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EXECUT IVE  SUMM ARY

Despite a slight decline in the prison population in 2017 and 2018, 
significant concerns remain about the cost and effectiveness of 
U.S. prisons and rehabilitation efforts for incarcerated individu-
als. As of 2018, nearly 1.5 million individuals were incarcerated 
in U.S. prisons (Carson, 2020), and recidivism rates in the years 
following release from prison remained high for both state and 
federal inmates. Over the past three decades, a body of research 
has developed on correctional programming that is effective in 
reducing recidivism (Bonta and Andrews, 2007). Rehabilitative 
interventions that are commensurate with an inmate’s risk level, 
target criminogenic needs (i.e., inmate characteristics that contrib-
ute to the likelihood of recidivating), are cognitive-behavioral, 
and are delivered in a manner consistent with an inmate’s learn-
ing style and other relevant individual characteristics can lead 
to reductions in recidivism. These principles form the basis for 
evidence-based practices (EBPs) for correctional treatment. Cor-
rections agencies are increasingly applying this knowledge to their 
operations. 

Implementing EBPs begins with the utilization of a valid risk 
and needs assessment (RNA) tool. In a prison setting, RNA tools 
allow staff to make informed decisions about inmates in their 
charge, such as decisions about providing recidivism-reduction 
programming and services based on an inmate’s risk and needs. 
Although the Risk-Need-Responsivity model discussed in Bonta 
and Andrews, 2007, and the use of RNA tools have consistently 
demonstrated effectiveness in controlled research environments, 
successful implementation in the real world (in this case, correc-
tions environments) can be challenging. 

Prison systems are highly complex and often underresourced orga-
nizations. Many prison systems may lack the internal capacity and 
infrastructure to effectively implement EBPs in their operations. 
Furthermore, it can be difficult to change institutional culture 
to accept an EBP approach in an environment in which custody 
objectives are paramount. Understanding the science and methods 
underlying RNA tools also can be difficult for many agencies. 
Finally, many prison systems struggle to maintain an adequate 
complement of qualified assessment and treatment staff. This 

RESULTS
Organizational issues
• Training and guidebooks should be developed for lead-

ership on the state of knowledge of RNA principles and 
how EBPs can enhance institutional security.

• A mechanism should be developed for the regular 
dissemination of useful information in digestible formats 
(e.g., trade magazines, journals).

Selection and implementation of RNA tools
• A consumer guide should be developed to assist agen-

cies in determining which questions to ask when consid-
ering acquiring and implementing a new RNA tool.

• A research organization (e.g., the National Academy 
of Sciences, National Institute of Justice [NIJ]) should 
convene a “state-of-the-science” forum to examine and 
assess RNA methods.

• NIJ should evaluate RNA tools in the same way that it 
evaluates such technologies as body armor and body-
worn cameras.

Administration of assessments
• Research should be conducted to evaluate the 

effectiveness of various approaches, including training, 
continuous quality improvement, proficiency monitoring, 
and RNA audits.

• Research should be conducted to examine and assess 
the techniques and approaches that can improve the 
validity of assessment results.

Programming
• A taxonomy of correctional programming should be 

developed along with potential outcome measures to 
evaluate program integrity.

• Criteria (e.g., minimum qualifications) should be 
developed for curriculum facilitators.

SELECTED  PR IORIT Y  NEEDS

https://www.rand.org/well-being/justice-policy/projects/priority-criminal-justice-needs.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA108-5.html


Par t ic ipants  d iscussed the  
chal lenges associated with  
apply ing the princ iple  of  spec i f i c 
responsivi ty  ( i .e.,  adapt ing  
intervent ions to indiv idual  inmate  
character is t ics,  such as gender, 
cul ture,  language barriers,  
learning sty le,  and mot ivat ion or 
readiness for  change)  in  pract ice.

deficit can undermine a prison’s ability to deliver programming as 
intended. 

To examine these issues, NIJ, supported by the RAND Corpora-
tion in partnership with the University of Denver, hosted a two-
day workshop on August 28 and 29, 2019. The workshop brought 
together an expert panel of 15 prison administrators, institutional 
researchers, assessment and treatment staff, and corrections schol-
ars to explore what challenges exist around the use and effective 
implementation of RNA tools in prisons and how to overcome 
these obstacles. 

Discussions resulted in the identification of 50 needs (i.e., prob-
lems or opportunities and accompanying solutions), which were 
prioritized by the participants. Four major themes emerged from 
the list of identified needs: organizational issues, selection and 
implementation of RNA tools, administration of assessments, 
and programming. These results should be of interest to prison 
administrators, correctional assessment and treatment staff, RNA 
technology providers, and others in the research community.

WHAT WE FOUND

Of the 50 needs identified, 15 were ranked by workshop partici-
pants as high priority. The greatest concentration of high-priority 
needs (six of 15) was related to selecting and implementing appro-
priate RNA tools. This speaks in part to the complexity of the 
science behind the tools and agency capacity to gather and digest 
relevant information to make informed decisions. Participants 
reported that correctional agencies need more objective, compara-
tive information about available RNA tools, their underlying 
methodologies, issues related to implementation, and how the 
tools perform (e.g., accuracy and reliability) when implemented 
correctly. Consumer guides also are needed to help agencies iden-

tify the critical questions to ask and issues to consider (e.g., need 
for local validation, resources needed to administer the assessment, 
information technology implications) before investing in an RNA 
tool. 

Delivering effective interventions or programming to address 
the criminogenic needs of inmates as identified by RNA tools 
accounted for five of the high-priority needs. The importance 
of maintaining program integrity—delivering interventions as 
intended—was a common theme. Research suggests that when 
evidence-based programs are not implemented as intended, 
effectiveness diminishes (Duwe and Clark, 2015; Lowenkamp, 
Latessa, and Smith, 2006). The need to create a taxonomy of cor-
rectional programs with established standards for how interven-
tions are delivered, including requisite qualifications of the staff 
delivering the services, was a core theme. Participants called for 
research about process evaluations to examine how interventions 
are implemented in the institutional setting and about outcome 
evaluations to gather evidence about promising programs as they 
emerge. Finally, participants discussed the challenges associated 
with applying the principle of specific responsivity (i.e., adapting 
interventions to individual inmate characteristics, such as gender, 
culture, language barriers, learning style, and motivation or readi-
ness for change) in practice. Research is needed to identify the 
specific factors that are most likely to present barriers to treatment 
and techniques to accurately measure such factors. 

Organizational issues accounted for two high-priority needs. 
Implementing RNA tools in alignment with the Risk-Need-
Responsivity principles often requires a significant cultural change 
within an agency. Guidance is needed to help agency staff at all 
levels understand the principles, why they are important, and how 
they align with an agency’s overall mission. Agency leaders also 
struggle to keep up with emerging research on RNA tools and cor-
rectional programming. There is a need for regular dissemination 
of relevant research findings in a format that is easily digestible by 
nonacademics.

Two high-priority needs were associated with administering assess-
ments reliably. Scores can be skewed based on such factors as the 
skills and qualifications of the interviewer, communication or 
language barriers, and gender or cultural differences. Furthermore, 
achieving a high level of interrater reliability is a major challenge. 
Research is needed to determine the most effective approaches and 
techniques to improve the quality and reliability of assessment 
results. 
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INTRODUCTION
As of 2018, nearly 1.5 million individuals were incarcerated in 
U.S. prisons (Carson, 2020). Although the prison population 
has slightly declined in 2017 and 2018, significant concerns 
remain about U.S. reliance on incarceration as a sanction and 
the associated social and economic consequences. It is expen-
sive to maintain a correctional system of such size and scope. 
The estimated annual cost to fund public corrections agen-
cies exceeds $80 billion (Wagner and Rabuy, 2017). These 
significant investments in the correctional system have not 
translated into sustained behavioral change, and efforts to 
rehabilitate inmates have been generally ineffective. Indeed, 
after their release, 49 percent of federal inmates and 83 percent 
of state inmates were rearrested within eight and nine years, 
respectively (Alper, Durose, and Markman, 2018; Hunt and 
Dumville, 2016). The rearrest rate is not a perfect measure of 
recidivism, because it excludes unreported offending behavior 
and may overcount for arrests that do not lead to reconvic-
tion and reincarceration, but these statistics nevertheless show 
a troubling trend. These and other factors have combined to 
support an increased focus on correctional programming and 
reentry services to achieve better offender outcomes. Criminal 
justice reform efforts on the national, state, and local levels have 
had bipartisan support; for example, in 2015, comprehensive 
legislation was introduced in the U.S. Senate to help reduce 
recidivism (American Bar Association, undated). The public, 
justice system stakeholders, and legislators all support and 
deserve a correctional system that can protect citizens by reduc-
ing future criminal behavior (Kragie, 2018).

Although many individuals engage in criminal behavior 
following their release from prison, many do not. If recidivism 
reduction is a primary goal, corrections agencies must be able 
to identify those inmates most likely to recidivate and dedicate 
their resources toward rehabilitative programs that are shown to 
be most effective. Valid RNA tools are critical to this process. 
The best instruments, when administered by trained staff, can 
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rehabilitate inmates have been generally ineffective.
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predict recidivism with approximately 70-percent accuracy 
(James, 2018). Furthermore, these tools provide the capabil-
ity to distinguish risk categories with meaningfully different 
recidivism rates. RNA tools also help identify an inmate’s crim-
inogenic needs related to recidivism. This information assists 
corrections agencies in assigning programming to inmates 
based on their criminogenic needs, which might result in lower 
rates of recidivism. Rather than distributing funding equally 
among all inmates, regardless of risk level, RNA tools allow an 
agency to allocate resources strategically to achieve recidivism 
reduction by assigning the right inmates to the right program-
ming (Desmarais and Singh, 2013). This informed resource 
allocation is critical because evidence suggests that targeting 
treatment and services toward high-risk offenders can reduce 
recidivism, but it might have the opposite effect for low-risk 
offenders (Lowenkamp, Latessa, and Holsinger, 2006). 

Several RNA tools are rooted in the Risk-Needs -
Responsivity (RNR) model, which is a set of EBPs (Casey et al., 
2014). Formalized 30 years ago in Canada, the RNR model has 
emerged as the dominant paradigm in correctional treatment 
(Blanchette and Brown, 2006; James, 2018; Ward, Melser, and 
Yates, 2007). The core principles are 

• risk principle: Criminal behavior can be reliably pre-
dicted, and treatment should focus on higher-risk 
offenders.

• need principle: Criminogenic needs should be assessed 
and targeted in treatment.

• responsivity principle: Maximize the offender’s ability to 
benefit from intervention by providing cognitive behavioral 
treatment and tailoring the intervention to the learning 
style, motivation, abilities, and strengths of the offender 
(Bonta and Andrews, 2007; Bonta and Andrews, 2017).

Although the RNR model includes three core principles, 
additional principles have been added to the model over the 
years. Since 1990, principles related to staff and organizational 
factors have been added to strengthen the design and imple-

mentation of effective interventions. For example, Bonta, 2019, 
refers to an “expanded RNR model” as the evidence continues 
to develop.

The RNR model represents EBPs. Correctional 
programs —whether based in the community or in 
institutions —that adhere to the RNR model are more effec-
tive in reducing recidivism than those that do not adhere to the 
model (Andrews and Bonta, 2006; see Figure 1). Implementing 
EBPs begins with the use of a valid RNA tool. Correctional 
agencies are increasingly using these tools to make empirically 
based decisions about inmates in their charge and the provi-
sion of programs and services. Indeed, in many cases, legislative 
initiatives at the state and federal levels are driving the use of 
RNA tools in correctional agencies. These initiatives often are 
part of larger, comprehensive reform packages that are designed 
to reduce prison populations and recidivism. Legislation in 
several states, such as Kentucky, Ohio, and Tennessee, requires 
the use of RNA tools in prison systems (National Conference 
of State Legislatures, 2012). More recently, the First Step Act of 
2018 mandated the U.S. Attorney General to develop an RNA 
tool to determine the risk of recidivism for inmates in Federal 
Bureau of Prisons (BOP) custody and the type, amount, and 
intensity of evidence-based programming required to address 
inmates’ criminogenic needs (James, 2019; Pub. L. 115-391, 
2018). 

Although EBPs have demonstrated moderate effectiveness 
under controlled research environments (Campbell, French, 
and Gendreau, 2009; Yang, Wong, and Coid, 2010), successful 
implementation in the real world can be difficult. To explore 
the challenges and opportunities in deploying RNA tools in 
prisons, project staff assembled an expert panel of administra-
tors, researchers, assessment and treatment staff from correc-
tions agencies, and academics to explore the challenges and 
opportunities in deploying RNA tools in prisons. In the follow-
ing sections, we describe some of the key challenges and issues 
discussed during the workshop and the methodology for the 
workshop itself. We also present the results from the workshop 
and accompanying context from participant discussions. 

Organizational Culture
Prison systems are highly complex organizations, and change 
can be difficult. The organizational changes required (e.g., the 
adoption and implementation of an RNA tool, investments in 
staff training, the development of effective programming) can-
not be successful without the support of leadership at all levels 
(Domurad and Carey, 2010). Despite the compelling research 

Prison systems are highly 
complex organizations, 
and change can be 
difficult.
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about the utility of RNA tools, agency executives often have 
varying levels of commitment to EBPs. There is a continuous 
struggle to balance custody and treatment objectives, and it can 
be difficult to prioritize EBPs in a field where a security lapse 
resulting in a high-profile incident (and not increasing recidi-
vism rates) can derail an administrator’s career. Security, logis-
tics, and behavior-management strategies might interfere with 
effective programming, such as when an inmate is transferred 
to another institution and services are discontinued because 
of security reclassification or fluctuations in inmate numbers 
across a state, or if programming is discontinued as a punish-
ment for infractions. 

Leaders might be familiar with the jargon of EBPs, but few 
have a deep understanding of the principles and how to apply 
them. Furthermore, even in cases in which leaders are knowl-
edgeable and fully engaged, discontinuity in personnel can 
make it challenging to sustain EBP initiatives. For example, 
the average tenure for a state corrections agency executive is 
less than four years (Innes, 2015). In the BOP, wardens are 
frequently transferred between institutions by design. Although 
executive leadership is important, commitment is also needed 
from middle management and line supervisors. Indeed, all staff 
need to “buy in” to the importance and value of RNAs, but 
additional efforts should be made to engage line staff, because 
correctional officers likely spend more time with inmates than 
any other staff. Despite research outlining the importance of 
employing core correctional practices in effective correctional 
treatment (e.g., effective use of authority, effective use of 
community resources, quality of interpersonal relationships), 
research has shown that these techniques are rarely used in 
programming (Andrews and Kiessling, 1980; Dowden and 
Andrews, 2004). Most officers are not trained on EBPs and 
therefore lack an understanding of how they are part of their 
job description in support of the agency mission. Furthermore, 
without training, these officers are not able to apply other skills, 
such as motivational interviewing techniques, in their daily 
interactions with inmates. 

Resource Constraints
Many prison systems are severely underresourced, which can 
negatively affect their ability to implement EBPs, including 
RNA tools. This manifests in several ways. For example, some 
agencies might struggle to maintain adequate staffing levels of 
personnel who are responsible for administering RNAs and/or 
those who deliver programming and interventions. Efficiency 
might be diminished by inadequate staff access to necessary 

equipment or databases, such as, for example, if staff do not 
have access to facility computers, cannot acquire state email 
addresses, or must enter the same data into multiple informa-
tion systems that share information poorly. Furthermore, agen-
cies might be unable to provide the amount of training needed 
to perform these roles well. This can result in overwhelming 
workload demands on staff and diminished job performance. 

Physical space limitations within an institution also might 
affect the ability of staff to perform assessments or conduct 
group programs. For example, assessments should be conducted 
in a quiet and private space, whereas group activities require 
larger, more-open physical spaces. Many prisons, particularly 
older ones, might suffer from a lack of adequate space. 

Resource constraints can mean that necessary program-
ming might not be available in every institution, or they could 
lead to long waiting lists for individuals who need specific 
programming. Furthermore, some inmates might be released 
before they receive important programming, because their 
maximum term has expired. Others seeking early release via 
parole might be ineligible until they can access and complete 
required programming. 

Finally, resource limitations might cause prisons to modify 
the way that programming is delivered. For example, increas-
ing the number of inmates in a group activity or decreasing the 
number of sessions or the duration of each session can result in 
drift from program fidelity, which might undermine the effec-
tiveness of the intervention. 

Figure 1. Adherence to the Risk-Needs-Responsivity 
Principles, by Setting

SOURCE: Adapted from Andrews and Bonta, 2006.
NOTE: Negative numbers correspond to higher rates of recidivism. 
Positive numbers correspond to lower rates of recidivism.
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The Capacity to Evaluate and Implement 
RNA Tools
It can be challenging for correctional agencies to select and 
implement an RNA tool properly, particularly for those that 
lack a strong research unit or partnerships with external enti-
ties, such as academic institutions or think tanks. Available 
tools can vary in several important ways (Casey et al., 2014). 
For example, many tools are designed to measure the risk of 
recidivism generally, while others focus on particular types of 
criminal behavior (e.g., violence, sex offending). Comparable 
tools often are constructed using differing definitions of recidi-
vism. Tools also might focus on a particular decision point in 
the justice system (e.g., sentencing, level of community supervi-
sion, prison intake, parole eligibility). Some tools assess risk and 
needs as a composite score, while others separate these scores. 
There are advantages and disadvantages to each approach. 
Understanding how the different RNA tools work and the 
underlying methods and evidence behind them can be difficult 
for agencies that lack expertise (or access to expertise) in this 
area. As a result, agencies might not appreciate critical nuances, 
such as the importance of validating the tool with their popula-
tion, which can lead to suboptimal outcomes. 

Once a tool is selected, effective implementation can be 
challenging. It can be difficult to achieve a high degree of inter-
rater reliability (i.e., assessment results on the same inmate are 
consistent across different assessors). Interrater reliability is cor-
related with the predictive validity (and therefore the effective-
ness) of a tool in a given setting (Duwe, 2017). Furthermore, 
some staff might view RNA tools as infringing on their profes-
sional judgment and might be more inclined to override the 
results with respect to an inmate’s needs. This might ultimately 
lower the effectiveness of the tool in that setting. Agencies need 
to ensure that staff are qualified to administer the assessment 
and that they receive initial and follow-up training on the tool. 
Quality assurance methods also can help maintain interrater 
reliability over time. 

Program Implementation
For a variety of reasons, programming that is effective in 
experimental settings might not perform as well in the real 
world (e.g., a prison setting). Often, this is because of how the 
program is implemented. For example, rather than targeting 
treatment toward high-risk offenders, institutions might pref-
erentially provide services to low-risk offenders simply because 
it is easier to manage concerns related to security and ease in 
facilitating group exercises. When programs are not imple-
mented as intended (i.e., with fidelity), they lose effectiveness. 
For example, Duwe and Clark, 2015, describes the impact of 
program integrity on recidivism. In this study of a cognitive-
behavioral program designed for female inmates, significant 
reductions in recidivism were observed when the program was 
implemented with fidelity. Over time, changes were made to 
the program (e.g., reduction in class time, elimination of role-
playing exercises, significant increase in the number of inmates 
in the class). The modified, low-fidelity version of the program 
did not produce reductions in recidivism. Often, resource 
limitations might cause prisons to drift from program fidelity; 
however, in some cases, it is likely that correctional leaders do 
not fully appreciate the relationship between program fidelity 
and effectiveness. 

METHODOLOGY
Project staff assembled an expert panel to explore the challenges 
and opportunities in deploying RNA tools in prisons. A pool of 
candidate participants was identified in consultation with NIJ. 
The BOP was selected for participation because of the ongoing 
implementation of the First Step Act of 2018 and, specifically, 
because of the forthcoming implementation of a new RNA 
tool to determine the risk of recidivism for each inmate and the 
type, amount, and intensity of evidence-based programming 
required to address each inmate’s criminogenic needs. Because 
of this important initiative and the size and scope of the agency, 

Often, resource limitations might cause prisons to drift 
from program fidelity; however, in some cases, it is likely 
that correctional leaders do not fully appreciate the 
relationship between program fidelity and effectiveness.
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the BOP was represented by four participants from agency 
headquarters and institutions across the United States. Four 
state prison systems also were selected to provide their unique 
perspectives. Each state identified two individuals to partici-
pate in the panel: a staff member who engages in research or 
treatment services administration and a staff member who is 
responsible for administering the RNAs to inmates and using 
the results to inform programming decisions. Project staff 
also selected researchers with expertise in the development or 
implementation of RNAs and those supporting NIJ’s role in 
the implementation of the First Step Act. Ultimately, a group of 
15 experts was convened (see the Participants box for a full list 
of names and affiliations).

The participants were brought together for a two-day 
workshop. During the morning of the first day, project staff 
outlined the process and goals of the workshop. Each of the 
five prison system representatives provided a brief overview of 
their approach to RNA and discussed the general challenges 
they face. The project team used a structured brainstorm-
ing approach to develop a set of needs, where need is used 
to describe a specific potential solution tied to either solving 
a problem or taking advantage of an opportunity to better 
address a challenge (i.e., each unique pairing of a problem or 
opportunity with a potential solution is counted as a need). To 
organize discussions, project staff identified the following five 
general topics for discussion based on a review of correctional 
program evaluation literature related to the use of RNA tools in 
prisons (see, for example, Duriez et al., 2017):

• organizational issues: What are the high-level challenges
that a prison system faces to fully engage and leverage the
RNA process (e.g., cultural or leadership issues, change
management issues, lack of motivation or resources)?

• selecting or developing appropriate RNA instrument(s):
What are the challenges associated with selecting RNA
tools to use in a prison system (e.g., lack of understanding
of purpose, capabilities, and limitations; general predictive
validity; predictive validity across subgroups; coordinating
multiple instruments; planning for periodic revalidation of
the instrument)?

• administration of assessments: What are the specific chal-
lenges around administering assessments on inmates (e.g.,
access to data sources, access to technology, staff qualifica-
tions or training, staff capacity, time required to complete
an assessment, interrater reliability, overrides, reassessment
frequency)?

• tying needs assessment to case planning and programming:
What are the specific challenges around putting RNA
results to use with respect to programming (e.g., determin-
ing appropriate programming for each inmate, applying
the responsivity principle to programming approaches,
availability of programming, optimal timing and sequence
of programming, program quality, program fidelity)?

• other: What are some of the important issues that are not
sufficiently covered in the other areas (e.g., auditing and
quality assurance, using trend data to identify current or
future programming needs)?

Needs identified by the experts during these discussions 
were recorded and prioritized at various points during the 
workshop. More details about the methods used to struc-
ture the workshop and identify and prioritize needs are 
described in the technical appendix to this report. In the next 
section, we describe the results of the prioritization exercise.

RESULTS
Over the course of the two-day workshop, participants identi-
fied a total of 50 needs related to the use and effective deploy-
ment of RNA tools in prison. The needs were organized 
into four major themes: organizational issues, selection and 
implementation of RNA tools, administration of assessments, 
and programming. The themes reflect the results of workshop 
deliberations and are therefore labeled and organized in a 
slightly different format relative to the initial discussion topics 
and outline. See Figure 2 for the distribution of needs across 
the four themes.

Figure 2. Total Number of Needs, 
by Theme

9
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(11)

Programming 
(14)

Administration
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of RNA tools
(16)
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The 50 needs were well distributed across the four themes. 
During the panel discussion, the workshop participants 
identified 15 high-priority needs, which are shown in Table 1. 
For a list of all identified needs, see Table A.3 in the technical 
appendix.

DISCUSSION
Organizational Issues
According to the participants, an important challenge to 
fully leveraging EBPs, including the use of RNA tools, is the 
historical schism between an institution’s security and treat-
ment objectives. Invariably, custody concerns take priority over 

virtually all else. For example, some participants stated that 
“All staff are trained as corrections workers first and psycholo-
gists, nurses, or teachers second.” Participants also noted that 
security and treatment objectives are complementary in nature 
rather than competing interests. Effective programming can-
not take place in an institution that is not safe and secure. It is 
also true that the proper application of RNA tools, combined 
with evidence-based programming, contributes not only to a 
safer, more-secure institution but also to public safety because 
inmates will be better prepared to succeed in the community 
upon release. 

Part of the problem, according to the participants, is 
that some correctional leaders have a superficial understand-
ing of RNA tools and EBPs. These leaders might know the 

Table 1. The 15 High-Priority Needs

Problem or Opportunity Potential Solution

Organizational issues

Many prison systems emphasize institutional security over 
treatment objectives and fail to recognize that the principles of 
RNA, effective programming, and security are inextricably linked. 

• Develop training and guidebooks for leadership on the 
state of knowledge about RNA principles and how EBPs 
can enhance institutional security.

It can be challenging for treatment staff to stay current on new 
evidence and innovations in RNA tools and programming. 

• Develop a mechanism for the regular dissemination of 
useful information in digestible formats (e.g., trade maga-
zines, journals).

Selection and implementation of RNA tools

Some agencies assume that an RNA tool’s evaluation results 
will apply equally in their jurisdiction and will forgo additional 
validation.

• Conduct research to develop evidence-based guidelines to 
assist agencies in determining the need for tool validation 
in their settings and recommended revalidation frequency.

Agencies often are unaware of the amount of time and training 
required to implement and administer a new RNA tool.

The individuals selecting the tools might not have access to 
digestible empirical research about a tool’s methodology and 
effectiveness.

Agencies often fail to consider the information technology 
infrastructure implications when selecting and implementing an 
RNA tool.

• Develop a consumer guide to assist agencies in determin-
ing which questions to ask when considering acquiring and 
implementing a new RNA tool.a

RNA tools are used to make highly consequential decisions 
about people’s lives and therefore should be thoroughly 
evaluated before being purchased and deployed. 

• Convene a “state-of-the-science” forum led by a research 
organization (e.g., National Academy of Sciences, NIJ) to 
examine and assess RNA methods.

• Evaluate RNA tools as NIJ does for such technologies as 
body armor and body-worn cameras.

Administration of assessments

Maintaining a high level of interrater reliability can be a 
challenge.

• Conduct research to evaluate the effectiveness of various 
approaches, including training, continuous quality improve-
ment, proficiency monitoring, and RNA audits. 

Assessment results can be skewed by a variety of factors (e.g., 
tool internal validity issues, interviewer skills, communication or 
language barriers, gender differences, inmate manipulation).

• Conduct research to examine and assess the techniques 
and approaches that can improve the validity of assess-
ment results.
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talking points and jargon but might not be fully commit-
ted to the RNA approach. Indeed, many agencies might not 
adequately distinguish between true, evidence-based treatment 
and programs that are simply structured, prosocial activities. 
Structured activities that keep inmates occupied (e.g., boot 
camps, pet therapy) might be important for reducing miscon-
duct in institutional settings, but they should not be confused 
with treatment that is based on EBPs for changing offender 
behavior (Latessa, Cullen, and Gendreau, 2002). Even those 
leaders that have a solid knowledge base and genuine apprecia-
tion for EBPs might lack the skills and training to apply these 
practices within their organizations. There are deficiencies in 
other levels of staff as well. Middle managers, supervisors, and 
line staff often lack sufficient understanding of what EBPs are, 
why they are important, and how they connect to an agency’s 
mission. For example, the average correctional officer might 
lack the training and skills to be able to apply such practices as 
motivational interviewing in routine interactions with inmates 
in a cellblock or vocational program setting to produce better 
outcomes.

To help address these issues, participants called for better 
training and resources for staff at all levels to be delivered by a 
nationally recognized entity, such as the National Institute of 
Corrections.1 The participants noted that training and resources 
should clearly demonstrate how the application of RNA tools—
and EBPs in general—works to enhance institutional security 

and safety and improve inmate outcomes. Furthermore, these 
initiatives must be sustained to account for high turnover rates 
among staff and to stress the importance of applying RNA 
tools. There is a need to make the application of EBPs a core 
competency rather than the “flavor of the month.” This kind 
of broader, national push to adopt RNAs and EBPs in cor-
rectional settings would help administrators prioritize them 
when attempting the challenging task of shifting organizational 
culture. This national priority-setting could help identify the 
potential benefits and obtain buy-in at all organizational levels, 
including from line staff.

The participants also discussed the significant workload 
challenges that every correctional agency faces. These chal-
lenges manifest in many ways (e.g., decreased capacity to 
administer assessments or deliver meaningful interventions), 
but one high-priority need focused on the difficulties that 
agencies face in simply maintaining situational awareness with 
respect to EBPs. The body of knowledge is continually evolv-
ing (Bonta, 2019), and many agencies struggle to keep abreast 
of new research on RNA tools and correctional programming, 
which might hinder their ability to apply this knowledge effec-
tively. 

To bridge this gap, participants identified the need for 
an objective entity to periodically compile, summarize, and 
disseminate relevant research findings related to EBPs. These 
updates could be published as standing columns in corrections 

Problem or Opportunity Potential Solution

Programming

It can be difficult to link needs to programs and then evaluate 
program integrity and fidelity because of differing descriptions 
(e.g., no standard taxonomy of programs).

• Develop a taxonomy of correctional programming along 
with potential outcome measures to evaluate program 
integrity. 

Because the responsivity principle often is not well understood, it 
is difficult to apply in practice. There also might be factors with 
potential effects on responsivity that are unknown or not under 
assessment. 

• Conduct research to better understand the factors that influ-
ence responsivity. 

There is a lack of information about the effectiveness of 
programs and whether they have been implemented with 
fidelity.

• Conduct process and impact evaluations so that there is a 
better understanding of what works and why.

There is an increasing expectation that agencies implement 
programs that are evidence-based to the exclusion of all others, 
which inhibits innovation.

• Develop infrastructure for ongoing support for research to 
produce the evidence around new programs. 

Agencies often struggle to achieve the right balance of 
treatment staff (number and qualifications) to implement effective 
programming. 

• Develop criteria (e.g., minimum qualifications) for curricu-
lum facilitators.

a Each unique pairing of a problem or opportunity with a potential solution is counted as a separate need. Although only 13 unique items appear in the Potential 
Solutions column, this potential solution is associated with three different problems or opportunities, leading to 15 unique pairings.

Table 1—Continued
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trade journals. However, some noted that, to be useful, the 
information must be synthesized into digestible language and 
formats and be easily accessible to corrections staff who might 
not have an academic background.

Selection and Implementation of RNA Tools
The participants identified six high-priority needs related to 
selecting and implementing RNA tools. Four of these needs 
pertained to the development of guidelines to help agencies 
with specific issues related to RNA tool implementation, such 
as tool validation, tool characteristics, and general implemen-
tation questions. The remaining two needs called for efforts 
by an external body to better assess and evaluate the current 
state of RNA tools and methods. As discussed earlier, RNA 
tools are used to inform important decisions related to cus-
tody levels, prioritization for programming, and eligibility for 
parole. Therefore, these decisions have significant consequences 
for public safety and for the inmate whose liberty might be at 
stake. Given the importance of RNA tools, the participants 
argued that agencies should have better access to objective and 
up-to-date information before purchasing and implementing 
a new RNA tool. Unfortunately, many prison systems lack the 
internal capacity (or partnerships with external resources) to 
properly evaluate these tools. The participants made several 
recommendations to help bridge this gap. For example, to 
increase the general knowledge base, participants called for a 
well-respected national research organization (e.g., National 
Academy of Sciences, NIJ) to periodically convene a state-of-

the-science forum to examine and assess current RNA meth-
odologies and tools and produce a report of their findings. A 
related recommendation called for the creation of an ongoing 
test and evaluation program for RNA tools, somewhat akin to 
NIJ’s work in the body armor arena.2 Such a program would 
establish minimum performance requirements or standards 
for RNA tools and objective criteria by which to measure 
performance, such as various cost measures, data ownership 
and management considerations, and training or recertifica-
tion specifications. Agencies would benefit from independent 
evaluation, which might yield a level of confidence in a tool’s 
fitness for use and allow for better comparison of tools based on 
standardized testing methods.

According to the participants, agencies also need better 
information and guidance around establishing the validity 
of RNA tools. Developers typically create these tools using 
a sample population in a particular jurisdiction, and a given 
tool might not be broadly applicable for other environments or 
populations. Furthermore, these tools are generally designed 
to assess specific subpopulations of offenders and inform a par-
ticular decision point in the justice system (e.g., pretrial release, 
sentencing, programming, parole). Some agencies, according to 
the participants, erroneously assume that RNA tools are “plug 
and play.” That is, some agencies assume that a tool developed 
in or for another jurisdiction will perform equally well in their 
jurisdiction. Because of this assumption, or, in some cases, 
because of an inability or reluctance to dedicate the required 
resources, agencies might forego a local assessment and valida-
tion of the tool on their population before implementation. 
Beyond the fact that not all RNA tools are designed for the 
same purpose, differences in jurisdictional policy, procedure, or 
the characteristics and demographics of the inmate population 
might be significant enough to alter the predictive accuracy 
of the tool. A validation study with the intended population 
is often necessary to fine-tune the tool to optimize predic-
tive validity. This additional step can provide agencies and the 
broader stakeholder community with increased confidence in 
the tool (Casey et al., 2014). The participants called for research 
to support guidelines to inform agency policy regarding local 
assessments and validation.

Participants also discussed issues around the regular 
revalidation of an RNA tool. This is particularly important in 
situations in which there have been significant changes in local 
law, policing practices, community demographics, or other 
factors that could affect offense rates or alter the common types 
of offending over time (Casey et al., 2014). In some cases, these 

Given the importance of 
RNA tools, the participants 
argued that agencies 
should have better 
access to objective and 
up-to-date information 
before purchasing and 
implementing a new RNA 
tool.
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shifts might require adjustments to the items and weights of 
the tool, along with adjustments to the risk level cutoff scores to 
maintain confidence in the instrument’s predictive validity. Not 
surprisingly, RNA instrument developers each offer varying 
guidance on their own tools. Some suggest revalidation studies 
at periodic intervals of every two to five years, while others 
indicate that the frequency of revalidation depends more on 
the type of assessment instrument used and how it was devel-
oped (Casey et al., 2014). The participants noted that agencies 
would benefit from independent research rather than developer 
recommendations to create guidelines for the recommended 
frequency of revalidation. 

The recommendations discussed by participants would 
provide prison systems with important baseline information. 
The participants noted, however, that more-specific guidance is 
needed. Beyond the stated impacts on public safety and inmate 
outcomes, selecting and implementing an RNA tool also repre-
sents a significant investment for a corrections agency. Partici-
pants argued for the development of a consumer guide to help 
agencies identify the critical considerations and questions to 
ask before investing in an RNA tool. The guide would address 
a variety of issues. For example, the participants noted that it 
can be challenging for correctional administrators to under-
stand the science behind RNA tools because the methodologies 
behind each tool often are unclear or are otherwise protected by 
the developers. A guidebook that outlines the evidence about 
particular tools (e.g., how it was constructed, for what purpose, 
how it performs) written in easily accessible language would 
benefit the field. The consumer guide should help correctional 
systems consider and plan for implementation issues that often 
are overlooked. Proper implementation of an RNA tool can be 
resource-intensive, and many agencies are not fully prepared 
for the commitment required. For example, most commercially 
available tools require a two- to three-day training package, 
which provides the minimal training necessary to administer 
the instrument (Desmarais and Singh, 2013). Refresher or 
booster training is recommended to help ensure that all staff 
are administering the assessments in the same way. Further-
more, quality assurance programs are required. Guidance is 

needed to help agencies understand the importance of these 
issues and their implications so that they can better plan for the 
time and effort needed for successful implementation. 

Some RNA tools are fully automated, particularly those 
that focus on risk, and the software is designed to interface 
with an agency’s existing case management information system. 
In this way, relevant inmate information can be electronically 
accessed and autopopulate the assessment instrument for more-
efficient scoring. According to the participants, this approach 
can have unintended consequences. As an example, one partici-
pant recalled a situation in which an update to the RNA soft-
ware caused the agency’s entire case management information 
system to crash. Agencies would benefit from specific guidance 
on the implications a new RNA tool might have on an existing 
information technology system infrastructure. The participants 
noted that this issue will become more important in the future 
as tools are expected to become increasingly automated.

Administration of Assessments
The participants identified three high-priority needs that are 
related to administering assessments. The way in which RNA 
instruments are administered and scored can have a significant 
impact on instrument performance. This is particularly true 
with respect to the dynamic risk factors or criminogenic needs 
that are related to the risk of recidivism. These factors assist in 
the identification of areas to target with programming. Unlike 
static risk factors (e.g., age at first arrest) that are not subject 
to interpretation, dynamic risk factors or criminogenic needs 
require more-manual administration. For example, correctional 
staff must gather information from data sources and interviews 
with inmates to provide the most informed answer for each 
item on an instrument. Ideally, each staff member administer-
ing an assessment would consistently score the same inmate the 
same way every time, but this might not occur in practice for 
a variety of reasons. These differences, measured as interrater 
reliability, might negatively affect the performance (i.e., predic-
tive value) of the tool and programming decisions. According 
to participants, it can be challenging to maintain a high-level of 
interrater reliability. The group discussed a variety of strategies 

Agencies would benefit from specific guidance on the 
implications a new RNA tool might have on an existing 
information technology system infrastructure.
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to improve interrater reliability, including enhanced training 
techniques, on-the-job coaching, auditing, and other qual-
ity assurance processes to produce more-reliable assessments. 
Research is needed to help determine which strategies have the 
greatest positive impacts on interrater reliability because little is 
known about which approaches are most effective.

The participants identified other factors that can skew 
results. For example, one participant reported that inmates in 
that participant’s prison system self-report their needs. This 
can be problematic for a variety of reasons. Although inmates 
should be invested in their own case-management plans, they 
might not have full comprehension or the best perspective of 
their needs. Furthermore, over time, some inmates learn how to 
respond to assessment questions to drive a particular outcome. 
They might learn that answering in a certain way will increase 
their chances of getting into a program they might not need for 
other purposes (e.g., to be in proximity to another inmate or 
to gain access to a certain program they believe might enhance 
their chances of a favorable parole decision). Participants 
also identified deficiencies in the competencies of the asses-
sors. Some staff members lack the qualifications and training 
necessary to work with inmates during the assessment process, 
and agencies might not adequately allocate time for staff to 
complete assessments or access relevant, collateral information. 
Consequently, staff might not have the skills to circumvent 
barriers related to gender, culture, or language, and this can 
be detrimental to assessment effectiveness. Research is needed 
to identify the most effective techniques and approaches to 
improve the assessment process.

Programming
The RNR model dictates that the risk and needs of an inmate, 
as determined by an RNA tool, should drive the assignment of 
programming designed to address the inmate’s criminogenic 
needs. According to the participants, assuming that the RNA 
tool accurately and reliably identifies the inmate’s criminogenic 
needs, there might be significant challenges associated with 

effective program delivery. Within the theme of programming 
(i.e., the interventions offered and the manner in which they 
are delivered), four specific needs were ranked as high priority.

Accurate assessments can be wasted effort if they are not 
linked with effective treatment (Casey et al., 2014). According 
to the participants, many agencies believe that they are deliver-
ing evidence-based programs, but for a variety of reasons, they 
fall short and the outcomes are less positive than expected. 
Indeed, the effectiveness of treatment delivered in real-world 
settings, such as prisons, is about half that of experimental pro-
grams (Andrews and Bonta, 2006). This suggests that imple-
mentation in different settings introduces variability, which 
can affect effectiveness. This variability might manifest in any 
number of ways (e.g., the qualifications and training of staff 
delivering the intervention, the methods used, characteristics 
of the physical space, modification of the duration or dosage of 
the intervention). These variations equate to a lack of program 
fidelity, which ultimately affects program effectiveness. 

The group argued that the lack of a taxonomy of cor-
rectional programs and processes, as well as standards and 
common terminology, can make it challenging to determine 
whether programs have been implemented with fidelity and 
why some programs might be achieving better outcomes than 
others. Cognitive-behavioral treatment (CBT) programs were 
discussed as an example. CBT programming has been demon-
strated to reduce recidivism, but its implementation can vary 
greatly. CBT programs might operate under different names 
or labels across correctional agencies, and program and service 
delivery requirements might vary considerably from one region 
or state to another. Some prisons use mental health profession-
als to deliver programming, and these services are therefore 
labeled as therapeutic in nature (i.e., cognitive-behavioral 
therapy). Because of varying service delivery requirements, 
resources, or other constraints, prisons might use nonthera-
peutic staff to deliver programming. One participant referred 
to this as cognitive-behavioral intervention versus treatment or 
therapy. Both cognitive-behavioral interventions and therapy 

According to the participants, many agencies believe that 
they are delivering evidence-based programs, but for a 
variety of reasons, they fall short and the outcomes are 
less positive than expected.
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might be effective, but both require monitoring and coaching 
of staff, regardless of training background, to ensure correct 
delivery. 

There are several other factors that might affect effective-
ness, such as whether group activities are used, whether inter-
ventions are in-person or self-paced, and whether a correctional 
officer is present during the intervention. In some prisons, a 
counselor or correctional officer might lead a group of inmates 
through workbook exercises or activities based on the prin-
ciples of CBT. In other settings, inmates might be provided 
with the tools to employ a self-directed approach, working on 
exercises on their own. When each permutation is labeled CBT, 
it becomes quite challenging to measure program integrity 
and determine which programs are effective and why. To assist 
program-evaluation activities, the participants called for the 
development of a general taxonomy of correctional programs 
that is supported by common terminology. Furthermore, agen-
cies should uniformly maintain a checklist of the most-critical 
data (e.g., type of intervention or theory, staffing required, 
qualifications of staff, duration and frequency of sessions, mate-
rials) for each program, which will assist in evaluating program 
integrity. Some existing documentation, such as consumer 
guides to selecting cognitive-behavioral therapy curricula from 
the International Community Corrections Association, could 
serve as a useful starting point (International Community Cor-
rections Association, 2007). 

The participants also reflected on the increasing expecta-
tion that prisons implement only programs that are considered 
evidence-based. An evidence-based practice or program is one 
that has been demonstrated to be effective through empirical 
research rather than through anecdotal or professional experi-
ence alone. Indeed, some states have passed legislation that 
uses funding as an incentive to promote the use of evidence-
based programs, while others make evidence-based program-
ming a requirement (Pew-MacArthur Results First Initiative, 
2015). Although the participants supported the application of 
evidence-based programs, some believed that it is unrealistic or 
overly restrictive to limit programming options to those that 
have undergone rigorous evaluation. For example, many agen-
cies operate promising programs but typically do not have the 
resources to conduct evaluations internally. That said, the par-
ticipants articulated the need for a more robust research infra-
structure that is funded to conduct evaluations and produce 
evidence around promising new programs. Participants stressed 
the importance of process evaluations; it is not enough to know 

whether a program is effective, but it is critical to understand 
why a program is effective so that it can be replicated.

Finally, the participants discussed the concept of responsiv-
ity at length, acknowledging that it is the least understood of 
the RNR principles. The responsivity principle requires adapt-
ing treatment to the individual inmate’s learning style, moti-
vation, personality, and strengths. The principle also requires 
using approaches that are known to be effective to address the 
needs identified (Bonta and Andrews, 2007). Responsivity has 
two dimensions. General responsivity refers to the use of treat-
ment interventions (e.g., cognitive-behavioral programs) that 
evidence suggests are effective in changing behavior. Specific 
responsivity refers to adapting the intervention to the individual 
inmate characteristics (e.g., gender, culture, language barriers, 
learning style, motivation for change or readiness for change). 

According to the participants, the concept of specific 
responsivity raises challenges. Unlike other RNR principles, 
there is comparatively little research on specific responsivity 
(Bourgon and Bonta, 2014). For example, the participants 
noted that, in general, it is very difficult to measure an indi-
vidual’s motivation or fully understand what motivates them. 
Furthermore, little is known about the effects that other factors 
not commonly cited might have on an individual’s responsiv-
ity to treatment. It might be that the factors related to risk and 
needs are also correlated with responsivity. To help bridge this 
knowledge gap, the participants called for more research to 
guide practice. 

Although the participants 
supported the application 
of evidence-based 
programs, some believed 
that it is unrealistic or 
overly restrictive to limit 
programming options to 
those that have undergone 
rigorous evaluation.
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CONCLUSION
To explore the challenges with effectively deploying RNA tools 
in prisons, project staff assembled an expert workshop of prison 
administrators, assessment and treatment staff, and academic 
researchers. Project staff led workshop participants in a struc-
tured brainstorming exercise designed to identify key chal-
lenges and needs that, if addressed, would significantly improve 
the ability of prisons to meet these challenges. The list of needs 
was prioritized by the participants, and the following major 
themes emerged: 

• Staff at all levels need to understand the principles of the 
RNR model and how they align with the overarching 
agency mission. 

• Agencies need resources and guidance to help them make 
better decisions about selecting and implementing RNA 
tools.

• Research is needed to guide the accurate and reliable 
administration of RNA tools. 

• More information is needed about implementing evidence-
based programs with fidelity. 

Research has demonstrated that validated tools based on 
RNR principles can correctly predict recidivism risk (Des-
marais and Singh, 2013). Moreover, research has shown that 
employing demonstrated, effective correctional practices and 
programming toward individuals at higher risk of recidivism 
will reduce recidivism rates (Dowden and Andrews, 2004; 
Duwe, 2017; Lowenkamp, Latessa, and Holsinger, 2006). These 
findings suggest that correctional agencies that adhere to the 
RNR principles will show significant reductions in recidivism 
as opposed to those that do not (Caudy et al., 2013). Therefore, 
these principles should become core correctional competen-
cies that are as central to operations as key control or inmate 
counts. Correctional leaders must create a culture in which all 
staff members understand the principles of RNR and how they 
work to improve not only inmate outcomes but also institu-
tional safety and security. 

RNA tools are highly complex. Agencies need access to 
resources and training to help them understand how these tools 
work and how they support the RNR model. Furthermore, 
independent research and evaluations are needed to help inform 
tool selection. Also, improvements are needed in the way in 
which RNA tools are administered. Research is needed to 
determine the most effective techniques or methods to achieve 

high levels of interrater reliability. This is critically important 
because inconsistency or differences in how staff score a tool 
might negatively affect the tool’s ability to predict recidivism 
and/or assess criminogenic needs. Furthermore, staff need bet-
ter training and improved skills to work with inmates to over-
come barriers to accurately assessing their criminogenic needs.

Finally, there is much work to be done in the area of pro-
gram effectiveness, with particular focus on implementing pro-
grams with fidelity. There is a need for greater organization and 
structure of correctional programs in the form of a taxonomy 
and common language. Furthermore, agencies should maintain 
a minimum level of critical information about their programs 
(e.g., type of intervention, staffing requirements, duration and 
frequency of sessions, materials used), which can be referenced 
when evaluating program integrity.

The use of RNA tools in alignment with the principles 
of RNR can contribute to significant reductions in recidi-
vism, which improves the lives of justice-involved individuals, 
strengthens communities, saves taxpayer dollars, and enhances 
public safety. Implementing these tools in a manner that 
achieves optimal effectiveness is highly challenging, but the 
high-priority needs identified by the expert panel provide a 
roadmap of what must be accomplished to move toward that 
goal. 

TECHNICAL APPENDIX
In this appendix, we present additional details about the 
workshop agenda and the process for identifying and prioritiz-
ing needs. Through this process, we developed the research 
agenda that structured the topics presented in the main report. 
The descriptions in this appendix are adapted from those in 
previous publications of the Priority Criminal Justice Needs 
Initiative and reflect adjustments to the needs identification and 
prioritization process implemented at this workshop.

Pre-Workshop Activities
Like in previous workshops conducted as part of the Priority 
Criminal Justice Needs Initiative, we recruited panel members 
in consultation with NIJ. The BOP was selected for participa-
tion because of the ongoing implementation of the First Step 
Act of 2018, and specifically because of the forthcoming imple-
mentation of a new RNA tool to determine the risk of recidi-
vism for each inmate and the type, amount, and intensity of 
evidence-based programming required  to address the inmate’s 
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criminogenic needs. Because of this important initiative and 
the size and scope of this agency, the BOP was represented by 
four participants from agency headquarters and institutions 
across the country. Four state prison systems (Minnesota, Ohio, 
Pennsylvania, and Tennessee) were also selected to provide 
their unique perspectives. Each of these state agencies identi-
fied two individuals to participate in the panel: a staff member 
who engages in research or treatment services administration 
and a staff member who is responsible for administering the 
risk and needs assessments to inmates and using the results to 
inform programming decisions. We also selected researchers 
with expertise in the development or implementation of risk 
and needs assessments and those supporting NIJ’s role in the 
implementation of the First Step Act. We then extended invita-
tions to those individuals and provided a brief description of 
the workshop’s focus areas. 

We structured the workshop and discussion as shown in 
Table A.1 based on a comprehensive literature review.

Identification and Prioritization of Needs
During the workshop, we asked the participants to discuss the 
challenges that they face with respect to the use and effec-
tive deployment of RNA tools in prison settings and how to 
address these obstacles. We also asked them to identify areas 
where additional research and development investment could 
help alleviate the challenges. During these discussions, partici-
pants suggested additional areas that are potentially worthy of 
research or investment. Participants also considered whether 
there were areas that were not included in the existing list and 
suggested new ones. Although the process of expert elicitation 
that we describe was designed to gather unbiased, representative 

results from experts and practitioners in the field, there are sev-
eral limitations that could affect the findings. The process typi-
cally elicits opinions from a relatively small group of experts. As 
a result, although we attempted to make the group as represen-
tative as possible of different disciplines, perspectives, and geo-
graphic regions, the final output of the workshop likely will be 
significantly influenced by the specific group of experts invited 
to participate. It is possible that the findings from the workshop 
would vary were a different group of experts selected. Moreover, 
although the discussion moderators made every effort to act 
as neutral parties when eliciting opinions from the collected 
experts, the background and experience of the moderators had 
the potential to influence the questions they posed to the group 
and how they phrased those questions. This also could intro-
duce bias that could influence the findings.

To develop and prioritize a list of technology and policy 
issues that are likely to benefit from research and investment, 
we followed a process similar to one that has been used in pre-
vious Priority Criminal Justice Needs Initiative workshops (see, 
for example, Jackson et al., 2015; Jackson et al., 2016, and refer-
ences therein). The needs were prioritized using a variation of 
the Delphi Method, a technique developed at RAND to elicit 
expert opinion about well-defined questions in a systematic and 
structured way (RAND Corporation, undated). Participants 
discussed and refined problems and identified potential solu-
tions that could address each problem. Each unique pairing of 
a problem or opportunity with a potential solution is defined 
as a need. In addition, needs could be framed in response to 
opportunities to improve performance by adopting or adapting 
a new approach or practice (e.g., applying a new technology or 
tool in the sector that had not been used before). 

Table A.1. Workshop Agenda

Day 2

Summary of Day 1 and Overview of Agenda for 
Day 2

Tying Needs Assessment to Case Planning and 
Programming: Challenges and Solutions

Other Issues

Review and Final Brainstorming Session

Final Needs Prioritization

Panel Review and Next Steps

Day 1

Welcome and Introductions

Initial Discussion of Workshop Functions and 
Objectives

High-Level Organizational Issues: Challenges and 
Solutions

Selecting or Developing the Appropriate RNA 
Instrument(s): Challenges and Solutions

Data Analysis: Challenges and Solutions

Administering Assessments: Challenges and Solutions

Review Key Benefits and Challenges Identified During 
Day 1, Prioritize Discussion for Day 2
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At the end of the discussion of each topic, participants were 
given an opportunity to review and revise the list of problems 
and opportunities they had identified. The participants’ com-
bined lists for each topic were displayed one by one in the front 
of the room using Microsoft PowerPoint slides that were edited 
in real time to incorporate participant revisions and comments.

Once the panel agreed on the wording of each slide, we 
asked them to anonymously vote using a handheld device 
(specifically, the ResponseCard RF LCD from Turning Tech-
nologies). Each participant was asked to individually score each 
problem or opportunity and its associated needs using a 1–9 
scale for two dimensions: importance and probability of suc-
cess.

For the importance dimension, participants were instructed 
that 1 was a low score and 9 was a high score. Participants were 
told to score a need’s importance with a 1 if it would have little 
or no impact on the problem and with a 9 if it would reduce 
the impact of the problem by 20 percent or more. Anchoring 
the scale with percentage improvements in the need’s perfor-
mance is intended to help make rating values more comparable 
from participant to participant.

For the probability of success dimension, participants were 
instructed to treat the 1–9 scale as a percentage chance that 
the need could be met and broadly implemented successfully. 
That is, they could assign the need’s chance of success between 
10 percent (i.e., a rating of 1) and 90 percent (i.e., a rating of 
9). This dimension was intended to include not only technical 
concerns (i.e., whether the need would be hard to meet) but 
also the effect of factors that might lead prisons to not adopt 
the new technology, policy, or practice even if it was developed. 
Such factors could include, for example, cost, staffing concerns, 
and societal concerns.

After the participants rated the needs displayed on a 
particular slide (i.e., for either importance or probability of 
success), we displayed a histogram-style summary of partici-
pant responses. If there was a significant disagreement among 
the panel (the degree of disagreement was determined by the 
research team’s visual inspection of the histogram), the partici-
pants were asked to discuss or explain their votes at one end 
of the spectrum or the other. If a second round of discussion 
occurred, participants were given an opportunity to adjust 
their ratings for the same question. This second-round rating 
was optional, and any rating submitted by a participant would 
replace their first-round rating. This process was repeated for 
each question and dimension at the end of each topic area. Fig-
ure A.1 shows an example of a slide on the importance dimen-

sion, with related issue, need, and histogram. Figure A.2 shows 
a slide on the probability of success dimension.

Once the participants had completed this rating process 
for all topic areas, we put the needs into a single prioritized 
list. We ordered the list by calculating an expected value using 
the method outlined in Jackson et al., 2016. For each need, we 
multiplied the final (second-round) ratings for importance and 
probability of success to produce an expected value. We then 
calculated the median of that product across all of the respon-
dents and used that as the group’s collective expected value 
score for the need.

We clustered the resulting expected value scores into three 
tiers using a hierarchical clustering algorithm. The algorithm 
we used was the “ward.D” spherical algorithm from the “stats” 
library in the R statistical package, version 3.5. We chose this 
algorithm to minimize within-cluster variance when deter-
mining the breaks between tiers. The choice of three tiers is 
arbitrary but was done in part to remain consistent across the 
set of technology workshops we have conducted for NIJ. Also, 
the choice of three tiers represents a manageable system for 
policymakers. Specifically, the top-tier needs are the priorities 
that should be the primary policymaking focus, the middle-
tier needs should be examined closely, and the bottom-tier 
needs are probably not worth much attention in the short term 
(unless, for example, they can be addressed with existing tech-
nology or approaches that can be readily and cheaply adapted 
to the identified need).

Because the participants initially rated the needs one 
topic area at a time, we gave them an opportunity at the end 
of the workshop to review and weigh in on the tiered list of 
all identified needs. The intention of this step was to let the 
panel members see the needs in the context of the other tiered 
needs and allow them to consider whether there were some that 
appeared too high or low relative to the others. To collect these 
assessments, we printed the entire tiered list and distributed it 
to the participants. This step allowed the participants to see all 
of the ranked needs collected across the day-and-a-half work-
shop, providing a top-level view that is complementary to the 
rankings provided session by session. Participants were then 
asked to examine where each of the needs landed on the overall 
tiered list and whether this ordering was appropriate or needed 
fine-tuning. Participants had the option to indicate whether 
each problem and need pairing should be voted up or down on 
the list. An example of this form is provided in Table A.2.

We then tallied the participants’ third-round responses 
and applied those votes to produce a final list of prioritized and 
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tiered needs. To adjust the expected values using the up and 
down votes from the third round of prioritization, we imple-
mented a method equivalent to the one we used in previous 
work (Hollywood et al., 2016). Specifically, if every panel mem-
ber voted “up” for a need that was at the bottom of the list, the 
collective effect of those votes should be to move the need to 
the top. (The opposite would happen if every participant voted 
“down” for a need that was at the top of the list.) To determine 
the point value of a single vote, we divided the full range of 
expected values by the number of participants voting.

To prevent the (somewhat rare) situation in which small 
numbers of votes have an unintended outsized impact—for 
example, when some or all of the needs in one tier have the 
same or very similar expected values—we also set a threshold 
that at least 25 percent of the workshop participants must have 
voted on that need (and then rounded to the nearest full par-
ticipant). For this workshop, there were 15 participants, so for 
any votes to have an effect, at least four participants would have 
had to have voted to move the need up or down.

After applying the up and down vote points to the second-
round expected values, we compared the modified scores with 
the boundary values for the tiers to see whether the change was 
enough to move any needs up or down in the prioritization. 
(Note that there were gaps between these boundaries, so some 
of the modified expected values could fall in between tiers. See 
Figure A.3.) As with prior work, we set a higher bar for a need 
to move up or down two tiers (from Tier 1 to Tier 3, or vice 
versa) than for a need to move to the tier immediately above or 
below. Specifically, a need could increase by one tier if its modi-
fied expected value was higher than the highest expected value 
score in its initial tier. And a need could decrease by one tier if 
its modified expected value was lower than the lowest expected 
value in its initial tier. However, to increase or decrease by two 
tiers (which was possible only for needs that started in Tier 1 or 
Tier 3), the score had to increase or decrease by an amount that 
fully placed the need into the range two tiers away. For exam-
ple, for a Tier 3 need to jump to Tier 1, its expected value score 
had to fall within the boundaries of Tier 1, not just within the 
gap between Tier 1 and Tier 2. See Figure A.3, which illus-
trates the greater score change required for a need to move two 
tiers (one need on the far right of the figure) compared with one 
tier (all other examples shown).

Applying these decision rules to integrate the participants’ 
third-round inputs into the final tiering of needs resulted in 
numerical separations between tiers that were less clear than the 
separations that resulted when we used the clustering algorithm 

in the initial tiering. This can occur because, for example, when 
the final expected value score for a need that was originally 
in Tier 3 falls just below the boundary value for Tier 1, that 
need’s final score could be higher than that of some other needs 
in the item’s new tier (Tier 2). See Figure A.4, which shows 
the distribution of the needs by expected value score after the 

Figure A.1. Example Slide for Rating the Importance 
of a Need

NOTE: Percentages on each question did not always sum to 
100 percent because of rounding and variation in the number of 
participants who voted on each need.

6a. How important is it to solve this problem?

Issue: In situations in which there are 
multiple unprioritized risks or needs, it is 
unclear to staff members which need should 
be addressed first.

Need: Identify best practices on
how to sequence and prioritize
the order in which each 
item should be addressed. 14%

21%

29%

7%7%

0%

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

7%

14%

0%

Figure A.2. Example Slide for Rating the Probability 
of Success of a Need

7%

36%

29%

14% 14%

0%0%0% 0%

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

NOTE: Percentages on each question did not always sum to 
100 percent because of rounding and variation in the number of 
participants who voted on each need.

6b. What is the probability of success for this solution?

Issue: In situations in which there are multiple unprioritized risks 
or needs, it is unclear to staff members which need should be 
addressed first.

Need: Identify best practices
on how to sequence and
prioritize the order in
which each item should
be addressed.
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second-round rating process and then after the third-round 
voting process.

As a result of the third round of voting, 40 needs did not 
change position, five needs rose by one tier, and five needs 
fell by one tier. The output from this process became the final 
ranking of the panel’s prioritized results.

The complete list of identified needs is shown in Table A.3, 
and the needs are sorted by tier and theme. Of the 50 identified 
needs, 

• 11 were related to organizational issues (two of which were 
high priority)

• 16 were related to the selection and implementation of 
RNA tools (four of which were high priority)

• nine were related to the administration of assessments (two 
of which were high priority)

• 14 were related to programming (five of which were high 
priority).

Table A.2. Example of the Delphi Round 3 Voting Form

Question Tier Vote Up Vote Down

Tier 1

Issue: Many prison systems emphasize institutional security over treatment objectives 
and fail to recognize that the principles of RNA, effective programming, and security are 
inextricably linked.
Need: Develop training and guidebooks for leadership on the state of knowledge about 
RNA principles and how EBPs can enhance institutional security.

1

  

Issue: Agencies often struggle to achieve the right balance of treatment staff (number 
and qualifications) to implement effective programming.
Need: Develop criteria (e.g., minimum qualifications) for curriculum facilitators.

1
  

Tier 2

Issue: Political or external stakeholder influence can sometimes work against evidence-
informed processes.
Need: Document effective strategies for communicating about the efficacy of evidence-
based correctional approaches.

2

   

Issue: Many programs are advertised to address the same need, but it is unclear which 
are more effective.
Need: Conduct research to compare and contrast the different programs and help 
agencies choose.

2

Tier 3

Issue: Implementing new initiatives can burden management staff who are struggling to 
ensure that day-to-day objectives are being met.
Need: Identify the costs and benefits of employing special groups of staff (e.g., change 
champions) to manage change initiatives.

3

Issue: Facilities lack interview-ready office space and staff to conduct thorough 
interviews.
Need: Develop an implementation guide that helps agencies examine the kinds of 
physical infrastructure issues that need to be addressed when deploying RNA tools.

3

NOTE: Shaded cells indicate that up or down votes were not possible (e.g., Tier 1 is the top tier, so it was impossible to upvote items in that tier).
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Figure A.3. Illustration of How a Need’s Increase in 
Expected Value Might Result in Its Movement Across 
Tier Boundaries

NOTE: Each example need’s original tier is shown by a circle with a 
solid border (the two needs starting in Tier 2 and the four needs 
starting in Tier 3). Each need’s new tier after the third-round score 
adjustment is shown by the connected circle with a dotted border.
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Figure A.4. Distribution of the Tiered Needs Following Rounds 2 and 3
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Table A.3. Complete List of Needs, by Tier

Problem or Opportunity Need Tier

Organizational issues

Many prison systems emphasize institutional security over 
treatment objectives and fail to recognize that the principles 
of RNA, effective programming, and security are inextricably 
linked. 

• Develop training and guidebooks for leadership on 
the state of knowledge about RNA principles and how 
EBPs can enhance institutional security.

1

It can be challenging for treatment staff to stay current 
on new evidence and innovations in RNA tools and 
programming.

• Develop a mechanism for the regular dissemination 
of useful information in digestible formats (e.g., trade 
magazines, journals).

Selection and implementation of RNA tools

Some agencies assume that an RNA tool’s evaluation 
results will apply equally in their jurisdiction and will forgo 
additional validation.

• Conduct research to develop evidence-based guide-
lines to assist agencies in determining the need for tool 
validation in their settings and recommended revalida-
tion frequency.

1

Agencies often are unaware of the amount of time and 
training required to implement and administer a new RNA 
tool.

The individuals selecting the tools might not have access to 
digestible empirical research about a tool’s methodology and 
effectiveness. 

Agencies often fail to consider the information technology 
infrastructure implications when selecting and implementing 
an RNA tool.

• Develop a consumer guide to assist agencies in deter-
mining which questions to ask when considering 
acquiring and implementing a new RNA tool.a

RNA tools are used to make highly consequential decisions 
about people’s lives and therefore should be thoroughly 
evaluated before being purchased and deployed. 

• Convene a “state-of-the-science” forum led by a 
research organization (e.g., National Academy of 
Sciences, NIJ) to examine and assess RNA methods.

• Evaluate RNA tools in the same way that NIJ does 
for such technologies as body armor and body-worn 
cameras.

Administration of assessments

Maintaining a high level of interrater reliability can be a 
challenge.

• Conduct research to evaluate the effectiveness of vari-
ous approaches, including training, continuous quality 
improvement, proficiency monitoring, and RNA audits. 

1

Assessment results can be skewed by a variety of factors 
(e.g., tool internal validity issues, interviewer skills, 
communication or language barriers, gender differences, 
inmate manipulation).

• Conduct research to examine and assess the tech-
niques and approaches that can improve the validity 
of assessment results.

Programming

It can be difficult to link needs to programs and then 
evaluate program integrity and fidelity because of differing 
descriptions (e.g., no standard taxonomy of programs).

• Develop a taxonomy of correctional programming 
along with potential outcome measures to evaluate 
program integrity. 

1

Because the responsivity principle often is not well 
understood, it is difficult to apply in practice. There also 
might be factors with potential effects on responsivity that are 
unknown or not under assessment. 

• Conduct research to better understand the factors that 
influence responsivity. 

There is a lack of information about the effectiveness of 
programs and whether they have been implemented with 
fidelity.

• Conduct process and impact evaluations so that there 
is a better understanding of what works and why.
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Problem or Opportunity Need Tier

There is an increasing expectation that agencies implement 
programs that are evidence-based to the exclusion of all 
others, which inhibits innovation.

• Develop infrastructure for ongoing support for 
research to produce the evidence around new 
programs. 

Agencies often struggle to achieve the right balance of 
treatment staff (number and qualifications) to implement 
effective programming.b 

• Develop criteria (e.g., minimum qualifications) for cur-
riculum facilitators.

Organizational issues

Political or external stakeholder influence can sometimes work 
against evidence-informed processes. 

• Document effective strategies for communicating 
about the efficacy of evidence-based correctional 
approaches.

2

Staff often do not have sufficient background knowledge and 
understanding to be effective at conducting RNAs and using 
RNA results.

• Develop curriculum standards for colleges, universities, 
and other professional organizations to create a rea-
sonable foundation for an RNA.

Lack of awareness and knowledge about the value of RNAs 
is a barrier to effective implementation in many correctional 
agencies.

• Create training and development programs that can 
identify, address, and improve core staff competen-
cies (with special attention to emotional intelligence 
and situations in which there are high levels of staff 
turnover).

Lack of background, procedural, and strategic knowledge 
is a barrier to the effectiveness of organizational leadership 
and management in many correctional agencies. 

• Create training and development programs that can 
identify, address, and improve core leadership and 
management competencies.

Overusing prisons for a variety of societal ills has resulted in 
resource shortages and excessive caseloads, which can make 
it difficult to implement a variety of potentially useful program 
ideas.

• Conduct research to identify how RNA tools can be 
used to reduce institutional populations and more effi-
ciently use agency resources. 

Current caseloads for service delivery staff (e.g., assessment 
staff, case managers, psychologists) are unmanageable and 
can be an impediment to effective interaction with inmates.

• Conduct research to identify ideal or optimal caseload 
sizes. 

Selection and implementation of RNA tools

RNAs that do not consider behavior within an institution might 
not be sufficiently complete. 

• Conduct research to identify the minimum factors that 
should be considered in an RNA tool. 

2

The aggregate results from RNA tools can be used to assess 
whether an agency’s programming is sufficiently meeting the 
needs of its population.

• Develop an implementation guide that helps agencies 
make the best use of the data that these RNA tools are 
capturing (e.g., business intelligence).

It is difficult to understand whether needs assessments are 
appropriately categorizing and measuring needs in the 
relevant domains.

• Conduct research to examine the approaches that are 
used in existing RNA tools and assess the appropriate-
ness of each tool’s measures and categories.

It can be challenging to reconcile the differing objectives from 
organizational stakeholders when developing a specification 
for a new RNA tool.

• Develop a consumer guide to assist agencies in deter-
mining which questions to ask when considering 
acquiring and implementing a new RNA tool.c

Typically, there is insufficient funding for training and 
deploying RNA tools. 

• Conduct a benefit-cost analysis for the funding of train-
ing and deployment of RNA tools.

There are several implementation strategies that could be 
used to efficiently integrate new RNA procedures (training, 
new procedures, and personnel evaluations are most 
commonly applied).

• Conduct randomized controlled trials on the other 
strategies (e.g., quality improvement processes, use of 
coaches).

Table A.3—Continued
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Problem or Opportunity Need Tier

Administration of assessments

Agencies are conducting reassessments with significantly 
different frequencies without sufficient understanding of 
whether the RNA tools are sensitive enough to detect 
changes.

• Conduct research to assess the sensitivity of the exist-
ing tools to changes in individual risk levels and needs 
over time. 

2

Differences in staff member qualifications can affect the way 
that case managers understand the “big picture” with respect 
to the needs of an individual. 

• Conduct research to examine the number and com-
plexity of the questions found in these tools and make 
recommendations about how to reduce the number of 
items and simplify the tools.

Allowing staff or committee overrides of the evidence-based 
risk assessment can result in less desirable outcomes. 

• Develop guidance that can help agency staff under-
stand the costs, risks, and benefits of imposing human 
judgment over evidence-based predictions. 

Programming

Many programs are advertised to address the same need, but 
it is unclear which are more effective. 

• Conduct research to compare and contrast the differ-
ent programs and help agencies choose.

2

There is insufficient information about the efficacy of different 
methods of program delivery (e.g., correctional officer 
present). 

• Conduct research to identify the factors that affect 
program efficacy. 

Agencies often struggle to achieve the right balance of 
treatment staff (number and qualifications) to implement 
effective programming.b

• Conduct research to assess the impact of using staff 
who might not be qualified for the program that they 
are running.

Balancing institutional assignment, reducing transportation, 
and optimizing programming availability is difficult because 
of the large number of additional factors that must be 
considered.

• Conduct an independent evaluation of the impact and 
cost effectiveness of the tools that are currently in use 
by agencies.

It can be difficult to ensure that there is sufficient program 
capacity to address the need and be able to prioritize who 
should be registered. 

• Conduct research to identify the appropriate sequenc-
ing for people with complex needs. 

In situations in which there are multiple unprioritized risks or 
needs, it is unclear to staff members which need should be 
addressed first.

• Identify best practices on how to both sequence and 
prioritize the order in which each item should be 
addressed. 

The corrections sector does not have a common language 
that can be used to discuss RNA implementation and overall 
success.

• Develop an authoritative set of definitions that is useful 
across a large number of agencies and jurisdictions 
(e.g., for success, recidivism). 

Organizational issues

There are several union challenges surrounding the 
implementation of RNA tools.

• Identify best practices for promoting evidence-based 
RNA policies to union officials.

3

Agencies lack good methods or tools to facilitate 
organizational self-assessment for readiness to implement 
RNA tools.

• Develop organizational readiness tools to assess RNA 
tools’ readiness for achieving the institution’s correc-
tional and rehabilitative objectives.

Implementing new initiatives can burden management staff 
who are struggling to ensure that day-to-day objectives are 
being met.

• Identify the costs and benefits of employing special 
groups of staff (e.g., change champions) to manage 
change initiatives. 

Table A.3—Continued
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Problem or Opportunity Need Tier

Selection and implementation of RNA tools

Some types of audits can cause problems when they do not 
result in sufficient examination of progress toward achieving 
organizational goals.

• Identify best practices for conducting different types 
of audits (e.g., interviewing, observation, qualitative 
versus quantitative).

3

There are untested assumptions that human interaction is 
better than technology-based interactions. 

• Conduct empirical research to assess which types 
of interactions and interfaces are better in different 
situations. 

Some needs assessments present lists of needs, and others 
present a total (quantitative) score value. It is unknown which 
approach is more effective for agency staff use. 

• Conduct research to assess whether to calculate a 
total score.

When agencies implement a new system, they need to be 
sensitive to the types of information that are captured and 
where they are printed or shared (some types of information 
about sex offenses or child-based crimes can put an inmate in 
physical danger if released).

• Develop an ideal policy for handling the data that are 
captured by an RNA tool.

Administration of assessments

Facilities lack interview-ready office space and staff to 
conduct thorough interviews.

• Develop an implementation guide that helps agencies 
examine the kinds of physical infrastructure issues that 
need to be addressed when deploying RNA tools. 

3

RNA assessors can be hindered in their ability to conduct 
an assessment as a result of a lack of protected information 
about the client (e.g., Health Insurance Portability and 
Accountability Act [HIPAA]).

• Highlight the importance of RNA assessor access to 
certain types of protected information for the assess-
ment process.

• Develop guidance or clarification of HIPAA regula-
tions as they apply to correctional processes (including 
conflicts with licensure requirements for clinicians).

It is not clear whether it is better (e.g., more accurate) to have 
specialized staff perform assessments or to have the case 
managers conduct the assessments. 

• Conduct research to identify the costs, risks, and ben-
efits of spreading those tasks across different staff. 

Programming

There is an insufficient amount of data being collected and 
retained to support program evaluations. 

• Develop guidelines (or a checklist) that identify the key 
pieces of information that should be collected to facili-
tate program evaluation. 

3

There is a demand for a large volume of small-scale program 
evaluations. 

• Identify effective strategies for partnering with institu-
tions that might have low-cost options for conducting 
program evaluations (e.g., colleges and universities).

a Each unique pairing of a problem or opportunity with a potential solution is counted as a separate need. This need is associated with three different problems 
or opportunities.
b This problem or opportunity is associated with needs that fell into different tiers.
c This potential solution is identical to a potential solution that fell into the top tier, but it was rated as lower priority when associated with this particular problem.
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