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FROM:  Claire Johnson 
 
RE: Research Proposals: The Halfway House as a Transitional Alternative and 

Understanding Why Offenders Recidivate 
 
The Research Review Committee (RRC) has reviewed the research request submitted by Dr. 
Charis Kubrin of The George Washington University to study the differences in recidivism rates 
for offenders released through halfway houses and neighborhood factors that influence 
recidivism.  Our recommendation is for CSOSA to support the study, with conditions, as 
discussed in the recommendation statement, which is attached. 
 
Please indicate below your acceptance or non-acceptance of this recommendation as soon as 
possible so that we may inform the researcher of the outcome of our review.  
 
If you have any questions or would like a copy of the complete review file, please feel free to 
contact me at 202-220-5553 or claire.johnson@csosa.gov. 
 
Thank you. 
 
I ACCEPT the RRC recommendation 
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I DO NOT ACCEPT the RRC recommendation 
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I. RESEARCH PROPOSAL SUMMARY 
 
Principal Researcher:  Charis E. Kubrin, Ph.D. Sociology Department, The George 
Washington University (with student Lisa B. Feldman, A.B.D., The George Washington 
University Institute of Public Policy) 
 
Title:  Back Home From Prison: Project 1 (The Halfway House as a Transitional 
Alternative) and Project 2 (Understanding Why Offenders Recidivate) 
 
Institution:  The George Washington University, Washington, DC 
 
Type of Data:  Aggregate-level data and interviews 
 
Subjects:  Data on individuals released from Federal prisons to the District of Columbia 
between October 1, 2001 and September 30, 2002; and interviews with halfway house 
administrators. 
 
Description:  The purpose of the study is twofold: 1) to determine whether differences 
in recidivism rates exist between offenders released through halfway houses and other 
releases; and 2) to determine whether neighborhood factors influence recidivism above 
and beyond the individual-level characteristics of offenders.  The findings will be used to 
reinforce current processes of offender reentry, or to develop new and more effective 
mechanisms for reintegrating returning offenders. 
 
II. QUALIFICATION FOR EXPEDITED REVIEW 
 
This proposal has been in the process of being developed for several months and the 
researchers have met on numerous occasions with CSOSA/ORE staff to discuss data 
and information needs and limitations.  The data request for this study is the same that 
has been approved for release to the Urban Institute for the study that was approved 
earlier this year (03-01-Urban-CRoman).  The level of data does not allow identification 
of individual offenders, and the data could otherwise be requested through FOIA. 
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III. RECOMMENDATION 
 

The RRC recommendation for this study: 
 

 Do Not Support   ڤ Support with Conditions  ڤ Support   ڤ
 
The RRC recommends support of this request provided the following conditions: 
 

� Regarding the researcher’s request for offender rearrest data, CSOSA can 
provide rearrest data only for offenders while they are under CSOSA 
supervision.  Rearrest for other cases will have to be obtained by the 
researcher from the Metropolitan Police Department and/or other law 
enforcement agencies. 
 

� Regarding the researcher’s request for offender criminal history data, CSOSA 
can provide data only for adjudicated charges resulting in the current 
supervision obligation.  Charge history information not resulting in CSOSA 
supervision will have to be obtained by the researcher from the source 
agency. 

 
III. SUPPORTING INFORMATION 
 
Regulatory: 
 
The proposed study is compliant with Federal regulations regarding the protection of 
human subjects as certified by The George Washington University Institutional Review 
Board (MPA# M-1125-01).  Because the researcher is using the requested data for two 
separate, but related projects, two applications were submitted.  Project 1 is approved 
under IRB# U070313ER and Project 2 is approved under IRB# U070319ER. 
 
The proposed research shows no evidence of non-compliance with Agency policies 
pertaining to research.  
 
Benefits to Agency: 
 
The proposed research is consistent with Agency priorities and/or interests as follows: 
 

• Since CSOSA is the only agency responsible for supervising offenders 
released from prison to the District, research findings will help to improve 
supervision policies and practices.  

 
• The lack of sound outcome research on the benefits of halfway houses 

makes it difficult for policymakers to convince the public that increasing the 
number of halfway houses is a logical and responsible policy solution. This  
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study will validate CSOSA’s policy decisions by ensuring they are rooted in 
empirical verification. 
 

• In the District, the Bureau of Prisons (BOP) expects to see a sharp decline in 
the number of inmates placed in halfway houses.  If the length of stay in a 
halfway house can be shown to decrease the risk of recidivism, thereby 
increasing the level of public safety, then CSOSA and other District 
stakeholders will be better able to advocate for a reversal of the BOP policy. 

 
• Lastly, as a Federal agency, CSOSA has to report on progress toward 

specific programmatic benchmarks. This study will provide the Agency with 
the necessary data toward these benchmarks without using staff resources or 
time.   

 
Related Issues or Concerns: 
 
Issues associated with this request include: 
 

• The RRC requested clarification from Dr. Kubrin regarding the designation of 
principal researchers for the projects.  Her response is attached.  The 
proposal implies that Ms. Feldman and Dr. Kubrin are the principal 
researchers for Project 1 and Project 2, respectively.  Since Ms. Feldman is a 
student, she does not have the authority to accept responsibility for adhering 
to the requirements of the researcher agreements and/or holding others who 
might work on the study accountable for adhering to them.  Therefore, Dr. 
Kubrin must be designated as the principal researcher. 

 
� The proposal does not clearly state what deliverables the researchers intend 

to produce.  The RRC requested additional information regarding this.  Dr. 
Kubrin’s response is attached.
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Back Home From Prison: Understanding Why Offenders Recidivate 
Charis E. Kubrin, Ph.D. 
Lisa B. Feldman, A.B.D. 

 
 
(1) A summary statement containing the specified information:  
 

• Charis E. Kubrin, Ph.D. Sociology Department, The George Washington University 
and Lisa B. Feldman, A.B.D., The George Washington University Institute of Public 
Policy, request data from Court Services and Offender Supervision Agency 
(CSOSA) for the proposed project “Back Home From Prison: Understanding Why 
Offenders Recidivate.”  

• The purpose of the study is twofold: 1) to determine whether differences in 
recidivism rates exist between offenders released through halfway houses and other 
releases; 2) to determine whether neighborhood factors influence recidivism above 
and beyond the individual-level characteristics of offenders.  

• The findings will be used to reinforce current processes of offender reentry, or to 
recommend the creation of new and more effective mechanisms for reintegrating 
returning offenders.  

• At such a critical policy juncture, when state, local and national policymakers are 
looking to solidify the policies created for absorbing returning offenders, it is 
essential to determine whether halfway houses are an effective transitional 
alternative and the extent to which community characteristics influence recidivism 
levels 

• The duration of the study will be from October 2003 through May 2004 in 
Washington, D.C. To examine which factors affect recidivism, poisson regression 
analysis will be used. Data on individuals released from federal prisons to the 
District of Columbia between October 2001 and September 30, 2002 comprise the 
study sample.  

• Agency resources will be needed to identify the sample.  

• There will be no risk or discomfort to study subjects as we are only requesting data 
by the subject’s Police Department Identification Number (PDID). Using this 
number as an identifier, we will have no access to personal or descriptive 
information about any of our sample subjects.  

• Our anticipated results will determine the viability of one release option—transition 
through halfway house—in comparison to all others, while controlling for factors 
related to recidivism. They will also determine how individual and community 
factors together influence recidivism levels. 

• We will provide CSOSA and PSA with a final report detailing our findings and a 
review of the relevant literature. We are also interested in presenting our findings to 
CSOSA staff and staff from other relevant agencies. 

 



 

 

 
 
 
(2) A detailed statement, including the following: 

 
(a) Review of the Relevant Literature 
Researchers have extensively documented the impact of incarceration on offenders, 

families, and communities.  Notably, however, there is sparse literature about the effectiveness 
of programs and policy options designed to ease the transition of offenders back home from 
prisons. Section one will provide an overview of what researchers have already established about 
the individual causes of recidivism, such as age, existence of a youth criminal history, race or 
other demographic factors, drug use, employment, or criminal history; and about the larger 
societal factors that influence recidivism, such as changing metropolitan areas, technology, 
segregation, and population turnover. Section two will review existing literature on community-
based programs for offenders in general, followed by a review of research on the efficacy of 
halfway houses as a mechanism for reducing recidivism. 
 
 
Understanding Why Ex-Offenders Recidivate  
 A 2002 Bureau of Justice Statistics study on outcomes of the rearrest, reconviction, and 
reincarceration of 272,111 prisoners released from prisons in 1994, indicated that an estimated 
67.5 percent of the released prisoners were rearrested for a new crime (either a felony or a 
serious misdemeanor) within 3 years following their release. Property offenders had the highest 
rearrest rate (74 percent); released drug offenders (67 percent); and public-order offenders 
(mostly those in prison for driving while intoxicated or a weapons offense), a 62 percent rate.  Of 
108,580 prisoners released in 1983, 62.5 percent reoffended within a three-year period, 
indicating a rise in the rate of recidivism from 1983 to 1994.  

Although some social science researchers consider how neighborhood 
characteristics influence criminal behavior, most research looks at the individual 
characteristics of offenders that may help to explain offending behavior. The studies 
below summarize the findings on recidivism. 

 

Individual Characteristics as Predictors of Recidivism 
Studies consistently find that younger offenders with a history of drug abuse and criminal 

behavior are most likely to reoffend once released from prison. Considering that over 60 percent 
of offenders reoffend, the number of past arrests has been shown to provide a good predictor of 
the rate of future criminality. Recidivism studies indicate that offenders with a history of 
reoffending, or similar antisocial behavior, do in fact have the highest rate of recidivism 
(Gendreau, Little & Goggin 1996; Schwaner 1998; Stinchcomb & Clinton 2001; BJS 2002).  

The presence of a juvenile criminal history is also a predictor of adult recidivism 
(Tracy & Kempf-Leonard 1996). Important predictors of repeat adult criminality 
among those with juvenile offenses have been found to include: beginning a 
delinquency career at a young age, continuing throughout adolescence, and being 
active at the end of the juvenile period (age 17). The severity of a delinquent's first 
few offenses, rather than the extent of recidivism or the average severity of 



 

 

recidivism, was most predictive of adult criminal status (Tracy & Kempf-Leonard 
1996). 

Between 1994 and 1997, of all offenders released from state and federal prisons, men 
were more likely to be rearrested (68.4 percent) than women (57.6 percent); blacks (72.9 
percent) more likely than whites (62.7 percent); non-Hispanics (71.4 percent) more likely than 
Hispanics (64.6 percent) (BJS 2002). Numerous other studies identify gender and age as primary 
determinants of recidivism (Stinchcomb & Clinton 2001; Schwaner 1998; Hepburn & Albonetti 
1994). 

Since the majority of paroled inmates have no savings, few skills, poor education, no 
immediate entitlement to unemployment benefits, and no ties to jobs, unemployment is 
considered by many researchers to be a primary determinant of recidivism. Post-release 
employment and drug abuse influence post-release behavior for some populations. In one study, 
however, age was found to interact with employment to affect the rate of self-reported 
recidivism. In this study, age was more of a predictor of recidivism than employment (Uggen 
2000). This relationship was not significant for younger offenders however, indicating that 
employment is only a significant determinant of recidivism for those offenders who may already 
be “aging” out of crime (Hirschi & Gottfredson 1983). Another study found that one-year post 
release as many as 60 percent of offenders are not employed in the regular labor market 
(Petersilia 1999). Researchers studying ex-offender employment have shown that a parolee who 
does not obtain and keep a decent job is at a much greater risk of either making a living through 
illegal means or of turning to drug and alcohol use as a type of self-medication (Kassenbaum et 
al 1999). 
 

Neighborhood and Community Context as Predictors of Recidivism 
Notably absent from the body of criminal justice research about the causes of 
reoffending behavior are measures reflecting the neighborhood contexts in which 
individuals live. This may be due, in part, to the belief that the risk for reoffending is 
individually determined. However, given a large body of research that underscores 
the importance of neighborhood context for predicting individual-level outcomes, 
limiting the range of explanatory variables to individual descriptors is not justifiable. 
For example, few studies document the types of neighborhoods that offenders are 
released into; few consider whether released offenders tend to disproportionately 
live in socially disorganized neighborhoods with high rates of poverty and 
joblessness—factors that can facilitate recidivism. And while individual-level factors 
play an important role in predicting who will reoffend versus who will not, one’s 
immediate environment is also likely to have a significant influence on rates of 
recidivism. Neighborhoods vary in the extent to which they provide residents with job 
opportunities, housing options, and services and programs that address the 
residents’ needs. Thus, individuals released into neighborhoods that provide 
resources to facilitate reintegration back into society may be less likely to reoffend 
than those who lack access to such resources. 

Relatedly, a small but growing literature examines the impact of worsening 
economic conditions in central cities in relation to ex-offenders, yet nearly all of this work is 
theoretical. Over the past decade, metropolitan areas have lost important manufacturing 



 

 

jobs, with companies relocating out of urban centers to take advantage of cheap land, 
access to highways, and low crime rates (Wilson 1996; Downs 1998; & Powell 1998). As a 
result, a new type of city has emerged. Characterized by consumption and technology, local 
retail and plant-based manufacturing jobs have diminished, making way for a new 
“global” economy based upon vast networks of translocal markets, organizations, 
communications and distribution (Sellers 2002). In order to increase efficiency, the size of 
the unskilled labor force has been drastically reduced, resulting in a decline in the number 
of employment opportunities for a large segment of the urban population (Sellers 2002). 
Wider disparities between the working class and the middle class have grown rapidly in 
urban areas as services and technological innovation moved to the forefront of advanced 
industrial economies (Sellers 2002). As a result, undereducated residents were no longer 
able to obtain employment as laborers and the unemployment rate within central cities has 
continued to grow. 

Along with a declining job market in cities, many ex-offenders and lower income people 
lack contacts and have difficulty gaining knowledge about jobs and transportation, making it 
difficult to secure employment in the suburbs where most jobs exist (especially once released 
from prison). Employer reticence about hiring ex-offenders, especially when so many applicants 
are young, minority males also plays a significant role in understanding the difficulties ex-
offenders may have in securing employment (Holzer 1996; Travis et al 2001). One survey of 
employers found that 65 percent of all employers said they would not knowingly hire an ex-
offender regardless of the offense, while more than 30 percent had checked the criminal records 
of all their recent hires (Holzer 1996). 

Many experts assert that federal, state, local and regional policies have deliberately 
and systematically created areas of concentrated poverty, creating a poor quality of life and 
limiting social and economic opportunities for its residents (Powell 1998). Massey (2001) 
links high rates of black crime to extreme black poverty and high levels of intentionally 
created black segregation. He argues that segregation stems from the operations of three 
interrelated and mutually reinforcing forces in American society: high levels of 
institutionalized discrimination in the real estate and banking industries, high levels of 
prejudice among whites against blacks as potential neighbors, and discriminatory public 
polices implemented by whites at all levels of government. In a racially segregated city, 
Massey argues that any increase in black poverty is necessarily confined to a small number 
of geographically isolated and racially homogeneous neighborhoods. Not surprisingly, a 
disproportionate number of parolees return to these very same neighborhoods. 

Wilson (1996) also looks at segregation to explain the difficulties urban residents 
have in securing and maintaining employment. He argues that segregated “ghettos,” the 
areas that absorb a disproportionate number of offenders, are less conducive to 
employment and employment preparation than other areas of the city because there are 
few job opportunities and little training available. Segregation leads to weak informal 
employment networks and contributes to the social isolation of individuals and families, 
thereby reducing their chances of acquiring the skills and training that facilitate mobility.    

Houses and residential buildings in low-income neighborhoods tend to be unhealthy 
places to live. They have numerous health and safety code violations, resulting in more accidents 
and fires. The neighborhoods surrounding these homes often lack recreational facilities and 
children are often forced to play under dangerous conditions. However, violent crime is the 
greatest stressor (Drier et al. 2001). When large numbers of offenders return to communities after 



 

 

serving years in prison, they have many needs that these communities, in most cases, lack the 
capacity to provide. Thus, certain offenders are more likely to recidivate upon returning to their 
communities. Increasing the capacity of neighborhoods to provide for returning offenders will go 
a long way for lowering recidivism. 
 
Community Corrections Programs: A Controversial Alternative to Lowering 
Recidivism 

In a “Get Tough on Crime” era of increasing penalties for offenders, rehabilitation 
and correctional halfway houses fly in the face of the punitive approach (Tonry 
1995).1  In general, the public fears criminals and wants them locked away from their 
neighborhoods. Studies support these fears, indicating that citizens support harsh 
penalties for offenders and overwhelmingly support the death penalty, even with all 
of its proven shortcomings (Gallup 2002). Consequently, to appeal to this public 
sentiment, politicians at all levels of government typically vote for harsh punishment 
bills even if they don’t believe that it will reduce crime (Tonry 1995). In elections, any 
opponent who rejects harsh penalties may be viewed as “soft on crime” as Michael 
Dukakis experienced in the 1988 presidential election when former President Bush 
pitted him as a pushover after an offender committed a crime while on furlough in 
Massachusetts (Tonry 1995; Culverson 1998). 
Media driven misconceptions exacerbate the perceptions the public holds about 
criminals. Refuting the media’s portrayal of offenders as predominately violent, in 
2000, 51 percent of offenders in state and federal prisons were non-violent offenders 
while 21 percent of this population was serving time for a drug-related offense (BJS 
2003). The media has historically stereotyped some people, particularly black men, 
as dangerous implying that this population is deserving of punitive treatment (Kellner 
1995). The War on Drugs has reinforced this stereotype by painting a portrait of 
crazed young minority crack addicts running around robbing and stealing (Fishman 
1998). Studies from the early 1990’s, the time when prison rates first skyrocketed as 
a result of increased sanctions for drug use, have actually shown that in many cities 
around the country, whites tested positive more frequently than blacks for cocaine 
and marijuana use, in direct contradiction to the disproportionate number of blacks 
incarcerated on drug-related offenses (NIJ 1991; NIJ 1993). 

Even with the tendency toward harsher penalties, residents acknowledge that undesirable 
populations, such as ex-offenders, need a place to live (Solomon 1983). In examining the role of 
informal influences on offenders once they are released from prison, Smith (2001) argues that 
community corrections facilities are effective mechanisms not only to improve an offender’s 
chances of succeeding in the community, but also to enhance people’s awareness about public 
safety within the community. He contends that risk—or the perception of risk—is enhanced 
when citizens feel threatened by potential ex-offenders because they are unfamiliar with them 
and have misconceptions about the level of danger offenders pose. Smith argues that supportive 
influences within the community can help to reduce this risk and to ensure that the potential 
offender does not violate potential victims. 

                                            
1 For more on the punitive shift toward incarceration, see: “Too Little Too Late: President Clinton’s Prison Legacy.” 
2001. Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice, San Francisco, CA (www.cjcj.org/pubs/clinton/clinton.html).  



 

 

There is also empirical consensus among most criminal justice researchers that programs 
that assist offenders in finding jobs, housing, and social services in distressed communities can 
provide numerous benefits, including enhancing public safety and assisting in long-term 
reintegration of offenders into the community and their families (Donziger 1996). Most of the 
literature that examines community-based programs has studied the effectiveness of substance 
abuse treatment programs and employment programs for offenders. 

Considering that about 75 to 80 percent of all prison inmates have substance abuse 
problems, and only about 13 percent of inmates receive any kind of treatment while in prison 
(ONDCP 1998), substance abuse may contribute to recidivism, and therefore outcome studies 
about substance abuse treatment are quite relevant to this study. Two studies of offenders who 
participated in community-based substance abuse treatment after release from prison found that 
treatment provided the greatest benefit to subjects in the study compared to the comparison 
group that received no treatment in terms of reducing recidivism (Belenko & Peugh 1998; 
Davidson-Coronado 2001). A Texas study found that almost 75 percent of the residents who 
successfully completed a community-based program instead of incarceration did not get a new 
arrest in the first two years after they were discharged (TDCJ-CJAD 1999).  

Knight et al. (1997) examined the effectiveness of in-prison therapeutic communities. 
They found that 80 percent of the 222 offenders graduated from the therapeutic community had 
marked reductions in their criminal and drug use activity from six months before entering prison 
to six months after leaving prison. Those who completed the first phase of their aftercare 
program had lower relapse and recidivism rates than did the parolees in the comparison sample 
(Knight, Simpson, Chatham and Camacho, 1997). A three-year follow-up study of 291 eligible 
parolees found that those who completed both the therapeutic community program and aftercare 
were the least likely to be re-incarcerated (25 percent) as compared to 64 percent of aftercare 
drop-outs and 42 percent of untreated comparison groups (Knight, Simpson & Hiller, 1999).  
The Bureau of Prisons found that offenders enrolled in its TRIAD drug treatment program had a 
lower probability (31 percent) of rearrest than comparable offenders who did not receive 
substance abuse services (38 percent) (Bureau of Prisons 2000).   
  Wexler, Falkin & Lipton (1990) performed an evaluation of New York City’s Stay’n Out 
program, a corrections-based substance abuse program called a Therapeutic Community (TC), 
based on over 1,500 participants. The quasi-experimental design compares the program 
participants (N=682) with inmates who volunteered for the program, but never participated 
(N=197) and inmates who participated in other types of in-prison drug abuse treatment program 
in different prisons (N=947). Results showed that after three years at risk, those who completed 
the TC program had a significantly lower arrest rate (26.9 percent) then those who had different 
drug treatment (34.6 percent, 39.8 percent) and those who received no treatment (40.9 percent).  
  Substance abuse programs also have been shown to provide tremendous cost savings to 
taxpayers (Belenko & Peugh 1998; Davidson-Coronado 2001). A 1997 study conducted by 
RAND found that an additional $1 million contribution from the federal government toward drug 
treatment would reduce serious crimes 15 times more effectively than the current policy of 
incarceration. Another study conducted in California reported savings from treatment of $1.5 
billion over 18 months, with the largest savings coming from a reduction in crime. The study 
estimated that for every $1 spent on treatment, approximately $7 could be gained in future 
savings (Gerstein et al 1994). Texas realized savings of almost 40 percent of the cost of 
revocation and incarceration through its placement of offenders in a variety of community-based 
programs (TDCJ-CJAD 1999). 



 

 

In studying the impact of employment programs, Saylor & Gaes (1997) evaluated the 
Post-Release Employment Project for offenders returning from prison, over a four-year period 
(1992-1996). Data were collected on over 7,000 Federal offenders comparing those participating 
in training and work programs with similar offenders who did not take part and with a baseline 
group of all other inmates. The longitudinal results demonstrated significant training effects on 
both in-prison (misconduct reports) and post-prison (employment and arrest rates) outcome 
measures. 

These studies demonstrate the effectiveness of community-based programs in reducing 
the rate of drug use and combating recidivism. The section below will examine the literature 
about a particular type of community based program operated by the federal, state, or local 
correctional system—the halfway house—that supervises offenders who would otherwise be 
incarcerated in a traditional jail or prison in a residential setting. 
    
The Halfway House  

While only a few outcome studies exist that test the effectiveness of halfway houses 
in reducing the rate of recidivism, Hartmann et al (1994) assert that these studies typically 
fall into two categories: 1) those that employ experimental or quasi-experimental designs to 
compare the effects of halfway house programming with the effects of an alternative 
intervention—most commonly regular parole (Allen 1975; Beck 1979; Dowell, Klein, & 
Krichman 1985); and 2) non experimental studies that use no comparison group but 
instead attempt to isolate variables associated with successful halfway house program 
completion (Donnelly & Forschner 1984; Walsh & Beck 1990; English & Mande 1991; 
Calathes 1991). There is strong consensus from both types of studies that halfway house 
participation reduces recidivism by increasing the level of community control and 
community safety. 

Earlier studies conducted in the 1970s and 1980s highlight the success of specific 
pre-release programs. A quasi-experimental study of a California halfway house for 
women found that the average number of crimes in the halfway house group was half that 
of the control group that did not go through a halfway house, and that the halfway house 
group committed less severe crimes (Dowell 1985). This study concluded that halfway 
houses provide a social and economic haven that allows offenders to gain the skills 
necessary to reduce the impact of factors prompting crime. 

An evaluation of 3,629 offenders released from prison in 1999 in Ohio showed that high-
risk offenders released into halfway houses have lower recidivism rates (63 vs. 68 percent), 
compared to high-risk offenders released directly onto parole supervision (Lowencamp & 
Latessa 2002). Some of the strongest support for gradual release through halfway houses comes 
from official sources in Canada. One Canadian study (National Parole Board 2002) found that 
offenders released into more intensive supervision, such as halfway houses, accounted for 17 
percent of violent offenses while offenders on weekly reporting accounted for 69 percent of all 
violent offenses. According to the Correctional Service of Canada and the National Parole 
Board, offenders on “day parole, a restricted form of release whereby offenders remain in 
residential custody (e.g. halfway houses) but are permitted to work and participate in community 
activities during the day,” are more likely to complete their sentence without incident than 
offenders released on regular parole (Correctional Services of Canada 2002).2  

                                            
2  Most often, offenders become eligible for day parole six months before they become eligible for full parole.  Most 
offenders in halfway houses are there on day parole.  



 

 

In considering the type of offenders who have the greatest success in a halfway house 
setting, researchers have found that length of stay in prison was not a significant indicator. 
Generally, clients without a history of drug use, offenders who have been incarcerated on fewer 
occasions, older offenders, and offenders with a sound educational and employment history have 
better halfway house outcomes than other offenders (Gutierrez 2000; Donnelly & Forschner 
1984). 
 
 

(b) Detailed description of the research method: 
Following are the questions that will guide our research. These questions comprise two 

related projects: 
 
Project One: Halfway House Outcome Study 

1. What are the profiles of felony offenders returning from federal prisons to Washington 
D.C. communities? 

2. Which demographic and case characteristics are the best predictors of successful halfway 
house completion?  

3. Do felony offenders from the District who were placed in Community Corrections 
Centers (halfway houses) upon release from prison reoffend at lower rates than other 
released offenders, controlling for a number of factors?    

3a. Do differences exist in the severity and types of crimes committed between 
the different populations? 

 
Project Two: Neighborhood Correlates of Recidivism Study 

4. To what extent do neighborhood characteristics account for variation in the reoffending 
behavior of subjects that is not explained by their individual-level characteristics? 

5. How do individual-level and neighborhood-level characteristics interact to influence rates 
of recidivism? 

6. Does neighborhood context help to explain why minority ex-offenders are more likely to 
reoffend than white ex-offenders post-release? 

 
These questions are flexible and we welcome any additional inquiries from CSOSA or PSA to 
include in the design. 
 
 
 Description of the Sample 
 Data on individuals released from federal prisons to the District of Columbia between 
October 2001 and September 30, 2002 comprise the study sample (Approx. N=2,000). This 
study includes a treatment group and three comparison groups. The treatment group consists of 
Washington, D.C. offenders released from federal prisons and placed into one of six halfway 
houses in the District contracting with the Federal Bureau of Prisons. These offenders are 
compared to three other groups: (1) Interstate Offenders: Those offenders who were prosecuted 
in foreign jurisdictions, but requested to be supervised in the District of Columbia post-release 
from prison because they have a professional or social connection in the City; (2) Supervised 
Releasees: Those offenders who have served at least 85 percent of their sentence and who are 
released to the community under supervision; (3) Others: Those offenders who are released to 



 

 

other community programs. Although research has shown that offenders have the highest 
likelihood of reoffending within 90 to 180 days post release (Callahan and Koenning 1995; 
Petersilia 2003), this study will track recidivism levels for a period of 12 months post release to 
ensure greater reliability of the findings. 
 
 
Independent Variables 
Project One: 

Data on all offenders released between October 1, 2001 and September 30, 2002 are 
requested from the Court Services and Offender Supervision Agency (CSOSA) and Pretrial 
Services Agency (PSA) in the District of Columbia. The data contain information ranging from 
demographic characteristics to case characteristics to program experience. The individual level 
predictors for the experimental and comparison groups can be classified into three groups of 
measures: (1) demographic, (2) case, (3) program. The demographic measures include race 
(black, white, other); gender, age (in years); educational level (highest grade completed); marital 
status (married, never married, divorced/separated/widowed); employment status upon arrest 
(employed, unemployed); history of drug use (yes/no); and history of mental health problems 
(yes/no). Case characteristics include the number of current offenses; seriousness level of most 
serious offense (index crime/non index crime); number of prior arrests; classification level while 
in prison; time served while in prison (in months); risk/supervision level once released from 
prison; and post release option (halfway house, direct release no supervision, direct release 
supervision, release to other community programs). Program characteristics include halfway 
house facility (of six); length of time a subject spent in the halfway house (in weeks); and 
program success or failure (e.g., whether a person completed the residential portion of the 
halfway house). All predictors were selected based on findings from other studies (Dowdy 
1997). 
 
Project Two: 

In addition to the individual-level characteristics mentioned above, each offender’s post-
release address (census tract identifier) will also be obtained. Neighborhood measures that 
reflect levels of social (dis)organization will be drawn from the 2000 Census and include: 
percent poverty, percent unemployed, percent public assistance, percent divorced, racial 
heterogeneity, and residential mobility. We will also use a measure to tap into the number of 
social service programs available in each census tract. 
 

 

Dependent Variables 
Project One: 

Three outcome measures will be used: (1) Pre-release recidivism (e.g. the number of 
arrests resulting from violations—felony and misdemeanor—committed by the proportion of the 
sample that was released into a halfway house; (2) Post-release recidivism (e.g. the number of 
arrests resulting from violations—felony and misdemeanor—for subjects released through a 
halfway house compared to the recidivism of all other subjects in the sample). Post release-
recidivism is measured as the number of known offenses committed after an offender was 



 

 

released from the jurisdiction of the Federal Bureau of Prisons3; (3) Seriousness of new 
offense—this will be categorized using the dichotomous variable “Index Crime” or “Non-Index 
Crime” to determine whether differences in the types and seriousness of offenses between 
subjects occurs with any significance. Causality for these differences will be explored by 
controlling for the relevant independent variables. 

Although arrest data should not be presumed as indicative of actual criminal activity, for 
research purposes, arrest data provide the best estimate of criminal activity (Dowell et al. 1985). 
Arrest data are typically used in empirical studies instead of convictions for three reasons. First, 
arrests occur at or near the time when the offense was committed. Since recidivism data will be 
collected within a twelve-month period post release, many offenders in the sample may have 
pending court cases for new arrests, which would not be included in the sample. Second, there is 
less discretion involved in an arrest as opposed to being convicted; as the alleged offender moves 
further through the criminal justice system, s/he is subject to discretionary decisions that may 
result in being released, regardless of whether s/he committed the crime. Third, once an alleged 
offender reaches the court, a conviction is not guaranteed, as an offender may be released on 
technicalities. Therefore, arrest data are a more reliable measure of actual offenses than are 
conviction data and previous studies frequently use arrest data in lieu of conviction data (Dowdy 
1997; Dowell et al. 1985; Hartman et al. 1994). Rearrest data will be collected through the 
National Crime Information Center (NCIC) database, a national data source on criminal 
offenders that keeps track of offenses committed by a person anywhere in the United States. The 
subjects will be identified using Police Department Identifiers (PDID), the number used to track 
people from the time they have been arrested throughout their involvement in the criminal justice 
system. 
 
Project Two: 
 The dependent variable will consist of the number of rearrests twelve months post release 
for all subjects. 
 
 
Analysis of Data 
Project One: 

An ideal research design to compare the effects of halfway house programming with the 
effects of alternative interventions on recidivism would be a randomized experiment where 
offenders are randomly placed into the treatment or control options. In the current study, this 
design is not feasible because a formal process established by the Federal Bureau of Prisons 
determines placement in a halfway house. Instead, the current research mirrors previous outcome 
studies by employing a quasi-experimental design to compare the recidivism levels of the 
treatment and control groups (Allen and Seiter 1976; Beck 1979; Dowell et al. 1985; Lamb and 
Goertzel 1975). 

This study will examine two stages of events: 1) number of rearrests from the first day of 
release from prison throughout the halfway house stay (halfway house residents only), and 2) 
number of rearrests one year post-release from the halfway house or prison (all subjects). 

Because a large number of subjects will not reoffend, and those subjects that do reoffend 
will have a relatively small number of arrests, basic OLS regression is not appropriate. This 
study will, therefore, utilize a Poisson-based regression model. Poisson regression has the 
                                            
3 Technical violations are not used because the focus is on substantive recidivism (Dowdy 1997) 



 

 

advantage of being precisely tailored to the discrete, highly skewed distribution of the dependent 
variable. However, the basic Poisson regression model is appropriate only if the data are not 
overdispersed; applying the basic Poisson regression model to overdispersed data can produce 
underestimation of the standard errors of the Betas, which in turn leads to misleading 
significance tests. A solution is found in the negative binomial regression model, best known and 
most widely available Poisson-based model that allows for overdispersion (Kubrin and Weitzer 
2003; Osgood 2000). This study will employ counts for the number of rearrests as the dependent 
variable and will use the negative binomial regression estimation procedure to determine the 
relationship between type of release and rearrest. 

In order to account for any qualitative differences between halfway houses, telephone 
interviews will be conducted with each of the halfway house directors. The questions that will be 
addressed can be found in Appendix A.  
 
Project Two: 

The analyses will be carried out in three steps. First, descriptive analyses will determine 
a) characteristics of subjects who reoffend versus those who do not reoffend, b) correlations 
between subjects’ individual-level characteristics and neighborhood characteristics, and c) how 
recidivism levels vary for individuals of neighborhoods with different levels of social 
disorganization. Maps from ArcView GIS will be produced to visually determine whether, for 
example, the highest recidivating subjects in the sample tend to live in high poverty areas. 

Second, individual-level regression models of reoffending counts (see Poisson Model 
explanation above) will examine the effect of individual-level characteristics on recidivism rates 
(controlling for other factors), and determine the extent to which factors such as race are 
significantly related to recidivism. 

Third, the study will integrate levels of analysis (individual and neighborhood) by 
estimating multilevel models (using Bryk and Raudenbush’s Hierarchical Linear Modeling 
Program). HLM models will examine whether neighborhood context influences recidivism rates 
above and beyond individual-level factors, and whether contextual variables interact with 
individual characteristics to influence outcomes. Thus, we can determine both whether 
neighborhood context helps to explain black-white differences in reoffending, and whether it 
explains why some African-Americans recidivate while others do not. 
 
  
Limitations 
 
Measurement Validity 

For both projects, because the study design is not experimental, the issue of selection bias 
must be considered. For Project One, the placement of subjects into halfway houses is a selective 
process. Subjects are not randomly placed but are selected based on a number of factors 
including their prior criminal history, current offense, history of drug and mental health 
problems, and administrative factors. For Project Two, subjects do not randomly return to 
neighborhoods but likely self-select into certain types of neighborhoods based on factors 
including their socio-economic status, race, and educational level. If either set of factors is 
related to recidivism, selection bias must be considered as an alternative interpretation of the 
findings. This study will deal with selection-bias in two ways. First, the research will incorporate 
as many theoretically relevant individual and neighborhood-level variables as possible to reduce 



 

 

the likelihood that unmeasured variables are influencing the recidivism levels of study subjects. 
Second, Heckman’s (1979) two-stage model, a commonly used approach to address this 
problem, will be employed. 
 
 

(c) Significance of anticipated results and contribution to the advancement of 
knowledge:  
Although a growing literature on offender reentry exists—which considers the needs of 

urban communities and returning offenders—few outcome studies exist to validate the 
effectiveness of community-based programs aimed to ease the transition from prisoner to free 
citizen. As Federal, state and local policymakers explore possible release options, it is imperative 
that their decisions are informed by sound outcome data to ensure the successful reintegration of 
offenders. 

This study uses data on release placements for offenders returning from prisons to the 
District of Columbia to determine whether differences in recidivism exist. The analysis will test 
the viability of one release option—transition through halfway houses—in comparison to all 
others while controlling for factors related to recidivism. It will also determine the extent to 
which neighborhood factors play a role in recidivism. Since the Federal Bureau of Prisons, the 
District of Columbia government, and many state and local jurisdictions around the country 
support the use of these facilities in transitioning returning offenders and few outcome studies 
support the efficacy of this option, release through a Community Corrections Facility was 
selected as the primary variable of release. Although small-scale studies have been undertaken to 
determine the effectiveness of individual halfway houses and other community-based programs, 
no large-scale studies that determine the efficacy of one release option in comparison to others 
have been attempted. This study will fill this gap in the research and assist policymakers in 
solidifying release options for returning offenders. Using data on offenders released from Federal 
prisons to the District of Columbia, three entities will particularly will benefit from this research 
by providing policymakers with the information necessary to make policy decisions based on 
proven practices: the Court Services and Offender Supervision Agency (CSOSA), the agency 
that supervises all felony offenders post-release; the Federal Bureau of Prison (BOP), the agency 
that has jurisdiction over all offenders actively serving sentences for a felony offense; and the 
District of Columbia Government, the entity responsible for working with CSOSA and the BOP 
to ensure ex-offenders have the resources they need to successfully reintegrate back into free 
society. 

As offender reentry is a national issue and the challenges facing the District of Columbia 
also face local jurisdictions around the country, the findings from this study can also be used to 
incite discussion around effective policy mechanisms in other cities and states. Sound release 
options will in turn benefit offenders ensuring they receive the most effective and efficient 
services possible to assist them in their transition from prison back home, thereby increasing the 
level of public safety in communities everywhere. 
 
 

(d) Benefits of research and/or participation to CSOSA/PSA: 
Of the fifty-five thousand individuals that will be released from federal prisons in 2003 

alone, more than 2,000 of these will be returning home to the District of Columbia (BJS 2003).  
As a small city, this returning population poses a difficult public safety issue and has become the 



 

 

subject of increasing concern. Since CSOSA is the only agency responsible for supervising this 
population, the findings will help to improve supervision policies and practices.  

Although intuitively, transitional release seems more logical than direct release into the 
community, scarce outcome research exists that looks at the efficacy of this policy option. There 
are a handful of studies that have examined the impact of halfway houses on recidivism, 
however, virtually no studies look at a cohort of offenders released from prison in various ways 
(e.g. direct release, community supervision, or halfway houses) to determine which outcome is 
most effective. Understandably, the lack of sound outcome research on the benefits of halfway 
houses makes it difficult for policymakers to convince the public that increasing the number of 
halfway houses is a logical policy solution. This study will validate CSOSA’s policy decisions 
by ensuring they are rooted in empirical verification. 

For all felony offenders in the District of Columbia and for all federal offenders 
nationwide, it is the responsibility of the Bureau of Prisons (BOP) to solicit new Community 
Corrections Facilities and oversee the operations of all Community Corrections Facilities or 
“halfway houses” in the District. Offenders deemed appropriate for a halfway house are released 
from prison into this facility to serve the last 90-120 days of their sentence. As of March 2003 
however, in response to an opinion issued by the Executive Office of the President’s Office of 
Legal Counsel, the Department of Justice issued a directive that now restricts the Bureau of 
Prison’s ability to place an offender in a halfway house until the last 10 percent of his/her term. 
As a result, the length of placement in a halfway house is shorter and inmates are staying in 
prisons longer before going to a transitional facility. In the District, BOP expects to see a sharp 
drop in the number of inmates in halfway houses.  This change in policy increases the 
significance of this outcome study for CSOSA, because if the length of stay in a halfway house 
can be shown to decrease the risk of recidivism, thereby increasing the level of public safety, 
than the Department of Justice directive may be counterintuitive.  

Lastly, as a federal agency, CSOSA has to report on progress toward specific 
programmatic benchmarks. This study will provide the agency with the necessary data toward 
these benchmarks without using staff resources or time.   
 
        (e) Specific resources required from the Agency: 
Agency resources will be needed to identify the sample. 
 

(f-h) Description of all possible risks, discomforts, and benefits to individual subjects or 
a class of subjects, and a discussion of the likelihood that the risks and discomforts will 
actually occur; Description of steps taken to minimize any potential risks or 
discomforts; Description of physical and/or administrative procedures to be followed 
to: 1) ensure the security of any individually identifiable data that are being collected 
for the project; and 2) destroy research records or remove individual identifiers from 
those records when the research has been completed:  
There will be no risk or discomfort to study subjects as we are only requesting data by the 

subjects’ Police Department Identification Number (PDID). Using this number as an identifier, 
we will have no access to personal or descriptive information about any of our sample subjects. 
The data will be locked in a file cabinet in Professor Kubrin’s office during the duration of the 
project and will be destroyed once the research has completed. 
 
 



 

 

(i) Description of any anticipated effects of the research project on Agency 
programs and operations:  

This study will fill a gap in the research and assist policymakers in solidifying release 
options for returning offenders. Using data on offenders released from Federal prisons to the 
District of Columbia, three entities will particularly will benefit from this research by providing 
policymakers with the information necessary to make policy decisions based on proven 
practices: the Court Services and Offender Supervision Agency (CSOSA), the agency that 
supervises all felony offenders post-release; the Federal Bureau of Prison (BOP), the agency that 
has jurisdiction over all offenders actively serving sentences for a felony offense; and the District 
of Columbia Government, the entity responsible for working with CSOSA and the BOP to 
ensure ex-offenders have the resources they need to successfully reintegrate back into free 
society.  

As offender reentry is a national issue, and the challenges facing the District of Columbia 
also face local jurisdictions around the country, the findings from this study can also be used to 
incite discussion around effective policy mechanisms in other cities and states.  Sound release 
options will in turn benefit offenders, ensuring they receive the most effective and efficient 
services possible to assist them in their transition from prison back home, thereby increasing the 
level of public safety in communities everywhere. 
 

(j) Relevant research materials such as vitae, endorsements, descriptions of similar 
work undertaken, sample informed consent statements, questionnaires, and 
interview schedules: 

Please see Appendix for curriculum vitas.  
 

 
We will provide copies of all deliverables and datasets to CSOSA and PSA at the conclusion of 
the project. 
 
(3) Employee and non-employee researchers (for non-Agency and Agency research 
involving human subjects) must also provide verification that the proposed research has 
been approved by an independent Institutional Review Board (IRB), including: 
Copy of application for review to IRB; and copy of certification statement from IRB: 
 

In order to ensure that we comply with Title 45, Part 46 of the federal regulations and 
restrictions around human subjects, and Title 28, Part 1 of the referral regulations 
around confidentiality. We will submit the proposed project to the George 
Washington University Internal Review Board for approval before commencing the 
work and provide written notification of approval or exemption to CSOSA/PSA. We 
will also work collaboratively with The GW Sponsored Research Office at each 
phase of the study. We are only requesting data by the subjects’ Police Department 
Identification Number (PDID). Using this number as an identifier, we will have no 
access to personal or descriptive information about any of our sample subjects. 
Using this identifier, there is no risk or discomfort to subjects. 
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Appendix A: Provider Survey Questions  
 
1. How long has your organization been in operation?  

 
2. Is your organization: 

 
1. A 501(c)3 
2. A for-profit private firm 
3. A non-profit but not a 501(c)3 
4. Other 
 

3. In what type of facility is your organization located?  
 

4. Do you have contact with clients before they leave prison?  
 

5. If yes, what is your primary method of communication?  
 

1. Telephone 
2. In person 
3. Mail 
4. Other 
 

6. What type of pre-release planning services do you provide? 
 

7. If your organization has outside funders, how is it funded?  
 

8. I’d like to ask you about the types of services your organization provides. Please tell me 
yes or no for each of the following services:  

 
1. Advocacy 
2. Recreation or sports 
3. GED, tutoring or literacy 
4. Mentoring 
5. Family counseling or other family related services (e.g.: parenting classes) 
6. Assistance in locating post-release housing 
7. Assistance in applying for subsidized housing 
8. Job training, vocational rehabilitation, computer classes or life skills classes 
9. Job placement or job referral 
10. Free or subsidized transportation services 
11. Medical services, health support services 
12. HIV/AIDS support services 
13. Mental health support services 
14. Substance abuse treatment services  
15. AA/NA meetings 
16. Other services 

 



 

 

9. For those services that you do provide, can you give me a full description of them?  (Ask 
about the following criteria) 

 
1. On-going in duration 
2. Administered by full time staff 
3. Administered by contractors 
4. Administered by volunteers 
5. Mandatory for clients 
6. Off-site partnerships provide services 
7. DC. Or Federal Government provides services  

 
10. What are the requirements of the program (e.g.: employment, curfew)  
 
11. Does your organization engage in community service or other community-related 

activities?  
 

12.  How would you describe the relationship your organization has with your neighbors?  
 

13. The next few questions ask about the number of staff your organization has. If your 
organization is part of a larger organization, please answer about this particular location.  

 
1. How many full-time paid staff does your organization have?  
2. How many part-time paid staff does your organization have?  
3. How many full-time volunteers does your organization have?  
4. How any part-time volunteers does your organization have? 

 
14. What would you estimate to be your rate of turnover for full and part-time staff during 

the past 12 months?  
 

15. Do you work with a network of community based service providers in assisting clients?  
1. If yes, please name the three organizations you work most closely with.  

 
16. The next set of questions asks about the clients served by your organization. How many 

beds are you contracted to serve? What was your estimated capacity during the past 12 
months?  

 
17. Do you serve clients other than BOP releasees?  If yes, what other contracts does your 

facility have?  
 

18. Are there any clients that you are not authorized to serve (e.g.: sex offenders)?  
 

19. What population do you primarily serve (e.g.: drug offenders, property offenders)?  
 

20. What would you consider to be the most innovative part of your program?  
 
21. Is there any other information you would like for me to include about your program?   
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• Researcher and staff coordinator for the Mayor’s Community Corrections Facility Siting 
Advisory Commission in D.C. (September 2002-March 2003)—draft reports, conduct public 
hearings, and provide research assistance to the Commission regarding offender reentry in 
the District of Columbia.  

• Manage evaluation research projects and conduct focus groups, surveys, and interviews 
related to improving local-level government. Recent evaluations include D.C. Child and 
Family Services Agency, and The George Washington University Program for Excellence in 
Municipal Management. 

Private Consultant (Ongoing project) 



 

 

• Develop and assist in the implementation of a program designed to reduce juvenile 
delinquency for D.C. Charter School students.  

• Develop performance evaluation systems for public charter school-based delinquency 
prevention programs.  

• Conduct focus groups with students, staff, and administrators regarding the programmatic 
needs of at-risk youth attending D.C. Charter Schools.  

   
The Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice (CJCJ)/Justice Policy Institute (JPI)—
Research Consultant (Fall 2000-Fall 2002)  
• Research issues relating to criminal justice detention and sentencing reform.  Draft research 

reports on behalf of JPI and CJCJ (Funding Source: The Soros Foundation).   
• Assist in the development of a school-based case management program for at-risk Charter 

School students (Funding Source: The Charter School Center for Student Support Services). 
• Manage a project, in conjunction with D.C. Prisoners Legal Services, focused on the 

development of community-based residential facilities in the District (Funding Source: The 
Open Society Institute). 

• Evaluate the effectiveness of the Detention Diversion Advocacy Program in Philadelphia, PA 
(Funding Source: The William Penn Foundation). 

 
The Executive Office of the President, The White House Office of National Drug Control 
Policy (August 1998-January 2000)  
• Developed, facilitated, and managed partnerships with state and local governments to reduce 

the rate of youth and offender drug use.  
• Researched and analyzed state and local drug and alcohol policies. Drafted policy briefs for 

legislators and government officials.   
• Facilitated focus groups with public and private sector representatives to develop a strategic 

plan for drug and alcohol use reduction.  
  
Oakland County Community Corrections, Office of Pretrial Services—Investigator (1996-
1998)  
• Conducted background interviews on newly arrested defendants and prepared bond 

recommendations for judges and prosecutors.  
 

PROFESSIONAL MEMBERSHIP 
• The American Society of Criminology (ASC) 
• The Association for Public Policy and Management (APPAM) 
• The American Society of Public Administration (ASPA) 
 

 
 


