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KEY POINTS

• There is strong evidence from multiple high-quality studies that the use of cognitive behavioral
therapy (CBT) in community corrections programs reduces recidivism.
• The effects on recidivism are greater for CBT programs that are well-implemented (i.e., include close
monitoring of the fidelity and quality of the program and adequate training for CBT providers) and
that target individuals classified as higher risk to reoffend.
• CBT programming can be delivered on a larger scale by community supervision staff, but the
effectiveness of such interventions may be diminished by “real world” implementation issues.

Policy and Purpose
Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) is a treatment modality used in community corrections programming that is based on
the theory that thinking influences behavior.1 Behavioral techniques are used to teach new thoughts and new skills, so that
new behaviors occur. More specifically, CBT teaches individuals to understand the thinking processes and choices that
immediately preceded their criminal behavior. Learning to self-monitor thinking is typically the first step, after which the
therapeutic techniques seek to help offenders identify and correct biased, risky, or deficient thinking patterns. All cognitive
behavioral interventions, therefore, employ a set of structured techniques aimed at building cognitive skills in areas where
offenders show deficits and restructuring cognition in areas where offenders’ thinking is biased or distorted.2
Though CBT can be delivered in one-on-one interventions,i it can also be delivered in group settings, and it is this ability
to provide such programming to large numbers of people at the same time that makes it attractive for use in community
corrections. The purpose of incorporating CBT into curricula and programs used in community corrections is to reduce
recidivism.3

i

Please see brief on “Core Correctional Practices” to learn more about the evidence of using CBT with supervision officers in one-on-one interventions. z
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Summary of Research

T

here is strong evidence from multiple high quality studies (meta-analyses) that the use of
CBT in community corrections programs reduces recidivism.4 Some meta-analyses have focused on determining the overall effects of CBT. Pearson and colleagues reviewed numerous
studies representing a broad range of CBT and other behavioral interventions and found that programs that utilized CBT were the most effective at reducing recidivism.5 Lipsey, Landenberger, and
Wilson found that CBT programs reduce recidivism on average by 25%.6
z
Several meta-analyses have focused on trying to determine which aspects of CBT programs are most effective.
Lipsey, Landenberger, and Wilson determined that the
effects on recidivism are greater for CBT programs that
are well-implementedii and that target individuals classified as higher risk to reoffend.7 They also found that
though all CBT programs reviewed positively impacted recidivism, those that included anger control and problemsolving components enhanced the effect of CBT on recidivism; while programs with victim impact components,
behavioral contracts, and punishment/reward schemes
designed to reinforce specific behavior tended to diminish
the effect of the CBT program on recidivism.8 These findings demonstrate that CBT programs utilized in the criminal justice setting are most effective when they focus on
teaching new prosocial skills. Wilson, Bouffard, and MacKenzie looked exclusively at programs delivered in a group
setting and found that here too, CBT reduced recidivism by
an average of 8 to 16 percentage points, depending on the
type of program.9

Many of the studies included in the meta-analyses discussed above were demonstration projects, that is, early
iterations of the programs that were managed by program
developers or evaluators, so there was some concern that
the effects might not hold when such programs were
brought to scale. For example, Wilson, Bouffard, and
MacKenzie found larger effects on recidivism in smaller
versions of the programs studied, and hypothesized that
the differences might be due to treatment integrity problems associated with large-scale program implementation
rather than with the program model.10 Thus, more recent
studies have focused on evaluating “real world” applications of specific programs offered by practitioners in community corrections.
Lowenkamp and colleagues conducted a quasi-experimental study to determine the effectiveness of Thinking
for a Change (TFAC), one of the most widely used CBT
ii

programs for people on community supervision.11 TFAC is
a structured curriculum that corrections staff deliver in a
group setting, which is designed to help people learn new
thinking and skills to prevent reoffending. In this study,
TFAC was delivered by community corrections staff who
had received training from the National Institute of Corrections. The authors found that people in the comparison
group who had not participated in TFAC were more likely
to be arrested for a new crime during the follow-up period, and that controlling for other relevant variables such
as age, race, and gender, the recidivism rate for people in
TFAC was 15 percentage points lower than people in the
comparison group (28% vs. 43%).12 Golden, Gatchel, and
Cahill conducted another study that examined the effectiveness of TFAC delivered by community corrections facilitators who had received training from the National Institute of Corrections.13 The authors found that those who
completed the program committed fewer new offenses
than people in the comparison group, but that the difference was not statistically significant.14 They also found
that that those who dropped out of TFAC had significantly
more technical violations compared to both the program
completers and the comparison group, and that TFAC significantly improved problem-solving skills among those
who completed the program.15
Barnes and colleagues examined the effect of “Choosing
to Think, Thinking to Choose,” a cognitive behavioral program designed specifically for community corrections.16
This study utilized a randomized control trial, wherein only
people classified as high risk were referred to the program,
and both the treatment and comparison groups received
the same supervision levels but the treatment group also
received the program.17 The authors found that a smaller
proportion of people in the treatment group reoffended
compared to the control group, and that this difference
was statistically significant.18 However, the agency implementing this program faced significant challenges in that
it was difficult to keep individuals in the program for the

Lipsey, Landenberger, and Wilson, (2007) defined well-implemented as meaning that there were a low number of program dropouts, close monitoring of
the quality and fidelity of treatment, and that providers had adequate CBT training. z
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four continuous months needed to complete it. Since programs started at specific times, individuals had to wait an
average of 69 days to start programming, and some individuals received jail sanctions during the course of the
program which would often result in their missing significant portions of the program and/or having to start over.19
The authors found, however, that about two months after
random assignment, “the prevalence of reoffending began
to diverge between the two randomly assigned groups,
with the CBT group suddenly becoming much less likely to
commit new offenses,” and that the gap between the two
groups continued to widen throughout the rest of the follow-up year.20 Thus, the authors concluded, once an individual was able to start programming, the effects became
apparent.

These three studies examined the delivery of cognitive behavioral programming for people on community supervision in “real world” settings and delivered by community
corrections staff. Two of the studies found significant differences in at least one measure of recidivism, however,
one of the studies found no difference. Yet for the study
that found no difference, there were some improvements
in the development of problem-solving skills targeted by
the program. These studies demonstrate that CBT programming can be delivered on a larger scale by community supervision staff, but the effectiveness of such
interventions can be diminished by “real world” implementation issues.

This brief was prepared with support from Arnold Ventures.
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The strength of the evidence reviewed in this brief is assessed according to our Evidence of Assessment
Criteria and Hierarchy of Study Design, which are posted online: robinainstitute.umn.edu/research-brief.
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