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WHAT WORKS FOR SEXUAL OFFENDERS? 

 
Question:  Do the principles of effective 
intervention for general offenders also apply 
to treatments for sexual offenders? 
 
Background:  Although there is general 
agreement that certain forms of intervention 
can effectively reduce the recidivism rates of 
general offenders, there is less agreement 
about the effectiveness of treatment for 
sexual offenders. Sex offenders are often 
considered to have unique characteristics 
(e.g., sexual deviance), which may be 
particularly hard to change or manage. 
 
For general offenders, the interventions that 
have proved to be the most successful are 
those that follow the principles of risk, need 
and responsivity (RNR). The risk principle 
states that the most resources should be 
directed to the offenders with the highest 
risk of recidivism, with little or no 
interventions for the lowest risk offenders. 
The need principle directs intervention 
toward factors related to recidivism risk 
(criminogenic needs), and the responsivity 
principle tells treatment providers to adapt 
interventions to the personal learning style 
of the offenders. 
 
The validity of the RNR principles for 
general offenders has been documented in a 
large number of studies and reviews. 
Previous reviews of the sexual offender  

treatment studies have noted different results 
for different treatments. The current review 
examined the extent to which this variation 
in treatment outcome can be explained by 
adherence to the RNR principles.  
 
Method:  A thorough review of the sexual 
offender treatment literature was conducted, 
identifying 23 studies that met basic criteria 
for research quality. The effectiveness of 
treatment was measured by comparing the 
recidivism rates of treated and untreated 
offenders. Each treatment was then coded by 
an independent, impartial rater as to the 
extent to which it adhered to the RNR 
principles.  
 
Answer:  Across all treatments, the 
recidivism rates for the treated offenders 
was lower than the rates for the comparison 
groups for both sexual recidivism (11% 
versus 19%, sample size of 6,746) and 
general recidivism (32% versus 48%, 
sample size of 4,801). 
 
The treatments that were most effective 
were those that adhered to the RNR 
principles of effective corrections. On 
average, the treatments that followed all 
three principles showed recidivism rates that 
were less than half the recidivism rates for 
the comparison groups. In contrast, the  
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THE EFFECTIVENESS OF DRUG TREATMENT COURTS 
 
Question: Are drug treatment courts 
effective in reducing re-offending? 

Background: Drug treatment courts were 
created to divert non-violent substance 
abusing offenders away from prisons and 
into community-based treatment 
programs. Since the inception of the first 
drug treatment court in 1989 in Florida, 
these courts have proliferated not only in 
the United States but also in Canada, 
Europe and Australia. Today, there are 
over 1,700 drug treatment courts around 
the world.  

Three recent reviews of the efficacy of 
drug courts have found moderate benefits. 
However, the reliability of these findings 
may be affected by: (1) the quality of the 
evaluation and (2) the quality of the 
treatment provided to clients. 

The quality of the evaluation can play a 
significant role in the interpretation of a 
study’s results. For example, high dropout 
rates, an average of 45% reported by one 
review, can bias the findings towards 
positive conclusions of program 
effectiveness (i.e., high risk cases who 
never complete the treatment are removed 
from the evaluation leaving lower risk 
cases who are most likely to succeed).  

The quality of treatment is another factor 
that can influence recidivism reduction 
estimates. Research has shown that 
treatment is most effective in reducing 

re-offending when it adheres to the 
principles of risk, need and responsivity 
(RNR; see also Research Summary Vol. 2, 
No. 3). Higher quality treatments are those 
interventions that adhere to the RNR 
principles by matching the intensity of 
service to the offender’s risk level, 
targeting risk-relevant characteristics 
(criminogenic needs) and employing 
cognitive-behavioural strategies to 
facilitate behavioural change.  

Method: A systematic review was 
conducted that included all 96 studies used 
in the previous three reviews of the drug 
treatment court literature. Each study was 
reviewed and assessed according to 
evaluation and treatment quality. The 
quality of the study’s evaluation was 
examined using the guidelines developed 
by the Collaborative Outcome Data 
Committee (CODC). The guidelines were 
developed by researchers and permit the 
categorization of studies into 4 groups: 
“rejected”, “weak”, “good” and “strong”. 
Treatment quality was assessed by 
evaluating the program’s adherence to the 
RNR principles.  

Answer:  The majority of studies (81%) 
fell into the “rejected” category of 
evaluation quality. For the remaining 
25 studies, rated as “weak” or “good” 
(none were rated as “strong”), the results 
indicated that drug treatment courts 
reduced recidivism by approximately 8%. 
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When only the two studies of “good” 
methodological quality were considered, 
the reduction in re-offending was 
approximately 4%.  

Regarding treatment quality, the results 
indicated that adherence to the RNR 
principles was also poor. Of the 
25 acceptable studies, only 14 studies 
adhered to one or two of the RNR 
principles. None adhered to all three 
principles. Consistent with the existing 
literature of treatment effectiveness, when 
adherence to RNR principles increased, 
treatment effectiveness also increased 
(reductions in recidivism up to 31%).  

This study highlights the issue that there 
are very few methodically-sound studies 
on which one can assess the effectiveness 
of drug courts at reducing recidivism. 

Policy Implications:  

1.  Although reductions of 4 to 8% in 
recidivism were found, these findings 

must be tempered by the generally poor 
methodologies used in evaluations of 
drug treatment courts and the quality of 
treatment.  

2. To improve the effectiveness of drug 
treatment courts, the treatment offered 
should adhere to the principles of risk, 
need and responsivity.  

3. Program evaluators and agencies that 
provide funding support for drug 
treatment programs should insure that 
methodologically sound evaluations are 
conducted in order to draw more 
reliable conclusions on the 
effectiveness of drug treatment courts.  

 
Source:  Gutierrez, L. & Bourgon, G. (2009). 
Drug Treatment Courts: A Quantitative 
Review of Study and Treatment Quality. User 
Report 2009-04. Ottawa: Public Safety 
Canada.
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