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As a consequence of the War on Drugs and reductions in funding for community mental 

health, the number of incarcerated women in the United States has grown rapidly in recent years 

(Austin, Bruce, Carroll, McCall, & Richards, 2001). Moreover, these increases have surpassed 

the growth rate for male prison populations (53 percent for women as opposed to 32 percent for 

men)(Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2005). With these increases, policy makers are questioning 

current practices of assessing the risk and needs of convicted female offenders (Hardyman & Van 

Voorhis, 2004; Van Voorhis & Presser, 2001).  

Many of these assessments were originally created for men and then applied to female 

populations without being evaluated for their appropriateness or their validity (Bloom, Owen, & 

Covington, 2004; Chesney-Lind, 1997; Morash, Bynum, & Koons, 1998; Van Voorhis & Presser, 

2001). This was especially true of prison custody classification systems. In fact, one national 

survey of state correctional classification directors found that: (1) 36 states had not validated their 

institutional classification systems on women, (2) many assessments “over-classified” women 

(meaning they designated women as requiring higher custody levels than warranted by their 

actual behavior), and (3) current assessments ignored needs specific to women such as 
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relationships, depression, parental issues, self-esteem, self-efficacy, and victimization (Van 

Voorhis & Presser, 2001). Additionally, community correctional assessments were faulted for 

their lack of attention to gender-responsive factors (Blanchette, 2004; Blanchette & Brown, 2006; 

Brennan, 1998; Brennan & Austin, 1997; Farr, 2000; Reisig, Holtfreter, & Morash, 2006), and 

their validity was debated. 

Historically, risk and needs assessments were separate tasks (Van Voorhis, 2004). Risk 

assessments, predicting an offender’s likelihood of re-offending, focused on static measures such 

as current offense and criminal history; needs assessments guided program referrals and assessed 

such issues as education, employment, and mental health. Later research found that many of these 

needs were also important risk factors (Andrews, Bonta, & Hoge, 1990). Accordingly, today’s 

risk assessments, called dynamic risk/needs assessments, combine risk assessment with needs 

assessment to present correctional practitioners with a complete picture of an offender’s risk for 

recidivism as well as the needs that contribute to the risk prediction. These dynamic risk/needs 

instruments, such as the Northpointe COMPAS (Brennan et al., 2006) and the Level of Service 

Inventory-Revised (Andrews & Bonta, 1995) are used primarily for community risk assessments, 

but they have also been shown to predict institutional misconducts (e.g., see Bonta, 1989; Bonta 

& Motiuk, 1987, 1990, 1992; Kroner & Mills, 2001; Motiuk, Motiuk, & Bonta, 1992; Shields & 

Simourd, 1991). 

Without question, current correctional policies give high priority to the risk that offenders 

pose to institutional and community safety (Cullen, Fisher, & Applegate, 2000; Feeley & Simon, 

1992) and dynamic risk/needs assessments are particularly relevant to these priorities. Emerging 

practices of targeting risk factors in the course of correctional programming are backed by 

evidence from a group of meta-analyses of the research on correctional effectiveness (Andrews et 

al., 1990; Gendreau, Little, & Goggin, 1996; Izzo & Ross, 1990; Lipsey, 1992).  In summarizing 

these meta-analyses (Andrews, Bonta, & Hoge, 1990; Andrews et al., 1990) put forward two 

principles of effective correctional intervention: the risk principle and the needs principle.  The 
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risk principle states that programs that are most successful in reducing recidivism are those which 

provide high levels of service to medium and high risk offenders (Andrews et al., 1990; Bonta, 

Wallace-Capretta, & Rooney, 2000; Lipsey, 1992; Lipsey & Wilson, 1998; Lovins, Lowenkamp, 

Latessa & Smith, forthcoming). The needs principle maintains that those reductions can only take 

place if the risk factors targeted in treatment are dynamic needs known to be correlated with 

recidivism (Andrews, Bonta, & Hoge, 1990; Andrews et al., 1990). Key among such dynamic 

needs are the “Big Four” (i.e., antisocial attitudes, peers, personality, and criminal history), noted 

to be the strongest predictors of recidivism and therefore put forward as the most important 

treatment targets (Andrews & Bonta, 2003; Andrews et al., 1990; Gendreau, 1996). Other 

relevant dynamic risk factors such as substance abuse, quality of family life, and employment are 

also included in current dynamic risk/needs assessments. 

When this paradigm is applied to women offenders, two concerns are raised.  The first, 

acknowledges that the research that generated current risk/needs assessments and the principles 

which followed from them consisted primarily of studies of male offenders.   Even so, a number 

of studies have found dynamic risk assessments to be valid for women (see Andrews, Dowden, & 

Rettinger, 2001; Blanchette & Brown, 2006; Coulson, Ilacqua, Nutbrown, Giulekas, & Cudjoe, 

1996; Holsinger, Lowenkamp, & Latessa, 2003) while others have produced conflicting results 

(see Blanchette, 2005; Law et al., in press; Olson et al., 2003; Reisig, Holtfreter, & Morash, 

2006). One meta-analysis found dynamic risk factors, contained on the current generation of 

risk/needs assessments, to be predictive for both men and women (Dowden & Andrews, 1999; 

Simourd & Andrews, 1994).  Of concern, however, is that the foundational studies did not test the 

factors that are currently put forward in the gender-responsive literature (Blanchette & Brown, 

2006; Reisig, Holtfreter, & Morash, 2006).  Thus, regardless of whether current assessments are 

valid, it is not clear that they would be the assessments we would have if we had started with 

women. 
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Because the current dynamic risk assessments guide correctional policy and practice 

while ignoring many gender-responsive factors, it follows that the importance of gender-

responsive factors may be understated in correctional policy. It is, after all, difficult to advocate 

for or treat unidentified problems. 

The second concern calls correctional officials to the task of securing a sound and 

accurate understanding of the risk that women offenders pose to society.  Although women can be 

classified at different levels of risk relative to each other, they still pose less risk to society than 

men, even if they are classified into the high risk category.  Men’s aggressive incidents occur at 

substantially higher rates in prison than women’s (see Hardyman & Van Voorhis, 2004).  In 

community settings the incidence of recidivism is also lower for women than for men in the 

higher risk classifications (Washington Institute for Public Policy, 2003).  Simply put, the 

meaning of high risk is different for women than men.   

 

Gender Responsive Needs 

The emerging gender-responsive literature suggests women have unique pathways to 

crime (Belknap, 2007; Bloom et al., 2003; Daly, 1992, 1994; Owen, 1998; Reisig, Holtfreter, & 

Morash, 2006; Richie, 1996) grounded in the following needs:  (1) histories of abuse and trauma,  

(2) dysfunctional relationships, (3) low self-esteem and self-efficacy,  (4) mental illness, (5) 

poverty and homelessness,  (6) drug abuse, and (7) parental issues. 

Victimization and Abuse 

 Studies have shown that female offenders are more likely to suffer physical and sexual 

abuse as children and adults than both male offenders and women in general (Bureau of Justice 

Statistics, 1999; McClellan, Farabee, & Crouch, 1997). Estimates of physical abuse range from 

32 to as high as 75 percent for female offenders compared to 6 to 13 percent for males (Bureau of 

Justice Statistics, 1999; Browne, Miller, & Maguin, 1999; Greene, Haney, & Hurtado, 2000; 

Owen & Bloom, 1995). 
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The importance of childhood abuse and trauma is core to the gender-responsive literature.  

It is proposed to be a critical starting point for the development of delinquency (Chesney-Lind & 

Shelden, 2004), and may also be a distal, or in some populations a direct, source for continued 

criminal conduct (McClellan, Farabee, & Crouch, 1997; Widom, 1989). Similar to child abuse, 

adult victimization is asserted throughout the feminist criminological literature to play a critical 

role in women’s offending behavior (Bloom et al., 2003; Covington, 1998; Richie, 1996).   

 Research linking victimization and crime, however, has produced mixed results. While 

there is growing support for the connection between child abuse and juvenile delinquency in girls 

(Hubbard & Pratt, 2002; Siegel & Williams, 2003; Widom, 1989), the link between abuse (both 

that experienced as a child and that experienced as an adult) and recidivism in adult female 

offenders has not been clearly established. Some studies have reported no relationship between 

abuse and recidivism (Bonta, Pang, & Wallace-Capretta, 1995; Loucks, 1995; Rettinger, 1998). 

Two studies have suggested abused women were less likely to offend (Blanchette, 1996; Bonta et 

al., 1995) and one reported that abuse did not improve prediction beyond the LSI-R (Lowenkamp, 

Holsinger, & Latessa, 2001). However, other studies, including a recent meta-analysis (Law, 

Sullivan, & Goggin, in press), have found evidence in support of the connection between 

victimization and recidivism (see also, Widom, 1989; Siegel & Williams, 2003).   

Law, Sullivan, and Goggin (in press) suggested further that the relationship may be 

contingent on the type of outcome measure (e.g., institutional misconducts vs. new offenses). 

Research results may also be confounded by differing measures of victimization (Browne, Miller, 

& Maguin, 1999). 

Dysfunctional Relationships 

 A widely regarded theory of women’s identity, Relational Theory, posits that a woman 

defines herself by her relationships with others (Gilligan, 1982; Kaplan, 1984; Miller, 1976). 

Thus, healthy relationships are especially important to women. Unfortunately, female offenders 

have often been so victimized that their ability to have healthy relationships is compromised 
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(Covington, 1998). Additionally, the co-dependent relationships that women often engage in may 

influence their criminal behavior via the criminal activity of their partners (Koons, Burrow, 

Morash, & Bynum, 1997; Richie, 1996). 

 This issue has not been widely researched. One study reported that relationships with 

intimate partners influenced female offenders both positively and negatively (Benda, 2005). That 

is, satisfying intimate relationships predicted desistance; relationships with antisocial intimates 

played a role in future criminal behavior. In focus groups with female prisoners, women voiced 

concern about future involvements with antisocial men (Van Voorhis et al., 2001); in two other 

NIC studies, relationship dysfunction was recently found to be related to serious prison 

misconducts (Salisbury et al., forthcoming; Wright, Van Voorhis, Salisbury & Bauman, 

forthcoming) and to new arrests (Wright, Van Voorhis, Salisbury & Bauman, forthcoming). 

Mental Health 

 Female offenders are more likely than male offenders to exhibit depression, anxiety, co-

occurring disorders, and self-injurious behavior (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006; Bloom, Owen, & 

Covington, 2003; Blume, 1997; Holtfreter & Morash, 2003; McClellan, Farabee, & Crouch, 

1997; Owen & Bloom, 1995; Peters, Strozier, Murrin, & Kearns, 1997).  High proportions of 

women in correctional settings also suffer from mood disorders, panic disorders, post-traumatic 

stress, and eating disorders (Bloom et al., 2003; Blume, 1997).  

Mental health’s importance as a risk factor among women offenders, however, appears to 

have been understated (Andrews, Bonta, & Hoge, 1990; Blanchette & Brown, 2006), likely for 

two reasons. First, offenders may suffer from mental illnesses that have not been officially 

diagnosed. In this sense, mental health problems are frequently under-reported.  However, studies 

using behavioral measures of mental health (such as suicide attempts) find strong links between 

mental health and recidivism (Benda, 2005; Blanchette & Motiuk, 1995; Brown & Motiuk, 

2005). An important comparative study notes that this does not hold true for men (Benda, 2005). 

Second, it may be that some forms of mental illnesses are linked to recidivism while others are 



 7 

not.  In contrast, the prevailing research often compiles all mental disorders into one category (see 

Law et al, in press) which may mask the effects of particular illnesses.  Such literature does little 

to address the concerns of the gender-responsive literature which specifically attends to the 

importance of depression, anxiety, PTSD, trauma, and co-occurring disorders. 

Self-Esteem and Self-Efficacy 

Considerable research (primarily on male offenders) has examined the relationship 

between recidivism and self-esteem. These studies report that low self-esteem, often 

characterized as “personal distress”, was not correlated with recidivism (Andrews & Bonta, 

2003), and programs attempting to increase self-esteem actually increased recidivism (Andrews, 

1983; Andrews, Bonta, & Hoge, 1990; Gendreau, Little, & Goggin, 1996; Wormith, 1984). In the 

gender-responsive literature, self-esteem is more closely linked to the idea of “empowerment,” 

meaning not only increased self-esteem, but also an increased belief in women’s power over their 

own lives (Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women, 1990). Correctional treatment staff, 

researchers, and female offenders, alike, assert this idea of empowerment to be tied to desistance 

from crime (Carp & Schade, 1992; Case & Fasenfest, 2004; Chandler & Kassebaum, 1994; 

Koons, Burrow, Morash, & Bynum, 1997; Morash, Bynum, & Koons, 1998; Prendergast, 

Wellisch, & Falkin, 1995; Schram & Morash, 2002; Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women, 

1990). Additionally, feminist scholars have linked low self-esteem to one’s having experienced 

abusive and dysfunctional relationships, and trauma (Covington, 1998).  Additional links are 

made to mental illness and substance abuse (Covington, 1998; Miller, 1988), and one meta-

analysis found a statistical relationship between low self-esteem in female offenders and 

antisocial behavior (Larivière, 1999). 

 Similar to self-esteem is the concept of self-efficacy or a person’s belief in their ability to 

accomplish their goals. As in the research on self-esteem, self-efficacy has been likened to 

“personal distress” and not shown to influence recidivism in male offender populations. While 

little research exists on the relationship between self-efficacy and recidivism among women 
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offenders, some suggest it is important (Rumgay, 2004) and should be key to gender-responsive 

treatment (Bloom et al., 2003; Bloom, Owen, & Covington, 2005). 

Poverty and Homelessness 

 Many female offenders lead lives plagued by poverty (Belknap, 2007; Bureau of Justice 

Statistics, 1999; Chesney-Lind & Rodriguez, 1983; Daly, 1992; Owen, 1998; Richie, 1996), with 

only 40 percent of women in state prisons reporting full-time employment prior to their arrest and 

two-thirds reporting their highest hourly wage to be no higher than $6.50 (Bureau of Justice 

Statistics, 1999). Profiles of women offender populations report employment to be severely 

affected by: (1) poor educational and vocational skills; (2) drug/alcohol dependence; (3) child 

care responsibilities, (4) illegal opportunities which offer more financially rewarding returns, and 

(5) homelessness. As a result when asked about their primary source of income before 

incarceration only 37 percent reported that it was from legitimate employment, while 22 percent 

reported public assistance and 16 percent reported selling illegal drugs (Owen & Bloom, 1995). 

 The most poignant evidence of the role of poverty in the future of women offenders was 

seen in a study by Holtfreter, Reisig, and Morash (2004).  Their recidivism study found that 

poverty increased the odds of rearrest by a factor of 4.6 and the odds of supervision violation by 

12.7 after controlling for minority status, age, education, and the LSI-R risk score. Furthermore, 

among the women who were initially living below the poverty level, public assistance with 

economic-related needs (e.g., education, healthcare, housing, and vocational training) reduced the 

odds of recidivism by 83 percent. 

Drug Abuse 

 Like male offenders, large numbers of female offenders suffer from drug addiction 

(Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2006). In fact, some studies report that the incidence of illegal drug 

use is higher among female offenders than male offenders (McClellan et al., 1997). There is a 

clear connection to recidivism (Law et al., in press; Salisbury et al, 2006; Wright et al., 2006).   
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 Scholars warn that substance abuse also co-occurs with trauma and mental health 

problems (Bloom et al., 2003; Covington, 1998; Henderson, 1998; Langan & Pelissier, 2001; 

Messina, Burdon, Prendergast, 2003; Owen & Bloom, 1995; Peters, Strozier, Murrin & Kearns, 

1997).  In support, this trajectory from abuse to mental illness to criminal behavior was recently 

reported among women but not men (McClellan, Farabee, & Crouch, 1997). 

 Parental Stress 

 Over 70 percent of women under correctional supervision are mothers to minor children 

(Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1999). Financial strain and substance abuse problems likely add an 

overwhelming quality to their child care responsibilities (Greene, Haney, & Hurtado, 2000). 

Research has shown a connection between parental stress and crime (Ferraro & Moe, 2003; Ross, 

Khashu, & Wamsley, 2004; Salisbury et al., 2006), particularly among those female offenders 

who were single parents (Bonta, Pang, & Wallace-Capretta, 1995). 

It would seem that women who are faced with the possibility of losing custody of their 

children would experience the greatest degree of parental stress.  Child custody issues pose 

considerable stress to incarcerated offenders, although contrary to popular beliefs, loss of custody 

more frequently occurs prior to incarceration rather than during (Ross, Khashu, & Wamsley, 

2004). 

 In sum, there is both theoretical and empirical support for conducting research on gender 

responsive needs and their relevance to risk/needs assessment for women offenders.  Moreover, it 

is hoped that doing so will bring these needs more clearly to the forefront of the work of policy 

makers and practitioners.    

 

The NIC Assessment Projects 
 

Development of gender-responsive tools began in 1999 with a pilot study in the Colorado 

Department of Corrections and later continued with three larger projects in Maui, Minnesota, and 

Missouri.  Two types of assessments were developed.  The first, presently called “the trailer” was 
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designed to supplement existing risk/needs assessments such as the Level of Service Inventory 

(Andrews & Bonta, 1995) and the Northpointe Compas (Brennan, Dieterich, & Oliver, 2006).  

The second was an assessment that can be used on its own, as a “stand-alone” risk/needs 

assessment.  Both instruments were developed following extensive literature searches and focus 

groups with correctional administrators, treatment practitioners, line staff, and women offenders.  

The full instrument, and many of the questions now contained on the trailer, were developed by 

members of Missouri Women’s Issues Committee of the Missouri Department of Corrections in 

collaboration with researchers at the University of Cincinnati.  

 The assessments were designed with several features in mind.  First, development teams 

recommended models that would facilitate seamless assessment, i.e., they would be valid and 

applicable across different correctional settings (probation, institutions, and parole).  Second, the 

items would be behavioral in nature, thereby requiring few subjective judgments on the part of 

the practitioners or respondents. Third, needs which were not new to risk assessment (e.g., 

housing or accommodations, mental illness, financial circumstances, family support and others) 

were to be contextualized in gender responsive terms.  Finally, strengths were viewed as 

important to both gender responsive assessment and programming, e.g., self efficacy, self-esteem, 

support from others, financial management skills, and educational attainments. 

 Results for the Missouri stand alone instrument and the trailer are presented in this paper. 

 
 

Methodology 
 

Overall, a total of 746 women offenders in three separate samples (probation, prison, and 

pre-release) participated in the Missouri study.  Participants from the probation sample included 

313 women who were processed through the Missouri State Department of Corrections1 between 

January 27, 2004 and October 5, 2005.  The institutional sample consisted of 272 women inmates 

admitted between February 11, 2004 and July 28, 2004.  This prison sample was further divided 

                                                 
1 The Division of Probation & Parole is under the auspices of the Missouri Department of Corrections. 
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into two smaller samples: 171 women were serving terms under general prison conditions while 

101 were engaged in a 120-day treatment sentence.2  Lastly, a sample of pre-release women 

included 161 inmates waiting release to parole between March 5, 2004 and September 13, 2005.  

Only women who gave their signed consent to participate in the study were included.  Response 

rates were 80 percent, 84 percent, and 86 percent for the probation, prison, and prerelease 

samples, respectively. 

 Sample Description 

 
 Table 1 presents demographic and criminal history characteristics for the four samples (as 

well as the merged prison samples as a whole).  The average ages of women in all four samples 

were comparable.  Understandably, women on probation were slightly younger on average (31.9 

years) and the pre-release sample was slightly older (35.3 years).  Over two-thirds of all the 

samples were White, with the remaining majority being African American.  

Regardless of sample, drug-related offenses were the most common current offense 

followed by forgery/fraud and theft.  As expected, few current or prior offenses involved 

violence.  Criminal histories for the probation sample were far less extensive than those seen in 

the other samples.  While over 80 percent of the probation sample had no prior felony 

convictions, percentages for the other samples ranged from 43.9 percent to 45.9 percent.  

Moreover, only 25.6 percent of the probationers had served a prior probation term in comparison 

to 61.5 percent of the general prison sample, 53.0 percent of the treatment sample and 67.5 

percent of the prerelease sample.  Similarly, very few of these probationers had ever served a 

prior prison term (3.8%); however, 29.8 percent of the general prison sample, 17.8 percent of the 

prison treatment sample, and 35.6 percent of the pre-release sample served an average of about 

1.5 prior prison terms.

                                                 
2 Given the similarity of findings for each group, they were combined in the analyses reported in this paper. 
Separate analyses are available from the author. 
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Table 1: Social and Demographic Characteristics by Sample 

  

Probation 

 

 

Prison,  

All 

 

Prison,  

General 

 

Prison,  

Treatment 

 

Pre-release 

 
Characteristic 
 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 313 100.0 272 100.0 171 100.0 101 100.0 161 100.0 
           
Age N = 307 N = 267 N = 167 N = 100 N = 158 

    17 years old  
    18-20 years old 
    21-30 years old 
    31-40 years old 
    41-50 years old 
    51 years and older 

3 
36 

109 
90 
58 
11 

1.0 
11.7 
35.5 
29.3 
18.9 
3.6 

--- 
12 
86 

110 
55 
4 

    --- 
4.5 

32.2 
41.2 
20.6 
1.5 

--- 
4 

48 
78 
33 
4 

    --- 
2.4 

28.7 
46.7 
19.8 
2.4 

--- 
8 

38 
32 
22 
0 

    --- 
8.0 

38.0 
32.0 
22.0 
0.0 

--- 
3 

40 
75 
36 
3 

    --- 
1.9 

25.3 
47.5 
22.8 
1.9 

 X = 31.9 yrs X = 33.8 yrs X = 34.4 yrs X = 32.8 yrs X = 35.3 yrs 

           
Race N = 301 N = 265 N = 165 N = 100  N = 155 

    Asian 
    African American 
    Bi-racial 
    Hispanic/Latino 
    Indian 
    Pacific Islander 
    White 

3 
90 
1 
3 

--- 
--- 

204 

1.0 
29.9 
0.3 
1.0 

    --- 
    --- 
67.8 

1 
52 

--- 
--- 

1 
--- 

211 

0.4 
19.6 

    --- 
    --- 

0.4 
    --- 
79.6 

1 
28 
--- 
--- 

1 
--- 

135 

0.6 
17.0 

    --- 
    --- 

0.6 
    --- 
81.8 

--- 
24 

--- 
--- 
--- 
--- 
76 

    --- 
24.0 

    --- 
    --- 
    --- 
    --- 
76.0 

--- 
45 

--- 
--- 
--- 

1 
109 

    --- 
29.0 

    --- 
    --- 
    --- 

0.6 
70.3 

           
Most Serious Present Offense N = 305     

     Possession of controlled  
     substance/drug paraphernalia 

86 
 

28.2 
 

82 
 

30.1 
 

49 
 

28.7 
 

33 
 

32.7 
 

31 
 

19.3 
 

     Manufacture of controlled substance           8 2.6 17 6.3 10 5.8 7 6.9 16 9.9 
           

Table Continues 
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Table 1: Social and Demographic Characteristics by Sample, continued 

  

Probation 

 

 

Prison,  

All 

 

Prison,  

General 

 

Prison,  

Treatment 

 

Pre-release 

 
Characteristic 
 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 313 100.0 272 100.0 171 100.0 101 100.0 161 100.0 
           

Most Serious Present Offense 

(continued) 

N = 305     

     Distribute/deliver/trafficking 
     controlled substance 

21 
 

6.9 
 

22 
 

8.1 
 

11 
 

6.4 
 

11 
 

10.9 
 

18 
 

11.2 
 

     Child abuse/endangerment/ 
     Molestation 

16 5.2 8 2.9 6 3.5 2 2.0 3 1.9 

     Assault 7 2.3 9 3.3 3 1.8 6 5.9 6 3.7 
     Forgery 
     Fraud (passing bad checks, unlawful  
     use of credit device) 
     Burglary 
     Robbery 
     Theft 
     Murder/manslaughter 
     DUI/DWI 
     Tampering with a MV 
     Leaving scene of a MV accident 
     Other 

45 
27 
 
9 

--- 
44 
--- 
9 
7 
1 

25 

14.8 
8.9 
 

3.0 
    --- 
14.4 

    --- 
3.0 
2.3 
0.3 
8.2 

   43 
13 

 
4 
6 

26 
5 

10 
9 
4 

14 

15.8 
4.8 
 

1.5 
2.2 
9.6 
1.8 
3.7 
3.3 
1.5 
5.1 

29 
11 

 
3 
4 

18 
4 
5 
6 
4 
8 

17.0 
6.4 
 

1.8 
2.3 

10.5 
2.3 
2.9 
3.5 
2.3 
4.7 

14 
2 
 
1 
2 
8 
1 
5 
3 

--- 
6 

13.9 
2.0 
 

1.0 
2.0 
7.9 
1.0 
5.0 
3.0 

    --- 
5.9 

26 
15 

 
3 
3 

17 
2 
4 
2 
2 

13 

16.1 
9.3 
 

1.9 
1.9 

10.6 
1.2 
2.5 
1.2 
1.2 
8.1 

           

Present Offense Violent           
     Yes 23 7.3 28 10.3 17 9.9 11 10.9 14 8.7 
           

Table Continues 
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Table 1: Social and Demographic Characteristics by Sample, continued 

  

Probation 

 

 

Prison,  

All 

 

Prison,  

General 

 

Prison,  

Treatment 

 

Pre-release 

 
Characteristic 
 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 313 100.0 272 100.0 171 100.0 101 100.0 161 100.0 
           
Present Offense Violent Excluding 

Self Defense 

          

     Yes 
 

20 6.4 27 9.9 16 9.4 11 10.9 12 7.5 

           
Prior Felonies N = 305 N = 261 N = 164 N = 97 N = 159 

     None 
     1-2 
     3-5 
     6 or more 

246 
55 
4 

--- 

80.7 
18.0 
1.3 

    --- 

116 
11 
30 
4 

44.4 
42.5 
11.5 
1.5 

72 
67 
22 
3 

43.9 
40.9 
13.4 
1.8 

44 
44 
8 
1 

45.4 
45.4 
8.2 
1.0 

73 
56 
20 
10 

45.9 
35.2 
12.6 
6.3 

 X = 1.3 fels X = 2.0 fels X = 2.1 fels X = 1.7 fels X = 2.7 fels 

           
Prior Offenses Involving Assault  

or Violence 

 
N = 305 

        

     Yes 10 3.3 15 5.5 12 7.0 3 3.0 9 5.6 
           
Ever Served Other Prison Terms         N = 160 

     Yes 12 3.8 69 25.4 51 29.8 18 17.8 57 35.6 
 X = 1.1 terms X = 1.4 terms X = 1.4 terms X = 1.6 terms X = 1.6 terms 

           

Table Continues 
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Table 1: Social and Demographic Characteristics by Sample, continued 

  

Probation 

 

 

Prison,  

All 

 

Prison,  

General 

 

Prison,  

Treatment 

 

Pre-release 

 
Characteristic 
 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 

N 

 

Percent 

 313 100.0 272 100.0 171 100.0 101 100.0 161 100.0 
           
Been On Supervised Probation or 

Parole Prior to Present Offense 
 

N = 309 

        

     Yes 79 25.6 ---     --- ---     --- ---     --- ---     --- 
           
Currently Married           
     Yes 74 23.6 74 27.2 41 24.0 33 32.7 44 27.3 
           
Client Have Children Under 18         N = 152 

     Yes 205 65.5 203 74.6 128 74.9 75 74.3 105 69.1 
           
Employment N = 302 N = 269 N = 170 N = 99  
     Employed (full or part time,  
     child care, student, or disabled) 
     Not employed 

199 
 

103 

65.9 
 

34.1 

228 
 

41 

84.8 
 

15.2 

142 
 

28 

83.5 
 

16.5 

86 
 

13 

86.9 
 

13.1 

122 
 

39 

75.8 
 

24.2 
           
H.S. Grad or GED N = 307    N = 159 

     Yes 198 64.5 155 57.0 101 59.1 54 53.5 89 56.0 
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While over half of the four samples possessed a high school diploma or GED, the probation 

sample reported the largest percentage (64.5%).  Interestingly, these probationers were the most likely to 

report unemployment (34.1%).  Those in the prison treatment sample and the general prison sample were 

most likely to have been employed prior to their arrest (86.9 and 83.5%, respectively). 

In all of the samples, less than a third of the participants were married at the time of the study 

with the prison treatment sample most likely to be married (32.7%).  Much larger percentages of each of 

the groups had minor children, including 65.5 percent of the probationers, 74.9 percent of the prison 

general sample, 74.3 of the prison treatment sample and 69.1 percent of the pre-release sample. 

Times served by the incarcerated women were somewhat short.  For example, at 12 months 

following their completion of intake assessments, 71.7 percent of all incarcerated women in the sample 

had been released.  This included 61.0 percent of the women in general population and 92.7 percent of the 

women in the treatment population.  Surprisingly, 10.4 percent of the women in the treatment population 

remained beyond the 4 months originally envisioned for their stay. 

 Scale Construction 

 

 A good deal of the work of this research addressed scale construction and other measurement 

issues. Two instruments were developed.  First, a risk/needs interview was created by the Missouri 

Women’s Issues Committee and UC researchers to capture both traditional, dynamic needs common to 

most gender-neutral risk needs assessment instruments as well as gender-responsive needs being cited in 

the emerging literature. Questions were formulated by practitioners and administrators, including 

substance abuse counselors and psychologists. Even though the gender-neutral items tapped domains seen 

in many current dynamic risk/needs assessments, the authors spent considerable time discussing how 

items might be most relevant to women.  

The second instrument used in the project was a self-report, paper-and-pencil survey completed 

by each participant.  The survey was meant to supplement the risk/needs assessment interview  both to tap 

additional gender-responsive needs and to test different methods of assessment to determine the optimal 



 17 

mode of capturing key domains.  Specifically, measures pertaining to parenting,  abuse, and relationships 

were available on both instruments.  

For purposes of data reduction, items comprising the various domains were factor analyzed using 

principal components extraction and varimax rotation.  Once the scales were defined, a final confirmatory 

analysis (principal component extraction) was conducted to examine the final factor structures.  As a 

general rule, items which loaded above 0.50 on each factor were retained and subsequently summed to 

create a domain risk/need scale.  Exceptions to the 0.50 cutoff were made for some items which either 

loaded well on identical factors for the other project samples (e.g., Colorado, Maui and Minnesota) or in 

rarer cases were too well-established among current risk instruments to be excluded (e.g., was the present 

offense violent?). All scales evidenced eigen values of 1.00 or higher.3 Notably, the factor structures of 

the risk/need scales were comparable across other project samples. 

The following section describes each risk/need scale that was included in the two instruments.  

The section begins with traditional, then moves to gender-responsive scales from the interview risk/needs 

assessment instrument. Lastly, additional gender-responsive scales from the self-report survey are 

presented.  Descriptives for each scale are shown by sample in Table 2.   

 

 

 

                                                 
3 Internal factor structures for each of the scales are available from the lead author as are the results of construct 
validity tests. 
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Table 2: Scale Descriptives for Traditional and Gender-Responsive Needs, Missouri Probation (N=313), Prison (N=271), and    

     Pre-release (N=161) Samples. 

  

Probation 

 

 

Prison 
 

Pre-release 

 

Risk Factor/Strength 

 

 

Mean 

 

(s.d.) 

 

Range 

 

Alpha 

 

Mean 

 

(s.d.) 

 

Range 

 

Alpha 

 

Mean 

 

(s.d.) 

 

Range 

 

Alpha 

Criminal History 
 

.68 (1.12) 0-6 .62 2.18 (1.81) 0-9 .63 3.49 (2.73) 0-13 .60 

Antisocial Attitudes 
 

1.94 (1.86) 0-7 .77 1.49 (2.03) 0-7 .87 1.45 (1.63) 0-7 .71 

Family Conflict 
 

.91 (.84) 0-3 .90a .49 (.84) 0-3 .83a 0.16 (.40) 0-2 .85a 

Antisocial Friends 
 

1.10 (1.40) 0-5 .79 2.18 (1.61) 0-5 .70 2.52 (1.70) 0-5 .74 

Financial and Employment 
 

3.72 (2.25) 0-8 .65 3.34 (1.88) 0-8 .61 3.52 (1.79) 0-8 .52 

Educational Needs 
 

.73 (1.04) 0-4 .66 .99 (1.17) 0-4 .66 0.92 (1.17) 0-4 .71 

Substance Abuse—History 
 

3.51 (3.28) 0-10 .92 9.02 (4.63) 0-15 .86 8.06 (4.91) 0-15 .88 

Substance Abuse—Dynamic 
  

.62 (.95) 0-6 .62 2.67 (1.51) 0-5 .66 .78 (.91) 0-5 .40 

Mental Illness—History 
 

1.84 (1.85) 0-6 .81 2.43 (1.91) 0-6 .80 2.53 (1.91) 0-6 .79 

Current Depression & Anxiety 
 

1.98 (2.06) 0-6 .83 2.00 (1.99) 0-6 .82 1.67 (1.70) 0-6 .73 

Current Psychosis 
 

.18 (.47) 0-2  nab .08 (.32) 0-2  nab 0.09 (.33) 0-2  nab 

Anger Control 
 

1.30 (1.64) 0-7 .74 1.54 (1.55) 0-7 .62 0.83 (1.04) 0-4 .56 

Table Continues 
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Table 2: Scale Descriptives for Traditional and Gender-Responsive Needs, Missouri Probation (N=313), Prison (N=271), and 

               Pre-release (N=161) Samples, continued. 

  

Probation 
 

 

Prison 
 

Pre-release 

 

Risk Factor/Strength 

 

 

Mean 

 

(s.d.) 

 

Range 

 

Alpha 

 

Mean 

 

(s.d.) 

 

Range 

 

Alpha 

 

Mean 

 

(s.d.) 

 

Range 

 

Alpha 

Housing Safety 
 

.25 (.63) 0-4 .52 .40 (.76) 0-3 .61 1.12 (1.05) 0-4 .54 

Child Abuse (Interview) 
 

.64 (.82) 0-2 nab .79 (.86) 0-2 nab 0.54 (.50) 0-2 nab 

Child Abuse (Survey) 
 

6.34 (8.65) 0-38 .95 6.90 (8.88) 0-37 .95 5.55 (7.09) 0-33 .94 

Adult Victimization 
(Interview) 
 

.68 (.74) 0-2  nab .92 (.76) 0-2  nab 1.00 (.75) 0-2  nab 

Adult Physical Abuse 
(Survey) 
 

7.43 (8.71) 0-30 .96 10.63 (9.12) 0-30 .96 11.57 (8.03) 0-30 .95 

Adult Harassment Abuse 
(Survey) 
 

5.30 (5.73) 0-22 .92 7.36 (6.36) 0-22 .93 7.19 (5.85) 0-22 .92 

Adult Emotional Abuse 
(Survey) 
 

15.45 (10.42) 0-32 .97 18.69 (10.21) 0-32 .97 19.05 (9.11) 0-32 .97 

Parental Stress (Survey) 
 

13.55 (5.11) 0-30 .83 14.62 (5.58) 0-29 .82 14.72 (4.91) 0-27 .79 

Relationship Dysfunction 
(Survey) 
 

4.43 (3.73) 4-14 .81 5.04 (3.81) 4-14 .77 5.09 (3.67) 4-14 .73 

Table Continues 
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Table 2: Scale Descriptives for Traditional and Gender-Responsive Needs, Missouri Probation (N=313), Prison (N=271), and 

               Pre-release (N=161) Samples, continued. 

  

Probation 
 

 
Prison 

 

Pre-release 

 

Risk Factor/Strength 

 

 

Mean 

 

(s.d.) 

 

Range 

 

Alpha 

 

Mean 

 

(s.d.) 

 

Range 

 

Alpha 

 

Mean 

 

(s.d.) 

 

Range 

 

Alpha 

Self-Efficacy (Survey) 
 

43.87 (5.85) 20-51 .89 41.34 (6.66) 18-51 .91 42.15 (6.06) 
 

23-51 .90 

Self-Esteem  (Survey) 
 

24.93 (4.42) 11-30 .90 23.66 (4.54) 11-30 .90 24.74 (4.33) 11-30 .89 

Educational Strengths 
 

1.47 (1.19) 0-4  
 

1.28 (1.18) 0-4 .62 1.48 (1.22) 0-4 .62 

Relationship Support 
 

3.37 (3.49) 0-10 .85 4.78 (3.77) 0-11 .85 3.34 (3.80) 0-10 .86 

Family Support 
 

2.83 (1.31) 0-4 .73 3.30 (1.41) 0-5 .73 3.56 (1.62) 0-5 .80 

a
 Items formed a Guttman Scale; Coefficient represents coefficient of reproducibility. 

b  Scale is a two item scale, not appropriate for alpha calculation. 
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Risk/Needs Assessment Interview: Traditional Scales  

 Criminal History.  Measures of criminal history have traditionally been among the best predictors 

of future antisocial conduct.  In fact, Andrews and Bonta (2003) included offense history as the single 

static risk factor in their grouping of “Big Four” recidivism predictors.  The scale for this study included 

six items tapping prior offenses, sanction, violations occurring during prior sentences, and attributes of 

the current offense. Collateral data review was requested of interviewers rating these items and included 

consultation of pre-sentence and police reports, and rap sheets.  Alphas for the scale were modest: a) 

prison sample = .63; probation = .62; and prerelease = .60.  However, they increased somewhat if the item 

indicating whether the current offense was violent was dropped from the scale (e.g., probation = 70; 

prison=.67; and prerelease = .67).   

 Antisocial Attitudes.  Similar to criminal history, antisocial attitudes is considered to be one of the 

major risk factors for recidivism (Andrews & Bonta, 2003; Andrews et al., 1990: Gendreau et al., 1996, 

1998).  This risk factor is heavily influenced by such antisocial cognitive patterns as the “techniques of 

neutralization” (Sykes & Matza, 1957) and processes of “moral disengagement” (Bandura, Barbaranelli, 

Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1996).  

The scale required interviewers to ask each offender for an account of her offense and to listen for 

antisocial attitudes such as denial of blame, minimization of harm, and making excuses.  Once the 

description was received, the interviewer coded seven dichotomous yes/no items reflecting whether 

antisocial attitudes were evident.  Alphas for the scales were .77 for probation; .87 for prison; and .71 for 

pre-release. 

Family Conflict.    This scale and another measuring family support tapped normative and 

attachment dimensions of each offender’s family of origin.  Three items converged (from six) and were 

included in the final family conflict scale.  The items reflected conflict, communication and antisocial 

patterns among these families. The alpha reliabilities were very low.  However they did show an 

underlying ordering in their contribution to outcome, thus forming a Guttman scale with the following 

coefficients of reproducibility: .83 for prisons; .85 for prerelease; and .90 for probation. 
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 Antisocial Friends.  From a social learning perspective, the concept of antisocial peers largely 

reflects the notion that offenders learn (and maintain) antisocial behavior among individuals who model 

such behavior.  Meta analysis research found antisocial friends to be another one of the “Big Four” risk 

factors for recidivism and it is considered a primary treatment target among effective correctional 

programs (Andrews & Bonta, 2003; Andrews et al., 1990; Gendreau et al., 1996: Gendreau, Goggin, & 

Smith, 1999).   

The scale included six items regarding the antisocial nature of respondents’ peers.  Questions 

tapped whether women had any friends who had been in trouble with the law, if they committed offenses 

with friends, and whether friends had ever been to prison or on probation/parole.  Five yes/no items 

converged to create the scale.  Alphas ranged from .70 to .79. 

Employment and Financial Needs.  Economic strain is common to many dynamic, risk/need 

assessment instruments, and it certainly has been discussed by both theoretical literatures.  The distinction 

appears to be that feminist scholars highlight women’s extreme poverty and economic marginalization 

(Bloom et al., 2004; Holtfreter et. al., 2004), oftentimes in more frequent numbers than men (BJS, 1999).   

Even so, employment and financial wherewithal were not easy to conceptualize and measure 

among women offenders, because items could be confounded by the presence of another (primary) wage 

earner, public assistance, or single parenting.  A factor was created that captured employment, skill in 

keeping a job, and the maintenance of  economic necessities standard to everyday life, (e.g., an 

automobile, home, checking account, savings account, enough money to pay bills).  Still alpha 

reliabilities were somewhat low (.61 for inmates; .52 for prerelease and .65 for probation samples).   

Educational Needs.  Nine yes/no questions were asked of the participants, four of which 

combined into a single factor.  Items included whether the offender had achieved a high-school education, 

had trouble reading or writing, ever attended special education classes, or had ever been diagnosed as 

having a learning disability.  Alphas ranged from .66 to .71 across the samples.  

History of Substance Abuse.  Substance abuse dependency is viewed as a measure of an 

individual’s history of antisocial conduct, similar to criminal history (Andrews & Bonta, 2003).  It also 
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can reflect a pattern of risk-seeking behavior, or a stable antisocial personality characteristic.  The gender-

responsive paradigm, on the other hand, interprets a woman’s substance abuse history as a possible 

coping mechanism for handling mental illness, perhaps as a result of suffering from abusive experiences 

(Bloom et al., 2003; Covington, 1998). 

Sixteen dichotomous items tapping static substance abuse history (i.e., both alcohol and drug use) 

were asked of the offenders.  Many of these were behaviorally specific in nature, such as whether 

substance abuse had ever made it difficult to perform at work or school, or ever resulted in financial 

problems or marital/family fights.  Ten items comprised the final scale. Alphas were high: .86 for prisons; 

.88 for pre-release and .92 for probation.  The large scale range required that the item be collapsed into 

four categories prior to its inclusion with other risk factors into the full risk/need score. 

Dynamic Substance Abuse.  This scale attempted to capture one’s current status with respect to 

substance abuse.  The differentiation of current substance abuse, from a historical measure was the result 

of factor analysis. The scale afforded a means of viewing substance abuse in a dynamic sense, showing 

ongoing abstinence or relapse, which can change at reassessment points. The scale consisted of five items 

designed to be completed primarily through record data. However, some items required some degree of 

honesty from the offender (e.g, current use; substance abuse in the home, and associating with other 

users) as well as assurances that the interviewer was indeed checking collateral data and noting 

discrepancies to offenders.  Alphas (prisons=.66; pre-release =.40; and probation=.62) hopefully will be 

improved upon with more in depth training of interviewers.  The especially low coefficient for pre-release 

participants, may also reflect the  fact that they likely had few instances of abuse while incarcerated as 

well as higher stakes in avoiding any negative information about themselves. 

Anger.  The concept of anger/hostility in relation to crime was established with early frustration-

aggression theory (Berkowitz, 1962; Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer, & Sears, 1939) and continues 

primarily with current formulations of strain theory (Agnew, 1992).  Though not factored into current 

dynamic risk/needs assessments, anger is a notable treatment target in some of the more well-know 



 24 

cognitive-behavioral, correctional intervention curricula (e.g.,  Aggression Replacement Training 

(Goldstein, Glick, & Gibbs, 1998).   

Several of the scale items were behaviorally based, asking questions such as, “Within the past 

three years, have you ever hit/hurt anyone, including family members, when you were upset (exclude self-

defense)?” Seven items comprised the final scale with: alphas of (1) .62 for the prison samples; (2) .56 for 

the pre-release sample, and (3) .74 for the probation sample.  

Gender-Responsive Risk Scales 

 Scales described in this section reflect concerns put forward in the gender-responsive literature.  

Some of the scales noted below also appear on gender-neutral risk/needs assessments with modifications 

believed to better fit women’s needs.  However, it will become apparent that other scales are new to 

community and institutional risk assessment and to correctional treatment.. 

History of Mental Illness.  When mental health is noted in correctional risk assessment, and most 

often it is not, scales attempt to screen for little else than whether or not there is a recorded history of 

medication, diagnoses, or hospitalization.  Among the risk prediction research, it is also subsumed under a 

composite “personal distress” scale which merges several distinct mental health issues (e.g., low self-

esteem, anxiety, depression, neuroticism, apathy) (Andrews, Bonta, & Hoge, 1990; Gendreau et al., 1996; 

Law, Sullivan, & Goggin, in press; Simourd & Andrews, 1994).  Gender-responsive research interprets 

this need as a possible sequela of trauma and abuse, as well as a facilitator of self-medicating behavior 

(Bloom et al., 2003; Covington, 2003). 

Mental health questions were designed by mental health providers of the Missouri Department of 

Corrections, who requested that their mental health screening questions be incorporated into the women’s 

assessment.  Factor analysis identified three scales, one describing mental health history, another 

depression/anxiety, and a third, a two item scale identifying symptoms of psychosis.  The scales are 

intended to be screens, that alert staff to the need for further assessment, if such mental health 

assessments have not already been conducted.   
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Items retained in the mental health history scale reflected whether offenders had ever attempted 

suicide, been involved in counseling/therapy, taken medication, seen things or heard voices, been 

hospitalized, or been diagnosed with mental illness.  Alphas ranges from .79 to .81.  The scale was 

collapsed into three categories in order to prevent its having an inappropriately high influence on the total 

risk scale. 

Current Depression/Anxiety.   This scale asked behaviorally-specific items to capture common 

symptoms associated with depression and anxiety.   The final scale included six items (i.e., currently 

experiencing mood swings, loss of appetite, trouble sleeping, fearing the future, trouble concentrating, 

and difficulty functioning).  This scale as well exhibited adequate alphas, .82 for inmates; .73 for pre-

release participants and .83 for probationers.  It was collapsed into three categories prior to including it on 

the overall risk scale. 

 Current Psychosis.  Two items asked participants about whether they frequently imagined that 

others were out to harm them or heard voices or saw images that were not really present.  Alphas were not 

appropriate for two-item scales; the items however, were strongly correlated.   

 Relationship Conflict.  The relationship conflict scale aimed to assess current conflict with 

women’s significant others.  Five items comprised the scale and reflected whether women’s relationships 

were conflictual most of the time and if problems ever resulted in physical violence.  Additional questions 

asked specifically whether their significant other was involved in the current offense, had legal, substance 

abuse, or domestic violence problems, or had too much power over them.  Low alphas reflected general 

difficulties securing information about women’s intimate others (alpha = .66 prisons, .69 pre-release and 

.69 probation).4  These difficulties are described in greater detail, below. 

Relationship Dysfunction.  For purposes of comparison, another relationship item was obtained 

through a self-report scale.  This scale sought to identify women who were experiencing relationship 

difficulties resulting in a loss of personal power.  A number of sources from the substance abuse literature 

                                                 
4 Interviewers, as well, noted confusion over who represented an intimate partner, and left items incomplete if they 

did not feel that the offender’s interpretation of a significant other was warranted.  
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use the term “co-dependency” to describe such difficulties (see Beattie, 1987; Bepko & Krestan, 1985; 

Woititz, 1983).   

The 15-item, Likert-type questionnaire contained items which were influenced by, but not 

identical to, scales developed by Fischer, Spann, and Crawford (1991; Spann-Fischer Codependency 

Scale), Roehling and Gaumond (1996; Codependent Questionnaire), and Crowley and Dill (1992; 

Silencing the Self Scale).  Factor analysis revealed that the factor accounting for the largest proportion of 

explained variance included six items pertaining to: (1) loss of a sense of self in relationships, (2) a 

tendency to get into painful, unsatisfying and unsupportive relationships, and (3) a greater tendency to 

incur legal problems when in an intimate relationship than when not in one.  Alphas were as follows: .77 

for inmates; .73 for offenders at pre-release; and.81 for probationers.  Because the scale ranged from a 

low of 0 to a high of 14, this scale was collapsed into two values for use in the cumulative risk scale. 

Unsafe Housing.  Unlike traditional measures of accommodation which are limited to issues of 

homelessness, number of residential moves and antisocial influences, this scale also measured safety and 

violence in the home.  Factor analysis of seven questions pertaining to women’s current housing situation 

revealed a safety factor comprised of between three to four items, depending on the sample.  These items 

reflected whether women felt safe in their homes and neighborhoods, if home environments were free of 

violence and substance abuse, and housing stability. While an important variable from a predictive 

standpoint, alphas were limited (.61 for prisoners; .54 for prerelease women; and .51 for probationers).  In 

another sense, however, the scale fits a pattern whereby scales with four or less items showed lower 

alphas.   In fact, test-development research notes that as the number of items in a scale decrease, alpha 

levels also generally decrease (Brown, 1998), a statistical artifact that certainly complicates efforts to 

create efficient assessments. 

Parental Stress. With between 65 and 75 percent of women in each sample responsible for 

children under the age of 18, maternal issues clearly appeared relevant to these participants.  

Modifications were made to a 20-item, Likert-type scale developed by Avison and Turner (1986).  Factor 

analysis revealed a single factor containing 12 items that identified women who were overwhelmed by 
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their parental responsibilities. It included items pertaining to child management skills and the extent of 

support offered by family members, including the child’s father. Alphas were .82 for inmates, .79 for 

prerelease women and .83 probationers.5 

It is important to stress that this scale was not considered to be indicative of bad parenting. The 

scale says nothing about parental affection, overly harsh disciplinary practices, or abuse; as such, it is not 

intended to inform child custody decisions in any way.  

Child Abuse.  Two measures were developed over the course of this research. One was a two item 

scale, where interviewers asked respondents whether they had ever experienced physical or sexual abuse 

as a child.  It was a cumulative scale in that responses to both child physical and sexual abuse were 

summed. With only two items, no factor analyses or alpha reliabilities were created.  However, construct 

validity coefficients were strong (r=.50, p<.01; r=.43, p<.01; r=.57, p<.01, for prison, pre-release, and 

probation samples, respectively). 

The second scale was obtained through the self-report survey and asked women whether they had 

ever been subjected to specific abusive acts as a child—acts such as slapping, humiliation, threats, and 

many others.  Items contained in both the child abuse and adult victimization scales (below) were 

informed by Belknap, Fisher, and Cullen (1999), Campbell, Campbell, King, Parker, and Ryan (1994), 

Coleman (1997), Holsinger, Belknap, and Sutherland (1999), Murphy and Hoover (1999), Rodenberg and 

Fantuzzo (1993), and Shepard and Campbell (1992).  The survey scale was designed to reduce instances 

of underreporting, a common occurrence in the measurement of abuse/victimization. Underreporting 

occurs with official data, because few offenses come to the attention of the criminal justice system, and 

with self-report data when victims are too uncomfortable talking about abuse or so familiar with 

maltreatment that they do not recognize their experiences as abusive (Browne, Miller, & Maguin, 1999).   

                                                 
5 The scale was not added to the total risk scale, because doing so, would have required separate 

instruments for parents and women without parents.  Instead it appears in a section of the assessment designated for 
needs.   
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The child abuse scale originally contained 38 behaviorally-specific items pertaining to abuse and 

victimization during childhood.  Respondents were asked to mark one of three response choices for each 

of the items which included: (1) never, (2) less than five times, and (3) more than five times.  Factor 

analysis of the items indicated a single factor which included 19 items.  Alpha was .95, .94 and .95 for 

institutional, prerelease, and probation samples, respectively. 

 Adult Victimization.  Interview question on adult victimization comprised only two questions 

which were summed to create a cumulative scale.  Women were asked whether they had ever experienced 

physical or sexual abuse as an adult.  The scale was assumed to be more limited than the behavioral 

survey scales below.  However, construct validity tests were adequate, ranging from a low of .49, p<.01 to 

a high of .68, p<.01. 

The self-report survey allowed for a more through measure of adult abuse.  As with the child 

abuse scale, this method was assumed to benefit from behavioral definitions of abuse and afforded 

privacy during the assessment process (Browne, Miller, & Maguin, 1999). The survey included a total of 

52 items.  Factor analyses produced three distinct factors, reflecting physical, emotional, and harassment 

forms of adult abuse.  The adult physical abuse scale resulted in 15 items (alpha = .96 for prison .95 for 

prerelease;  and .96 for probation). Adult emotional abuse consisted of 16 items reflecting jealousy, 

insults, and controlling behaviors.  Alphas were .97 for each of the samples. Finally, adult harassment 

included 11 items (e.g., harassed you over the phone, harassed you in person, and followed you).  Alphas 

were between.92 and 93 for the three samples. 

Women’s Strengths 

 Therapeutic, feminist, and correctional literatures  and proponents of the notion of positive 

psychology (Seligman, 2002) find many advocating  strong attention  to the notion of client strengths (see 

also, Sorbello, et al., 2002; Van Wormer, 2001).  In this regard, building from and fostering strengths is 

viewed as key to both well-being and behavioral change.  In designing measures of such assets, we 

endeavored to tap domains put forward in the literature and in focus groups consulted prior to the study.  

The literature encouraged the conceptualization of strengths not merely as the absence of a risk factor but 
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rather as the presence of a unique asset likely to play an important role in one’s desistance from future 

offending (Morash, Bynum, & Koons, 1998; Prendergast, Wellisch, & Falkin, 1995; Schram & Morash, 

2002).  We do not exhaust the full array of such strengths (see, Ward & Brown, 2004); however, 

measures of self-efficacy, self-esteem, educational assets, family support, and relationship support were 

set forward as test variables. In the calculation of a final risk score, strengths were subtracted from the 

sum of risk factors.  

 Family Support.  This scale included items reflecting good relationships with a woman’s family 

of origin (with little conflict), much communication with family members who supported self-

improvement and offered assistance in meeting the conditions of supervision (e.g., childcare, 

transportation, financial support, etc.).  Alphas were.73 for inmates (5 items), .80 for pre-released women 

(4 items), and .73 for probationers (4 items).  The scale was collapsed into three levels prior to 

incorporating it into the cumulative risk scale. 

 Relationship Support.  The family support variable was distinct from support from an intimate 

partner.  Eight interview items for the prison and pre-release samples and seven for the probation sample 

converged, with alphas ranging from .85 to .87.  Questions tapped such issues as whether the intimate was 

a marital partner or lived with the participant when she was not incarcerated. The scale also depicted the 

duration of the relationship as well as and levels of satisfaction, conflict and support. Notwithstanding the 

high alphas, interviewers may have affected the validity of the scale by injecting their own (rather than 

the participant’s) interpretation for whether or not the relationship was a “true relationship.”  The fact that 

relationship support was highly correlated with relationship conflict (ranging from .48 to .50 across the 

samples) indicated that satisfying and supportive relationships for these women were far from being free 

of conflict, criminal influences, even abuse. These findings underscored the complexity of the women’s 

intimate relationships, but not necessarily in ways that are inconsistent with the literature on women 

offenders (Belknap, 2007; Bloom et al, 2004; Covington, 1998). 

Self-Esteem.   The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1979) was used to measure this 

construct and consisted of ten items using a 3-point Likert-type answer format.  This instrument has been 
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widely used in the psychological literature and has shown strong psychometric properties (see Dahlberg, 

Toal, & Behrens, 1998; Rosenberg, 1979).  Factor analysis revealed a single factor which retained all ten 

items, with alphas ranging from .89 to .90.  

Self-Efficacy. The Sherer Self-Efficacy Scale (Sherer et al., 1982) is a 17-item scale using a 3-

point Likert-type answer format.  Similar to the self-esteem scale, the self-efficacy scale retained all 17 

items when subjected to factor analysis.  The alpha reliabilities were high, ranging from .89 to .91. The 

scale was collapsed into two levels prior to its subtraction from the sum of all risk factors. 

Educational Assets.  This scale was designed to tap educational accomplishments that factored 

heavily into personal success, and as such could be considered assets.  While high school diplomas or the 

equivalent comprised one item on the scale, high scores were achieved by those with job-related licenses 

and certificates, involvement in post-secondary education, and the attainment of at least a college 

associate’s degree.  Alpha reliabilities were marginal, ranging from .62 to .64. 

Offense-Related Outcome Measures 

 Various measures of recidivism were solicited from the Research and Evaluation Unit of the 

Missouri DOC.   These included data on technical violations, re-arrests, reconvictions, prison admissions, 

and prison misconducts (for the two institutional samples).  After a review and analysis of each form of 

recidivism, it was determined that the present report would focus on returns to prison (pre-release and 

probation samples) and prison misconducts (prison samples).   

 Probationers.  For the compilation of prison admission data, probationers were tracked for a total 

of two years beyond their initial participation in the study.  These data were available for 304 (97.1 

percent) of the participants.  After 6-months, 13 women (4.3%) had been sent to prison.  After one year, 

this number increased to 25 women (8.3%).  Finally, after two years 52 women were incarcerated 

(17.1%).6  Fourteen of the 52 two-year prison admissions were for new offenses (26.9%).7 

                                                 
6 Forty-seven of the women probationers (15%) had not yet reached their two-year follow-up date at the time the last 
recidivism data were collected for this report.  However, many were close to reaching this date, within one to five 
months remaining.  A final follow-up data collection for prison admissions will be conducted in October 2007 to 
fully capture these remaining cases.  
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 Prison Inmates.  Taking the prison sample as a whole, 129 out of 272 women had at least one 

serious misconduct after 6-months (47.4%); this increased to 141 women by the 12-month point (51.8%).  

Because the majority of inmates had been released by the 12 month time frame (71.7 percent), a 24 month 

follow-up period was not pursued.  Notwithstanding the omission of the most minor infractions (e.g., 

violation of institutional rules and out of bounds),  the misconducts committed by these women were 

minor. The findings must be viewed accordingly.  For example, at the 12 month point, the most serious 

citations included: (1) 1 for minor assault; (2) 1 for possession of an intoxicating substance; (3) 1 for 

threatening behavior, and (4) 2 for sexual misconduct.  Together these 5 women represented only 1.6 

percent of the inmate population. 

 Pre-Release Inmates.  Similar to the probation sample, women from the pre-release sample were 

tracked upon their release for technical violations and re-incarcerations. For ease of presentation, this 

report focused on the returns to prison.  Re-incarcerations were recorded for up to two years.  Out of 150 

pre-release women, 43.8 percent of women were returned to prison within two years of release.  Only 13 

percent, however, were re-admitted for new offenses. 

Analysis 

The contribution of these items to a total risk assessment scale (risk score), involved analysis of 

bivariate correlations with the outcome measures, summing all factors that were significantly correlated 

with outcome, and analysis of the final risk scale for its validity as a prediction tool.   Predictive validity 

was determined by measures of association appropriate to the data at hand, typically Pearson’s r for total 

scale values, and Tauc for assessments of collapsed risk levels.  Additionally, the final scales were 

subjected to analyses of the Receiver Operating Characteristic (ROC) and the accompanying AUC (Area 

Under the Curve) statistic (see Swets, Dawes & Monahan, 2000; Quinsey, Harris, Rice & Cormier, 1998).  

Thus, two statistical values were determined; one (Pearson’s r) served as a measure of the strength of the 

relationship between the risk scales and outcome measures (effect sizes); the other expressed a ratio of the 

                                                                                                                                                             
7 The Missouri final report offers separate analysis of the two outcomes, but doing so does not provide a 
substantially different pattern of findings.   
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“prediction hits” or true positives to false positives that was unaffected by base rates and selection ratios. 

Use of the AUC statistic is becoming common to prediction research and is especially important to 

samples with low base rates.  AUCs above .70 are considered acceptable for prediction research, values of 

.50 are considered to be no better than chance. 

Prior to entering the predictors into a final scale, risk factors with wide ranges were collapsed.  

This was done with the following considerations in mind:  1) retaining a measure of association that was 

similar to the one for the correlation of the full scale with outcome; 2) fairness; we avoided situations 

where a single risk factor (e.g., mental health) could have a disproportionate influence on the full scale; 

and 3) proportionality with other risk factors; scales ranged from a low of 2 points to a high of 13 

(criminal history).  More formal procedures for scale weighting and establishment of cut-points (e.g., 

Brennan, 2007) await the accumulation of larger samples.   

Results 

Identification of Risk Factors 

 Table 3 shows bivariate correlations (Pearson r) of the risk factors with correctional outcomes 

across three correctional samples.  In all of the sites, a combination of traditional risk factors and gender-

responsive risk factors were significantly correlated with outcome measures at the bivariate level.   The 

patterns of significant correlations varied somewhat across samples, so findings are discussed for each 

sample in turn. 

Probation.  The highest correlates to involved economic (r=.29; p<.01), substance abuse (r=.21; 

p<.01), and housing safety (r=.23; p<.01) issues, followed by depression (r=.18; p<.01), parental stress 

(r=.18; p<.01) and educational challenges (r=.19; p<.01).8  Strengths were important as well.  At a 

bivariate level of analysis, educational assets (r= -.22; p<.01) and self-efficacy (r= -.21; p<.01) offered 

some level of insulation from future offending.   

Contrary to the gender-responsive theories, abuse scales were not significantly related to returns 

to prison. We found this to be true in all but one of the NIC probation sites.  In other respects these  

                                                 
8 For ease of presentation, the text refers to the highest correlation seen among both the 12 and 24 month tests. 
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Table 3: Bivariate Correlations Missouri Models 

  

Missouri Probation 
 

 

Missouri Prison 
 

Missouri Prerelease  

 

 

Assessments and Subscales 

 

 

Incarcerated  

(12 Mo.) 

 

Incarcerated 

(24 Mo.) 

 

# Misc.  

(12 Mo.) 

 

Any Misc.  

(12 Mo.) 

 

Incarcerated 

(12 Mo.) 

 

Incarcerated 

(24 Mo.) 

       
Interview Scales N=304 N=272 N=149 
Risk Factors       
     Criminal History -- -- .21*** .17*** .12* .14** 
     Education .10* .19*** --           -- .14** .11* 
     Employ/Financial .29*** .21***       .09*           -- .16** .11* 
     Family Conflict .11** .11** .17*** .10* -- -- 
     Rel. Conflict -- -- -.16** -.09* .13** -- 
     Housing Safety -- .23*** -- -- -- -- 
     Antisocial Assoc. .15*** .16*** -- -- -- .13** 
     History Drugs/Alc. .11** .18***      -.09* -- .15** .18** 
     Current Drugs/Alc. .17*** .21*** -- -- -- -- 
     History MI -- -- .19*** .13**           -- -- 
     Current Depress. .20*** .18*** .23*** .13** .12* -- 
     Current Psychosis .12** .16*** .31*** .17***  .25*** .17** 
     Antisocial Attitude -- -- .14** .15*** -- -- 
     Anger   .14** .15*** .13**       -- .12** .16** 
     Child abuse -- -- .24*** .11** -- -- 
     Adult Victim. -- -- .10** -- .13** .19*** 
       
Strengths       
     Educational Assets -.09*** -.19*** -- -- -.13** -.19*** 
     Family Support     -.09* -.08* -.20*** -.11* -.20*** -.19*** 
     Relationship Support -- -- -.13**       -.16** -- -- 
       

Table Continues 
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Table 3: Bivariate Correlations Missouri Models, continued. 

  

Missouri Probation 
 

 

Missouri Prison 
 

Missouri Prerelease  

 

 

Assessments and Subscales 

 

 

Incarcerated 

(12 Mo.) 

 

Incarcerated 

(24 Mo.) 

 

# Misc.  

(12 Mo.) 

 

Any Misc.  

(12 Mo.) 

 

Incarcerated 

(12 Mo.) 

 

Incarcerated 

(24 Mo.) 

       
 N=304 N=272 N=149 
Strengths (continued)       

Self Esteem (survey)      -.10** 
  (-.14**   )b 

      -.08* 
(-.22***) a 

 

-- 
(-.14** )d 

-- 
(-.10*  )d 

-- -- 

     Self Efficacy (survey)        -- 
(-.22***)b 

-.12** 
(-.16**)a 

 

-- 
(.11** )c 

(-.10*)d 

-- 
(.15** )c  

(-.11*)d 

-- 
(-.17***)e 

-- 
(-.21***)e 
(-.13*)f 

 
Survey Scales 

      

     Parental Stress (N=144) .14** 
( .24***)b 

.18*** 
( .20**)a 

 

.13** 
( .12*)d 

.12** 
 

-- -- 
(.18**)f 

     Childhood Abuse -- 
(.12**)b 

-- 
 

.20*** 
(.17**)c 
(.16**)d 

.16*** 
(.24***)c 
(.18**)d 

-- -- 

     Adult Emotional Abuse -- 
(.15**)b 

-- 
 

-- -- 
 

.08* 
(.22***)f 

-- 
(.20**)f 

     Adult Physical Abuse -- 
(.24***)b 

-- 
 

-- 
 

-- 
(.18**)d 

 

--        .11* 

Table Continues 



 35 

Table 3: Bivariate Correlations Missouri Models, continued. 

  

Missouri Probation 
 

 

Missouri Prison 
 

Missouri Prerelease  

 

 

Assessments and Subscales 

 

 

Incarcerated  

(12 Mo.) 

 

Incarcerated 

(24 Mo.) 

 

# Misc.  

(12 Mo.) 

 

Any Misc.  

(12 Mo.) 

 

Incarcerated  

(12 Mo.) 

 

Incarcerated 

(24 Mo.) 

       
  N=304 N=272 N=149 
       
Strengths (continued)       
     Adult Harassment -- 

(.22***)b 
-- 

 
-- -- 

(.19***)d 
-- 

(.15*)f 
-- 

(.14*)f 
     Relationship Dysfunction   -- 

(.31***)b 
-- 

 
-- 

(.28***)c 
(.11*)d 

       .09* 
(.26***)c 
(.15**)d  
 

-- -- 

   *p>.10, **p>.05, ***p>.01 
 
a Results are for Maui Probation Sample, 24 month follow-up (N=158)(new arrests). 
b Results are for Minnesota Probation Sample, 12 mo. follow-up (N=233) (new arrests). 
c Results are for Colorado Prison Sample, 6 mo follow up (N=156) (misconducts). 
d Results are for Minnesota Prison Sample, 12 mo follow-up (N= 198) (misconducts). 
e Results are for Missouri, Released Prisoners (N=244)(returns to prison). 
f Results are for Colorado Released Prisoners,  (N=134)(returns to prison). 
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findings are consistent with gender-responsive perspectives, giving support to concerns regarding mental 

illness, poverty, safety, substance abuse, and self-efficacy..  In contrast we see that antisocial associates 

was significantly associated with incarcerations (r=.17; p<.01, however two other “Big 4” factors such as 

criminal history, anti-social associates, were not. 

As noted above, the interview scales were only available for the Missouri study, so it was not 

possible to compare results across other NIC sites.  This was not the case with the survey scales, shown at 

the bottom of table 3, however.  Here we observed that self-efficacy, self-esteem, and parental stress were 

potent and consistent predictors of future offending in most of the probation sites. 

 Prisons.  Although survey and interview items are the same across the Missouri samples, with 

appropriate rephrasing to reflect a community or prison setting, a different pattern of risk factors emerged 

among prisoners as compared to probationers.  The strongest correlates involved current mental health 

symptoms of depression (r=.23; p<.01) and psychosis (r=.31; p<.01) and trauma (child abuse) (r=.24; 

p<.01).  Family support was a source of strength that insulated inmates from prison disciplinary problems 

Thus, an observation offered by staff and inmates alike, that troubled inmates make poor prison 

adjustments, appears to be confirmed once again. 

 In contrast to other prison samples, we did not observe substance abuse to be correlated with 

prison misconducts. It is important to note however, that only one offender in the Missouri prison sample 

was cited for a substance abuse-related infraction. The relationship dysfunction scale was also not 

significantly related to prison outcome measures, where it was a strong predictor in the two other prison 

studies. Again, this may reflect prison citation patterns in Missouri as much as it does the relationship 

scale itself. Citations for relationship-related fighting were rare. However, significant relationships 

between child abuse and prison adjustment were seen in all of the prison studies conducted to date. 

 A final pattern of note concerns the manner in which risk factors that only act as stressors in the 

community (e.g., poverty, education, housing safety, adult victimization, educational assets), and parental 

stress loose some of their potency in prison and likely represent more distal factors in a predictive sense. 

In this sense, environments may play a large role in pulling for whether or not a woman’s problems prove 
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to be risk factors.  The influence of family support however, impacted women regardless of their criminal 

justice setting. 

 Pre-release.  Environmental effects may also have been evident in the findings for women in the 

pre-release sample. Here the significant effects of education, particularly educational assets (r=-.19; 

p<.01), and drugs and alcohol (r=.18; p<.05) emerged once again, albeit in a different group of women 

than the incarcerated women. Particularly noteworthy in this regard, are the findings regarding women 

who had been victims of domestic violence.  Previous domestic violence did not appear to be significantly 

related to prison misconducts, but it was related to returns to prison among  released women (r=.19; 

p<.01), a finding that was also seen in Colorado, the only other post-release sample we studied (Salisbury 

et al., forthcoming).  

 Again, family support, appeared to be a strong source of strength that contributed to desistance 

(r= -.20; p<.01).  And by far the strongest predictor of returns to prison were mental health symptoms 

related to psychosis (r=.25; p<.01), a finding that speaks in clear favor of providing adequate transitional 

services to mentally ill inmates. 

 It was apparent that the bivariate results for the pre-release inmates were more attenuated than 

those observed among probationers and inmates.  In all likelihood, this implicated the fact that these 

women were interviewed in prison and tracked in the community, where some dynamic risk/need 

variables were more likely to change---particularly employment/financial, substance abuse, family 

conflict, housing safety, current mental health systems, antisocial associates, adult victimization and 

relationships with both one’s family of origin and significant other.  Additionally, with many questions 

keyed to life before prison, scales were not as proximate as similar ones for prisoners and probationers.  

We would hypothesize that results obtained within the first two months of parole would likely be more 

predictive.  In another sense, however, a number of additional factors may have impinged on the validity 

of these measures, including the honesty of participants facing parole release and the skill of the 

interviewers. The observation of lower alpha reliabilities in this sample in comparison to the other two 

lends some support to the likelihood of methodological issues involving the test climate. 
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Findings for the Cumulative Risk Scales 

 The discovery that patterns of predictive variable sets changed across correctional settings 

suggested that an identical risk/needs/strengths assessment instrument for each type of correctional setting 

was not possible.  However, knowledge of the environmental shifts in risk factors could nevertheless be 

put to great advantage in creating different instruments for each type of population. These distinct 

instruments nevertheless had similar structures.  At present we have concluded the NIC construction 

validation studies with three instruments that first add all risk/need factors found to be predictors in that 

setting, and then subtract the strength scales from the cumulated risk scale.  A third section of the 

assessment lists those needs which are not predictive for the given sample. In probation settings, these 

might be considered to be responsivity characteristics or factors that should be considered in the course of 

matching offenders to the programs that best fit their learning styles, abilities, sources of stress or other 

specific issues (Bonta & Andrews, 2003; Ogloff & Davis, 2004).   

This third section of the assessment, will work somewhat differently for incarcerated women, 

however, because many of the needs listed in this part, while not risk factors for prisoners nevertheless 

place women at risk of returning to prison upon their release.  Thus, practitioners will be encouraged to 

assess these needs and target them in the course of re-entry and pre-release programming.  

Figure 1, illustrates this assessment structure across each of the three samples.  Recalling that two 

types of instruments were constructed, a full, stand-alone instrument and a more truncated instrument, a 

“trailer”, which is intended to be used in conjunction with an established dynamic risk/needs instruments 

that already tap needs pertaining to criminal history, antisocial thinking, antisocial associates, educational 

and employment issues, financial considerations, and substance abuse.  Gender-responsive dynamic risk 

factors and strengths are the needs not listed in bold face on Figure 1.  The trailers only contain those 

needs. 
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Figure 1: Structure of Gender-Responsive Instruments. 
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 Table 4 shows the predictive validities found when total risk/needs/strengths scales are 

constructed for each of the correctional groups. We have attempted to simulate most of the classification 

models used in correctional agencies at this time. 

 Across the first row on Table 4, a series of correlations and AUCs are shown for scales which 

simulate second generation (e.g., Bonta, 1996) static risk assessments.  These predict recidivism (or 

prison misconducts) primarily through offense-history variables.  They would be similar to the Salient 

Factor Score (Hoffman, 1994) or the SIR scale (Nuffield, 1982) in community settings.  For the 

institutional sample we have summed variables common to currently used custody classification systems 

(see Hardyman & Van Voorhis, 2004).  As shown, criminal history variables were not as predictive as 

models shown in the second through fifth rows of Table 4. Moreover, AUCs were unacceptable.  A 

considerable improvement is seen in row two which analyzed scales comprised of gender-neutral items, 

similar to those found in the commercial and agency-constructed, dynamic risk/needs assessments 

currently in use.  Items for these scales included: criminal history, antisocial thinking, antisocial 

associates, family conflict, employment, education, financial strain, unsafe housing, history of mental 

illness, and history of substance abuse.  These scales were the same for all of the samples.  Even so, 

correlations and AUC figures for the dynamic risk/needs models (row 2) improved considerably over 

those for the static scales.  Additionally, AUC values were above .70 for one of the probation tests 

(incarceration at 12 months.).  They remained low, however, for the prison and pre-release samples.   

 Yet another improvement is seen with the addition of gender responsive items in row 3.  This 

highlighted row and the one for the collapsed scale (three levels) should be considered the most relevant 

findings put forward in Table 4. The instruments focused upon in row 3 are essentially those shown in 

Figure 1, for each of the samples.  Increases in the magnitude of the prediction correlations from row 2 to 

row 3 were statistically significant (p<.05) when contributions were assessed via multivariate models 

(OLS and binary logistic regression).   The figures shown for the probation sample were especially high, 

for both correlation and AUC values.  Results improved further when they were disaggregated by race.   
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Table 4: Predictive Validity of Probation, Prison, and Prerelease Instruments. 

  

Missouri Probation 

 

 

Missouri Prison 

 

Missouri Prerelease 

 

 

 

  Returns  

  (12 Mo.) 

 

 Returns 

 (24 Mo.) 

 

  # Misc.  

  (12 Mo.) 

 

   Any Misc.  

   (12 Mo.) 

 

  Returns  

  (12 Mo.) 

 

  Returns  

  (24 Mo.) 

            
Instrument r AUC r AUC r r AUC r AUC r AUC 
            
 N=304 N=272 N=149 
            
Static Risk Scales .09 .62 .12* .62 .17**  .13* .57    .15*     .59 .17* .59    
            
Traditional Risk/Needsa .20** .72 .24** .67 .20** .18** .61    .21** .63 .21** .62 

            
GR Total Scale .26** .77 .31** .73 .38** .27** .65    .29** .67 .26** .65 
            
GR Trailer Scale (alone) .26** .75 .30** .71 .32** .19** .60    .28** .66 .23** .63 
            

 

Risk Levels 
 

            
Full Scale – Two Levels .26** .71 .29** .67 .34** .24** .60    .27** .64 .23** .61 
            
Full Scale – Three Levels 
 

.26** .73 .30** .70 .38** .29** .65    .31** .66 .34** .67 

*p>.05, **p>.01 

 
a  Traditional risk needs scale consists of criminal history, criminal thinking, antisocial associates, family conflict, employment problems, limited education, 
financial strain, unsafe housing, history of mental illness, history of substance abuse.  
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AUCS for whites were .80 and .73 for the 12 month and 24 month time points, respectively.  Among 

African American probationers, AUC at 12 months was .74 and at 24 months, .77. 

The full gender-responsive assessment showed a very high correlation with prisons misconducts 

at 12 months (r= .38; p<.01).  AUC values for the prison sample were somewhat lower than the probation 

sample, however (.65 for misconducts at 12 months). This may reflect the fact that we simply were not 

predicting to serious behaviors, and correlations to less serious the infractions tend to be somewhat 

attenuated (Van Voorhis, 1994).  It is important to note also, that prediction values were unacceptably low 

for African American women (AUC = .59), who also had a higher non response rate than whites.  Among 

white inmates, figures stayed the same as those shown in row 3. 

Findings for the pre-release sample were acceptable (r= .29; p<.01 and r= .26; p<.01, respectively 

for 12 and 24 months time periods.  AUC values were .65 at 12 months and .67 at 24 months. At 24 

months, these values were considerably higher for African American women (r= .40; p<.01; AUC = .77) 

than whites (r= .18; p<.05; AUC = .59).  

 Finally, in row 4, results for the gender-responsive items alone are shown for purposes of 

illustration.  Even though these scales are not designed to be used by themselves, but rather along with the 

full array of gender-neutral items, they nevertheless show strong associations with outcome in and of 

themselves, especially in the probation sample. 

 The final set of observations pertains to risk and custody levels established by cut points to the 

full gender-responsive risk scale.  We examined both two- and three-level models, and found that 

predictions become considerably attenuated when two-level models are examined.  A minimum of three 

levels (low, medium, and high risk) are much more standard than two level models, however, two-levels 

have been entertained, especially for incarcerated women, because the prison behaviors of maximum 

custody women more closely approximate those of medium custody men (Hardyman & Van Voorhis, 

2004).   
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Discussion 

 In sum, dynamic risk/needs assessments, tailored to the needs of women offenders, show much 

promise in predicting future offending patterns and identifying the needs that if not appropriately treated 

are likely to contribute to future offending.  In all three correctional settings validity correlations were 

within acceptable ranges.  Just the same, it is likely that future research and development of the women’s 

scales will make added improvements.  A number of areas for improvement are, in fact, being made at the 

present time.  First, continued work is underway to refine a few of the scales (e.g., criminal history, 

financial/employment, housing safety, educational strength, and the dynamic substance abuse scales).  

These showed strong factor structures and construct and predictive validity; however, alphas were low. 

Second, additional research with larger samples will afford the opportunity to address sample 

variations.  We do not, for example, expect that many prison samples will show null findings for 

substance abuse variables. In fact, our other studies using the LSI-R and other measures in Colorado, and 

Minnesota detected significant correlations between substance abuse and prison misconducts.  Third, 

research with community-based parolees (as opposed to incarcerated offenders close to their release date) 

is also warranted.  Doing so would allow for a test of the dynamic, risk/needs among parolees in a more 

current, proximate, context.   

Third, more attention must and is being given to quality assurance and the integrity of the 

assessment and survey settings.  Interviewers for the current study were trained in a three-hour seminar at 

the beginning of the study; this time commitment seemed to be the best we could ask for given the 

voluntary nature of the research.  Full scale adoption of the assessments, however, will require more 

extensive training that is more consistent with the training guidelines for more established dynamic, 

risk/needs assessments.  Training for more wide-spread implementation will also involve staff monitoring 

and retraining. 

 Finally, research with larger, statewide systems, which has, in fact already begun, may allow for 

more rigorous tests of optimal domain and scale cut-points.  We will also explore the use of weighting 

domains, however, in doing so we will likely add complexity to the scoring of the instrument.  Moreover, 



 44 

even though weighting may improve the predictive strength of an instrument for a specific sample, the 

benefits are sometimes unstable and sample specific (Grann & Langstrom, 2007).  

Notwithstanding the fact that there is room for improvement to these instruments, the present 

study and research in the other NIC sites has offered much to further the understanding of women in 

correctional settings. We turn now to what we have learned from this and other studies that were 

conducted in the NIC Women’s Classification Project.  

Women’s Risk and the Importance of Over-classification.  While the women’s dynamic 

risk/needs/strengths tool and the included gender responsive scales, do predict prison misconducts, and 

future incarcerations, it is vital to stress that they are not predicting serious offenses or identifying 

dangerous offenders.  We are especially sensitive to this fact, because few such offenses or misconducts 

occurred over the course of the 12 to 24 month time period that these 746 women were tracked following 

their interviews.  For example, assaults (including child abuse) involved only 8 probationers (2.5 percent), 

1 parolee (1.2 percent), and 1 inmate (.004 percent). Notably, the overwhelming majority of prison 

misconducts involved minor incidents such as interfering with a count or disobeying an order.  Sources 

have observed that perhaps findings such as these argue against the use of risk assessments for women 

(Hannah-Moffat (2004). Additionally, some have suggested use of a two tiered risk system  rather than 

the traditional three-tiered approach (Hardyman & Van Voorhis, 2004).  However, as shown in Table 4 

above, the assessments start to loose some of their predictive validity with the two-level system. 

The problem of over-classification warrants discussion in separate articles, however, the evidence 

in this report supports what many administrators, practitioners, and inmates have already told us: risk 

means something different for women than men.  We believe this issue is best addressed through very 

frank discussions at policy levels.  Doing so would require policy makers to have access to agency-

specific pictures of the behavioral profiles of maximum/close custody female inmates and high risk 

community female correctional clients.  There may be exceptions, but when we examine women’s 

behavioral outcomes, in these and other prison studies, expensive construction of large high security 

facilities (as opposed to treatment intensive community residential settings) appears to be unwarranted.  
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These findings also have strong implications for supervision policies, lock downs, electronic monitoring, 

and other high surveillance and overly incapacitating correctional options.  If risk is not properly 

understood by policy makers, officials and practitioners, even the gender-responsive assessments will 

dictate over-classification and overly restrictive policies---expensive practices that are not appropriate to 

the harm and risk women offenders actually pose to society. 

 Abuse and Trauma. The debate concerning whether abuse is a risk factor, as opposed to more 

simply an unfortunate, highly prevalent problem that does not related to future offending is likely to be 

familiar to most readers (e.g Blanchette & Brown, 2006). On the bases of these findings, as well as those 

from the other NIC research sites, some patterns appear to be emerging.  First, child abuse is most 

problematic in prison settings, and is correlated with poor prison adjustment in all of the prison studies we 

have conducted to data (Salisbury et al., forthcoming; Wright et al; forthcoming).   Its importance as a 

risk factor among probationers, is not apparent from the findings reported above.  However, using the 

same data, Salisbury et al., (2007) nevertheless empirically supported a pathways model, where such 

abuse did show indirect relationships through mental health and substance abuse variables. In such a 

context, childhood trauma is highly relevant to the treatment of substance abuse and mental health 

(Covington, 1998), even among probationers. 

 Being a victim of domestic violence as an adult was only apparent as a risk factor among 

parolees; this correlate was detected in both of the parole samples we studied (see Salisbury et al., 2007).  

Again, however, the pathways model was empirically verified among probationers through in a 

multivariate analysis which showed paths from relationship dysfunction to adult abuse to mental health 

and substance abuse issues (Salisbury et al., 2007).  

 From this vantage point, one cannot help but entertain the possibility that those who argue against 

abuse being an important risk factor typically conduct studies of community-based, correctional clients 

(e.g., Lowenkamp et al., 2001) where we too fail to see a direct correlation, while those wedded to the 

notion of abuse as a risk factor report research primarily based on incarcerated women (Belknap & 

Holsinger, 2006; Owen & Bloom, 1995) where we clearly have noted its importance.  We would 
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welcome future inquiry into whether the potential for abuse to act as a risk factor depends upon the nature 

of the correctional population, i.e, a less troubled group (probationers) as compared to those more deeply 

entrenched in criminal justice and other social systems, such as (prisoners and parolees). However, more 

recent findings among probationers in Minnesota, where physical victimization (as an adult) was strongly 

associated with new arrests, stands in rather stark contrast to these patterns, and keeps the matter open to 

further research. 

Families and Intimate Relationships.  Appropriate attention to the importance of women’s 

relationships merits more detailed description of family issues than what is currently seen on correctional 

assessments. Women come into correctional settings with complex relational roles each of which may 

impact their lives in unique ways.   To this end, we have underscored the importance of parental stress as 

a risk factor (particularly among probationers) and the commensurate value of parenting skills classes and 

child care.  Its effect among other types of offenders was sample dependent, but additional research on 

post-release samples is needed to more definitively study its role among parolees.    

 Family support was important regardless of correctional setting, but the support of parents and 

siblings was especially relevant to the adjustment of prison inmates and to the desistance of parolees.  

Such findings bode well for family reunification, and prison visitation programs. 

 We would like to have learned more about the relevance of women’s intimate relationships to 

their offense-related outcomes, however, the complexity of the intimate relationships of these participants 

may have been understated by the measures designed for this study.  Note, for example, that strong, 

positive, correlations were found between relationship conflict and relationship satisfaction/support.  

These were seen in all three samples and portray relationships found to be satisfying and supportive as 

also likely to be conflictual and antisocial.  Improvement of these measures will also require that 

interviewers be as trustworthy and open as possible.  Women were reluctant to discuss these relationships; 

as well, some interviewers injected their own values into the assessment process.   

There is perhaps in the survey scale hope for a clearer picture in future studies, as the measure 

was significantly correlated with outcomes in those settings where we believe the integrity of the test 
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environment was strongest.  Clear behavioral indicators of unhealthy relationship qualities are likely to be 

superior to one’s own or others’ perception of the good or bad relationship.    

Mental Health 

One only needs to look at the individual correlates shown in Table 3 to see that correctional 

assessments may be missing the importance of mental illness to successful correctional outcomes for 

women. Unfortunately, many assessments do not include a domain for mental illness.  Those that do may 

be masking its impact my merging all types of diagnoses into one global measure.  Yet we have seen that 

in moving to a contemporary focus on symptoms of depression and psychosis, mental health is an 

important predictor of offense-related outcomes of inmates and probationers.  Perhaps later research will 

find this to be true of parolees as well; however, our design did not afford an opportunity to examine 

current influences. 

The Issue of Treatment Priorities   

Much has been made of the issue of correctional priorities, or what should be the primary 

treatment foci of correctional agencies (Andrews & Bonta, 2003; Bloom et al, 2003; Morash et al., 1998).  

Meta-analytic research, based mostly on studies of male offenders, gives much credit to the notion of 

treating antisocial associates, antisocial personality, and antisocial attitudes.  In recent years, this has 

expanded to the Big Eight” by including (but not with the same level of importance) substance abuse, 

problematic homes, school and work situations, and inappropriate use of leisure time. In contrast, the 

gender responsive literature urges reconsideration of abuse, mental health, poverty, parenting matters, and 

relationships (Belknap, 2007; Bloom et al., 2003; Daly, 1992, 1994; Morash et al., 1998; Owen, 1998; 

Reisig, Holtfreter, & Morash, 2006; Richie, 1996).  There are no large meta-analyses to support these 

claims; however, we hope that we have contributed to one that might be conducted at some future point in 

time.  On the bases of our research, consideration of the gender-responsive risk factors appears warranted. 

As well, priorities appear to shift across correctional populations.   

For example, all of the samples tested in this research showed some though sometimes not strong 

influences from antisocial attitudes. However, other cognitions (e.g., anger, self-efficacy, and self-esteem) 
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are also worthy of note and appropriate to cognitive behavioral interventions. We do not advocate 

relinquishing consideration of antisocial attitudes and antisocial peers; however, if corrections is to be 

focused upon managing risk through the treatment of risk factors, strong concerns should be voiced for 

poverty, educational considerations, safety, substance abuse, and  mental health.  Parenting concerns, 

particularly parental stress, also bring women offenders back into the system.  Not surprisingly, women 

who are more entrenched in the system, in prison settings and returning from prison, appear to be more 

troubled than probationers, so these populations are perhaps most affected by trauma and most helped by 

family support.  
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