What is Corrections For?

Back to Basics

By Russ Fry

What is corrections for? What are we supposed to be doing? What are our goals and objectives? Take a couple of minutes and write down your thoughts.

We could turn to statutes or mission statements for our answer, but let’s do something else. Go to box number 1 below. On the left side you will find some common things people say that corrections should be doing. On the right are their corresponding objectives. Draw a line from each statement to its matching objective.
Now let’s see if you agree with my answers. Retribution is usually expressed with sentiments such as, “He needs to pay for what he did!” Retribution is often associated with revenge or retaliation for wrongdoing.
Feelings related to retribution have apparently been a driving response to misconduct for at least as long as humans have recorded their history. Some people think these feelings have to do with regaining a sense of status, prestige, power and control after someone has done you wrong. Others believe that they are a way to send a message to others to not “mess” with you.

Retribution might be the way societies substantiate the value of their norms. It seems that some behaviors just stir up strong feelings - like the story of a five-month-old child who died from an infection caused by his father not changing his diaper for over a week.
Even if a person is not directly affected by a criminal act, the sense that such activities decrease the quality of life in his or her community makes it personal nevertheless. It can still trigger a desire for retribution.
Throughout history acts of retribution escalated into blood feuds between individuals, clans and villages that went on for years - like the Hatfields and McCoys. To control this, as social organization evolved into larger and more centralized forms of government, personal retribution shifted to state control in the form of just deserts. If you harm someone, you have committed a crime against the state (not the individual) and the state punishes you with a somewhat equal harm. It placed limits on retribution. “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.”

Some people have the perception that criminal punishment in their society is insufficient. They see their government as ineffective and feel like taking matters into their own hands. It just may be that severe punishments prevent vigilante justice.

Whatever it reason for being, retribution is punishment for punishment's sake in the interest of justice and it generally does not concern itself with rehabilitation or costs.
Let’s take a side trip for a moment. How would you categorize retribution? Is it an issue of justice - fairness in judgment and bringing measured costs to wrongdoers?

Or, should we categorize retribution as a behavior control - restrictions that allow the criminal justice system to monitor offenders closer and reduce their opportunities to engage in risky and harmful behaviors. Think of behavior controls as being methods of risk management.

Should we categorize retribution as rehabilitation - the path to a lasting genuine legal lifestyle through the development of intrinsic motivation and treatment? Think of rehabilitation as risk reduction method. Does retribution promote effective risk reduction?

Many people think community corrections and prisons are completely separate and different entities, with unique functions. However, they both function together on a single continuum of increasing behavior controls. Prisons differ from community corrections primarily because of their incapacitating and restraining features, but they both share the common goal of public safety through behavior controls and rehabilitation.

Again, in what category does retribution belong? Go to box 2 and write the word “retribution” in the column in which you believe it belongs.
I believe that retribution belongs in the justice column. I also believe that if retribution officially makes it way into what happens to an offender, it is usually the intention of a statute, a judge’s or a parole board’s order. Corrections has an obligation to carry out directives from these sources, but it has no authority to initiate punishment for punishment's sake in the interest of justice on its own.
Incapacitation is another thing people believe corrections should be doing. It is often associated with comments like, “We need to be protected from people like him!” Incapacitation usually means removing offenders from the community and placing them behind bars where they cannot harm law-abiding citizens or in other words - incarceration.

The public will be safe from a particular offender as long as he is locked up, but does that make us safer in general? As Robert Hare says, “On average, about 20 percent of male and female prison inmates are psychopaths. Psychopaths are responsible for more than 50 percent of the serious crimes committed.”1 So yes, society is protected when some offenders (particularly very high-risk offenders) are locked up.
However, certain crimes, such as drug dealing, do not stop when an individual offender is incarceration. Someone else just moves into his place. Therefore, the answer is no sometimes. The effects of incarceration on pubic safety are complex – which should remind us to be cautious when people offer simple solutions for dealing with crime.

Incarceration is certainly necessary for offenders who present a significant and unmanageable threat to public safety, but it is expensive. Average probation costs in Iowa (one of the most cost effective states) are $3.70 a day per offender verses about $76.59 per day for imprisonment.2
In what category would you place incapacitation? Go to box 2 and write your answer.

I believe that incapacitation is a behavior control. It is a method of risk management and usually the result of a statute that mandates a prison sentence, a judge’s order or a parole board’s decision. Corrections may make recommendations, but seldom has the authority to decide this on their own.

“Society is falling apart and we need to make an example out of these people!” “He needs to be taught a lesson!” Both of these sentiments are expressions of deterrence; a concept that holds that crime can be reduced by generating fear of severe sanctions - make people “think twice” before committing a crime.

General deterrence means that the fear of official punishment keeps everyone in line. “They sent Billy to prison. I had better change my ways.” Specific deterrence, on the other hand, means that people who have been previously punished for a crime will have learned their lesson and will be afraid to commit new crimes. “I don’t want to go back to prison. I had better change my ways.”

Deterrence models generally suppose that if a particular level of punishment does not have the desired effect, it is not sufficient enough to get offenders’ attention and needs to be made more severe. This thinking has been the engine behind much of the increase in incarceration in the United States over the last several decades.
However, the deterrence effect does not always occur and when it does, it may not work the way you might expect. Some offenders do not think at all before acting (let alone think twice). They may be impulsive by nature, or because of alcohol or other drug use. Many offenders may never have learned to manage their emotions. The severity of the sanctions will not be a deterrent if offenders are not thinking of the consequences.

“Threats of future punishment would be relatively meaningless for the impulsive person with poor planning skills.” 
Andrews, D., Bonta, J. (2003). The psychology of criminal conduct.

(3rd. ed.). Newark, NJ: LexisNexis. P. 346
Furthermore, research suggests that it is not the severity of the penalty involved that creates deterrence in offenders, it is the perception of whether they will be caught or not that swings their decision .3
Severe punishment does not reduce crime through a deterrence effect. In fact:

In brief, if the type and severity of official punishment has any effect on recidivism, it appears to be that “less is better than more.” 
Andrews, D., Bonta, J., 2003, p. 287.
But, what about punishment as a sanction for the violations of correctional rules. Does that work as a deterrent? What the emerging research shows is that swift, certain, consistent and short-term sanctions increase rule compliance.4 Harsher sanctions, on the other hand, increase compliance temporarily, but tend to result in an escalation in violations,5 as well as increase the likelihood of eventual recidivism .6
Note that sanctions involve punishment to promote correctional goals, not as retribution.
In what category would you place deterrence? Go to box 2 and write your answer.

I believe it belongs under behavior controls. Furthermore, it is likely that if what happens to an offender is expected to deter future crime it is the intention of a statute, a judge or a parole board. However, many in corrections believe that harsh sanctions increase rule compliance and reduce eventual recidivism.

Rehabilitative efforts is exemplified with statements like, “He needs help!” The idea is that by addressing an offender’s criminogenic needs, corrections can reduce recidivism. Think of rehabilitative efforts as promoting future public safety - after an offender is no longer under supervision.
Research tells us that treatment, if carried out properly, reduces recidivism and that inappropriate treatment or punishment by itself usually increases the likelihood of further crime.7 Prisons that do not follow the risk, needs and responsivity principles increase recidivism by 7%. They are criminogenic influences in themselves.

On the other hand, prisons that use these evidence-based practices reduce recidivism by 15%. Better still, community correction agencies that follow these principles decrease recidivism by 30% or better.

You get the biggest reduction in recidivism when rehabilitative efforts are carried out in the community, not in prisons:

“… the meta-analysis review here suggests that the use of community alternatives to custodial sanctions will enhance the effectiveness of appropriate treatment services.” 

Andrews, D. and Bonta, J., 2003, p. 296.
In what category does treatment belong? Go to box 2 and write your answer (though I think it is obvious that it belongs under rehabilitation). Also, in most jurisdictions, courts, parole boards and corrections often share responsibility for initiating treatment.

Restorative justice, if it is discussed at all, is associated with thoughts such as, “We need to make the victim and community whole again!” Restorative justice seeks to return things to what they were before the crime. The most common restorative justice practices are victim restitution and community service – though there are several others, such as victim/offender mediation.

In what category does restorative justice belong? Go to box 2 and write your answer.

I believe that restorative justice belongs under justice. However, if taken to heart by offenders, it can have a redeeming and rehabilitative effect. Responsibility for initiating restorative justice issues varies from jurisdiction to jurisdiction. 

Equality in sentencing is expressed with sentiments like, “Everyone should be treated the same for the same crime!” The concept is designed to avoid prejudices and biases in sentencing. However, it does not consider the risk an individual offender presents to public safety and people who commit the same offense do not always present the same risk of recidivism.8
In what category would you place equality in sentencing? Go to box 2 and write your answer.

I believe that it is an issue of justice. Also, in most jurisdictions, if equality in sentencing officially makes it way into what happens to offenders it is most often the result of a statute that mandates a specific sentence for a particular crime or set of circumstances.

“They need to stop wasting our taxes that way!” This is an expression of a desire for cost effectiveness. We all want government to choose the least expensive methods that still produces the desired outcomes. What category or categories does cost effectiveness belong? Go to box 2 and write your answer.

Certainly, we want cost effectiveness in both behavior controls and rehabilitation. Many people feel, however, that there is no alternative to justice and that it must be carried out regardless of the cost.
Now I ask you again, what is corrections for? What are we supposed to be doing? What are our goals and objectives? Take a couple of minutes and write down your thoughts. Has anything changed from your first answer? If so, what and why? I would encourage you to share your ideas on these issues in this forum.
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