modalities. The corollary of this point is that
between-setting moderator effects are most obscure at the highest levels of generality
and heterogeneity. Second, differences in treatment content and participant type moder-
ated the precision of correctional treatment’s effectiveness in either setting. In particular,
although effects in custodial settings were consistent, effects for community-based treat-
ment varied widely. Taken together, those differentiations yield the following insight:
community-based correctional treatments outperform custodial correctional treatments
in a general sense, but custodial settings may provide opportunities to monitor and regi-
ment treatment delivery in ways that can both (i) improve upon and (ii) homogenize treat-
ment outcomes.

Low descriptive validity in primary evaluations of correctional treatment resulted in
meta-analyses containing limited information that might support inferences about what
explains effect heterogeneity. By extension, so too the low descriptive validity that pre-
vailed in those meta-analyses limited our efforts to theorize mechanisms as well. Of
course, the theoretical expectations we outline warrant further research that can test
those theoretical expectations more directly. With that said prior correctional research
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buttresses the key insight we extract about effects between settings. For instance, correc-
tional experts and practitioners commonly advise that treatment conditions in the commu-
nity are more heterogeneous and difficult to monitor than in closed institutions. Those
features may lead to more frequent dropouts that are, in turn, associated with more recid-
ivism (e.g., Carl et al., 2019; McMurran and Theodosi, 2007; Olver et al., 2011). The het-
erogeneous outcomes we observe in our review lend further credence to the challenges that
heterogeneous treatment settings present. It follows that the heterogeneity of treatment set-
tings in the community—by design, more so than in custodial facilities—not only intro-
duces heterogeneity of treatment effects, but moreover that this heterogeneity in turn
may relate to the flexibility of treatment delivery that is associated with large effects.

Comparison of effects between offender populations in Figure 1 bears out this theoret-
ical expectation. The results support the interpretation that tight monitoring conditions in
custody may allow for more consistent treatment delivery administered to people with
substance-involvement offenses, much more so than the relatively heterogeneous treatment
settings common in community-based treatments delivered to analogous populations. For
example, whereas people with substance-involvement problems often drop out early from
treatment in the community, treatment participants in custody who may present motivation
problems—even if only temporarily so—cannot simply withdraw or disappear. In contrast,
in the context of treatments delivered to people convicted of sex offenses, the tradeoffs of
different settings may instead point in a rather different direction. There, the highly regi-
mented and tightly controlled contexts in which custody-based treatments are delivered
are, among other benefits, likely to enhance treatment fidelity and may also minimize par-
ticipant attrition. However, those benefits are likely to be outweighed by the costs of deli-
vering treatment in a context that underprepares participants for the skills that effective
treatments teach. In particular, correctional treatments in custody least approximate those
risky and stressful situations—such as those with potential child or adult victims—in
which participants can best develop and refine effective self-control strategies and skills.
Consequently, well-monitored community-based treatment seems to hold particular
promise for relapse prevention in the context of people convicted of sex offenses.

Two further patterns emerge from the data that merit attention, although they likewise
warrant further research to test more directly the theoretical expectations we generate
below. First, effect sizes in more recent meta-analyses were noticeably smaller than in
older meta-analyses, and second, the size of the difference in effect sizes between settings
was smaller in more recent-meta-analyses than in older meta-analyses. A pessimistic
interpretation might hold that the effectiveness of correctional treatment may be
eroding. Indeed, there may be good reason to believe that hardships that beset many
justice systems, from government austerity to corroded capacity to arbitrary control,
could contribute to a depletion of the care that justice systems can accommodate. This
depletion would be consistent with criminological research that decries the restriction
of investment in services from criminal justice to welfare and beyond (e.g.,
Braithwaite, 2022; Reiner, 2020: Ch. 3; Wacquant, 2001; but see Phelps, 2011). We
can also speculate about why such hardships might asymmetrically befall the delivery
of correctional treatments delivered in one setting as opposed to another.

Although both patterns warrant attention in future research, we also suggest another
possible explanation here. Declining effect sizes might not be attributable to a
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deterioration in either the effectiveness of correctional treatments as a whole or in the
relative features of correctional treatment settings in particular. Rather, the slight
gradual decline in the observed effectiveness of correctional treatments may instead be
a function of an improvement in the treatment-as-usual against which correctional pro-
grams are measured. If so, then more recent declines in effect sizes may instead be attrib-
utable to improvements in the control conditions. Although the control group conditions
in program evaluations are rarely investigated in detail, they seem to be as important for
the outcomes as the treatment content.

Conclusion

The analysis in this article affirms the promise of correctional treatments delivered in both
custodial and community-based settings, while at the same time, it complicates simplistic
interpretations of “superiority” of treatment delivered in one setting as opposed to the
other. We instead find that a moderator analysis of prior meta-analytic research surfaces
an important and policy-relevant finding that is sensitive to both effect size and precision.
A tradeoff runs through political questions about which of those desiderata to prioritize
on one hand, and scientific questions about their respective determinants on the other.
Prior research hints at clues for what might determine especially large effect sizes in
one setting and especially homogeneous effects in another; however, a thorough appraisal
of those determinants pushes criminologists beyond the study of isolated programs to dif-
ferentiate the effects of treatment content, implementation context, offender characteris-
tics, and methodological features of evaluation designs (Lösel, 2012). Within this
framework, our study underlines the need for differentiated answers to the question of
what works for whom, under what conditions, with regard to what outcomes, and why.
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