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Risk Reduction

What is risk reduction all about?

1. Accurate assessments about which 
individuals are likely to commit a crime.

2. Effectively targeting interventions and 
supervision to lower the likelihood a 
person will commit a crime.



Risk Reduction

 Risk principle.  Match the level of service 
to the offender‟s likelihood to re-offend.  



Risk Reduction

 What do we mean by Risk? 

We mean, “How likely is a person to commit 
a crime?”

RISK ≠ Crime Type

≠ Sentence or Disposition

≠ Custody or Security Classification Level



Risk Reduction

 How do we know how likely a person 
is to commit a crime?

Predictive assessment instruments. 

 Use algorithms to determine the probability 
that someone will commit a crime.  

 BUT  they must be normed and validated to be 
predictive.



How do we 
measure risk?

• The three most common recidivism measures are:
Arrests

Convictions

 Incarceration

• Basic things we know about recidivism
Young offenders have higher recidivism rates than older offenders

Offenders with prior convictions have higher recidivism rates than 
offenders with no prior convictions

 Females have lower recidivism rates than males

Property offenders (theft) have higher recidivism rates than 
person offenders (murder)



• What is the follow-up period used for computing recidivism? A 
cohort of offenders should be tracked for uniform follow-up 
periods – usually 1, 2 or 3 years to determine recidivism rate

• What outcome measure is being used? Arrest, conviction, 
incarceration or other measure should be clearly stated

• Is that recidivism rate high? There must be some basis to 
determine if a recidivism rate is high, low or average.  Ask for 
state trends or compare to other states. When evaluating a 
program, a good comparison group is necessary to answer this 
question.

How do we 
measure risk?
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Percent with New offense within 3 years 

  
Probation Parole Overall 

Overall 
 

19% 32% 21% 

Address Changes None 16% 30% 18% 

 
One 18% 30% 21% 

 
Two or more 23% 34% 26% 

Employment 60% or more 14% 26% 15% 

 
40% - 59% 19% 32% 21% 

 
Under 40% 25% 34% 27% 

Alcohol usage No interference 16% 27% 18% 

 
Occasional abuse 19% 33% 22% 

 
Frequent abuse 21% 33% 24% 

Drug usage No interference 14% 24% 15% 

 
Occasional abuse 21% 33% 24% 

 
Frequent abuse 24% 35% 27% 

Attitude Motivated 16% 28% 18% 

 
Dependent 20% 34% 22% 

 
Negative 22% 34% 24% 

Age first conviction 24 or older 12% 23% 13% 

 
20-23 16% 29% 18% 

 
19 or younger 25% 35% 28% 

Prior Probation/Parole None 16% 31% 17% 

 
One or more 23% 32% 26% 

Prior Revocations None 17% 30% 18% 

 
One or more 27% 33% 30% 

Prior Felony Convictions None 18% 30% 19% 

 
One 21% 30% 24% 

 
Two or  more 28% 34% 32% 

Offense None of listed 17% 27% 18% 

 
Burglary, theft, auto theft, robbery 24% 36% 27% 

 
Worthless checks or forgery 18% 31% 20% 

 
One or more of above 26% 33% 29% 

Assaultive offense last 5 
years 

No 18% 31% 21% 

 
Yes 20% 32% 22% 
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How do we 
measure risk?

 By weighting each item and 
summing the weights of 
validated risk factors, an overall 
score can be obtained that 
classifies an offender into a 
group with an identified level of 
risk of recidivating.

 Wisconsin chart example:
 11% of low risk offenders 

committed a new offense 
with in 3 years

 22% of medium risk 
offenders committed a new 
offense with in 3 years

 37% of high risk offenders 
committed a new offense 
with in 3 years
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• Because Wisconsin added an 
“Assaultive history” risk factor to 
their risk assessment instrument 
and gave it a weight of 15 points 
(automatically resulting in a High 
risk classification), over 70% of 
Wisconsin offenders were 
classified as High Risk

By classifying a high percent of 
offenders as high risk it negates the 
purpose of classification –
differentiate the population by risk 
and supervise accordingly

The population is not validly 
differentiated by risk because assault 
is not a risk predictor
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How do we 
measure risk?



Validity?

 A valid risk assessment instrument identifies discrete groups of 
offenders who pose different levels of risk to public safety as measured 
by recidivism.

 The greater the difference in rates between risk groups and the more 
even the distribution of populations among risk groups the more 
accurate the risk assessment instrument is.

 The risk instrument must be reliable as measured by tests of inter-rater 
and intra-rater reliability. 

 Inter-rater reliability means that two different staff members would 
score the same offender the same way on the risk instrument and 
intra-rater reliability means the same staff person would score the 
same offender the same way repeatedly with no change in 
circumstances.
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Validity?

 The risk instrument is demonstrated to be fair to all offender 
populations such as by gender or race/ethnicity

 Risk instruments should be assessed for racial and gender bias

 An instrument validated in one state or jurisdiction might not be 
valid in another state or jurisdiction and may require re-validation.

 Differences in populations and offender characteristics may 
result in certain factors not being applicable or predictive or cut-
of scores might need adjustment.
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Risk Assessment Instruments Limitations

Where Can I Find a Risk 
Assessment Instrument

Limitations of Risk 
Assessment

• Most probation, parole, and 
corrections departments use 
risk assessment instruments
 With some training you could 

use your state or local risk 
instrument

• If the corrections agencies in 
my jurisdiction don’t use a risk 
instrument, what are some 
common validated  risk 
assessment instruments?
 Wisconsin
 LSI-R / LSI-SV
 Ohio Risk Assessment System

• Risk score predicts behavior of groups, 
not individuals

• Most instruments predict general 
offender population recidivism

• Even the best risk assessment 
instruments do not explain a lot of the 
variation in recidivism
 The r square statistic is used to reflect 

explanatory power of the risk instrument
 An r square between .25 and .4 is 

common, meaning that the instrument 
explains about 25% to 40% of the variation 
in recidivism

• Efforts to predict assaultive behavior, 
sex offending, and other low base rate 
offenses tend to over-predict and have 
high false positive rates
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Risk Reduction

HIGHER RISK = MORE INTERVENTION

= MORE STRUCTURE

= MORE SUPERVISION

= MORE OF YOUR 
RESOURCES

 Risk principle.  Match the level of service 
to the offender‟s likelihood to re-offend.  



Risk Reduction

LOWER RISK = LESS INTERVENTION

= LESS STRUCTURE

= LESS SUPERVISION

= LESS OF YOUR 
RESOURCES

To have enough resources for higher risk 
offenders, we have to allocate FEWER 

resources to lower risk offenders. 



Risk Reduction

 Risk principle.  Research indicates that 
targeting medium  and high risk offenders is 

more effective than targeting low risk offenders.

It is easier to lower the recidivism rate of high 
risk offenders from 50% to 40% than to lower 
the recidivism rate of low risk offenders from 
10% to 0%.



Risk Reduction

 Risk principle.  Tells us WHO to target



Risk Reduction

Now, we know WHO.

So, what do we DO?



Risk Reduction

 Need principle.  Assess criminogenic 
needs and target those needs with 
treatment and interventions.



Risk Reduction

 Criminogenic needs:  Dynamic or 
changeable factors that contribute to the 
likelihood that someone will commit a 
crime.



Risk Reduction

People involved in the justice system have 
many needs deserving treatment, but not all 
of these needs are associated with criminal 
behavior.  Andrews & Bonta (2006)



Risk Reduction

1. Anti-social attitudes

2. Anti-social friends and peers

3. Anti-social personality pattern

4. Family and/or marital factors

5. Substance abuse

6. Lack of education

7. Poor employment history

8. Lack of pro-social leisure activities 





Communication Skills
Judges, probation officers, service 
providers, mentors, jail staff, prison staff

Services
Addiction Treatment
Co-Occurring Disorder Treatment
Job Training/Employment Readiness



Risk Reduction

Need Principle

 Put higher-risk/higher-need 
offenders in treatment slots.

 Prioritize a person’s “high” needs 
FIRST when developing a case plan.



Risk Reduction

 The RISK principle tell us WHO to target.

 The NEED principle tells us WHAT to target.

 The RESPONSIVITY principle tells us HOW 
to target.



Risk Reduction

 Responsivity:  Maximize a person’s 
ability to learn!

Responsivity is all about what helps  a 
person learn.



Risk Reduction

 Responsivity means:

It‟s not enough to target higher risk people 
with the right interventions, you have to do 
it in a way that supports them as they learn 
the new skills you are trying to teach.  



Risk Reduction

So, how do we support a person as 
they learn new skills?

 Consider a person‟s personal strengths and 
personal characteristics when interacting 
with them and designing their interventions.



Risk Reduction

Personal characteristics?  Strengths?

 High anxiety?

 Mental disorders?

 Motivation level?

 Verbal skills?

 Concrete thinking style?



Risk Reduction

How can you build on strengths and 
reduce barriers to treatment?

 How ready is the person to change?  
Meet the person wherever they are in their 
change process!

 Is their mental health creating a barrier? 
Treat their mental disorders and free up 
their attention to participate fully in risk 
reduction interventions!



Stages of Change

(Ready for

change)

ENTER

HERE

TEMPORARY

EXIT

Relapse
(Skills to maintain

w/o relapse)
Maintenance

(Doing something)

Pre-Contemplation
(Denial)

Contemplation

(“yes but...”)

Action

PERMANENT EXIT



Responses to Changes

ENTER

HERE

TEMPORARY

EXIT

Relapse

Maintenance

Pre-Contemplation

Contemplation

Action

PERMANENT EXIT

Avoid Demoralization

Relapse Prevention

Practical Strategies

Increase Ambivalence

Promote Self-Diagnosis



Responses to Changes

ENTER

HERE

TEMPORARY

EXIT

Relapse

Maintenance

Pre-Contemplation

Contemplation

Action

PERMANENT EXIT

Avoid Demoralization

Relapse Prevention

Practical Strategies

External or 
Extrinsic 

Motivation



Risk Reduction

External Motivation Strategies

 Incentives = Offender-defined incentives 
to respond to offender-defined goal 
achievement 

 Graduated Sanctions = Described 
BEFORE the behavior and issued QUICKLY 
after criminal behavior is known



Responses to Changes

ENTER

HERE

TEMPORARY

EXIT

Relapse

Maintenance

Pre-Contemplation

Contemplation

Action

PERMANENT EXIT

Avoid Demoralization

Relapse Prevention

Practical Strategies

Increase Ambivalence

Promote Self-Diagnosis

Internal or 
Intrinsic 

Motivation



Sometimes 
Aware

Behavior Visible

Thoughts  
Feelings

Beneath 
the 

Surface
Cognitive Structure
(Beliefs and Attitudes)

Internal 
Motivation



Risk Reduction

 Express empathy ≠ approval or 
sympathy

 Roll with resistance = give up being 
right

 Develop discrepancy = notice the 
teeter-totter

 Promote change = Help „em believe 
they have the power to change.



www.nationalreentryresourcecenter.org

www.consensusproject.org

http://www.nationalreentryresourcecenter.org/
http://www.consensusproject.org/

