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 Ten policy initiatives to reduce recidivism are:
1.        Establish recidivism reduction as an explicit sentencing goal.  Those states with sentencing commissions should explicitly adopt this objective. The failure of mainstream sentencing policies to address offender alcohol and other drug abuse and addiction, mental illness, domestic violence and low-level “quality of life” crime has motivated many state judges, prosecutors and corrections officials to establish specialized “problem-solving” courts, such as Drug and DWI courts.  The goal of recidivism reduction is to reduce crime, not to just rehabilitate offenders.  It includes both effective substance abuse and mental health treatment services that have been proven to reduce reoffending and swift and effective use of graduated incentives and sanctions to extract behavioural change.

2.       Provide sufficient flexibility to consider recidivism reduction options.  Sentencing statutes, rules, and guidelines should provide sufficient flexibility so that sentencing judges can craft orders designed to reduce the risk of recidivism in appropriate cases, and should avoid overly broad, strict, or arbitrary sentencing mandates that interfere with more appropriate sentencing options.  Research indicates that whether a particular offender is an appropriate candidate for recidivism reduction cannot accurately be assed relying solely on the type of offense committed and offender’s prior criminal history.  Individual offender characteristics must also be taken into consideration including criminogenic risks.

3.       Base sentencing decisions on risk/needs assessment.  Actuarial risk/needs assessment tools use hard data to identify the offender characteristics most closely associated with the likelihood of future criminality.  When these tests are validated through known correctional populations, they will be much more accurate that human judgment in predicting the risk of an offenders recidivism.

4.       Require community corrections programs to be evidence-based.  In many communities, there is a barrier to effective sentencing in the absence of state policy or financial or technical support for the development and operation of evidence-based treatment programs.  Policymakers can obtain a review of existing programs in their communities and use this to identify the types of offenders for which the programs were designed.  They can assess whether the programs have the intended types of offenders in them.  Evidence-based programs are available through the Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) on their National Registry of Evidence-based Programs and Practices website:  http://www.nrepp.samhsa.gov/ 
5.       Integrate services, incentives and sanctions.  Research has shown that in the absence of effective treatment, traditional criminal sanctions such as incarceration and intensive supervision do not reduce recidivism beyond the period of the offenders’ confinement, restraint or surveillance.  Of course such sanctions may be appropriate to achieve other sentencing objectives, such as punishment, general deterrence or incapacitation.    The most powerful outcomes use both incentives (e.g., a reduction in the time of a license suspension) and sanctions (community service work for example) as well as needed services to change the behaviour of the offender.  

6. Ensure courts know about available sentencing options.  Any recidivism reduction strategies require that sentencing judges, prosecutors, and defence attorneys have access to reliable data and information, not only about the offender, but community corrections, treatment and other programs that are available and suitable.  This information should include the types of offenders accepted, levels of risk, and specific criminal risk factors that the programs are intended to address.

7.      Train court officers on evidence-based practice.  No program will work unless sentencing judges, prosecutors, defence attorneys and probation officers are knowledgeable about the research on evidence-based practices and are skilled in applying its principles in day-to-day sentencing and corrections decision-making.  All of the major players in this process should be educated about the principles and practices on an annual basis and the curricula should emphasize the importance of the roles of each principal.

8.       Encourage swift and certain responses to violations of probation.  Any violation of probation should be acted upon immediately, whether by the court or the probation agency and should be certain, consistent and fair.  Sanctions should vary depending on the severity of the violation, the probationer’s adjusted level of risk in light of the infraction, and the extent of the motivation, cooperation, and success the probationer has demonstrated in complying with the other terms and conditions of probation.

9.       Use of hearings and incentives to motivate offender behaviour change.  The ultimate goal is to develop the offender’s intrinsic motivation to change.  As such, it is not only the content of the sentencing decision that matters in the reduction of recidivism, but also the manner in which the court interacts with the offender.  The motivation is strongly influenced by the offender’s interpersonal relationships, especially with probation officers, judges, and others in the criminal justice system.

10.       Promote effective collaboration among criminal justice agencies.  In order to reduce recidivism, it requires the effective implementation of sentencing and corrections policies.  It also requires cooperation between the court, probation agencies, and treatment providers, as well as collaboration between the prosecution and defence.  The local criminal justice system should evaluate their charging, plea negotiation, and probation violation policies to maximize the effectiveness of sentencing outcomes in reducing recidivism.  
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